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Abstract: Background: In responsible research and innovation (RRI), innovation is seen as a
way in which humankind finds solutions for societal issues. However, studies on commercial
innovation show that firms respond in a different manner and at a different speed to the same societal
issue. This study investigates what role organizational motives play in the product innovation
processes of firms when aiming for socially responsible outcomes. Methods: This multiple-case
study investigates the motives of food firms for healthier product innovation by interviewing firms
about the organizational motives behind product reformulation and innovation. Results: This study
highlights the importance of having both instrumental and moral motives in the innovation process
when aiming for socially responsible outcomes, and how both these motives interact and contribute
to responsible innovation in industry. Furthermore, the study results question the nature of relational
motives as a separate category from the other two categories of motives, as suggested by corporate
social responsibility (CSR) scholars. Conclusions: If commercial innovation needs to contribute to
solutions for societal issues, the importance of moral motives has to be stressed without annihilating
the instrumental objectives of firms. Both motives contribute to the success factors of responsible
product innovation in industry.
Keywords: responsible research and innovation; RRI; corporate social responsibility; CSR; product
innovation; motives; moral motives; instrumental motives; food industry; public health

1. Introduction
Over the last decades, the worldwide prevalence of diet-related non-communicable health issues,
such as obesity and type 2 diabetes, has increased enormously. For that reason, the public pressure
on food firms to take responsibility for their role in this societal issue has also been growing [1–3].
That the type of response to this pressure can differ significantly between food firms can be illustrated
by the removal of trans fatty acids (TFAs) by the food industry. From the 1960s until the 1990s, TFAs
were one of the most popular food ingredients: they were cheaper, more flexible in use and had a
longer shelf-life than other fats, and were seen as healthier than saturated fats, which were shown to
elevate cholesterol levels and thus to increase cardiovascular disease risk [4]. In 1990, however, a new
study showed that TFAs actually increase the risk of cardiovascular disease—even more than saturated
fats [5]. Although follow-up studies confirmed these results, only a few firms responded directly
by making R&D investments to replace TFAs and had their products TFA-free by the beginning of
the 2000s [4]. After 2003, when new regulations on TFAs were put in place, a second wave of firms
removed TFAs from their products [2,4,6]. A third wave of firms acted after several lawsuits from US
advocacy groups in 2006 [2]. In 2015, the last firms acted after a US ban on industrial TFAs and the EU
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Commission recommending legal limits to TFAs in food [6]. The TFA case illustrates that firms can
respond in a different manner and at a different speed to the same societal issue, showing four modes
of corporate responsiveness: proactive; accommodative; defensive; reactive [7,8]. Over the years, the
proactive mode of ‘doing more than is expected’ [9] (p. 53) has turned out to be most preferred by CSR
scholars and policy makers alike and has been turned into tools and rankings [10–13].
In distinguishing these modes of corporate responsiveness, it is important to take into account
the ‘moral or ethical connotations’ of these behaviors [7]. These moral or ethical connotations are
important to be able to distinguish between firms that proclaim to conduct proactive CSR but are
actually only using CSR activities as window-dressing and firms that have their social responsibility
incorporated in their business purpose and thus are in a constant pro-active mode [14]. These moral or
ethical connotations are reflected by a firm’s motives for its behavior, also referred to as organizational
values which “are first-order conditions that define (...) what are acceptable means of achieving an
outcome—and the outcomes themselves” [15] (p. 519–520). Although sometimes reflecting personal
motives of the leadership team and influencing personal motives of employees, these firm-level
motives are distinct from individual-level motives as they are absorbed in the organizational culture
and thus are present throughout the organization [14,16]. The organizational motives of a firm for CSR
determine processes such as the issue identification, issue selling and issue response of a firm [15].
Therefore, to assess a firm’s CSR behavior, their motives to perform this behavior also need to be
taken into account. Although many scholars have further specified the motives for CSR [14,17,18], the
investigation of the connection between the different motives and CSR behavior is mainly limited to
conceptual papers and studies using proxy-measures for CSR outcomes—such as data from databases
regarded as questionable sources—instead of actual CSR outcome data—such as the number of
socially responsible products [14,19,20]. The question, therefore, remains how the different kind of
motives play a role in the firm’s decisions to adjust or not adjust its behavior to create more socially
responsible outcomes.
In this article, we explore this question in the area of food firms and their product innovation
behavior for the improvement of public health. New product development is a main business practice
and is increasingly seen as an important part of a firm’s CSR strategy [21]. CSR scholars have previously
investigated product innovation in studies on eco-innovation, but have focused mostly on how it
can contribute to a firm’s financial performance [22] or how the government should regulate it [23].
The question of how an innovation process should be adjusted to create more socially responsible
outcomes is actually taken up outside the CSR literature by the emerging concept of responsible
research and innovation (RRI) [24,25]. The RRI scholars indicate that, among others, increased
stakeholder engagement during the innovation process could facilitate socially responsible innovation
outcomes [26,27]. Still, even when the RRI processes are implemented, RRI scholars indicate that
the motives of the innovator could determine whether the outcomes are as socially responsible as
desired or not [27,28]. For firms, these RRI processes could interfere with the original motive for
innovation, which is to gain a competitive advantage [29–31]. Therefore, in the current article, the
following research question will be answered: What is the role of organizational motives in product
innovation processes of firms when aiming for socially responsible outcomes?
To answer this question, a study design was implemented to specifically avoid desirability bias,
which is common in studies on motives for socially responsible behavior [32,33]. Our multiple case
study started from quantitative data on the actual innovation behavior of eight food firms in the
Netherlands regarding diet-related health issues, and then collected qualitative data from the firms
on their motives for the decisions made. For this particular case, we focus on de facto RRI, defining
socially responsible innovation outcomes as food products that are certified with the Choices logo and
thus comply with the nutritional criteria as set by the Dutch Choices Foundation [34] (see Appendix B
Table A2). In this article, a theoretical framework is first presented providing an overview of possible
motives for CSR in innovation processes, based on a literature review in the fields of innovation
management, CSR and RRI. Second, the quantitative and qualitative data collection and analyses are
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explained in the methods section. Third, the results and a discussion of the multiple case study are
presented, discussing (a) the empirical exploration of the theoretical framework; and (b) the exploration
of the interaction between motives for innovation and actual innovation behavior.
2. Theoretical Framework
Many scholars have investigated CSR motives, and several typologies and inventories have been
made [14,16–18,33,35–38]. However, few of these studies have linked the identified motives to actual
firm behavior, focusing mostly on self-reported behavior in CSR reports and interviews [17]. What the
great number of studies on CSR motives do provide is a foundation for empirically investigating this
gap. In this theoretical framework, we present an overview of the CSR motives most observed by CSR
scholars and reflect upon their use in innovation practices, as presented by innovation management
scholars and RRI scholars. In analyzing the multiple inventories of CSR motives, it quickly became
clear that, although there are differences in names and definitions, the CSR scholars have agreed that
there are three types of CSR motives. In our framework, we use the following concepts to distinguish
them: (1) instrumental motives; (2) moral motives; (3) relational motives.
2.1. Instrumental Motives
The first set of motives is derived from the view of the role of firms in society put forward by
Friedman: “the only one responsibility of business towards society is the maximization of profits to
the shareholders within the legal framework and the ethical custom of the country” [39]. In response
to this view, many scholars have argued that acting upon social responsibilities through CSR activities
can be beneficial to the profitability of a firm, an approach also referred to as the ‘business case for
CSR’ [40], and the subsequent theories as ‘instrumental theories of CSR’ [41]. These theories are driven
by the questions: how do firms benefit from CSR activities, and how do the CSR activities contribute to
the survival of the firm? [18,42]. That these theories are quite popular within the CSR field is reflected
by the many empirical studies on the influence of CSR activities on corporate financial performance
(CFP), finding limited to no effect [43–45].
These instrumental theories have also been translated into practice, as can be seen by the instrumental
motives for corporate social responsible behavior identified in empirical studies [17,33,36,38]. Motives
that are categorized as instrumental are characterized as serving self-interest [9,14] and as being
derived from external incentives and are thus extrinsic by nature [35,46]. These instrumental motives
can be divided into motives for short-term outcomes and long-term outcomes [14]. When focusing
on short-term outcomes, the firm is motivated by direct effects on its profitability [14]; for example,
by reducing (production) costs [17,33] or by increasing sales through cause-related marketing [17,41].
Other instrumental motives are more concerned with the long-term survival of the firm, thus aiming
for postponement of legislation [9,36,47], creation of a favorable business environment [16,40,47],
or attraction and preservation of employees and investors [18,39]. An example of a CSR activity seen
as driven by the motive to postpone legislation is voluntary self-regulation, which is common in the
food industry with regard to diet-related, non-communicable diseases [3].
When instrumental motives are concerned with the external environment, most scholars combine
them into one motive: the desire to maintain a firm’s legitimacy [18]. Suchman’s definition of legitimacy
is one of the most used by CSR scholars: “a generalized perception or assumption that the actions of an
entity are desirable, proper, or appropriate within some socially-constructed system of norms, values,
beliefs, and definitions” [48] (p. 574). His call to distinguish between different types of legitimacy,
however, has been given far less attention [35]. In our framework, we use his concept of pragmatic
legitimacy, defined as “self-interested calculations of an organization’s most immediate audiences” [48]
(p. 578), to indicate the long-term instrumental motive of maintaining a positive reputation. The other
types of legitimacy presented by Suchman are linked to the other types of CSR motives [35] and will
be discussed in the subsequent sections.
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2.2. Moral Motives
On the opposite side to the instrumental motives are the moral motives, which are derived from
ethical or normative theories regarding the role of firms in society [35]. These theories understand
“that business, as with any other social group or individual in society, has to contribute to the common
good, because it is a part of society” [41] (p. 62). As any person or entity in society, a firm is required
to comply with socio-cultural norms, and its activities are judged according to a socially-constructed
value system [47,48]. When this judgement is positive, the firm gains moral legitimacy [48]. Moral
legitimacy differs from the other forms of legitimacy as it “rests not on judgments about whether a
given activity benefits the evaluator, but rather on judgments about whether the activity is ‘the right
thing to do’” [48] (p. 579).
With its focus on the ‘right thing to do’ rather than the benefits of the activity, moral legitimacy
is at the foundation of moral motives. As defined by CSR scholars, moral motives are intrinsic,
meaning that firms with moral motives conduct CSR activities not for possible benefits but as an
end in itself [14,38,46]. Most CSR scholars indicate that moral motives are derived from a moral
obligation perceived by the firm and its individual employees [14,17,36,38,41]. In practice, this
moral obligation is translated into the need to provide a positive impact to society and prevent
or fix any negative impacts [9,42]; the need to give back to society by supporting societal welfare
and local communities [18,41]; the need to invest in making the world a better place for future
generations [17,36,38].
Although CSR scholars acknowledge the distinction between instrumental and moral motives,
the boundaries between them can sometimes be vague [16,36,38]. To distinguish the moral motives, we
use the five conditions of moral responsibility. These conditions “should be met in order for someone
to be held properly or fairly responsible” [49] (p. 884). When talking about their response to a social
issue, we theorize firms will refer to one or more of the five conditions of their moral responsibility,
which are defined by Doorn [50] as (a) moral agency; (b) causality; (c) knowledge of the consequences;
(d) transgression of a norm; (e) voluntariness or freedom (see Table 1 for the operationalization of
these conditions).
2.3. Relational Motives
The last type of CSR motives are the relational motives, which are related to the so-called
integrative theories of CSR that integrate both the need for the firm to survive and the duty of
the firm to adhere to social norms [18,41]. For its long-term survival, a firm is dependent on other
societal actors, and thus the firm cannot take from these actors without giving back: also called
stakeholder retribution [51]. In these reciprocal relationships between firms and their stakeholders,
the role of a firm is to exploit its unique resources and capabilities to serve societal interests, and thus
minimize negative impact and support societal progress [18,52]. This process is also referred to as
synergistic value creation—creating win-win outcomes by trading off some of the firm’s profits for
creating not only economic value, but also social and environmental value [18,40]. When a firm is
driven by relational motives, its activities are influenced by the values and beliefs of its stakeholders
(beyond its shareholders and its customers) and thus maintain their relationships [14].
According to CSR scholars, legitimacy is a core aspect of relational motives, but their descriptions
specifically relate to Suchman’s concept of ‘cognitive legitimacy’. This kind of legitimacy goes beyond
pragmatic legitimacy by focusing on actively aligning the firm’s outputs to societal demands to gain a
social license to operate [35,48]. This social license is only granted if society accepts the way in which a
firm balances the expectations of its many stakeholders, which are often ill-defined, conflicting and
inconsistent [14,18]. Suchman [48] indicates that, in the majority of the cases, cognitive legitimacy is
not achieved at firm level but at industry level with models or standards. It is thus not surprising that
several CSR scholars have linked cognitive legitimacy and relational motives to industry action in
formalizing standards or other self-regulation measures [14,35]. If these standards are not formalized,
firms can try to get cognitive legitimacy by mimicking other firms’ CSR activities [35,53], creating a
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type of informal industry standards. In empirical research these motives are translated into the desire
to fulfil stakeholder expectations [33,36], in feeling institutional pressures of self-regulations [14,33,35],
or into the desire to be recognized for moral leadership [36].
Table 1. Overview of corporate social responsibility (CSR) motives.
Type

Motives

Focus of Interest
Corporation, short-term

Instrumental
Corporation, long-term

[17,33]

Increasing sales through cause-related marketing

[17,41]

Postponement of legislation

[9,36]

Creating a favorable business environment
Attracting and maintaining employees and investors
Fulfilling stakeholder expectations

Relational

Moral

Direct stakeholders

Society

References

Reducing (production) costs

Responding to pressures of voluntary self-regulation

[16,40,47]
[18,39]
[33,36]
[14,33,35]

Being recognized for moral leadership

[36]

Moral agency—the firm considers itself an intentional agent for
the long-term health impact of its products

[50]

Causality—the firm considers its innovation activities as part of
the cause of the long-term health impact of its products

[9,42,50]

Knowledge of the consequences—the firm has knowledge about
the long-term health impact of its product innovations or makes
efforts in collecting that knowledge

[50]

Transgressing the norm—the firm considers its product
innovations and their long-term health impact to be crossing a
societal norm

[50]

Freedom to act—the firm can act upon the long-term health
impact of its product innovations without external constraints

[50]

2.4. CSR Motives and Innovation Practices
The reason that many CSR scholars have investigated and categorized the CSR motives is
because motives influence whether and how a firm acts upon its social responsibility towards society.
But which motives determine which behavior, and how do these motives interact with each other
during decision making processes? These are topics that have been researched to only a limited
extent [14,54]. One business practice suitable for studying decision making processes is product
innovation. During product innovation, decisions are often made under uncertain conditions and
thus based upon assumptions on unpredictable outcomes. Although bringing so much uncertainty,
a firm cannot survive without innovation, because, as described by Schumpeter’s [55] classical notion
of ‘creative destruction’, a firm in a capitalist market is always under threat of other firms introducing
new products or processes in the market that undermine the existing products and processes, and thus
destruct their market share. To stay ahead of the competition and survive in the market is therefore the
traditional motive of firms to conduct innovation.
This traditional motive for innovation would be classified as an instrumental motive by CSR
scholars. However, coming from disciplines such as science and technology studies, RRI scholars
indicate that innovation can also be seen as a way in which humankind finds solutions for societal
issues [56] and even as a moral obligation when it leads to moral progress [57]. In framing innovation
in such a manner, RRI scholars suggest that innovation can (and even should) be driven by moral
motives. This preference of moral motives can also be seen in the main approaches in RRI, which
show similarities with the three ways to evaluate moral legitimacy: evaluations of techniques
and procedures, evaluations of outputs and consequences, and evaluations of categories and
structures [48]. The framework of Stilgoe et al. [24] can serve as example of the first category, describing
four dimensions of RRI—anticipation, reflexivity, inclusion and responsiveness—which show how
to make the innovation process more responsible. These dimensions can be seen as evaluating the
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characteristics of innovation processes and thus creating procedural moral legitimacy for innovators.
An example of the second category is Von Schomberg’s [56] emphasis on evaluating innovation
outcomes on their ethical acceptability, societal desirability and sustainability. This can be seen as
evaluating outputs and consequences and thus creating consequential moral legitimacy. The third
category is exemplified by the creation of criteria and standards for innovation policies, which can
be seen as evaluating categories and structures and thus creating structural moral legitimacy [58].
This emphasis on moral legitimacy and thus the preference for moral motives in RRI is also confirmed
by an article of Stirling [28] on stakeholder engagement, in which he indicates that instrumental
motives lead to ‘closed off’ dialogues with pre-determined outcomes which do not promote integration
of societal values into innovation processes, a main purpose of RRI [27]. In other words, RRI scholars
emphasize the limitations of instrumental motives and highlight the importance of moral motives in
order to achieve responsible innovation outcomes.
A possible reason why RRI scholars seem convinced of the preference of moral motives over the
relational and instrumental motives is because their main field of research has been non-commercial
research and innovation, such as academic research [29,59]. Other studies on RRI in business have
indicated that instrumental motives are far more prevalent when the innovation is implemented in
a commercial setting [60–65]. Furthermore, the study of Pandza & Ellwood [66] shows that, even
in academic settings, instrumental motives, such as strategic differentiation, can be one of the main
drivers of more inclusive innovation processes [66].
Also in the field of CSR, scholars have not yet reached consensus on the necessity of moral
motives for socially responsible outcomes. In some studies, the moral motives seem to drive CSR
decision making [38,54], while in other studies, instrumental and relational motives are indicated as
more relevant [36]. CSR scholars also acknowledge that while the search for moral legitimacy might
positively mediate the relationship between threat interpretation and environmental innovation [67], it
does not always lead to socially responsible outcomes, referring to these activities as ‘greenwashing’
and ‘window dressing’ [68], in which hollow symbolic gestures are made instead of actual socially
responsible action [48]. This means that moral motives might be present in the firm, but their effect on
innovation processes depends upon whether and how they are taken up in the firm’s processes [42,69].
In the end, CSR scholars indicate that the motives for socially responsible behavior should not
be investigated as independent of each other. As mentioned by Bansal & Roth [17] and reconfirmed
by a recent study [54], different motives can co-exist in a firm and, interaction between these motives
in decision-making processes is unavoidable. For example, in the TFA case, the moral action of food
firms would be to remove the TFAs from their products as soon as their negative health effects became
known, but that would conflict with the instrumental motives for using TFAs as a cheap and versatile
ingredient. Replacing TFAs would thus drive up the price of the product, decreasing product sales and
thus not achieving the positive societal impact intended. How firms handle these interactions between
motives and the effect on the innovation process and outcomes is not yet investigated, which is why it
was the subject of our multiple-case study on healthy product innovation in Dutch food firms.
3. Method and Materials
To answer this research question, a multiple-case study method was chosen. Because of replication
logic, a multiple-case study allows for comparison among cases, which strengthens precision, validity
and stability of our findings [70,71]. In addition, a qualitative design with both inductive and deductive
elements was used, which allows us to extend the limited theory on RRI in industry and to elaborate
the existing theory on CSR motives towards the domain of product innovation [72,73].
3.1. Context and Case Selection
To investigate differences between firms in their responses to social responsibilities with product
innovation, we chose to focus specifically on the food industry in the Netherlands and a particular
social issue within this industry: the increase in diet-related non-communicable health issues. In this
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manner, we ensured that any variety in responses is related to differences between firms and not to
industry- or country-related differences or divergent characteristics of social issues. The food industry
is a relevant context for the purpose of the study due to the nature of its products. As they are handling
fast-moving consumer goods, food firms have short innovation cycles [74], which allow them to
quickly adjust to changes in societal needs. These small adjustments lead to a multitude of incremental
innovations over a short period of time, which provides valuable data for analyzing the corporate
social behavior of a firm. The food industry in the Netherlands is an especially interesting context.
The Netherlands hosts both a large number of small and medium food-manufacturing enterprises
as well as several large food-manufacturing multinational enterprises. These firms all produce for a
relatively small market with low food prices and a high level of health awareness at the consumer
side [75,76]. Furthermore, in recent years, food and nutrition have increasingly become an issue
for public debate in the Netherlands [77]. This creates a highly competitive environment with both
financial and socio-ethical incentives for healthy innovation, which creates a suitable environment
to investigate motive interaction. To ensure that our cases had experience with healthy product
innovation, we selected the firms from a database of the Dutch Choices Foundation. Since 2006,
this foundation has coordinated the voluntary front-of-pack health logo, named Choices logo. To be
allowed to place the Choices logo on their products, firms needed to be a member of the foundation and
their products needed to comply with a nutrient profile, specified for 22 product categories (e.g., bread;
processed fruits). These criteria were developed in 2006 with regard to the prevention of diet-related
non-communicable health issues and were revised by an independent scientific committee in 2007,
2010 and 2015 to stimulate product innovation [78]. Product information of all products certified
between 2006 and 2016 was collected in a database.
With the database, we were able to purposefully sample firms that complied with several criteria.
First, we selected firms that experienced the Choices criteria revision of 2010, which was the most
rigorous revision, to be able to analyze the firm’s response to changes in the criteria and discuss
their motives for these decisions. Second, we selected firms that were still members of the Choices
Foundation at the time of the interview to ensure that the firm was still able to use the logo at the
time of the interview, to allow for a real-time study of innovation processes. Third, the firms needed
to have at least one brand marketed directly to the Dutch end-consumer to prevent firms shifting
responsibility to their trade partners. Within this specific sample, we wanted to ensure a maximum
variation in both firm characteristics—e.g., size and type of firm—and firm behavior—e.g., number of
products certified and certification in one or multiple product categories. The variation allowed for
the grounding of single-case findings by comparing these findings with contrasting cases [71]. In the
end, eight firms were willing to participate in our study, of which two retailers develop products for
their private label and six were food manufacturers. Several firms also developed products for other
food firms (in Table 2: co-pack). In Table 2, an overview of the selected cases and their characteristics
can be found. All firms were member of the Choices Foundation for at least nine years. Several other
firms were contacted, but were not willing to participate in the study. As the nature of the study was
exploratory, a sample size of eight cases was deemed sufficient [79].
Table 2. Overview of cases in the study with the main firm characteristics.
Case

Supply Chain Position

Size Category (Revenue
in The Netherlands)

Products with Label
(Membership)

Case A

Retailer

Large
(>3 billion)

829
(2006–2016)

Case B

Retail

Large
(>3 billion)

634
(2006–2016)

Case C

Producer
(own label)

Large
(>150 million)

332
(2006–2016)
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Table 2. Cont.
Case

Supply Chain Position

Size Category (Revenue
in The Netherlands)

Products with Label
(Membership)

Case E

Producer
(own label & co-pack)

Medium
(20–150 million)

42
(2007–2016)

Case F

Producer
(own label)

Medium
(20–150 million)

5
6(2007–2016)

Case G

Producer
(own label & co-pack)

Medium
(20–150 million)

17
(2007–2016)

Case H

Producer
(own label & co-pack)

Small
(<20 million)

100
(2007–2016)

Case D

Producer
(own label)

Large
(>150 million)

74
(2007–2016)

3.2. Data Collection and Analysis
To collect data, an interview guide for semi-structured interviews was developed, based on a
literature review. The questions in the guide focused on the innovation process, asking specifically
about decision-making moments in the different phases of the innovation process concerning products
that were certified with the Choices logo. To avoid socially desirable answers, the interviewees were
asked to comment on specific data of their firm’s innovation behavior. The examples of product
innovation behavior for each case were developed based on the product innovation data of the firms
from the Choices database, supplemented with data from the firms’ webpages regarding healthy
product innovation and newspaper articles about the firms from the LexisNexis database between
2010 and 2016.
The data of the Choices database was analyzed in several manners for each of the cases. First, the
total number of certified products per year was analyzed per case. For any fluctuations in the overall
trend, such as years with a relatively large or small number of certified products, the interviewees were
asked for the reasons for these anomalies. Second, the number of certified products per category per
year were analyzed. If any category trends showed anomalies over the years, interviewees were asked
why, in these particular years, an increased or decreased number of products were certified for that
specific product category. The certified product portfolio was also compared to the product portfolio
as presented on the website. For firms that were active in only one or two product categories but with
multiple brands, the product brands mentioned in the database were compared to the brand portfolio
on the websites. If any product categories or brands did not have any certified products, or if one
brand represented a disproportional number of certified products, firms were asked for the motives
behind these decisions. The third analysis was conducted within a product category by comparing the
average nutrient level of the firm in that category to the average nutrient level of the whole product
category and to the Choices criteria for that nutrient in that category. The nutrients analyzed were
the nutrients mentioned in the Choices criteria (see Appendix B). If, in these results, any nutritionally
relevant differences were seen (for example, for added sugar, more than 1 g/100 g difference of the
average level), the interviewees were asked how the levels of this particular nutrient were monitored
and what the motives were for monitoring this nutrient in this manner. The last analysis was related to
the regular revisions of the Choices criteria (see Appendix B). For each criteria revision, the product
data of each firm was analyzed on how many products they needed to reformulate and how many
products they actually reformulated. The data of these reformulations were used to ask interviewees
about their firms motives to adhere to the Choices criteria and changes in these criteria.
To select the persons to be interviewed, the contact person in the firm was asked to provide the
names of the persons directly involved in making decisions within the innovation process. For several
firms, it was decided to interview multiple persons, as the product innovation data included multiple
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product categories. In these firms, the product innovation teams were divided by product category,
and to get insights in the motives for the product innovation decisions multiple persons needed to
be interviewed. In the case of multiple persons, the researchers decided to interview the persons
at the same time, creating small focus groups reflecting on the decision-making process within the
firm. The interviews lasted between 50 and 70 min and were conducted in April and May 2017. Since
motives identified in interviews do not necessarily represent organizational motives at the firm level,
but could be a personal motive of the respondent, additional secondary data on the CSR policy and
innovation was collected. An overview of the data collected for each case can be found in Table A1
(Appendix A).
After the interviews were conducted, they were transcribed verbatim and the transcripts were
coded in Atlas.ti (Scientific Software Development, Berlin, Germany) .in several coding phases.
First, we coded our data using open coding to identify the drivers and barriers for responsible
innovation, using sensitizing concepts such as ‘motive’, ‘driver’, ‘facilitator’, and ‘barrier’. Second,
the quotes under ‘motives’ were recoded using the three main motive categories: ‘instrumental’;
‘moral’; ‘relational’. Third, the quotes under each motive category were analyzed separately on their
referral to sub-motives, using the sub-motives listed in Table 1. To analyze quotes, a summary was
made for each of the three main motive categories. As a large number of co-occurrences of motives
was observed, all sources were coded a fourth time with two particular codes: (1) ‘motive conflict’ if
the source indicated that two motives pointed to different decisions during the innovation process;
(2) ‘motive complementarity’ if the source indicated that two motives supported the same decision in
the innovation process. In the end, the motives of each case were summarized and the summaries of
the cases were compared.
4. Results
In our empirical findings, we observed that multiple motives are present per firm: particularly
instrumental and moral motives. For relational motives, the evidence was less convincing and partly
overlapped with the instrumental and moral motives. In presenting our results, we will first discuss
our findings on instrumental and moral motives, including the specific motives that were identified
for both categories. Then, we will present our results on the relational motives and their overlap with
instrumental and moral motives. We finish the results section by shedding light on the role of the
instrumental and moral motives in product innovation.
4.1. Results of Quantitative Data Analyses
With the results of the quantitative analysis, an ‘innovation profile’ was created for each of
the firms and used to customize the interview guide for each case. To illustrate the kind of data
used in the profiles, we will show here several examples, one for each of the analyses. In Figure 1,
the total number of products certified by case E per year is displayed. This firm certified most of its
products in the beginning of its membership and shows a rapid decrease from 2010 onwards in the
number of products certified per year. The interviewee indicated that at, the end of 2010, the firm
hit a major financial crisis and had to revise their business strategy. Their new business strategy
prioritized the taste and not the healthiness of the products and thus, besides the three products in
2013 with a specific positioning towards health, none of their new products were certified with the
Choices logo. In Figure 2, the number of products certified by case B are shown per category. This
analysis showed that the retailer had certified products in all categories but the product category
‘pasta & noodles’. The interviewee was not sure about the absence of this category, but indicated this
potentially was due to the fact that their particular target audience was not interested in wholegrain
pasta. After the interview, the interviewee emailed after discussing it with the team that this was due
to procedural oversight as they did have wholegrain pasta products. The nutrient level analysis of
Case C showed that, in one product category, energy levels were well above the average of the category.
The interviewees indicated that they indeed had difficulty with having this category comply with their

Sustainability 2017, 9, 2286

10 of 29

internal nutritional standards and were currently reconsidering the position of this particular business
unit in the firm. The revisions of the criteria showed that not all firms use the criteria as a guideline for
their product innovation. When asked why they did not reformulate after the criteria revisions, the
interviewee of case H indicated that the Choices criteria are a good guideline, but that the demand
of their consumers and the nutrient levels of their competitors are more important in their decisions
to reformulate.
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4.2. Findings on Instrumental Motives
The results of all instrumental motives indicated that the main objective of instrumental motives
is the long-term survival of the firm. Innovation is indicated by all investigated firms as a way to
ensure the firm’s survival, or, as nicely stated in Case C:
“Innovation is one of the cornerstones of [firm name]’s strategy of sustained growth and added
value.” (Case C)
It is therefore not surprising that, in the empirical data, the instrumental motives were not only
the most observed motives for healthy innovation, but were also present in each source coded for
each firm.
In comparing the instrumental motives, it was observed that the majority of the quotes could
be fitted into three sub-motives, all linked to a particular objective that a firm needs to achieve in
order to survive: (1) fulfilling consumer demand; (2) staying competitive in the market; (3) managing
reputation and sustaining (or gaining) trust. Among the quotes that were identified as instrumental
motives but did not fit these three sub-motives, it was observed that they addressed behaviors that
support the general objective of survival of the firm: (a) reducing risk; (b) improving capabilities; and
(c) achieving firm growth. These behaviors can also support the three sub-motives; for example, the
motive of a firm to reduce its products’ saturated fat content could be to reduce the risk of reputation
damage. An overview of the instrumental motives and their relation can be found in Figure 3.
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firm does not act upon a consumer need, a competitor might do so, leading to a loss of market
share or missing new markets, thus threatening the firm’s survival. To distinguish the ‘consumer
demand’ motive from ‘staying competitive’ motive, we identified whether the respondent referred
to desires of their consumers or to the actions of a competitors as the source of their motive. To stay
competitive, innovation for healthy products was indicated in some cases as a way to differentiate
from the competition and maintain market leadership, taking a more proactive stance in innovation.
For firms without market leadership, competitiveness was about making sure their products could
keep up with the average product composition in their category. This reactive stance can be marked as
a ‘not to be the best, but also not to be the worst’ strategy.
The last main instrumental motive was identified through the observations that several cases
indicate that their reputation or image is one of the most valuable assets of their business. In these
cases, the main audience of concern for managing the firm’s reputation is shown to be the consumer.
However, the firms also experience that other societal actors, such as NGOs, also influence their
consumers, and their perceptions of health are thus also taken into account for reputation management.
In asking the question of why it is so important for a firm to comply with the consumers’ health
perception, the responses were mostly related to gaining or improving trust of the consumer in the
firm’s products. By showing the consumers that the firm responds to their health concerns, the firm
tries to gain their trust and loyalty to its products. For this motive, a distinction between reactive and
proactive strategies was again observed. Several cases indicated that healthy product innovation can
strengthen the brand image. For these firms, proactively acting upon the latest scientific evidence and
dietary guidelines with their reformulation and product innovation helps them in preserving their
healthy or responsible image. In the case of a reactive response, firms only reformulate their products
if their reputation is threatened. Table 3 shows an overview of the three main instrumental motives.
Table 3. Overview of the instrumental motives with exemplary quotes from the empirical data.
Motive

Fulfilling consumer demand

Staying competitive

Exemplary Quotes of Instrumental Motives
“Satisfied customers and consumers are a prerequisite for the continuity of
[firm name] ...” (Case A)
“But we also think that our target audience buys it because it is healthy. So,
we have to do it anyway, otherwise they don’t buy our products anymore.”
(Case H)
Staying ahead of competition:
“There you can differentiate yourself. So we would like to be ahead in
everything and nobody can deny that this [sugar-free] movement is there
for a few years.” (Case F)
Keeping up with the competition:
“Like with the NVWA [Dutch food safety authority], they have their
monitoring. And, yes, if they publish something, you will of course have a
look and say ‘Oh, maybe we are a bit behind on this [sodium]’.” (Case B)
Proactive reputation management:
“It [ed. sugar reduction] is something we really want, what we want to
show. We are in touch with the Ministry of Health, for whom we showcase
each year: ‘Look, this is what we have again achieved’.”

Managing a firm’s reputation
and sustaining trust

Reactive reputation management:
“And if a consumer organization starts pointing like ‘You are bad’, so
black-and-white... Yes, we don’t like that. So that’s when sometimes there is
an impulse of ‘OK, then maybe we should take on this [product] category’
or ‘how come that our pizzas are that much saltier?’.” (Case B)
Sustaining trust:
“A brand is more than a logo or a clever strapline . . . it’s what people think
of when they hear our name. It’s everything the public knows, trusts and
loves about us. And for that very reason, brand reputation is hard won, but
very easily lost.” (Case D)
“[Firm name] values that customers can trust that the products of [firm
name] are achieved with respect for people, animals and the environment.”
(Case A)
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4.3. Findings on Moral Motives
In the observations on the moral motives, not only confirmations of the conditions of responsibility
were observed, but, in several cases, a condition was perceived as applicable but at the same time
as a restriction for the firm to act. In a few cases, conditions for responsibility were indicated as not
applicable to the firm, indicating that the firm did not completely accept its moral responsibility for
this particular issue.
All cases indicated moral motives for healthy product innovation except for Case E. We will
present the results according to the five conditions of responsibility as summarized in Table 4. For the
first condition—moral agency—the majority of the investigated firms acknowledge their moral agency
in the case of diet-related non-communicable health issues. They indicate that, through product
innovation and reformulation, they intentionally act upon this issue. However, in Case E, the moral
agency of the firm for this particular social issue is denied on several occasions, indicating that the sole
responsibility of the firm is to comply with consumer demands and that the long-term health impact of
their products is only relevant for product innovation if it is reflected in market research as a demand
of their target audience. To illustrate:
“... and the consumer just has a need. And we have a responsibility. So we look at what is going on
among consumers and that [ed. health] is therefore also a topic.” (Case E)
In this particular case, the other conditions of responsibility also were not perceived to be
applicable or were not specifically mentioned. For example, when specifically asked about the
possibility of a causal role for the firm in Case E, this role is rejected by indicating that the firm’s
product is an indulgence, that the consumer is aware of this and will only consume the product
in moderation.
Table 4. Overview of the moral motives, categorized per condition of responsibility.
Conditions of
Responsibility

Exemplary Quotes of Moral Motives

Moral agency

“[Firm name] targets with its innovation the achievement of healthy, nourishing,
responsible and tasty food...” (Case C)

Causality

“Our goals are clear: we want to make sure that the consumer is not misled, that
we don’t undermine healthy eating and living habits, that we don’t abuse the
trust of children, that we protect children (inside and outside the school
environment) and stimulate healthy eating habits.” (Case C)
“That [CSR strategy] also includes the reduction of salt and fat: a desire of the
whole society with regard to the battle against overweight.” (Case H)

Knowledge of the
consequences

“See, we want to make the [product] category healthier, but we have to do that
together with our suppliers. And they have a lot of substantive knowledge
in-house, so from them [suppliers] you can also learn and eventually together
create in a smart way a product category that is tastier and healthier.” (Case A)
“But I think you always need external input of people who are really specialized
in that discipline. So that is what we do by having such a conversation [with an
academic scientist] and we go to a seminar or conference once in a while. That’s
how you collect input on these matters”. (Case F)

Transgressing a norm

Freedom to act

“For a few years we have had a ready-to-eat meal which stated on the front, ‘This
meal contains 150% of your daily salt intake’. That is a great tasting meal and
nobody complains. But now you would say ‘That is too much, you shouldn’t
want that [in your product portfolio]’. (Case B)
“And fortunately, in our world there is always competition. So if you [the
supplier] don’t do it, your neighbor might. See, and then you [as retailer] always
look for the best product, for the best price.” (Case B)
“And we lose our customers, which is not nice because we want to make money
with our products. But you also lose your health gain, if your people [consumers]
get back to a product with a higher sugar content.” (Case C)
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For the second condition—causality—the other firms in our sample acknowledge their role in the
causal chain of events when it comes to the long-term health impact of their products. The extent to
which they perceive their causal role does differ. Both Case H and Case F mention that their causal
role is restricted by the freedom of choice of consumers and by difficulties in influencing consumer
behavior. In contrast, the retailer in Case A indicates that due to its position in the supply chain, it has
multiple options to influence consumer behavior and thus it perceives a larger causal role.
For the third condition of responsibility—knowledge of the consequences—most firms indicate
that it is their responsibility as producers to be experts on their products and thus to have knowledge
about the long-term health consequences. If they did not have this knowledge in-house, they indicated
that they made sure to gather it through stakeholder engagement. Only in one case the firm perceived
a restriction in their capacity to absorb the required knowledge. Other firms indicate that access to
the required knowledge is sometimes restricted by the unwillingness of stakeholders to engage in
dialogue, as illustrated here:
“[About dialogue with health agency] but is more like the door half closed, saying ‘It is on our
website and good luck with it’. So you [the firm] can really want it, and we do want it, only the
question is about the other party, you know... You are still seen as a commercial party.” (Case D)
In those cases, the firms indicate that they will seek for other stakeholders that are willing to
provide them with the required knowledge, such as industry partners or branch organizations. If the
quality of the knowledge from these sources is questioned, the firms indicate that they at least have
tried to gain as much knowledge as available to them and they thus cannot be seen as negligent.
In the condition of ‘transgressing a norm’, all cases with moral motives indicate that they
experience difficulties with assessing the norms. Although several authorities, like the Choices
Foundation, have set criteria for healthy products, these criteria were always challenged by other
societal actors. Two firms indicate that this diversity of health norms in society restricts them in making
decisions in their innovation process. The other firms indicate that when the norms of several societal
actors differ, they decide which societal actor to follow in their product innovation. For example, one
firm indicated a front-of-pack food composition label made them realize that their product contained
too much salt and made them reformulate, while in another case when an NGO complained about
artificial sweeteners, the firm decided to not reformulate as they perceive the norm that artificial
sweeteners are safe for their consumers’ health.
The last condition of responsibility is the ‘Freedom to act’ condition, which was seen by some firms
as a motive for healthy innovation, while other firms felt restricted. Especially the retailers indicated
that they have the power to make suppliers compete over developing the healthier product, which
creates freedom to innovate for healthier products. Several of the producers, however, indicate that
their freedom is limited because of this competition. For example, a firm can reduce the sugar content
of their products, making their products healthier but taste inferior to the competition. If the purchase
behavior of the consumer is not influenced by health concerns, the firm will lose their consumer and
thus market share. The ‘rules of the market’ are thus perceived by the firms as a constraint of their
freedom to act, which shows a clear conflict between motives. We will elaborate on this connection
between motives in the last section of this results chapter.
4.4. Findings on Relational Motives
The main relational motive found in the empirical data was the desire to fulfil stakeholders’
expectations. All firms mentioned at least one stakeholder beyond their consumers, customers or
suppliers, whose expectations are important for healthy innovation. In these relationships, they
indicate that some stakeholders are more important than others, as discussed previously. The influence
of self-regulation was also mentioned, but, in the case of the Choices logo, it was not perceived by
the firms as pressure, but as a useful tool to define a healthy product composition. Other forms
of self-regulation, such as an industry agreement to improve food product composition, were also
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mentioned and were more seen as a way to gain moral leadership. Moral leadership was also connected
to stakeholder engagement, showcasing the healthy innovation outcomes to other stakeholders to
confirm their leadership position.
In mentioning these relational motives, however, the firms also indicate why they think it is
important to fulfil stakeholder expectations or gain moral leadership, which uncovers the motive
behind their relational motive. These underlying motives are either instrumental or moral, as shown
in Table 5. In case of fulfilling stakeholder expectations, it is described as supporting reputation
management, providing a competitive advantage through endorsement or new knowledge, or as
helping to understand consumer demands. In the case of moral motives, the stakeholder is seen
as a representative of society and their expectations represent societal norms. Living up to their
expectations is therefore a way for a firm not to transgress societal norms. In case of self-regulation,
firms indicate that a front-of-pack logo helps them to convince consumers that they comply with their
demands and gives them a competitive advantage on the shelf, while moral self-regulation makes sure
that the whole industry moves towards healthier products, eliminating restrictions on their freedom
to move and creating a level playing field. In the end, moral leadership is indicated instrumentally
as a way to get ahead of the competition and gain market leadership, or morally as a way to show
the rest of the industry ‘the right thing to do’ and strengthen societal norms. This overlap between
the relational motives and the other two motive categories creates doubt as to whether the relational
motives are a category of motives that can be distinguished from the other two categories in case of
product innovation. From our data, we would suggest that relational motives are present, but should
be seen as precursors for the other two categories of motives, as depicted in Figure 3.
Table 5. Overview to illustrate on how relational motives serve instrumental or moral motives.
Relational Motive

Fulfilling stakeholder
expectations

Responding to voluntary
self-regulation

Being recognized for
moral leadership

Underlying
Motive

Exemplary Quotes

Instrumental

“So, yes, it [response to negative feedback from a NGO] is more
argued from an image point of view: ‘Should I respond immediately?’
[...] If it is big, we will act immediately. [...] (Interviewer: when is it
big?) If on the front of the [name Dutch newspaper] it says ‘[Firm
name] this and that’, then it is big.’ (Case B)

Moral

“At that moment we got a lot of criticism down on our heads. Well,
then you just have to take it [...] then you let go of the business model
and ask yourself: ‘What do we actually want?’ Then we actually want
to make steps towards a healthy breakfast.” (Case A)

Instrumental

“As a producer it [the Choices logo] is just a driver to differentiate
yourself in the market by really showing that you are innovative [...]
Look, behind the scenes, we are always working on this, but it is
always nice if you can show it to the consumer.” (Case D)

Moral

“Look, if you are talking about innovation, the set of criteria [of the
Choices logo] is just really great to have. You can show to the supplier
‘This is what you need to comply with’. And not because
[interviewee’s name] or [firm name] really wants it. No, we have
agreed to it with each other. There are a lot of people that have
contributed to this [set of criteria].” (Case B)

Instrumental

“[About health targets set by the industry] Yes, we are way ahead of
target. [...] The nice thing is we see that because we really respond to
this healthiness, that we are growing more at the moment than the
category [market]. [...] And I think that the fact that we offer healthier
products in the market contributes to this [growth] (Case D)

Moral

“And we want to stay ahead, that is what we want anyway, so that
[the market] you continuously keep an eye on. [...] So I really want
that they [competitors] also reduce [sugar], because you want... [...]
You don’t reduce sugar to make more money, because then you can
better make other choices, right? You want to contribute as a firm to
healthier food and that is only possible if the whole market does the
same.” (Case C)
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4.5. Motives during Product Innovation
By innovating to make their food products comply with the Choices health criteria, food firms act
upon the social issue of diet-related non-communicable health issues and thus aiming for responsible
innovation outcomes. As mentioned above, both instrumental and moral motives are present in the
investigated firms when it comes this type of responsible product innovation. The relational motives
are present in our data, but because of their overlap with the other categories are not interpreted as a
separate category, but as precursors for instrumental or moral motives. The relationships between the
categories and their sub-motives are depicted in Figure 3.
The question that remains is whether differences in motives of firms lead to different innovation
decisions and thereby to different innovation outcomes. As all instrumental motives for healthy
innovation have been observed in all firms, this study does not allow us to observe if a difference
in instrumental motives leads to different innovation behavior. However, all firms do explicitly
mention instrumental motives for healthy innovation and several firms even indicate that instrumental
objectives are necessary to reach the intended socially responsible outcomes, as illustrated in this quote:
“And we lose our customers, which is not nice because we want to make money with our products.
But you also lose your health gain, if your people [consumers] get back to a product with a higher
sugar content.” (Case C)
The quote illustrates that, in a free market, a firm’s product innovation can only have an impact
on society if they are purchased by consumers. As product sales is an instrumental objective, it can be
argued that the instrumental motive of a firm to increase its sales can contribute to healthy innovation.
This leads to the following proposition:
Proposition 1. In a free market, responsible innovation requires contributing to the firm’s instrumental
objectives to be able to have a positive societal impact.
The observations of the moral motives of a firm showed that there are five conditions for
responsibility and that there is a difference between firms regarding which of these conditions they
feel compliant. On the one hand, no obvious patterns can be detected between the conditions a firm
perceives to be compliant and the number of products the firm certified over the years. On the other
hand, it can be observed that although some firms perceive that several conditions of responsibility are
not applicable to them, they still had products certified with the logo. From these observations, we
derive the following proposition:
Proposition 2. A firm does not need to feel compliant with all conditions of responsibility in order to produce
Responsible Innovation outcomes.
The main observation of relational motives from our results is that there is an overlap between
the relational motives identified and the other two categories of motives. Although we agree that
relationships with other societal actors play an important role in acting upon social responsibilities
through innovation, we suggest that the development and maintenance of these relationships are
driven by either instrumental or moral motives. This leads to the following proposition:
Proposition 3. Firms with a predisposition towards a social responsibility in product innovation will perceive
stakeholder relationships as important because of instrumental or moral motives.
Another observation in the data is that the instrumental motives and moral motives can conflict
with each other during the innovation process. In the innovation process, the motives of a firm are
translated to criteria for the success of a new product. With healthy product innovation, instrumental
motives are translated to, for example, sales targets and moral motives are translated into criteria for
healthy product compositions. For some product innovations in our cases, the differing criteria could
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be aligned, creating healthy products that are benefitting both the firm’s reputation and its profits.
In other occasions, however, the product concept could not comply with both sets of criteria, which
forces the firm to make trade-offs. These trade-offs lead to either products that are less healthy but do
sell or healthy products with lower margins than initially projected. Both situations are occurring in
our sample as indicated respectively by the following two quotes:
“Because sometimes we do have some outliers. Those products we think are very good. [Product
name] is a good example. That one is certainly not healthy, but it is our best sold item.” (Case H)
“As category or portfolio manager you know: ‘Yes, I will make negative margin on that product,
but then I’ll just have to compensate this with another similar product.” (Case A)
These trade-offs are also reflected by the observation that some firms perceive competition as
a restriction to their freedom to act and thus as a barrier to healthy innovation. The instrumental
motive of staying competitive then conflicts with the moral motive of ‘doing the right thing’. These
conflicts will only occur if the social issue at stake is not directly reflected by the purchase behavior of
consumers, making the social issue not relevant for achieving the instrumental objectives. In those
situations, a firm will only put its instrumental objectives aside and choose for the healthier option if
moral motives are present. We thus suggest the following proposition:
Proposition 4. If a social issue is not reflected by the purchase behavior of consumers, moral motives are required
to make the firm responsive towards this social issue through product innovation.
The motive conflict between instrumental and moral motives was in some cases perceived as a
conflict between departments and their differing targets, as several of our cases indicate. For example,
the sales department could be more focused on fulfilling consumer demand, while the marketing or
PR department has more concern for the reputation of the brand or the firm, and the CSR department
wants to focus on providing healthier products to society. In other cases, with a multinational market,
this motive conflict was observed between local and global management. In Case F, an ongoing
discussion on the causal role of the firm between local and global management was observed both
in the interviews and in comparing local and global CSR reports. This situation was not specific to
case F, as in the data of Case C a similar tension was mentioned. However, in Case C the management
acknowledged its causality at a global level and was able to resolve the discrepancy by convincing
local chapters of their causal role. To illustrate:
“Two years ago in a meeting with a marketing director over there, she said: ‘Yes, but in Russia we
will never work on sugar reduction, because it is not an issue here’. And now they are making steps
in their recipes, they are reducing in steps. So that is a change.” (Case C)
To dissolve these incongruences, several firms introduced standards for the healthiness of
products, based upon the criteria of the Choices logo. However, only when the standards were
made mandatory or when some type of target or reward was attached to these health standards, were
the motive conflicts fully resolved. For example, the marketing manager in Case D explained that
their management provided them with not just sales targets but also health targets per category, which
made the categories strive for healthier product composition through innovation and reformulation.
In the firms where health standards were not enforced, the conflict was decided on a case-by-case
basis and mainly driven by instrumental motives. Such a strategy led, however, in some cases to
incongruence in health messaging, and thus to misunderstanding by the consumer and distrust by
other societal actors.
Proposition 5. The moral motives for responsible innovation within a firm can only be acted upon if the firm
acknowledges them consequently in innovation policies.
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Proposition 6. If responsible innovation policies are mainly driven by instrumental motives, there is higher
chance of incongruence in innovation outcomes and thus a higher chance of societal distrust in a firm’s products.
5. Discussion and Conclusions
The purpose of this study was to understand the role of organizational motives during product
innovation in firms that aim for socially responsible outcomes. Earlier studies on motives for socially
responsible business practices have focused on one dominant motive per firm and tried to explain
their behavior accordingly [17,54]. By investigating all motives present within a firm based on actual
responsible innovation performance, we have been able to show the diversity of motives present in a
firm. Thereby, our study contributes to the theory on motives for implementing RRI in industry by
clarifying the interaction between the instrumental motives and the moral motives, and by questioning
the nature of relational motives as an independent category. Regarding instrumental motives for
innovation, RRI scholars have emphasized the negative effects of instrumental motives on the societal
impact of innovation [27,28]. Our study results show that these instrumental motives for innovation
may actually be required for enabling a firm to have a positive impact on society. Other scholars have
already indicated that financial implications are amongst the main barriers mentioned by companies for
implementation of RRI [31,80]. In addition, our study shows that, for commercial product innovation,
the rules of the free market allow a firm only to have a positive impact if the product reaches the
consumer. Therefore, the instrumental motives of fulfilling consumer demand, staying competitive
and managing reputation do not only serve the firm’s self-interest, but also support the dissemination
of their responsible products. Thus, to implement responsible innovation in a commercial setting,
RRI scholars should not only accept the existence of instrumental motives, but even see instrumental
motives as a necessary condition for achieving responsible outcomes.
On the other hand, our study also confirms the idea of RRI scholars that the presence of
instrumental motives alone can limit the positive societal impact of product innovation [27,28]. Our
cases indicate that instrumental motives are perceived to be a driver but also a barrier for achieving
socially responsible outcomes. In the case of consumer demand, for example, consumers do not
always express a direct demand for healthier products. A reason for this disconnect might be the
limited means of consumers to evaluate firms regarding their socially responsiveness, or in our case
healthiness, of their products [63]. Another reason might be that responsible buying behavior of
a consumer is mediated by multiple factors and thus does not always the urgency of an issue as
perceived by society [81]. A firm might overcome this restriction by being flexible in its instrumental
objectives: making an investment in a healthier product composition without expecting an increase in
profit. However, a firm will only do this if there are moral motives present for product innovation and
if these moral motives are translated to innovation objectives. In our study, we have observed, on the
one hand, that the criteria of a front-of-pack label could help in translating the moral motives to design
requirements, acting as a tool for defining a healthy product composition. The importance of standards
have also been confirmed by other RRI scholars [64]. On the other hand, we have observed that only
firms with clear moral motives will integrate these label criteria in their innovation policies. These
innovation policies will then support the uptake of moral objectives during the product development
process [61,80]. Firms with primarily instrumental motives will see the label criteria as a translation
of the consumer demand for ‘health’ and will only use them if this consumer demand provides
increased sales. Therefore, our results suggest that moral motives are required if a firm’s product
innovation needs to contribute to a social issue that is not directly reflected by the purchase behavior
of consumers and that they need to be translated to innovation objectives for consistent outcomes.
However, translation of the moral motives within innovation objectives does not guarantee socially
responsible innovation outcomes. The prioritization and implementation of these innovation objectives
should not be overlooked, as research on ‘decoupling’ and case studies on national and international
CSR standards have shown [82–85]. To progress the RRI concept in industry, further research is thus
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needed both in the translation of moral motives into innovation objectives and in the success factors
for the consistent implementation of these objectives in a firm.
Furthermore, our study questions the distinction between relational motives and the other two
motive categories in case of product innovation. All motives identified in our study could be traced
back either to the motive of contributing to firm survival and thus instrumental, or to the motive of
contributing to a better society and thus moral. The suggested third category of relational motives,
as Aguilera et al. [14] point out, focusses on complying with stakeholders’ expectations. Although
we can understand that relational motives could be present at an individual employee level coming
from the ‘need for belongingness’ [14], at an organizational level, these motives are hard to distinguish
from the instrumental and moral motives. When asking the question ‘Why does the firm want to
comply with stakeholders’ expectations?’, it can be traced back to one of the two other categories,
making the relational motive secondary to a primary instrumental or moral motive. In the case of an
instrumental primary motive, stakeholders’ expectations can threaten the firm’s reputation, focusing
on pragmatic legitimacy [48]. In the case of a moral primary motive, the stakeholders’ expectations are
seen as representations of societal norms and complying with these norms is ‘the right thing to do’,
focusing on moral legitimacy [48]. The translation of these societal norms to product requirements,
such as the Choices logo criteria, can be seen as establishing consensus what is ‘the right thing to do’,
referred to by Suchman as establishing cognitive legitimacy [48]. However, as our arguments are only
based on eight cases, we would encourage further research in this direction. For these studies, we
recommend that the firm activity which is assessed on motives is clearly specified, multiple motives
per firm can be detected, and the design allows for detecting possible underlying motives.
Our study design of a multiple-case study with a small sample size allowed for identifying
and comprehending theoretical concepts, but is limited in its scientific rigor. Firstly, the validity of
our theoretical model needs to be further substantiated by larger case studies, potentially with a
wider source-base per case. Second, potential relationships suggested between a firm’s motives and
innovation performance, and possible moderators such as a front-of-pack label, require further studies
with preferably quantitative indicators for both dependent and independent variables. Thirdly, the
decision to study the motives of responsible innovation in such a specific context as the food industry
limits its generalizability. Although the food industry, with its large size and direct impact on daily
life, is very relevant for an investigation of the impact of innovation on society, its short product
development cycle and low-tech products are not representative for other sectors. Our findings should
therefore be replicated in other sectors.
To conclude, our study provides a new perspective for the implementation of RRI to commercial
innovation. If we would like commercial innovation to contribute to solutions for societal issues [56]
or to moral progress [57], we need to understand which moral motives are present in the innovative
firms and how these moral motives can be integrated in the success factors of their product innovation
without annihilating the instrumental benefits. As we discovered in our study, the answer to this
dilemma can only be found by connecting the scientific disciplines of CSR and RRI and drawing upon
each other’s expertise on societal responsiveness and innovation.
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Appendix A
Table A1. Overview of the data collected per case.
Company

Interviewees

Secondary Sources

Case A

Quality Manager
Policy Officer

7

(1 Corporate report; 6 CSR reports)

Case B

Quality manager

11

(2 Codes of conduct; 1 Corporate report; 8 CSR reports)

Case C

R&D manager
Nutrition Communication manager

11

(3 Corporate reports; 3 CSR reports; 5 webpages)

Case D

Marketing manager

9

(2 Codes of conduct; 7 webpages)

Case E

Marketing manager

1

(1 webpage)

Case F

Two marketing managers

9

(2 Codes of conduct; 2 CSR reports; 5 webpages)

Case G

Marketing & Sales director
Marketing Manager
R&D manager

5

(3 Corporate reports; 2 webpages)

Case H

Marketing & sales manager

4

(2 CSR reports; 2 webpages)

Appendix B
Table A2. Overview of nutritional criteria of the Dutch Choices logo per product category, per version.
Product Category

Potato, Processed

Sandwiches, Pre-Made

Year

2006

2007

2010

2015

2006

2007

2010

2015

Energy (kcal/100 g)
Total sugar (energy %)
Added sugar (energy %)
Added sugar (g/100 g)
Saturated fat (g/100 g)
Saturated fat (% total fat)
Saturated fat (energy %)
Trans fat (g/100 g)
Trans fat (energy %)
Fibre (g/100 kcal)
Fibre (g/100 g)
Sodium (mg/100 g)
Sodium (mg/kcal)

25
.
7
2
0.2
1
1.6

0
1.4
0.14
1.3
120
-

0
1.1
0.1
1.3
100
-

0
1.1
0.1
1.8
100
-

25
7
2
0.2
1.6

13
13
1.3
0.8
1.9

13
13
1.3
0.8
1.9

8
2.2
0.15
1.4
450
-

Product category

Bread

Bread spreads

Year

2006

2007

2010

2015

2006

2007

2010

2015

Energy (kcal/100 g)
Total sugar (energy %)
Added sugar (energy %)
Added sugar (g/100 g)
Saturated fat (g/100 g)
Saturated fat (% total fat)
Saturated fat (energy %)
Trans fat (g/100 g)
Trans fat (energy %)
Fibre (g/100 kcal)
Fibre (g/100 g)
Sodium (mg/100 g)
Sodium (mg/kcal)

25
7
0.2
5
1.6

13
1.4
0.14
1.3
500
-

13
1.1
0.1
1.3
500
-

4
1.1
0.1
3.1
450
-

.
25
7
2
2
1.6

.
13
13
1.3
1.6

350
30
13
1.3
400
-

350
30
4
0.3
400
-
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Table A2. Cont.
Product category

Soft drinks

Fruits, processed

Year

2006

2007

2010

2015

2006

2007

2010

2015

Energy (kcal/100 g)
Total sugar (energy %)
Added sugar (energy %)
Added sugar (g/100 g)
Saturated fat (g/100 g)
Saturated fat (% total fat)
Saturated fat (energy %)
Trans fat (g/100 g)
Trans fat (energy %)
Fibre (g/100 kcal)
Fibre (g/100 g)
Sodium (mg/100 g)
Sodium (mg/kcal)

25
.
7
2
0.2
1.6

32
1.4
0.14
120
-

30
1.1
0.1
20
-

27
1.1
0.1
20
-

25
.
7
2
0.2
100
-

.
0
.
1.4
0.14
1.3
120
-

.
.
2.5
1.1
0.1
1.3
200
-

.
.
2.5
1.1
0.1
1
200
-

Product category

Vegetables, processed

Margarines

Year

2006

2007

2010

2015

2006

2007

2010

2015

Energy (kcal/100 g)
Total sugar (energy %)
Added sugar (energy %)
Added sugar (g/100 g)
Saturated fat (g/100 g)
Saturated fat (% total fat)
Saturated fat (energy %)
Trans fat (g/100 g)
Trans fat (energy %)
Fibre (g/100 kcal)
Fibre (g/100 g)
Sodium (mg/100 g)
Sodium (mg/kcal)

25
7
2
0.2
100
-

0
1.4
0.14
1.3
120
-

2.5
1.1
0.1
1.3
200
-

2.5
1.1
0.1
1
200
-

25
7
33
13
2
1.6

0
30
1.3
1.6

0
30
1.3
160
-

0
28
1.2
160
-

Product category

Cheese

Meal sauces

Year

2006

2007

2010

2015

2006

2007

2010

2015

Energy (kcal/100 g)
Total sugar (energy %)
Added sugar (energy %)
Added sugar (g/100 g)
Saturated fat (g/100 g)
Saturated fat (% total fat)
Saturated fat (energy %)
Trans fat (g/100 g)
Trans fat (energy %)
Fibre (g/100 kcal)
Fibre (g/100 g)
Sodium (mg/100 g)
Sodium (mg/kcal)

25
7
18
0.2
900
-

0
15
0.14
900
-

0
16
900
-

0
14
820
-

25
7
4
0.2
540
-

100
3.25
1.4
0.14
450
-

100
2.5
1.1
0.1
450
-

100
2.5
1.1
0.1
450
-
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Table A2. Cont.
Product category

Milk-based drinks

Breakfast cereals

Year

2006

2007

2010

2015

2006

2007

2010

2015

Energy (kcal/100 g)
Total sugar (energy %)
Added sugar (energy %)
Added sugar (g/100 g)
Saturated fat (g/100 g)
Saturated fat (% total fat)
Saturated fat (energy %)
Trans fat (g/100 g)
Trans fat (energy %)
Fibre (g/100 kcal)
Fibre (g/100 g)
Sodium (mg/100 g)
Sodium (mg/kcal)

25
7
2
0.2
1.6

5
1.4
0.14
120
-

5
1.3
100
-

5
1.3
100
-

25
7
0.2
5
1.6

3.25
1.4
0.14
1.3
120
-

20
3
0.1
1.3
500
-

20
3
0.1
6
400
-

Product category

Pasta & noodles

Legumes

Year

2006

2007

2010

2015

2006

2007

2010

2015

Energy (kcal/100 g)
Total sugar (energy %)
Added sugar (energy %)
Added sugar (g/100 g)
Saturated fat (g/100 g)
Saturated fat (% total fat)
Saturated fat (energy %)
Trans fat (g/100 g)
Trans fat (energy %)
Fibre (g/100 kcal)
Fibre (g/100 g)
Sodium (mg/100 g)
Sodium (mg/kcal)

25
7
2
0.2
1
1.6

0
1.4
0.14
1.3
120
-

0
1.1
0.1
1.3
100
-

0
1.1
0.1
2.7
100
-

25
7
2
0.2
1.6

0
1.4
0.14
1.3
120
-

2.5
1.1
0.1
1.3
200
-

2.5
1.1
0.1
3
200
-

Product category

Rice

Sauces, emulsified

Year

2006

2007

2010

2015

2006

2007

2010

2015

Energy (kcal/100 g)
Total sugar (energy %)
Added sugar (energy %)
Added sugar (g/100 g)
Saturated fat (g/100 g)
Saturated fat (% total fat)
Saturated fat (energy %)
Trans fat (g/100 g)
Trans fat (energy %)
Fibre (g/100 kcal)
Fibre (g/100 g)
Sodium (mg/100 g)
Sodium (mg/kcal)

25
7
2
0.2
1
1.6

0
1.4
0.14
1.3
120
-

0
1.1
0.1
0.7
100
-

0
1.1
0.1
1.4
100
-

25
7
33
2
1080
-

350
13
30
1.3
750
-

350
11
30
1.3
750
-

330
11
3
0.35
725
-
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Table A2. Cont.
Product category

Sauces, water-based

Snacks

Year

2006

2007

2010

2015

2006

2007

2010

2015

Energy (kcal/100 g)
Total sugar (energy %)
Added sugar (energy %)
Added sugar (g/100 g)
Saturated fat (g/100 g)
Saturated fat (% total fat)
Saturated fat (energy %)
Trans fat (g/100 g)
Trans fat (energy %)
Fibre (g/100 kcal)
Fibre (g/100 g)
Sodium (mg/100 g)
Sodium (mg/kcal)

25
7
4
0.2
1080
-

100
1.4
0.14
750
-

100
1.1
0.1
750
-

330
11
3
0.35
725
-

25
7
2
33
13
0.2
2
100
1.6

20
13
1.3
400
-

20
13
1.3
400
-

20
6
0.2
400
-

Product category

Soups

Fish, processed

Year

2006

2007

2010

2015

2006

2007

2010

2015

Energy (kcal/100 g)
Total sugar (energy %)
Added sugar (energy %)
Added sugar (g/100 g)
Saturated fat (g/100 g)
Saturated fat (% total fat)
Saturated fat (energy %)
Trans fat (g/100 g)
Trans fat (energy %)
Fibre (g/100 kcal)
Fibre (g/100 g)
Sodium (mg/100 g)
Sodium (mg/kcal)

25
7
2
0.2
360
-

100
3.25
1.4
0.14
350
-

100
2.5
1.1
0.1
350
-

100
2.5
1.1
0.1
330
-

25
7
5
0.2
1.6

0
13
0.14
450
-

0
30
0.1
450
-

0
4
0.1
400
-

Product category

Meat, processed

Fruit juices

Year

2006

2007

2010

2015

2006

2007

2010

2015

Energy (kcal/100 g)
Total sugar (energy %)
Added sugar (energy %)
Added sugar (g/100 g)
Saturated fat (g/100 g)
Saturated fat (% total fat)
Saturated fat (energy %)
Trans fat (g/100 g)
Trans fat (energy %)
Fibre (g/100 kcal)
Fibre (g/100 g)
Sodium (mg/100 g)
Sodium (mg/kcal)

25
7
5
0.2
1.6

3.25
13
900
-

2.5
13
900
-

2.5
5
820
-

25
7
2
0.2
1.6

0
1.4
0.14
0.75
120
-

50
0
1.1
0.1
0.75
100
-

50
0
1.1
0.1
.
0.3
100
-

Appendix C. Interview Guide
1. Introduction
1.

Could you explain what your role is within the product innovation process within your firm?
a.

Role in decision making?
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2. CSR Strategy
2.

What is, according to the vision of your firm, the role of your firm in the supply of a healthy
daily diet?
a.
b.
c.

3.

To which health themes does your firm pay attention?
a.
b.
c.
d.

4.

Why is this the role of your firm?
Is this role particular for your firm?
What main activities are part of this role?

Why these themes?
How does your firm recognize and select these themes?
Which knowledge is required to recognize these themes?
Have these themes changed over the last 10 years? If so, why?

In which way do these health themes influence the product development in your firm?
a.
b.
c.
d.
e.

Are they translated to guidelines or procedures? How?
Why are these themes important for product development?
Which knowledge is required to implement these themes?
Which factors or organizations influence this implementation?
Has the impact of these themes changed over the years? If so, why?

3. Ideation and Business Case
5.

Within your firm, how is decided if health guidelines are applicable to a new product?
a.
b.
c.
d.

6.

When is this decision made during the innovation process?
What are the considerations during this decision?
Which factors or external organizations influence this decision?
Which knowledge is required for this decision?

Within your firm, how is decided if health guidelines are applicable to the reformulation of an
existing product?
a.
b.
c.
d.

When is this decision made during the innovation process?
What are the considerations during this decision?
Which factors or external organizations influence this decision?
Which knowledge is required for this decision?

4. Product Development
7.

How are the health requirements incorporated in the development of new products?
a.
b.
c.
d.
e.

8.

What is their role in the decision making process?
What are the considerations for including them?
Which factors or external organizations influence this decision?
What factors hinder compliance with the health requirements?
What knowledge is required to overcome these barriers?

How are health requirements included in the reformulation process?
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What is their role in the decision making process?
What are the considerations for including them?
Which factors or external organizations influence this decision?
What factors hinder compliance with the health requirements?
What knowledge is required to overcome these barriers?

5. Product Launch and Evaluation
9.

Do the health requirements play a role in the launch of a new product?
a.
b.
c.
d.
e.

10.

Do the health requirements play a role in the launch of a reformulated product?
a.
b.
c.
d.
e.

11.

What are the considerations for the decision to include them?
How are health requirements of the product evaluated?
What knowledge is required for this evaluation?
What factors or external organizations are included in this evaluation?
How is the result of this evaluation communicated and taken up within the firm?

What is the role of the health requirements in the evaluation of the success of a reformulation?
a.
b.
c.
d.
e.

13.

When are the health requirements communicated to the consumer?
How is this decision made?
What are the considerations for this decision?
What factors or external organizations influence this decision?
What knowledge is required for making this decision?

What is the role of the health requirements in the evaluation of the success of a product?
a.
b.
c.
d.
e.

12.

When are the health requirements communicated to the consumer?
How is this decision made?
What are the considerations for this decision?
What factors or external organizations influence this decision?
What knowledge is required for making this decision?

What are the considerations for the decision to include them?
How are health requirements of the reformulation evaluated?
What knowledge is required for this evaluation?
What factors or external organizations are included in this evaluation?
How is the result of this evaluation communicated and taken up within the firm?

How does your firm respond to negative feedback from society on the nutritional value of
its products?
a.
b.

What are the considerations in deciding on a response?
What factors or external organizations influence this decision?
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