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ABSTRACT
The problem of food waste is increasingly being tackled via revenue-generating activities such as the retailing of surplus food 
products. Little scholarly attention has been paid to the role of the consumer in such business models, even though consumers' 
perceptions and purchasing decisions are crucial to the acceptance of business innovations. This paper puts forward a process 
framework, informed by convention theory and legitimacy theory, to enhance understanding of ‘how’ consumer acceptance of 
such business models develops. Applying a multiple case study approach, this research investigates three case studies of ventures 
in Denmark and the United Kingdom illustrating models of surplus food reselling from retailers and manufacturers to consum-
ers. The findings highlight three processes of acceptance: circumstantial, personal and community benefits and correspondence 
with social positioning. Aspects of price and convenience were the most influential in legitimising surplus food purchasing. 
Overall, the study makes an important contribution in demonstrating the market potential of surplus food.

1   |   Introduction

Edible food that retailers, manufacturers, supermarkets and the 
hospitality sector do not consider saleable (but still edible and 
yet to be discarded) can be defined as surplus food (Garrone, 
Melacini, and Perego 2014). Recovery, redistribution and resale 
activities using such food can significantly reduce the envi-
ronmental impact of food supply chains (Damiani et al. 2021). 
Studies have noted the potential economic value generated 
from selling surplus food processed into jams, juices, soups or 
meals or offering redistribution to charity (Cakar 2022; Huang 
et  al.  2021). This study investigates the lesser studied topic of 
businesses selling surplus food without further processing, di-
rectly to the consumer, focusing on consumer acceptance of 

such ventures. The results of this research can help increase 
the sale of surplus food and reduce food waste by outlining how 
businesses selling surplus food are accepted by consumers.

We address a gap in extant research regarding how such busi-
ness models selling food, that other actors define as surplus 
and waste, are accepted by consumers. Previous studies inves-
tigated the charitable redistribution of surplus food (Alexander 
and Smaje  2008), the in-store sale of surplus food by retailers 
focusing on consumer perceptions of the store and food quality 
(Aschemann-Witzel et al. 2017), food sharing (Lazell 2016), social 
supermarkets that sell surplus food exclusively to food-insecure 
people and are based on a membership scheme (Schneider 
et  al.  2015; Bromley, Rogers, and Bajzelj  2016; Saxena and 
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Tornaghi  2018) or the sale of value-added (processed) surplus 
products (Bhatt et al. 2018). Businesses that sell surplus food in 
its original form to consumers and consumer acceptance of these 
businesses remained under-investigated. Further, our approach 
to understand and conceptualise consumer acceptance of surplus 
food retailing businesses is novel. We comment on the process 
through which such business models are accepted by consum-
ers and therefore achieve market potential. We apply convention 
theory to identify the values leading consumers to legitimise (or 
not) the businesses selling surplus food, and legitimacy theory to 
understand the processes through which the businesses are ac-
cepted by consumers. Combining both theories into a framework 
provides a holistic understanding of how businesses selling sur-
plus food are accepted by consumers. This information is crucial 
for ventures selling surplus food and can be used by marketers 
and policymakers to advance the sale of surplus food, further re-
ducing food waste and overall resource consumption.

The paper focuses on the trend of establishing new ventures or 
new lines of activity within existing businesses, aimed at pre-
venting food from becoming waste (de Almeida Oroski and 
da Silva 2023). Examples include technology-enabled business 
models facilitating the sale of surplus food via mobile apps and 
supermarkets that sell surplus food from food producers and re-
tailers at a discount (Mullick et al. 2021). Targeting initiatives 
that commercially redirect surplus food to consumers, this re-
search asks: ‘What is the nature of consumer acceptance of sur-
plus food businesses?’ and ‘How can this process of acceptance 
be better theorized with regards to innovative business models 
that prevent food waste?’ Undertaking a multiple case study, 
data were collected from interviews and observations of cus-
tomers of the case businesses and non-customers, following a 
phenomenological approach focusing on consumer perceptions. 
The data were first analysed via thematic analysis before apply-
ing convention and legitimacy theory.

The study makes three contributions: (1) greater insight into 
consumer engagement in surplus food business models; (2) a 
process framework to conceptualize consumer acceptance of 
business models based on the sale of surplus food; and (3) un-
derstanding of the underlying factors that position surplus food 
with a market value (Sadraei et al. 2022). The findings are rel-
evant to businesses working to mitigate food waste. In particu-
lar, the findings enhance our understanding of how consumers 
come to accept innovative business strategies that focus on pre-
venting food from becoming waste.

2   |   Literature Review

2.1   |   Market-Based Solutions to Food Waste

Research on business strategies to prevent food waste has high-
lighted the need to better integrate sustainability and circular 
economy thinking into business operations (Kumar et al. 2023; 
Kusumowardani et al. 2022). Little research has addressed the 
question of how businesses selling surplus food commercially 
can play a role in the fight against food waste. Somlai (2022) ex-
plains that the creation of surpluses is often overlooked in waste 
management strategies. Furthermore, although charitable mod-
els of collating and disseminating food surpluses free of charge 

or at a subsidized rate have been evaluated (Facchini et al. 2018; 
Moggi and Dameri 2021), the selling of surplus food as a market-
based solution to food waste remains a critical gap in knowl-
edge. Given the vast quantity of surplus food available (Messner, 
Johnson, and Richards 2021; Devin and Richards 2018), surplus 
food retailing has emerged as a market-based approach to ad-
dress the problem of food waste whereby products are resold in 
their original form.

These ‘newborn sustainable start-ups’ can be positioned as 
alternative solutions to food waste (Närvänen, Mattila, and 
Mesiranta 2021) and are based upon circular notions of resource 
use (Sundgren 2022), utilising what one actor may deem as no 
longer saleable as a commercial product (Ciulli, Kolk, and Boe-
Lillegraven  2020). Such business models can take a variety of 
forms, typically utilising digital platforms to facilitate both the 
logistical management of surplus products and their retailing 
(Amaral and Orsato 2023; Hellemans, Porter, and Diriker 2022; 
Annosi et al. 2021). Surplus food can be sold via a mobile app, 
an online retailer or a third-party logistical provider or in a con-
ventional retail setting (Sundgren 2020). Studies have sought to 
understand the skills embedded in such operations, such as the 
process of managing the deterioration of saleable products and 
the adoption of differentiated pricing strategies in the case of 
fruit and vegetables (De Souza et al. 2021). Such innovations have 
been situated in a relatively recent stream of literature exploring 
‘circularity brokers’ (Ciulli, Kolk, and Boe-Lillegraven  2020), 
with research yet to fully account for consumer acceptance of 
such business models (Michelini et  al.  2020), despite the rec-
ognised importance of new business models to achieve sustain-
able development goals (e.g., Rosati et  al.  2023; Geissdoerfer 
et al. 2023; Assmann, Rosati, and Morioka 2023).

Few studies have explored consumer perceptions of the retailing 
of surplus food. Research has highlighted how retailers assume 
that selling price-reduced, suboptimal items can negatively af-
fect consumer perceptions of the store and overall opinion of food 
quality (Aschemann-Witzel et al. 2017). Although studies have 
shown that consumers are willing to buy discounted surplus 
food items (HLPE 2014), consumers' food buying behaviours are 
driven by convenience, which can be a barrier to new purchas-
ing formats (Szmigin, Carrigan, and McEachern 2009).

For the consumer, surplus food retailing can mean less choice 
and reduced trust in food quality (Schwartz  2004; Thorsøe 
and Kjeldsen 2016). Surplus food has been identified as a dis-
tinctly different category from other products (Bhatt et al. 2018), 
yet often sold in the same retail environment as conventional 
products. There is a need to examine consumer perceptions and 
behaviours regarding businesses that exclusively offer surplus 
food and how this can support the success of such business mod-
els in commercial markets.

2.2   |   Consumer Acceptance of Innovative Business 
Ventures With Sustainable Goals

Research on consumer acceptance of, and participation in, 
business models with sustainable or circular goals has cov-
ered consumer responses to a range of issues, including types 
of ownership (Elzinga et  al.  2020), the role of digitalisation 
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(Charnley et  al.  2022), up-cycling or value-added processes of 
manufacturing products from surplus (McCarthy, Kapetanaki, 
and Wang 2020; Peschel and Aschemann-Witzel 2020), the sale 
of suboptimal products (Rohm et  al.  2017), price sensitivity 
(Bhatt, Deutsch, and Suri 2021), aspects of thrift and frugality 
(Aschemann-Witzel, Randers, and Pedersen  2022), localiza-
tion (Csutora, Harangozo, and Szigeti 2022), trust (de Almeida 
Oroski and da Silva  2023), durability and efficiency (Kim 
et  al.  2023) and the connection of the product with consumer 
habits and routines (Hobson et al. 2021).

Where this research field has discussed consumer acceptance, 
it is typically addressed through an understanding of consum-
ers' perceptions and behaviours, including their willingness to 
consume and their purchase decisions relative to the activities, 
product or service offerings of such businesses (Aschemann-
Witzel and Stangherlin  2021). However, there has been little 
conceptualisation of acceptance itself. Discussions currently 
refer to whether consumers follow their intentions (Coderoni and 
Perito 2020; Hellai and Korai 2023), whether consumers are will-
ing to pay (Bhatt et al. 2020), whether consumers exhibit weak or 
strong acceptance, perceptions of branding (Aschemann-Witzel 
and Peschel 2019) and the extent to which a product or service ap-
pears to connect with consumer attitudes and values (Camacho-
Otero, Boks, and Pettersen 2018). These studies can be viewed as 
identifying factors that can influence consumer acceptance (e.g., 
price) or exploring possible dimensions of acceptance (e.g., fit 
with existing consumer attitudes and values), but they give little 
explanation of the process through which business models come 
to be accepted by consumers and therefore how an organisation 
becomes a valid participant in the marketplace.

In this paper, we contribute towards the conceptualisation of 
the process through which business models become accepted by 
consumers as a valid option in the marketplace. We view con-
sumer acceptance via a broader lens, going beyond the agency of 
the individual. In this study, we use the term ‘acceptance’ to refer 
to the acknowledgement of a business venture as a normative 
basis for economic action with regard to the coordination and 
exchange of goods and services (Boltanski and Thévenot 2006). 
This provides better insight into ‘how’ innovative business 
models come to be accepted, rather than just ‘why’ (Swaffield, 
Evans, and Welch 2018). This acceptance process reflects how 
consumers come to engage in a particular economic activity, in-
formed by shared understandings.

To develop a suitable theoretical framework on the process 
of consumer acceptance of innovative business models, this 
paper is informed by convention theory and legitimacy the-
ory. These are two important streams of evolving work, used 
to capture a range of factors around the validity of organisa-
tional behaviour (Swaffield, Evans, and Welch  2018; Arslan 
et al. 2021; Ferreira, Merendino, and Meadows 2023). Next, we 
introduce our use of these theoretical lenses in relation to the 
study of consumer acceptance of surplus food business models.

2.2.1   |   Consumer Acceptance and Convention Theory

Convention theory explains how a phenomenon can be charac-
terized and contextualized through the shared understandings 

of how people interact and plan action and how these actions are 
suitable to others (Biggart and Beamish 2003). This represents a 
process of acceptance that coordinates how people and objects 
reach a state of ‘worthiness’ (Boltanski and Thévenot 2006). A 
convention can consist of several components, including institu-
tions and their civic characteristics, markets and their economic 
rationale; industrial aspects of productivity and efficiency; spir-
itual and creative concepts; and domesticity, family, care and 
trust (Ponte 2016).

Convention theory explains how ‘markets come to embody 
a succession of different criteria under which goods become 
qualified for trade’ (Ponte  2016, 14). This details how a phe-
nomenon is conventionalised and how this is represented 
through the coordination of actions in the market (Boltanski 
and Thévenot 2006). Convention theory allows an understand-
ing of the forces situating an individual's market interaction as 
normative (Barnett 2014). Table 1 gives seven ‘orders of worth’ 
that summarise these forces, six of which are identified by 
Ponte (2016) from reviewing work in the agro-food area with an 
additional seventh order proposed by Kirwan (2006). This addi-
tional order is particularly relevant to this study's focus on the 
sale of surplus food. For Kirwan (2006), the convention of regard 
is representative of non-commercial, mutual exchange in mar-
kets that are not exclusively based on economic drivers. It covers 
aspects such as the enjoyment of social interaction and recog-
nition, in contrast to the disconnected impersonal interactions 
present elsewhere in mainstream supermarket purchasing.

The orders adopted here draw upon the work of Ponte (2016) and 
Kirwan (2006), whose conceptualisation is based on the origi-
nal work of Boltanski and Thévenot (1999, 2006). They are not 
static, but open to challenge. The phenomenon being studied 
can align or misalign with these orders of worth, with compara-
tive and contrasting factors revealing complexities in the future 
longevity of goods, companies and associated business models 
in the food system (Ransom 2021).

TABLE 1    |    Orders of worth that give justification to market 
conventions.

Convention Definition

Market Financial impact—wealth, 
price and competition

Industrial Efficiency—competency, 
productivity and performance

Inspired Imagination—innovation, 
novelty and creativity

Domestic Trust—tradition, customs and social ties

Civic Concern for the common good—solidarity, 
collective interest and responsibility

Renown Opinion of others—celebrity, 
recognition and reputation

Regard Non-economic benefit of face-to-face 
interaction—sociability, attention, 
acknowledgement and friendship

Adapted from Ponte (2016) and Kirwan (2006).
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The orders are relevant to explaining how consumer involvement 
in markets contributes towards an acceptance process regard-
ing how business ventures qualify as legitimate (Lindberg and 
Mossberg 2018). Convention theory has been employed to under-
stand a range of business practices, such as the wastage of food 
(Evans and Mylan 2019), the role of price in how companies dic-
tate production levels (Salais and Storper 1992), the improvement 
of food quality in markets through movements like ‘Fairtrade’ 
(Amofa Yamoah et  al.  2016), how retail-facing business models 
can drive practices of overproduction and overstocking and subse-
quent store level waste (Spring et al. 2020) and retailers' civic jus-
tification to tackle food waste (Swaffield, Evans, and Welch 2018).

2.2.2   |   Consumer Acceptance and Legitimacy Theory

We draw upon the concept of legitimacy to expand our under-
standing of the process of consumer acceptance beyond the level 
of the individual. We adopt legitimacy as a means of under-
standing the appropriateness of an organization's actions (e.g., 
Crossley, Elmagrhi, and Ntim 2021). The process of building le-
gitimacy relates to a form of social expectation of whether and 
how an organisation conforms to expected norms, enabling it 
to both survive and grow. As Lortie et al. (2022, 313) state, ‘le-
gitimacy emanates from consumers' ability to understand and 
positively evaluate a venture's mission’.

We draw on the three types of legitimacy developed by 
Suchman  (1995), namely, pragmatic legitimacy, moral legiti-
macy and cognitive legitimacy, explained in Table 2. There is a 
lack of research on legitimacy regarding the food waste mitiga-
tion of both consumers and businesses. This is a field that has a 
concentration of studies on consumer perceptions of food waste 
(Schanes, Dobernig, and Gözet 2018), and the different business 
ventures through which food waste is generated (Mourad 2016), 
but has yet to engage with the how ventures reducing food waste 
become legitimised. Scholars have called for further work to un-
derstand the relationship between consumer lifestyle choices 
and the legitimacy of firms claiming to have a sustainability ori-
entation (Arslan et al. 2021).

Where convention theory concerns consumer acceptance through 
shared understandings of the normative basis of economic activi-
ties, legitimacy theory adds information about the values causing 
acceptance. While the conventions outline how the interaction 
with the business benefit the consumer, a legitimacy perspective 
can inform us about the wider motivation of citizens and their un-
derlying values, such as pragmatism, morality or sociality.

2.3   |   A Conceptual Framework for Consumer 
Acceptance of Surplus Food Business Models

Drawing on the above, we map the convention theory orders of 
worth with the three types of legitimacy to better detail the ac-
ceptance process. This provides three forms of consumer accep-
tance to highlight how innovative business models come to be 
accepted by consumers. Table 2 provides a summary.

The first form of acceptance, via circumstantial factors, is medi-
ated by the consumer's ability to navigate the market's product 

offerings in relation to their own particular circumstances. This 
brings together the pragmatic nature of how businesses achieve 
legitimacy with the market, industrial and inspired conventions, 
that is, drawing on consumer interests such as price, convenience 
and novelty. Each of these conventions confirms how a business 
and its products or services correspond with the financial po-
sition of a consumer, as well as their social circumstances and 
overall ability to navigate the market for innovative offerings.

The second form of acceptance, via personal and commu-
nity benefits, is mediated by the consumer's ability to navigate 
whether the products and services a business offers are benefi-
cial to themselves and their wider communities. This connects 
domestic and civic orders of worth, that is, interests such as so-
cial ties and collective concerns, with moral forms of legitimacy. 
Acceptance is achieved through how a business is perceived 
to align with aspects of trust, morality and human experience, 
such as considerations of personal health, and the common good 
of the wider community and social environment.

The third form of acceptance, via correspondence with social po-
sitioning, is mediated by the consumer's ability to navigate the 
social positioning of a business and its offering. This matches 
the orders of renown and regard, that is, concerns for reputa-
tion and sociability, with cognitive legitimacy. Here, acceptance 
is achieved through positive social feedback, through consumer 
perceptions and judgements of the business's wider recognition 
and acknowledgement by other stakeholders.

Based on the above theoretical mapping, we next present our 
data collection and analysis to address our research questions 
concerning consumer acceptance of innovative surplus food 
businesses.

3   |   Methods

3.1   |   Case Study Research

The lack of existing studies addressing our research questions 
led to an exploratory research design utilising a case study ap-
proach. Such an approach has been adopted elsewhere in re-
search exploring waste prevention strategies (Garrone, Melacini, 
and Perego  2014; Charlebois, Creedy, and Von Massow  2015) 
and wider business strategies targeted at mitigating environ-
mental harm and promoting more sustainable ecological prac-
tices (e.g., Neri et al. 2023; Nazir and Doni 2024).

Denmark, with average European waste levels (Halloran 
and Magid  2014), and the United Kingdom, with the high-
est end-of-supply-chain food waste (Bräutigam, Jörissen, and 
Priefer  2014), were selected as case locations. Product quality, 
health and ecology are important factors for Danish consumers 
when food shopping. For British consumers, research suggests 
that convenience, price and familiarity play a more influential 
role (Brown, Dury, and Holdsworth 2009; Brunsø, Grunert, and 
Bredahl 1996). This is evident in the difference between the re-
tail market share of organic products (Demark 9.7% vs. UK 1.5%) 
and annual spending on ready meals (Demark £12.43 per capita 
vs. UK £26.87 per capita) (Office for National Statistics  2024; 
Statista 2018, 2021; Statistics Denmark 2024).
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Different business models were examined to gain further in-
sight. Surplus food can be sourced from retailers, manufactur-
ers, restaurants or other producers; it can be sold via stores or 
apps. Thus, the cases chosen for this research are businesses 
located in different nations operating via different distribution 
channels and sourcing their surplus food from the hospital-
ity and the retail environment—Wefood (Denmark), Niftie's 
(United Kingdom) and the app Too Good To Go (TGTG)—which 
operated in both countries (Table 3).

Figures  1 and 2 explain how these two forms of business 
model (store and app) selling surplus food operate. Figure  1 
illustrates the supply chain of the two surplus supermarkets. 
Surplus food is acquired from suppliers, and most of it is sold 
to customers. Surplus food that cannot be sold in time is do-
nated to either consumers or other recipients (restaurants or 
charities), whereas heavily damaged products and those with 
questionable food safety are wasted (with this latter category 
being small). Figure 2 illustrates the process model of the app-
based business TGTG. TGTG provide the app and the packag-
ing that is used by partners to sell surplus food. Most surplus 
food from TGTG partners is sold to TGTG customers, whereas 
the rest is either donated (to individuals or charities) or wasted.

3.2   |   Data Collection and Analysis

Primary data were gathered via purposive and impromptu 
sampling (Saunders, Lewis, and Thornhill  2016) from con-
sumers via 33 semi-structured interviews, 4 group interviews 
and 8 observations between 2017 and 2018.1 Customers of the 
case study businesses (who were approached at the relevant 
venue) as well as non-customers in the locality of the busi-
nesses (approached on the street) formed the sample to obtain 
different perspectives and arguments. To gain insights from 
people with different social backgrounds and to avoid biases, 
demographically diverse participants were sought at different 

times of day (Appendices C and D provide an overview of par-
ticipants).2 Couples, friends and colleagues were interviewed 
via impromptu group interviews. The face-to-face interviews 
took place in the case businesses or the surrounding area, 
according to the preferences of the participant. An interview 
guide (questions and scenarios around relevant topics, such as 
personal background, shopping habits, consumer experience 
with the case business, ethical considerations, food waste be-
haviour, appreciation of food; see Appendix  A) was applied 
flexibly to allow the participant to lead the direction of the 
conversation, to let the conversation flow naturally and to 
enable the researcher to ask probing questions (Bryman and 
Bell  2011; Saunders, Lewis, and Thornhill  2016). Thus, in-
depth answers could be gained to better understand the par-
ticipants' perspectives (according to phenomenology) while 
facilitating case comparison without compromising on depth 
(Bryman and Bell  2011). As the interviews resembled natu-
ral conversations, they came to a natural end when all topics 
were discussed. Observation was conducted passively and un-
obtrusively inside and outside the case businesses, providing 
information about shop layouts and atmosphere, advertise-
ments, product offerings, customers (number, demographics) 
and their behaviour (movement, reactions, actions, purchases 
and non-purchases, verbal and non-verbal communication), 
business representatives (their behaviour, attitudes, commu-
nication) and the vicinity. Observations were noted accurately 
and later analysed together with the interview data. Data col-
lection ceased when further data did not reveal new insights.

A phenomenological approach was followed to provide insight 
into the individual perceptions motivating certain behaviours 
(Rosenthal and Bourgeois 1980; Sokolowski 1999). This aligns 
with convention theory, which focuses on the factors that le-
gitimise behaviour. An interpretivist paradigm (Elliott and 
Timulak  2005) was applied to study individual perceptions 
and behaviours, socio-cultural contexts and their subjective 
meanings.

TABLE 3    |    Overview of case businesses.

Case 
business Niftie's Wefood Too Good To Go

Concept Supermarket Supermarket App

Status (at 
time of data 
gathering)

The only surplus 
supermarket in the 

United Kingdom with a 
‘bricks and mortar’ store

Denmark's first and only 
surplus supermarket

An app selling surplus food from 
restaurants to consumers, operating in 
several European countries including 

the United Kingdom and Denmark

Location Dover, UK Copenhagen, Denmark Birmingham, UK, and Copenhagen, 
Denmark (also available in other countries)

Stores 1 2 (Amager and Nørrebro) Partner stores: 6 in Birmingham, 
200+ in Copenhagen

Business 
model

Supermarket solely 
selling surplus food 
from retailers and 
manufacturers to 

empower people to 
purchase food cheaply 
and reduce food waste

Supermarkets solely selling 
surplus food from retailers and 

manufacturers. Run by volunteers, 
managed by employees. Profits 

used to fund a charity which fights 
food waste in Denmark and food 
poverty in developing countries

App enabling restaurants, cafés and 
supermarkets to sell surplus food (leftover 

meals, prepared food that has not been 
sold) to consumers at a discount
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After transcription, the data were analysed thematically; the 
identification of themes was data driven. Coding was completed 
in two stages: first, an open process where relevant themes 
emerged; and second, axial3 coding where codes were refined 
(Boyatzis  1998; Bazeley and Jackson  2013). Identified main 
codes were organised into sub-codes (‘reasons consumers’ with 
sub-codes ‘price’, ‘food quality’, etc.) and sub-sub-codes (‘food 
quality’ structured into ‘appearance of food’, ‘freshness of food’, 
etc.). Codes were ‘weighed’ to identify codes that needed to be 
analysed and structured further. During the process of coding, 
new ideas evolved, causing the creation of further codes or the 
revision of existing codes. The earlier coding stages were open 
and more superficial; the later coding stages created meaning 
and generated deeper understanding (see Appendix B for cod-
ing structure and trail). Similarities and differences among the 
case businesses within themes were recognized via pattern 
matching (Almutairi, Gardner, and McCarthy 2014). When 
further analysis and investigations led to similar results, the 
results were examined through the lens of convention theory 
and then legitimacy theory in order to see the bigger picture 
and leading to the development of the theoretical framework.

4   |   Findings

4.1   |   Acceptance via Circumstantial Factors

The data analysis indicates that each of the seven conventions 
(market, industrial, inspired, domestic, civic, renown and re-
gard) feature in consumers' perceptions of surplus food as a 
form of legitimisation. Whereas all conventions influence sur-
plus food purchasing, the market and industrial conventions 
were most prominent in participants' accounts.

4.1.1   |   Market Convention

Customers4 commented that the low price of surplus food was a 
factor in using the case businesses. This low-cost motivation is 
represented by the market convention, where financial aspects 
are the driver of social actions. Hella5, a regular customer at 
Niftie's, had a low income and learned during her upbringing 
that price is the most important purchasing factor, overruling 
taste and desire for certain foods:

FIGURE 1    |    Process model for Niftie's and Wefood. Source: Authors. Icons made by Pixel perfect, Freepik, Gregor Cresnar, Srip, Dave Gandy and 
pongsakornRed from www.​flati​con.​com.
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I was brought up to find the absolute cheapest thing, 
so (…) I conditioned myself to, when I go somewhere 
(…) I don't necessarily go for what I like, I just go for 
the cheapest. 

(Hella, Niftie's customer)

Price drew Sonya and her family into Wefood. Sonya did 
‘prefer to buy ecological [organic] (…) even though it's a lit-
tle bit more expensive’ and wanted to help reduce food waste, 
whereas her husband was more money conscious. When the 
family passed Wefood, they decided: ‘Let's go in (…) if there is 
anything cheap, might be a good bargain’. Price, not environ-
mental concerns, was the factor leading the family to shop at 
Wefood. Likewise, Clara (mother of three children) valued the 
‘cheapness’ of Niftie's, as it meant ‘money saving (…); you get 
two jars for the price of one, so it just makes sense (laughing), 
especially when you have a family’. Henry, a student and reg-
ular TGTG user, described his reasons for using TGTG: ‘(…) 
I'm really happy that I'm helping protect the environment and 
reduce CO2 emissions (…) but mainly (…) I'm a poor guy and 
I need food, so it's … (Laughing). It's really good food’. Most 
of the Niftie's customers interviewed were on a low income, 
and price was important to them. Martin was retired, and 

shopping at Niftie's helped him and his friend to afford to live. 
He explained: ‘We watch the pennies (…) and they go a long 
way then, and this [shopping at Niftie's] is what we do’.

TGTG enabled Helge to get a restaurant meal several times per 
week. He ‘would prefer to go out twice a week for less money 
than going out once a week for double the price’. Also, Susi and 
Herbert, two young students in their first year, appreciated the 
opportunity to ‘get food for cheap in a city that's notorious for 
its sort of restaurant pricing’. A French TGTG customer appre-
ciated the app because ‘French restaurants and cafés are really 
expensive, so with TGTG you can get it cheaper’. Rita knew ‘a 
lot of people who get some bread and cakes from the bakery 
[via TGTG]’ to ‘get some (…) better bread than (…) in the super-
market and then still it's affordable’. These findings highlight 
the dynamics of the market convention, and the different ways 
in which surplus food is justified through financial reasoning. 
Although surplus food is often viewed as ‘cheap’ in comparison 
with traditional retail food, more subtle justifications for buying 
surplus food also emerged, such as how it allows low-income 
consumers the ability to access food products with sustainable 
or environmental promises and/or purchase a ‘good’ meal of 
higher quantity and quality.

FIGURE 2    |    Process model for TGTG. Source: Authors. Icons made by Pixel perfect, Freepik, Dave Gandy, Smalllikeart, Eucalyp, Smashicons and 
pongsakornRed from www.​flati​con.​com.
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4.1.2   |   Industrial Convention

The findings reveal how shopping habits of consumers are influ-
enced by social circumstances. Engagement with the surplus food 
businesses either aligned well or poorly with the participant's 
food provisioning and other routines. For some non-customers, 
buying surplus food from TGTG or a surplus supermarket would 
mean investing more time. Customers, in contrast, saved time 
by using TGTG or incorporated the trip to a surplus supermar-
ket into their free time. Most customers interviewed had more 
flexible lifestyles (students or no regular employment), whereas 
almost all non-customers had regular employment. Convenience 
was an important reason for consumers to buy or not buy surplus 
food. Consequently, the industrial convention, which focuses on 
efficiency, motivated the corresponding behaviour.

Some non-customers perceived shopping at Niftie's or Wefood as 
inconvenient, as the product range in the surplus supermarkets 
was narrow and irregular. Consumers who prefer to shop once a 
week at a store where they can acquire all items needed are less 
likely to shop at the surplus supermarkets:

(…) if I knew that they had everything, I could plan it 
and say ‘ok I'm gonna do my weekly shopping there 
[at Wefood]’, but as they only have some things, it's 
not something I find very practical. 

(Hanna, non-customer)

Well, it was quite nice but it was really annoying that … 
you have to like go to different shops to get everything 
you need, so you can get in there and maybe get like a 
bit what you needed for the day, but then you have to 
go to another store afterwards and if you are like have 
a tight schedule, you don't have time for that. But it 
was nice when it worked out. 

(Esther, Wefood and TGTG customer)

The journey time was perceived as inconvenient by consumers 
not living close to the surplus businesses, not passing them in 
their daily activities or used to shopping at a store closer to 
their home. Harry remembered: ‘(…) there have been a couple 
of times where we talked about doing it [using TGTG] but (…) 
where we live, it's not like you walk past town normally, it 
would require a trip out to do it’. Customers used the surplus 
businesses when it suited their lifestyle and was convenient. 
Helge explained: ‘I was doing an errand, so I ended up on my 
way back looking through the app (…) and saw that it was open 
and I live right down here, 500m this way’. Susan collected a 
TGTG meal in the late evening for the next day's lunch be-
cause it was convenient:

I live nearby, so it's very easy for me (…) when I 
choose a place to go and buy this food. (…) it has to be 
convenient (…). 

(Susan, TGTG customer)

Customers used TGTG because it was convenient and they 
saved time, as they either usually ate late, selected restau-
rants with earlier pick-up times or used the surplus meal for 

the next day. Henry, a student, explained: ‘I'm saving a lot of 
time because I don't have to cook’. Convenience with regard 
to time also was a factor for customers of the surplus super-
markets. Hector, who lived close to Wefood, visited the store 
in his free time like Peter, who went to Wefood on ‘Sundays 
because it's (…) [his] day off’. Overall aspects of competency, 
efficiency and convenience were drawn upon strongly in how 
participants justified their purchasing behaviours with the 
case businesses.

4.1.3   |   Inspired Convention

The unusual product range of the surplus supermarkets 
(Appendix  C), which was perceived as inconvenient by some 
non-customers, was viewed as inspiring by customers. These 
novel and unexpected products were new or sparked a creative 
meal idea. Peter explained ‘that you never know what's in there 
(…) is quite fun, inspiring’. Clara felt that ‘you never know what 
you gonna get (…) is nice’, making shopping ‘more exciting’. 
Wefood provided products Gemma could ‘not really find nor-
mally’, which ‘inspired’ her as well as Harry, who would ‘then 
build a meal around’ the available product. Harriet appreciated 
the ‘surprise’ when shopping at Wefood, as ‘you will always buy 
something that you don't expect you want’. Appendix C provides 
examples of regular and irregular products stocked by the sur-
plus supermarkets.

The sporadic nature of stock in surplus food retailing motivated 
customers and can be seen as a key legitimising force in con-
structing the case businesses as novel, exciting and innovative 
and able to introduce aspects of creativity into mundane prac-
tices of shopping and cooking.

4.2   |   Acceptance via Personal and Community 
Benefits

4.2.1   |   Domestic Convention

The domestic convention suggests that trust, customs and social 
ties affect people's behaviour; in the purchasing of surplus food, 
these aspects played an essential role. For surplus food purchas-
ing from TGTG, the domestic convention was less influential 
than for the surplus supermarkets, as labels such as ‘best before’ 
or ‘organic’ usually do not exist in restaurants.

Being prepared to consume food past its expiry date was 
a common factor of engagement with the case businesses. 
Participants trusted their senses, as the date ‘doesn't really 
matter’ (Susi). Rita's ‘parents were really loose about that’, so 
she did not worry about the ‘best before’ date: ‘Sometimes, I 
buy it on the day it expires and then I eat it 5 days after’. Clara 
remembered that her ‘dad used to peel a big mould off [her] 
jam’ and that she ‘survived’; she thought dates on food were ‘a 
lot of rubbish really’ and that ‘things like this [Niftie's] make 
sense because, obviously, things in jars don't go off as easy as 
they say they do and there is too much waste. And the food 
is perfectly fine’. In contrast, non-customers chose not to buy 
surplus food from the case businesses because they did not 
eat out-of-date food. Bart chose ‘the closest shop as possible’ 
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for food shopping; despite working next to Wefood, he did not 
shop there, as ‘they have food that is about to get expired’. 
Wanda did not buy or consume food that had reached its ‘best 
before’ date. Breastfeeding her baby, she was very concerned 
about her diet and purchased organic food ‘because it's more 
sustainable and it's more healthy’. About living with her hus-
band, she reports:

If I don't clean the fridge, he just eats it, he 
doesn't look at the expiry date. (…) I think it's his 
responsibility, but I wouldn't. The reason why I got 
a little bit mad is because he gives it to our child. I 
don't care what he eats, he has to look at the date 
himself, but just be aware that maybe it's not good 
for the child. 

(Wanda, non-customer)

Consumers' social ties, habits and attitudes towards edibility 
acted as a conditioning aspect with regards to perception and 
use of the case businesses.

4.2.2   |   Civic Convention

Most customers appreciated the fact that they supported a 
good cause by buying surplus food. Shopping at Wefood, Rita 
felt that ‘there is a bigger idea (…), it's not only about selling 
things’. Sara, who came with her partner to Wefood, appreci-
ated ‘the general idea that the food is not as wasted’ and felt 
that by shopping at Wefood she was ‘in a way contributing to a 
better idea’. Sina, another Wefood customer appreciated ‘that 
it [Wefood] reduces the amount of waste that we have’. As out-
lined later (Section 4.3.2), customers enjoyed the social, more 
friendly atmosphere in the surplus businesses. An important 
reason for staff and customers to be happy, and thus friendly 
and social, was their awareness of creating a positive impact 
by selling or buying surplus food. Consequently, the civic con-
vention, which suggests that a concern for the common good 
triggers certain actions, informs consumer interaction with 
the surplus businesses.

4.3   |   Acceptance via Correspondence With Social 
Positioning

4.3.1   |   Renown Convention

The opinions of others played an important legitimising role. 
Generally, the concept of businesses selling surplus food was 
appreciated; however, some participants attached stigma 
to the purchasing of food items from such businesses. Non-
customer participants associated buying surplus food with 
financial needs, differentiating the case businesses from reg-
ular shops or restaurants given the cheaper prices. Working 
in the field of development aid, Patrick would shop at Wefood, 
funding projects fighting malnutrition, ‘because of the initia-
tive’, but not ‘because of the pricing’, as ‘that's not how (…) 
[they] shop’. His wife would not use TGTG as this was for 
‘the students and other people like that [who] are in need of 
money’. Also, Wanda thought that ‘the people (…) who walk in 

there are people who need to buy cheap things’. Not identify-
ing with that group of people, Wanda did not shop at Wefood. 
Others associated the low price with low quality. They did not 
buy surplus food as they could afford to buy fresh high-quality 
food. Peter supposed that ‘most’ of his ‘old friends from uni-
versity’, who ‘are pretty well off as well (…) probably find it 
a bit off-putting, with old vegetables’ and would not shop at 
Wefood. Helge, a Danish TGTG customer, kept his habit of 
buying surplus food to himself:

It's not something I usually share because it sounds 
like (…) it's garbage food that you are buying. So, I 
guess there is a certain type of social stigma (…) At 
least for me, I see some sort of (…) cost by saying that 
I do this. 

(Helge, TGTG customer)

Surplus food was considered as low-quality food with associa-
tions being drawn between surplus food and stereotypical types 
of people that would shop in such places. This stigma led con-
sumers to distance themselves from surplus food given that they 
did not see themselves as part of these groups and did not want 
to be perceived as such.

The participants that did shop at the case businesses expressed 
feeling good about it. A customer felt ‘posh’ when shopping at 
Niftie's, because she could afford brand-name products. Hella 
perceived herself as a thrifty shopper which aligned with the 
low prices at Niftie's:

I really feel like I get a bargain, I guess I get some sort 
of pleasure (…), that buzz of being a consumer.

The perceived opinions of others shaped consumers' engage-
ment with businesses selling surplus food. For Hella, adopting 
a frugal approach to shopping was worthwhile and a behaviour 
learned during her upbringing. The competing narratives here 
between stigmatisation of purchasing food, and motivations of 
being a ‘savvy’ and ‘frugal’ shopper show a process of how con-
sumers navigate social perceptions in their justification of en-
gaging in the case businesses.

4.3.2   |   Regard Convention

The findings revealed that customers appreciated the friendly 
shopping environment provided by the surplus supermarkets. 
Staff were welcoming and talkative, would answer questions 
and offer tastings, recognise individual customers and even 
order products to their taste, where possible.

For customers, shopping at the surplus supermarkets was more 
than just buying food; it was a joyful event. Stella described the 
atmosphere as ‘cheerful’, whereas Sonya appreciated that at 
Wefood, ‘they are not convincing you to buy something that you 
don't need (…), you can get it if you want to, and you can let it 
go if you don't’. Rita appreciated that ‘people are (…) a bit more 
talkative sometimes’. The ‘really nice’ (Gemma) volunteers also 
provided advice regarding their products. The fact that Martin 
received answers to his questions made him feel ‘very happy’ 
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and shopping at Niftie's ‘more personal’. Despite the ‘weird’ 
product range, Peter was ‘always happy going’ to Wefood be-
cause of the ‘nice ambience’ and because ‘the staff there are al-
ways happy and (…) usually hand snacks out so you can taste’.

The customers at Niftie's associated the shop with the owner, 
demonstrating that shopping at Niftie's is a social experience 
rather than just a shop visit. When talking about Niftie's, cus-
tomers referred to Nico, the owner, demonstrating elements 
of social interaction and social experience as part of their pur-
chases. Knowing almost all his customers, Nico not only chatted 
to them but also tried to provide the products they desired.

The surplus supermarkets had a very different environment 
from regular retailers. Whereas the latter are characterised by 
professional marketing, profit maximisation and efficiency, 
the former are based on a social mission. The more personal, 
relaxed and friendly atmosphere motivated customers to visit 
the surplus supermarkets in their free time and to purchase 
surplus food. This atmosphere and social interaction played an 

important role in how consumers were aware that in purchas-
ing from the case businesses they were having a wider positive 
environmental impact in helping to mitigate food waste.

4.4   |   Summary of Findings

The findings highlight the perceptions of consumers with re-
gard to the purchasing of surplus food and how these legit-
imise the sale of such items as a business model. This study 
is the first to investigate two different business models (app-
based and surplus supermarkets) in two countries (Denmark 
and the United Kingdom) selling surplus food. Across the 
three processes of consumer acceptance, seven conventions 
were explored. The application and resulting behaviours are 
summarised in Table 4.

The reasons why consumers buy, or do not buy, surplus food 
can be related to conventions regarding financial impact, in-
spiration, efficiency, trust, concern for the common good, the 

TABLE 4    |    Conventions influencing the purchasing of surplus food.

Process of consumer acceptance Convention
Application to the 

purchasing of surplus food Resulting behaviour

Circumstantial factors Market: financial impact •  Buying surplus food because 
of the low price

•  Being a thrifty shopper

Buying surplus food

Industrial: efficiency •  Getting everything in a single 
store, hence not buying 
surplus food

•  Using the shop only when it is 
convenient, not using the shop 
when it is not convenient

•  Saving time by using Too 
Good To Go

Buying surplus food
Not buying surplus food

Inspired: novelty, 
creativity

•  Being inspired by the different 
offerings

•  Novelty aspect

Buying surplus food

Personal and community benefits Domestic: trust •  Eating/not eating food past its 
‘best before’ date

•  Upbringing, applying the 
attitudes taught by parents

•  Only eating organic food
•  Rescuing food as a normal 

behaviour

Buying surplus food
Not buying surplus food

Civic: concern for 
the common good

•  Concern for the common good
•  Being a supporter of good 

causes

Buying surplus food

Correspondence with social 
positioning

Renown: opinions 
of others

•  Not buying surplus food 
because of stigma

Not buying surplus food

Regard: sociability, 
friendship

•  Appreciating social interaction 
with staff

•  Shopping as leisure time
•  Personal atmosphere instead 

of profit maximisation

Buying surplus food
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opinions of others and social interaction. The data suggest 
that the market and industrial convention were the strongest 
legitimising forces, with no considerable national differences. 
Pragmatic factors legitimised the surplus businesses; con-
sumers accepted these businesses because of circumstantial 
factors. The domestic convention was less influential for buy-
ing surplus food from TGTG compared to the supermarkets, 
perhaps because surplus food sold in supermarkets is often 
labelled (e.g., ‘best before’ or ‘organic’), whereas surplus food 
from a restaurant is not. Also, the renown convention might 
be less influential for TGTG as customers may feel that col-
lecting takeaway food is a more ‘anonymous’ experience than 
shopping in a supermarket.

Circumstantial factors legitimised or delegitimised the sur-
plus businesses. Consumers appreciate the financial and nov-
elty aspects, but also convenience is important. Customers 
perceived shopping at the surplus businesses as convenient, 
other consumers not. The social positioning partially provokes 
acceptance, because of the friendly environment of these busi-
nesses, legitimising their existence, but also rejection, because 
of the stigmatisation of surplus food as being of lower value 
and quality. When participants considered how products from 
surplus food businesses had a personal or community bene-
fit, this was shown to be both a legitimising or delegitimising 
force. Some participants expressed trust in the edibility of the 
food offered by the surplus food businesses, whereas for others 
this was a central part of their avoidance of these businesses. 
Moral legitimacy is given to the surplus businesses by custom-
ers who consider eating (often outdated) surplus food as ‘the 
right thing to do’, not by consumers with different attitudes. 
Environmentally conscious consumers (civic convention) who 
were very concerned about eating fresh, healthy food (domes-
tic convention) appreciated the concept but did not use the 
case businesses. As demonstrated in this case, one convention 
can take precedence over others (e.g., domestic over civic). 
Acceptance of the surplus business is mediated when both 
personal and community benefits are perceived; one of those 
is not sufficient (e.g., community benefits). The findings show 
there are considerable intricacies to how consumers negotiate 
the acceptance of surplus food purchasing.

5   |   Discussion

5.1   |   Consumer Engagement With Surplus Food 
Retailing

In line with existing food waste research (Stancu, Haugaard, 
and Lähteenmäki 2016; Visschers, Wickli, and Siegrist 2016), 
we find that economic concerns were the main motivation for 
consumers to reduce food waste by buying surplus food, rather 
than environmental or socially driven factors. Price (market 
convention) and convenience (industrial convention) were 
found to be most influential. The civic convention (a concern 
for the common good) did not appear to prevail over the market 
convention, in particular. Yet, customers identified with the 
notion of behaving in a sustainable way; morality was a legit-
imising factor; personal and community benefits influenced 
acceptance of the surplus businesses. The often-higher cost 
of environmentally friendly products can create a barrier to 

purchase (Kneafsey et al. 2013; McDonald et al. 2015). Surplus 
food purchasing supports sustainability while consumers save 
money. The findings can be connected to literature exploring 
how consumers feel empowered when participating in alter-
natives to mainstream consumption and waste reduction ac-
tivities (Bekin, Carrigan, and Szmigin  2006; Perera, Auger, 
and Klein 2018).

Considering the findings of Parboteeah, Addae, and 
Cullen (2012), the minor importance of the civic convention is 
surprising, because Denmark's citizens are more prone than cit-
izens of other nations to act for reasons of sustainability (e.g., 
FAO  2023). However, the findings support Thøgersen's  (2010) 
argument that macro and national structural factors including 
income, infrastructure and food culture influence sustainable 
consumption. This study confirms that domestic, financial and 
industrial conventions, which include these factors, are criti-
cal in the constitution of sustainable consumption behaviours. 
Accordingly, pragmatism was the main legitimising factor driv-
ing consumer acceptance of the surplus businesses, with moral 
values further supporting acceptance of these new business 
models.

The case businesses are interventions that disrupt automated 
habits; they mitigate food waste by offering surplus food as an 
alternative purchasing option. Retailers reduce food waste for 
reasons related to the civic and market conventions (Swaffield, 
Evans, and Welch  2018). These conventions also legitimised 
surplus food purchasing. The renown convention may also 
motivate retailers to reduce food waste (Swaffield, Evans, and 
Welch 2018), while this study finds that the renown conven-
tion inhibited consumers from buying surplus food. We find 
that the conventions that motivated consumers to engage with 
surplus food selling businesses are the same conventions that 
motivate consumers to shop with regular retailers. Price, con-
venience, customs, trust, reputation, concern for the common 
good and inspiration are factors that also influence regular 
food shopping behaviour. This means that conventions that 
motivate the reduction of food waste can also legitimise its 
creation, as retailers not only reduce food waste but also gen-
erate food waste for reasons related to finance, reputation 
or the common good (Cicatiello et  al.  2017; Filimonau and 
Gherbin 2017).

5.2   |   A Process Model for Consumer Acceptance 
of Surplus Food Retailing

We propose a model of consumer acceptance of surplus food re-
tailing to better theorise the factors affecting the acceptance of 
innovative business models that tackle food waste. The model 
(Figure 3) illustrates how the coordination between conventions 
and concepts of legitimacy can be summarized into three pro-
cesses of acceptance, driving the process through which con-
sumers come to engage with a novel business strategy, in this 
case the retailing of surplus food.

Depending on the orders of worth at play, the acceptance of 
the business models, and hence the market value of surplus 
food, is based on pragmatic, moral or cognitive legitimacy 
(Table  2). Convention theory allows an understanding of the 
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forces situating an individual's market interaction as norma-
tive (Barnett 2014). By integrating convention theory with the 
concept of legitimacy, our study seeks a broader understanding 
of consumer perceptions and judgements of the organisations 
retailing surplus food. Suchman (1995, 575) argues that audi-
ences perceive legitimate organisations to be more meaningful, 
predictable and trustworthy. If an organisation is legitimate, 
there is ‘a credible collective account or rationale explaining 
what the organisation is doing and why’. Our model (Figure 3) 
indicates that organisation, coordination and exchange, as key 
components of convention theory, can be positioned alongside 
the three forms of legitimacy, creating steps in a process of 
consumer acceptance of new business models for surplus food 
retailing. The model also illustrates whether each convention 
tends to legitimise or delegitimise surplus food purchasing (or 
both), depending on its interpretation (Table 4).

Our analysis shows that price, convenience and novelty, for in-
stance, drive surplus food purchasing. Consequently, acceptance 
of the business models is based on pragmatic legitimacy; cir-
cumstantial factors mediate the process of acceptance. Surplus 
food has a market value, if the process of consumer acceptance 
of surplus food retailing (as shown above) can be built, and this 
can lead to mitigation of food waste. Our conceptual framework 
uses convention theory and legitimacy theory to shed light on the 
ways in which new business models retailing surplus food are ac-
cepted by consumers and thus offer the potential to reduce food 
waste. The model explains how surplus food is given a market 
value. This new insight provides deeper understanding of con-
sumer acceptance of businesses selling surplus food commer-
cially, which is important to further the mitigation of food waste.

As noted earlier, past studies offer little explanation of the pro-
cess through which business models come to be accepted by 

consumers and therefore how an organisation becomes a valid 
participant in the marketplace. This study contributes by map-
ping the process of consumer acceptance of new business mod-
els in surplus food retailing. The resulting model can be used 
to build on findings from previous research, for example, the 
observation that consumers' food buying behaviours are driven 
by convenience, which can be a barrier to new purchasing for-
mats (Szmigin, Carrigan, and McEachern 2009). Such barriers 
can be addressed by a better understanding of the processes of 
consumer acceptance of innovative business models. We high-
light three such processes of acceptance, going beyond circum-
stantial factors (such as price and convenience) to demonstrate 
the role of personal and community benefits (such as social ties 
and collective concerns) and correspondence with social posi-
tioning (such as reputation and comprehensibility).

We adopt a broader perspective on consumer acceptance than 
previous studies, going beyond the agency of the individual and 
exploring consumer behaviour more widely. We study consumer 
acceptance, that is, the acknowledgement of a business venture 
as a normative basis for economic action with regard to the co-
ordination and exchange of goods and services (Boltanski and 
Thévenot 2006), seeking insight into ‘how’ innovative business 
models come to be accepted, rather than just ‘why’ (Swaffield, 
Evans, and Welch 2018). We identify three processes of accep-
tance that shed light on how consumers—informed by shared 
understandings—come to engage in a particular economic ac-
tivity, that is, purchasing surplus food.

5.3   |   Market Value of Surplus Food

The findings highlight how consumers' perceptions justify the 
inherent market value of surplus food as a legitimate commercial 

FIGURE 3    |    Conceptual model of the process of acceptance of innovative surplus food business models. Source: Authors.
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business model. Recognition of this is a critical factor in mit-
igating food waste in the retail sector (Stenmarck et al. 2011). 
Consequently, retailers and food service businesses should 
consider surplus food as saleable, not waste. Although retailers 
may perceive the sale of discounted, surplus food as a threat to 
other, higher priced products and therefore fear a loss of sales 
(Aschemann-Witzel et  al.  2017), this study shows that certain 
consumer groups are motivated to adopt surplus purchasing be-
haviours, whereas others appreciate retailers' actions to reduce 
food waste but still prefer the regular, higher priced products.

The findings also indicate that low prices motivate consumers to 
shop at new retail businesses and that convenience affects shop-
ping behaviour. Hence, new customers, attracted by a low price 
to a store offering surplus food, may do their complete shopping 
there, for reasons of convenience. The offer of surplus food can 
also inspire consumers to create a particular meal, instigating 
further purchases at the same store. There is great potential to 
promote surplus food purchasing as a novel and pragmatic way 
to acquire food, linking such behaviours to the creativity and 
inherent resourcefulness associated with sustainable household 
practices (von Kameke and Fischer 2018).

The study also highlighted how restaurants can benefit from the 
sale of surplus food. Although trust is a factor hindering con-
sumers from engaging with surplus supermarkets, the domes-
tic convention is less influential regarding surplus food selling 
from restaurants (i.e., TGTG). Prepared food, such as a restau-
rant meal, does not have a label generating trust or mistrust and 
is assumed to be freshly prepared, perhaps explaining this dif-
ference. Because of the greater anonymity involved in picking 
up take-away food, the renown convention might also hinder le-
gitimisation less when collecting from a restaurant rather than 
buying from a supermarket. All other conventions had a similar 
impact on both business models. Hence, consumers who would 
not have purchased a regular meal are likely to buy a surplus 
meal for financial reasons, for efficiency gains or for the com-
mon good. Having tried the food, these customers might turn 
into regular customers, spread positive reviews or buy additional 
items to complement their surplus meal. Consumers might also 
be more open to purchase surplus food via an app or take-away 
than shopping at a store.

In summary, surplus food holds a clear market value that is 
based on pragmatic, moral or cognitive legitimacy, and offers a 
potential additional source of income for retailers and food ser-
vices businesses through both direct sales and indirectly via a 
partnership service like TGTG. The success of these businesses 
in selling surplus food is evidenced by their sales numbers: 
TGTG has been adopted in 19 countries by 85,000 partners and 
21 million users. TGTG had sold almost 122 million meals by 
the end of 2023 (Too Good To Go 2023), whereas Wefood sold 
more than 420 t of food in 2023 via its six stores (Folkekirkens 
Noedhjaelp  2024). By selling surplus food, businesses can re-
duce their food waste and take action to meet the food waste 
reduction targets required by the European Commission or the 
voluntary Courtauld Commitment (Parfitt et  al.  2016; Göbel 
et  al.  2015). Furthermore, businesses can enhance their repu-
tation by selling surplus food to fight food waste (renown con-
vention). Hence, food service businesses and regular retailers 
should use the fact that consumers buy surplus food for reasons 

related to financial, industrial, domestic or civic conventions to 
sell and not waste their surplus food.

5.4   |   Practical Implications for Businesses 
and Policymakers

The results of this multiple case study can be applied by busi-
nesses and policymakers to enhance the sale of surplus food and 
reduce food waste. Even though the case businesses are located 
in Denmark and the United Kingdom, the results are likely 
to be applicable to other countries with similar cultures and 
economies. Hence, TGTG is now available in Europe (France, 
Germany, Austria, Switzerland, the United Kingdom, Ireland, 
Italy, Spain, Portugal, Denmark, Sweden, Norway, Poland, 
Czechia, Belgium and the Netherlands), in the United States and 
in Canada (TGTG 2024).

Our study indicates that an attractive product range, including 
fresh produce, everyday articles and also ‘special’ goods, is im-
portant for customer acquisition. Consequently, the businesses 
need to acquire as large and diverse a set of suppliers and part-
ners as possible so that a broad product range can be offered. 
Regarding supermarkets, the presentation of the offer is also 
essential, especially showcasing fresh products. To promote the 
products and their quality and to enhance the shopping experi-
ence, product tastings could be offered. Furthermore, businesses 
would benefit from a marketing strategy based on target custom-
ers. The results of this study indicate that mostly consumers with 
financial restrictions and more flexible lifestyles (e.g., students, 
young families, unemployed or retired people) engaged with the 
case businesses. Verplanken and Wood (2006) found that peo-
ple are more open to changing their routine when experiencing 
a life change. Cooperations with universities, family planning 
consultancies, registration offices and employment agencies in-
cluding promotional material and talks could benefit customer 
acquisition. Social media can be included in a marketing strat-
egy, showcasing attractive high-quality surplus products and 
using influencers to overcome stigmas. Store location should be 
chosen based on target customers and be attractive, considering 
the importance of convenience (e.g., busy areas, popular com-
muting routes, universities and alternative cafes). To improve 
the financial situation and ensure regular and attractive open-
ing hours, as well as a pleasant atmosphere, surplus businesses 
need to provide enticing incentives to acquire and retain volun-
teers. Furthermore, cooperations with philanthropic investors 
or with companies aiming to enhance their CSR strategy may be 
useful. To further reduce food waste, the surplus food that is not 
fit for human consumption could be donated to organisations 
using these products as a resource (e.g., to generate humus, en-
ergy or animal feed). Surplus businesses could also interact with 
policymakers, councils, political actors or NGOs to facilitate the 
development of favourable policies.

Policymakers could support the sale of surplus food by either 
prohibiting the disposal of surplus food or by increasing the cost 
for waste. If more businesses are willing to partner with surplus 
businesses or sell or donate the surpluses themselves, the offer 
of surplus food is bigger and broader, attracting more consumers 
and reducing food waste. Financial support could be guaranteed 
by exempting surplus businesses from taxes or business rates. 
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The abolition of the ‘best before’ date, which causes avoidable 
food waste (Deloitte  2014; European Commission  2015) and 
hinders consumers from buying surplus food, would help to 
reduce food waste. Alternatively, another label could be added, 
explaining the ‘best before date’, such as the label ‘oft länger gut’ 
(good for longer), which was introduced by TGTG and is used 
by several food producers and retailers (Too Good To Go 2020). 
Though these actions might reduce the overall amount of surplus 
food and hence the supply of the surplus businesses, they align 
with the mission of those businesses—reducing food waste.

6   |   Conclusions

6.1   |   Contribution and Implication for Practice

Kwak et al. (2019, 116) note that ‘all economic activity is em-
bedded within a broader social or institutional context of socie-
tal norms, rules and expectations that defines socially accepted 
behaviour’. This study offers empirical insights into consumer 
acceptance of the commercial sale of surplus food—an innova-
tive business model that can challenge such norms and expec-
tations. A theoretical contribution is made with regard to how 
consumer acceptance of surplus food retailing can be built, and 
thus, the market position and value of surplus food can be jus-
tified. A conceptual framework was developed explaining how 
business models retailing surplus food are accepted as legiti-
mate by consumers and hence have the potential to mitigate 
food waste. The conventions that motivate or hinder surplus 
food purchasing were revealed. Convention theory was com-
bined with legitimacy theory, and the emerging framework 
was applied in a new context, that is, the commercial sale of 
surplus food. We find that some conventions (industrial and 
domestic conventions) can trigger opposing behaviours (buy-
ing or not buying surplus food). Furthermore, this study argues 
that the same conventions that influence regular retail are also 
true for the new and disruptive sale of surplus food. The find-
ing that surplus food has a market value represents another 
theoretical contribution. Applying this finding, retailers and 
food service businesses could stop wasting and start selling 
their surplus food.

The insights offered regarding consumer perceptions can fa-
cilitate businesses in offering surplus food for sale in ways that 
not only decrease waste but also increase the number of visi-
tors, for example, by focusing the marketing strategy on target 
customers. The market and industrial conventions motivated 
most customers to buy surplus food. Consequently, students, 
unemployed people, young families or retired people, people 
with financial restrictions and more flexible lifestyles, could be 
acquired. Customer acquisition could also be enhanced by mit-
igating the stigma related to surplus food (renown convention), 
for example, by demonstrating the quality of the products via 
social media marketing activities.

6.2   |   Limitations and Further Research

This study provides new knowledge regarding the reasons why 
consumers buy or do not buy surplus food. A limitation of this 
research is that it is context specific, studying two business 

models in two countries. Its transferability to another context 
(e.g., outside Europe) may be limited. Future research could in-
vestigate further business models selling surplus food in other 
countries. The study relies on self-reported consumer data. To 
improve the construct validity of this research, consumers could 
have been accompanied or asked to write a shopping diary to re-
veal further behaviours. Also, no other solutions to reduce food 
waste (other than via the study of consumer acceptance of new 
business models regarding surplus food) were examined.

Regarding future research, the business perspective on the new 
models studied is worthy of further investigation to understand 
the barriers and drivers that businesses experience when selling 
surplus food commercially. Here, the experience of employees 
could provide interesting insights. Of interest would be longi-
tudinal research examining the development of consumer be-
haviour, businesses and the environmental context over time. 
Studies of the frequency of surplus purchases and the changing 
habits of consumers as well as the impact of the development 
of the surplus businesses on other market actors (e.g., suppliers, 
regular retailers, other social enterprises in the area and other 
sustainability initiatives) may provide further interesting in-
sights. To enhance sustainability, it would be helpful to know 
whether surplus food purchasing leads consumers to adopt fur-
ther sustainable behaviours, and if so, which ones. To tackle the 
issue of food waste, further causes of food waste along the food 
supply chain, and the potential solutions to such problems, can 
also be investigated.
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Endnotes

	1	Although the data were collected in 2017/2018, the findings of the 
study are still relevant today, for a number of reasons. First, the case 
businesses are still operating in a very similar manner and are still 
facing challenges in developing and maintaining their business mod-
els. Second, there is no evidence to suggest that consumer values and 
perceptions regarding food waste and surplus food shopping have 
changed significantly over the intervening period.

	2	Only non-vulnerable English-speaking adults, who had given their 
written informed consent, could participate in the study.

	3	Coding already-coded content is called axial coding; it is used to reveal 
core concepts (Babbie 2017).

	4	The term ‘customer’ is used for people who buy surplus food; the term 
‘non-customer’ is used for people who do not buy surplus food.

	5	Names of participants are fictive for reasons of confidentiality.
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Appendix A

The content of the questions asked during the semi-structured inter-
views is listed below. The interview guide was adapted to the situation, 
allowing the participant to lead the direction of the conversation.

Questions for customers and non-customers:

Consumer background and shopping habits

•	 Personal, demographic details

•	 Shopping habits

•	 Choice of products (standard basket, expiry date, organic, appear-
ance, etc.)

Food waste behaviour

•	 Knowledge and thoughts about food waste and relation to shopping 
at surplus business

•	 Personal food waste (what, when)

Valuation of food

•	 Feeling when wasting food

•	 Food waste behaviour in general (e.g., cutting mould off and role of 
expiry date)

•	 Food waste behaviour and related feelings regarding surplus/re-
duced products

•	 Behaviour when having leftovers (at a restaurant, at home)

Climate change/environmental education

•	 Opinion about climate change, resource depletion, species extinc-
tion, deforestation

•	 Responsibility and impact of personal actions

Questions for customers only:

Consumer experience at shop

•	 Story of shopping at case business

•	 Shopping experience (surplus vs. regular retail, ‘feel’, food quality, 
food safety)

•	 Communication about case business

•	 Feeling when facing empty shelves/imperfect items at regular 
supermarket

Questions for non-customers only:

•	 Knowledge and opinion about case business and its customers

•	 Likelihood of shopping at case business (obstacles, motivation)
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Appendix B

B1   |   Coding Trail and Quotes

Table B1 provides an insight into the coding. The first column illustrates the quotes as they are cited in this paper. The second column shows the orig-
inal quotes. These two columns indicate how quotes were shortened to be used here. The third column shows the first- and second-order codes that 
were used to code the content. The fourth column lists the themes that were developed from the codes. For each theme, just one illustrative example 
was chosen. However, every theme is based on content coded with several codes.

TABLE B1    |    Coding trail and quotes.

Quote included in the paper Original quote First- and second-order code Theme

‘We watch the pennies (…) and they go a 
long way then and this [shopping at Niftie's] 
is what we do’

‘Cause my friend is like me, we watch the 
pennies, you know and they go a long way 

then and this is what we do’

1.  Price
2.  Price as a motivation to use 

case business

Price

‘I live nearby, so it's very easy for me (…) 
when I choose a place to go and buy this 
food. (…) it has to be convenient (…)’

‘I'm 49, I live in the centre of Copenhagen, 
I live nearby, so it's very easy for me you 

know to go by bike and it takes 5 min. And 
it's one of the things when I choose a place 

to go and buy this food. I would also always, 
you know, it has to be convenient, I do not 

want to go 40 min on bike late evening. 
Something nearby easy’

1.  Convenience
2.  Proximity

Lifestyle and 
convenience

Clara remembered that her ‘dad used to 
peel a big mould off [her] jam’ and that she 
‘survived’; she thought dates on food were 
‘a lot of rubbish really’

‘No, so my dad used to peel a big mould of 
my jam when I was a kid and I survived, 

I'm 40 years old, so. I do not think there is, 
if everyone panics do not eat after a certain 
date, and I think it's a lot of rubbish really 

(…) But I think as long as smells alright and 
looks alright (laughing)’

1.  Attitudes
2.  Best before date, eating out of 

date food

Attitudes and 
perceptions

Working in the field of development aid, 
Patrick would shop at Wefood, funding 
projects fighting malnutrition, ‘because 
of the initiative’, but not ‘because of the 
pricing’, as ‘that's not how (…) [they] shop’

‘Not because of the pricing, because that's 
not how we shop. So it's probably because of 

the initiative’

1.  Self-identity
2.  Self-identity of consumers

Self-identity
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B2   |   Coding Structure

Table B2 illustrates the coding structure by providing some (not all) examples of the codes.

Appendix C

Table C1 lists products found at Wefood and Niftie's in at the time of data gathering (based on first author's notes).

TABLE B2    |    Coding structure.

Code level 1 (example) Code level 2 (example) Code level 3 (example)

Communication Discovered by word of mouth, Internet, working at case 
business, media, passing by etc.

External factors Culture Caring culture, culture of Copenhagen, upbringing, 
doggy bag, poverty culture

Environmental education and attitude Climate change, food waste, responsibility

Food waste At home, food waste bin

Perceptions of surplus food good quality for cheaper, lower quality, expired, cheap, not 
cheap enough, indifferent from regular food, still good to 

eat, worth to be treated for longer consumption, unhealthy

Reasons consumers Attitudes Best before date, eating out of date food, buying 
second-hand clothes, buying from reduced section, 
dumpster diving, environmentalism, health, buys 

take-aways

Convenience Being busy, customer mentions range as issue of 
convenience, knowing shop and offer, opening time, 

personal connection, proximity

Good quality Appearance of food, freshness of food, not minding 
older/imperfect stuff

Price Meaning price, price as motivation to use case 
business

Price is important for shopping in general

TABLE C1    |    Regular and irregular products at Wefood and Niftie's.

Case business Regular products Irregular products

Wefood •  Bread
•  Fruit and vegetables (varying items)
•  Sauces
•  Jams
•  Cereals
•  Salmon oil pills
•  Drinks

•  Nut mix
•  Handmade chocolate bars
•  Vegan frozen meals
•  Craft beer
•  Lactose-free milk
•  Special fruit or vegetable (e.g., Jerusalem 

artichoke)
•  Pasta

Niftie's •  Tinned fruit and vegetables
•  Sauces
•  Cereal
•  Flour
•  Tea
•  Yoghurts
•  Drinks

•  Naan bread
•  San Pellegrino Water
•  Christmas pudding
•  Branded sweets and chocolates
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Appendix D

Table D1 outlines the participant details as far as known.

TABLE D1    |    Participant details.

Pseudonym Employment Gender Age Nationality Type Status

1 Patrick Employed Man 50–54 National Customer Wefood Family

2 Peter Employed Man 44–49 National Customer Wefood Family

3 Rita Student Woman 18–24 National Customer Wefood Single

4 Sara Student Woman Unassigned (ua) International Customer Wefood Couple

5 Hans Student Man ua International Customer Wefood Couple

6 Harriet Student Woman 18–24 International Customer Wefood Single

7 Hector Student Man ua National Customer Wefood Single

8 Sonya Employed Woman 34–39 National Customer Wefood Family

9 Sina Student Woman 18–24 International Customer Wefood Couple

10 Harry Student Man 18–24 National Customer Wefood Couple

11 Gemma Student Woman 25–29 National Customer Wefood Single

12 Bart ua Man ua International Consumer Family

13 Theo Employed Man 35–39 National Consumer Single

14 Hanna Employed Woman ua International Consumer Single

15 Wanda Employed Woman 35–39 National Consumer Family

16 Maarten Student, employed Man 26–45 International Consumer Family

17 Magda Employed Woman 30–34 National Consumer Single

18 Edgar ua Man ua National Customer TGTG Single

19 Helge Student Man 30–34 National Customer TGTG Single

20 Susan Employed Woman 45–49 National Customer TGTG Family

21 Henry Student Man ua International Customer TGTG Single

22 Felipe Student Man ua International Customer TGTG Single

23 Susi Student Woman 18–24 International Customer TGTG Single

24 Herbert Student Man 18–24 International Customer TGTG Single

25 Hella 0-h contract Woman 40–44 National Customer Niftie's Single

26 Stella Unemployed Woman ua National Customer Niftie's Single

27 Martin Retired Man ua National Customer Niftie's Single

28 Clara Employed Woman 40–44 National Customer Niftie's Family
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Appendix E

Table E1 details statistics related to the participants of this study.

TABLE E1    |    Participant statistics.

Attribute Relative share

Man 52%

Woman 48%

< 30 years old 29%

30–39 years old 18%

40–49 years old 14%

> 49 3%

Age unassigned 36%

Students 48%

Employed 33%

Unemployed 11%

Occupation unassigned 7%

National 59%

International (foreign background) 41%

Singles 56%

Had children 30%

Couples 15%
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