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1 INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Research Topic 

Eco-friendly, green, or environmentally friendly are terms used and heard a lot these days. 

As the level of education around the world continues to grow, so will the level of environ-

mental impact awareness. This growing trend has given rise in popularity for locally 

sourced food and environmentally sustainable methods of food production. It is widely ac-

cepted fact that locally sourced foods have a generally lower environmental impact due to 

having less miles to travel to reach their consumers. This in turn makes locally sourced 

foods also have higher nutritional values by having a lower need to be treated or refriger-

ated to last longer to reach their destination. Unfortunately, most locally sourced food 

products are produced by small scale farmers who are unable to compete against the 

large-scale commercial food producers. The reason for this is their smaller production vol-

umes, lack of connections, transportation, and proper storage. These factors drive up the 

cost and availability of their goods, even if there is demand for local food, the availability 

and prices become uncompetitive to their mass-producing competitors.  

Fortunately, the advantages of shorter supply chains and locally sourcing food has be-

come a fashionable trend and a logical step. But to make it a reality the nightmarish logis-

tics hurdles of being able to reach a reliable supply chain which meets consumers de-

mands while keeping prices within a competitive range needs to be overcome. To be able 

to reach an acceptable volume from small local producers, the logical solution is to organ-

ize and combine multiple local producers. By doing so will also naturally increase market 

presence and influence of the organized producers. While this addresses the issue of vol-

ume and the visibility of smaller individual producers, the logistics of it all becomes the de-

termining factor of the feasibility of the venture. New logistic systems need to be imple-

mented and all small producers need to be integrated into the system. Which is no small 

feat as most producers are spread over a large area and are not necessarily part of any 

existing system that can be easily adapted.  

1.2 Baltic Sea Food Project 

The Baltic Sea Region (BSR) is considered an area with many neighbouring countries 

sharing the same difficulties for local food producers. Which is where our case studies 

The Baltic Sea Food project (BSF) takes place. The Baltic Sea food project was a Interreg 

and European Union funded venture and more information can be found in the following 

link: http://www.balticseaculinary.com/baltic-sea-food-project. The goal: to identify the 

http://www.balticseaculinary.com/baltic-sea-food-project


2 
 

challenges faced by the local producers, determine the similarities and differences be-

tween the countries and examine pre-existing solutions. Which would be the beginning of 

implementing a modular solution that could then be applied or adapted to the numerous 

target markets in the region. In addition to the research to establish a modular solution, 

part of the strategy will be focusing efforts to educate and promote awareness of local 

food.  

The main players of this initiative that make up the BSF project are made up of 15 organi-

zation from 10 different countries from the BSR in order of how they appear in the original 

Interreg application:  

• Ministry of Rural Affairs of Estonia (Estonia) 

• Latvian country tourism association (Latvia) 

• Mecklenburg-Vorpommem Tourist Board (Germany) 

• Ystad Municipality (Sweden) 

• Latvian Agricultural Organization Cooperation council (Latvia) 

• Business Region Esbjerg (Denmark) 

• Norwegian Rural Tourism and Local Food association (Norway) 

• Estonian Rural Tourism (Estonia) 

• The Estonian Chamber of Agriculture and Commerce (Estonia) 

• Pskov Agrotechnical College (Russia) 

• State Committee of the Pskov region for Economic development and Investment 

policy (Russia) 

• Lahti University of Applied Science (Finland) 

• Lithuanian countryside tourism association (Lithuania) 

• “Polish nature” Foundation (Poland) 

• Taste of Denmark (Denmark) 

1.3 Objective and Scope of the thesis 

The purpose of this thesis will be to provide readers background and details of the inner 

workings of a multi-stakeholder approach to handling local food issues. Specifically, the 

initial foundation building which is the work package the writer was involved with, contain-

ing the research. This will be of interest for any readers engaged with research project 

with a multitude of stakeholders and partners involved. Readers will find information in this 

paper detailing how a multi-stakeholder approach conducts its research followed by the 

advantages, disadvantages and how best to handle or prepare for a Multi-stakeholder ap-

proach. The thesis will be based on work package two of the Baltic Sea food project which 
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Lahti University of Applied Sciences (LUAS) was responsible for. The University created a 

micro team to coordinate work package two, and the author was part of this micro organi-

zation. The aim of the research was to provide the project a foundation which could then 

be handed onto the next partner responsible for the next package. The foundation took 

the form of data to back up the team’s claims and recommendations, packaged in a way 

that could be easily handed off to the next partner. This is in the hopes of a smooth transi-

tion to the next partner, so they were able to pick up where we left off and continue to the 

construct B2B business models. Which is where the scope of the thesis will end as it will 

only be focused on the LUAS team’s involvement.  

The project’s research leading to the foundation building is aimed at discovering already 

successful solutions and identifying the challenges and short comings of local food distri-

bution. These issues stem from local food producers being unable to compete with the 

yield and resources of large scale commercial food producers. Local food producers are 

individually unable to sustainably produce the volumes that are required by distributors 

and are therefore overlooked as a source. Also due to the nature of food products being a 

time sensitive product, a majority of local food producers are unable to invest in the re-

sources required to make long distance trips. Another reason for this is the feasibility of 

investing into longer trips versus the profit margin being too tight. The team’s research it-

self was faced with various challenges by being assembled late into the project and under 

the pressures of working in a multinational project. The team’s research processes will be 

one of the main lines of discussion for this thesis. Looking at advantages of conducting re-

search in a multinational environment with stakeholders/partners from 10 different coun-

tries for support. The limits and shortcomings of this process will also be discussed in de-

tail to compare and evaluate the feasibility.  

The thesis will answer three questions which are: 

1. Does the multi-stakeholder approach have any impact on the research of the pro-

ject whether negative or positive? 

2. How does a decentralized research approach work in multi-stakeholder ap-

proaches? 

3. How effective are multi-stakeholders in finding new and existing solutions? 

1.4 Multi-stakeholder or Multinational  

The multi-stakeholder approach which is also known as a governance model for solving 

global and multi-regional challenges has risen in popularity in the recent years. It is 
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utilized as a method of pooling knowledge and experiences to develop new solutions. It 

begins by first identifying a common problem shared in multiple countries. This common 

problem creates an opportunity to open dialogue among the major stakeholders in the af-

fected regions. In addition to conceiving new solutions through shared knowledge and ex-

periences, it becomes an excellent opportunity to forge new relations across borders. Un-

fortunately, by bringing so many different players together from so many different regions 

presents its own challenges. Challenges that are often observed when any project or or-

ganization is scaled up. But due the nature of not being a traditional top-down organiza-

tion with executive decision makers at the top, not all the issues can be handled in the 

same way. There is less control over the stakeholders involved in the project, as each are 

seen as equals and influence plays a bigger role over control. (Hemmati et al 2002, 23) 

The BSF project approaches the issue of local food as a multi-stakeholder governed or-

ganization. Multi-stakeholder projects will include a minimum of at least 2 organizations 

from a different business backdrop. This is typical of most if not all projects of the Euro-

pean Union and will operate internationally. This governance model will determine how 

and when each stakeholder will be taking responsibility for the various work packages in 

the project. The division of labour for this particular project was divided up into various 

work packages which each stakeholder would take charge of coordination or creation of 

specific tasks. Work packages are completed and then packaged for easier transition to 

the next stakeholder. All of the while other stakeholders will be playing smaller supporting 

roles such as aiding in data collection, decision making or providing resources.  

1.5 Thesis Structure  

Starting with an introduction to the thesis, the first chapter introduces the main concepts 

and points of discussion. The Baltic Sea food projects, local food distribution challenges, 

research in a multinational project. Followed by the theoretical concepts in play with the 

Baltic Sea Food project which are characteristics of the projects governance model, local 

food systems and the research methodology. Finally wrapped up with the findings, several 

lines of discussion concerning the research done within multinational projects and the 

conclusion. 
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2 LOCAL FOOD SYSTEMS 

“A local food system is a collaborative network that integrates sustainable food production, 

processing, distribution, consumption, and waste management in order to enhance the 

environmental, economic, and social health of a particular area.” (Community-Wealth, 

2020) 

2.1 Commercial Farming VS Small and Medium sized Farms 

Commercial farming or large-scale industrial farming are methods of food production for 

commercial use, generally by intensive farming methods to produce maximum yields pos-

sible. This unfortunately results in unsustainable conditions, as industrial agriculture relies 

on heavy amounts of chemicals such as pesticides and fertilizers which pollute nearby 

land and the land it is used on. Chemical runoff is a huge concern, as it does not only af-

fect arable land for farming but the surrounding environment and ecosystem. But even be-

fore industrial farming can begin, large areas need to be cleared, resulting in habitat and 

ecosystem loss. Industrial farming in addition requires massive amounts of water and en-

ergy which brings further negative environmental impact. (Rinkesh, 2020) 

 

Figure 1 Future Food Projection (Harvey, 2019) 
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Despite the negative environmental impact commercial farming has become a necessity 

with the ever-growing global population and food demand. Agricultural production is lim-

ited by the amount of land that is available and arable land is a finite resource on this 

earth. The logical solution is to increase efficiency which is one of the advantages of inten-

sive agriculture. Agricultural advancements have made it possible for higher yields by fo-

cusing on getting maximum output out of the limited available plots. But the capital re-

quired to invest in newer technology, extra labour and maintenance cost is not in an eco-

nomically feasible range for everyone. (Food Print, 2020) 

As briefly mentioned earlier intensive farming methods are achieved via aggressive use of 

chemicals fertilizers, pesticides and in some case hormones. Advanced and expensive 

farming methods are also employed as commercial farms have the necessary assets to 

allow greater investment into more labour and advanced machinery assets to aid in pro-

duction and processing. There are various advantages of this intensive form of agriculture 

besides greatly benefiting from economies of scale. The large output also makes it possi-

ble for commercial farms to be able to specialize in a certain produce allowing other farms 

to do the same and in turn increases food variety. Finally, commercial farms are able to 

provide a more sustainable supply of produce at an affordable price for regular consum-

ers. In by doing so, commercial farms are able to also greatly benefit from economies of 

scale to meet the ever-growing food demand. (Harvey, 2019) 

Small to medium sized farms also referred to as local farms employ extensive farming 

methods but are not limited to them. As the name suggest, extensive farming methods are 

more traditional methods of low input as opposed to intensive methods. Lower input 

meaning lower level intervention in the form of chemical, machinery and labour use. This 

is usually not out of choice, but most local farms are unable to invest in intensive methods 

due to a lack of financial backing. Which is not to say that some farms do not invest in as-

sets to increase in output but at a lower degree compared to commercial farms. To be 

able to reach the same level of output commercial farms are reaching, extensive farming 

methods require larger swathes of land. Land being more expensive closer to higher pop-

ulation density areas forces extensive farmers to operate further away from the market 

where labour and land is cheapest. This unfortunately further complicates logistics on an 

already time sensitive product in a remote location. The remote location just further com-

pounds the issue of a lack of a support structure, accessible logistics infrastructure and 

storage for local farmers 
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2.2 Movement of food and information 

Supply chains and distribution channels are responsible for the movement of food and in-

formation back and forth from the consumers to the producers. The distinction between 

the two is that distribution channels are concerned with answering the question of how to 

get the product to the consumers (Kenton 2020)? While supply chains are concerned with 

where and who do the product or supplies come from (Kenton 2019)? Both go through a 

chain of businesses where the good and supplies moves through before reaching the end 

consumers.  

Local farmers in most if not all cases have operated in B2C sales due to their inability to 

meet retailer demands. The B2C sales target groups are client’s visiting local farm stores, 

farmer’s markets and online ordering. Even with smaller B2C sales, local farmers have to 

dedicate their own resources towards the logistics of delivering the produce. This further 

cuts into their profit on an already seasonal trade,  

2.3 Local food systems 

An alternative solution to the food demand other than commercial high yield systems are 

local food systems (LFS). LFS are typically a network driven by a collaboration of local 

food producers to reach the necessary requirements to compete against commercial pro-

ducers. Many major retailers are very selective of the produce they accept, and this is due 

to consumers in stores these days expecting perfectly uniform fruits and vegetables. But 

by producing only a fraction of what commercial farmers are producing, local farmers are 

unable to individually supply an amount of any significance. Any fresh produce not fitting 

the uniform expectations of the consumers are disposed of. The taste of the produce be-

comes irrelevant, and it comes down to its shapes and looks, matching that of which con-

sumers expects. But by collaborating local farmers are able to reach a volume that mat-

ters and gains them some sway in the market.  

Reaching a cooperation with other local farmers will alleviate some of the resources nec-

essary for the logistics. Centralized hubs would allow for smaller transportation distances, 

proper storage would be handled by another and in some cases will eliminate the need for 

finding buyers. It creates an opportunity to also benefit the local economy, with tourism 

boosting the demand for local food and other local businesses. Local businesses such as 

restaurants, food producers, caterers and tourist hubs that serve food. (Common Wealth, 

2020) 
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3 BALTIC SEA FOOD  

“Many issues today cannot be addressed or resolved by a single set of governmental or 

other decision-makers but require cooperation between many different actors and stake-

holders. Such issues will be incapable of successful resolution unless all parties are fully 

involved in working out the solutions, their implementation and the monitoring of results” 

(Rukato & Osborn 2001, 1) 

What makes multi-stakeholder projects standout from typical projects is the large number 

of stakeholders which are directly involved with the decision making and groundwork of 

the projects. Stakeholders are brought in from various backgrounds, skills or resources 

and they vary in scale of the organization. These projects are made possible by EU fund-

ing and support, to push for better relations and cooperation.   

To start, issues are first identified and recognized in multiple regions where there is a 

common interest and shared value. Preliminary research is done to determine project fea-

sibility, which also includes scoping out potential stakeholders to collaborate with. Once 

feasibility is established, the project plan is presented, stakeholders are enlisted and then 

funding is applied for from the various funding instruments and organizations. 

3.1 Multi-stakeholder strengths and limitations 

MS projects are an opportunity to increase cooperation and relations between regions and 

countries. They provide an opportunity for dialogue, a line of communication from a larger 

range of sources to reach better informed decisions towards a common objective. The MS 

approach isn’t a solution for all the world’s problems but is thought of as a toolbox. With a 

big enough toolbox, a solution is bound to be found from the various tools at your dis-

posal, but it cannot be applied to every scenario (Internet Society, 2016). The strengths of 

the MS approach lie in having reach in a multitude of countries for information. Information 

in the form of having stakeholders with intimate knowledge of the local landscape, the 

tools and resources to be able to approach the research in a decentralized manner. Infor-

mation such as valuable data that can now be collected from a large number of pools 

without having to dedicate resources to be made possible. Information and experience 

from stakeholder already involved in the industry, sharing, or discovering existing solu-

tions. (Hemmati et al. 2002, 39-40) 

When working with so many different organizations it becomes unavoidable to run into the 

complications of varying goals and aims, even when working towards a common objec-

tive, the background of where the stakeholders are coming from can create a divide. This 
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is especially an issue in very competitive markets, where the majority of potential stake-

holders are competitors. A win-win scenario is what is always hoped to be achieved in the 

approach, but a win-win would require everyone to care about each other and themselves. 

Helping competitors improve their edge in the market is not in the best interest of every-

one. In such a market or environment, a multi-stakeholder approach would not be the best 

approach. (Hemmati et al. 2002, 19) This is similarly an issue when a project does not 

have a concrete achievable objective. Goals, aims and commitment start drifting when a 

project runs on for too long without a conclusive finish and the project risks not being 

funded. They also struggle to remain relevant without public support which also wanes 

when a project is unable to produce results or takes too long. (Gruzd et al. 2018, 5-6) 

Another concern that should be taken into account when involving stakeholders from dif-

ferent fields is varying levels of commitment. Organization that is only concerned with the 

logistics of the issue would only be interested in parts of the project with logistics con-

cerned is a simplistic way of look at it. But in the bigger picture logistics is only useful 

when there is a functioning product and a working supply chain to make use of the logis-

tics. But this can still create a situation of varying levels of commitment in the different 

stages of the project if a stakeholder feels it does not contribute to their ends. Depending 

on how the project is managed, this could result in some stakeholders taking a backseat 

until they are directly responsible for the deliverables. This particularly becomes an issue 

when the funding from investors is a significant amount and having a share of it becomes 

the goal for stakeholders. This can create an environment, where stakeholders fight for 

the least workload and for the biggest share of the fund.  This relates back to the issue of 

control in MS approaches, there is nothing preventing organizations committing to the 

venture and forcing them to uphold their commitments. The only measures against a lack 

of commitment is peer pressure, formal recommendations and informal influences. (Gruzd 

et al. 2018, 2-3)  

3.2 Risks associated with scaling up 

The potential of risks increases in any project when additional variables are introduced, in 

this case each stakeholder brings its own variables. These variables range from different 

goals, objectives, alternate agendas to cultural difference and work ethic. Scaling up also 

introduces structural and organizational issues which can be pointed at as a loss of coher-

ence which is or can lead to ineffective communication or misallocation of resources both 

of which are not mutually exclusive. The two are usually related resulting in further prob-

lems down the line, in the end incurring further costs for the projects or even prolonging 

certain phases.  
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These challenges are limited by effective and proper implementation of the cornerstones 

or criteria that were identified by the committee of the regions associated with the EU. The 

cornerstones of good governance may limit the risks but the implementation of them in-

creases in difficulty as the number of players or stakeholders increases. Implementation of 

the cornerstones are by no means a guaranteed method to prevent issues associated with 

large organizational structures with large organizations or gathering of people. (Edgerton, 

2014) 

3.3 Cornerstones of Good Governance 

Based on an official European Union Journal states that there 5 primary criteria necessary 

for successful governance. According to the journal, as long as all 5 criteria are met, then 

the full potential of a multi-stakeholder approach could be utilized. But it can be argued 

that a project cannot be simply run just by meeting these 5 criteria. These criteria are fo-

cused on alleviating organizational issues but in the end, proper resources such as finan-

cial assets, human resources and connections cannot be done without.  

The 5 principles required for good governance are as follows: openness, participation, ac-

countability, effectiveness and coherence. In a multi-stakeholder governance structure, 

these are the same principles that are striven for, for a productive environment. Through 

actively promoting openness by clearly communicating decisions and encouraging trans-

parency, avoids confusion and ensures all players are on the same page. This is shown to 

also affect work performance positively as expectations are clearer and managed, so de-

liverables are closer to the expectation. This is most effectively achieved by having all in-

formation available, easily accessible and understandable to everyone that is involved or 

will be affected by the decisions.  

An additional benefit to having everyone on the same page and with clear cut roles avoids 

any confusion especially when it comes to accountability which is also a way to encourage 

participation. Having everything laid out, each stakeholders’ roles and responsibility open 

for all to see introduces the possibility of peer pressure. While having a negative connota-

tion, peer pressure has proven to improve business accountability. Peer pressure oper-

ates on two very strong social motivators, guilt and shame or peer disapproval and ap-

proval. (Gruzd et al. 2018, 3) (Turianskyi&Chisiza. 2018, 2-3) 

These principles help create an environment where stakeholders are able to put faith into 

the project through the knowledge that their peers are delivering. But it is not enough that 

peers are just delivering, they need to be on time and fit the requirements. Which is the 

next principle; effectiveness, regarding governance means that the organization is able to 
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meet goals and produce desirable deliverables while using their resources in the most effi-

cient manner. By producing such results, on schedule and just being generally competent 

has shown to instil trust in others from the project and encourage further cooperation dur-

ing and in the future after the project.  

Coherence in this case means the structure is able to make logical and consistent deci-

sions and actions. Basically, is the group able to stick to their directive and is able to make 

the right decisions to the betterment of the project. While seemingly common sense, as a 

project progresses, new information and or more variables get added to the mix the goal 

of the project can get convoluted.  Convoluted meaning some project goals evolve or 

change as more research is done and the better the situation is understood. Especially in 

cases in which stakeholders come from vary different backgrounds and or industries in 

which their desired project output may vary. This can usually be observed in cases of 

large number of individuals from different groups especially in research projects in which 

representatives from multiple industries. An example of this can be an organization based 

around web application development working in cooperation with a logistics organization.  

3.4 Baltic Sea Food 

The case study analysed and studied in this thesis will be done from an internal perspec-

tive as a fellow stakeholder. The origin of the project is based on initial reports of chal-

lenges faced in the local food producers to business distribution system in 10 different 

countries within the Baltic Sea Region. These challenges were also observed in local food 

networks in the region, which suggested a possible business opportunity. This created the 

dialogue necessary to start bringing together the necessary stakeholders in those different 

countries to begin working on a solution. The body that was formed for the project con-

sisted of 15 different organizations from the 10 countries with varying expertise. The aim 

was then to identify the challenges faced in each market, find the similarities and differ-

ences, to begin formulating a modular solution that could be applied or adapted to each 

target market in the region. The project proposal was pitched and was granted a total of 

2.6 million euros and is expected to run for a period of 3 years  

The project is divided up into multiple work packages and due to the sheer scale of the 

project, the scope will only be limited to the first two work packages that ran for a year. 

These work packages were focused on establishing and building the foundation of the 

project. Work package 2, the package that is the focus of this thesis was split up in a way 

that each organization was responsible for their own countries’ data collection. One organ-

ization then created and handled the system that each organization would be using for the 

collection. This division of labour was one of the methods that was used keep the 
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stakeholders accountable and responsible for their work and deliverables. Even with the 

division of labour, input and feedback was required from each stakeholder to maintain a 

constant level of transparency and cooperation.  

3.5 Timeline / data collection process  

What is research? An excerpt from “Research methods for business and social science 

students”: 

“Research is a diligent search, studious inquiry or investigation or experimentation aimed 

at the discovery of new facts and findings; or broadly, it may relate to any subject of in-

quiry with regard to collection of information, interpretation of facts, revision of existing 

theories or laws in the light of new facts or practice ideas” (Adams, Raeside & Khan 2014, 

2) 

Simply put, research is a pursuit of knowledge with various methods with the goal of find-

ing new information. In addition is used to expanding and consolidating already known 

knowledge when new information or methods are encountered. When looking at it from a 

business perspective, the purpose of research is to predict and prepare for the demands 

of the future. This can translate to gaining an edge over competitors through various 

methods such as new product or service development, solve inhouse issues, predicting 

future trends and or increased production efficiency. Some issues or solutions which could 

have never been known about without some basis or foundations to back up the claims. 

In Research Methods for Business students, Saunders, Lewis and Thornhil uses a model 

called the Research Onion. The Research Onion is used to build up the research method-

ology in writing academic documents or a thesis. The onion is broken up into 6 different 

elements or layers like in a onion to consider in planning and building research. First start-

ing with the research philosophies, the approach, then the strategies and choices for the 

data collection which is followed by the timeline and analysis.  
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Figure 2 Research Onion (Saunders et al. 2009, 108) 

The research is going to include qualitative and quantitative data collection methods, first 

starting with surveys then followed by focus group interviews. The surveys for the quanti-

tative data collection was prepared by the previous stakeholders in work package 1. The 

survey was part of the package that was transition into work package 2 which the LAMK 

research team was responsible for. The survey was prepared and finalized onto a web 

platform for easier distribution and translation to the 10 target countries which were; Esto-

nia, Latvia, Germany, Sweden, Denmark, Norway, Russia, Lithuania, Poland and Finland. 

The benefit of being part of a multi-stakeholder process was that there were stakeholders 

in each of those target countries. It meant that stakeholders were able to take the lead on 

a local level of this data collection process. The stakeholders with their backgrounds in 

those markets, would have access to channels for the survey distribution and experience 

with any cultural differences. The data from the surveys would then come directly back to 

the LAMK team for analysis and processing.  

Following the surveys, qualitative measures were taken to fill in any blanks that were dis-

covered by the surveys. The interviews/focus groups were used to gain a deeper under-

standing of anything that was uncovered by the surveys. The questions prepared for the 
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interviews/focus groups were semi-structured allowing deviations from the questions pre-

pared. The deviations allowed the respondents more freedom and could provide valuable 

insight in unconsidered areas. This was especially important in the focus groups as it 

would allow for discussions between the participants versus a back and forth between the 

participants and the interviewer. For consistency, instructions were written for all the inter-

viewers and protocols to follow to create an evidence trail. The instructions also contained 

the objectives of the interview/focus groups and areas to be considered in the discus-

sions. (Fisher 2004, 143) 

In the BSF project micro-team was assembled over the duration of a few months as LAMK 

received work package 2. The author was brought on early to handle the initial technical 

requirements of the survey, as well as the data collection and processing. The survey 

questions were already prepared prior to the authors arrival in work package 1 before be-

ing transferred. On arrival, the time available before the distribution deadline allowed for 

only a quick once over and grammar check was possible. Once checked over, they were 

uploaded on to a web platform manually and setup appropriately before being sent to the 

stakeholders for feedback. Once feedback was received, changes were made, and the 

surveys were sent off again back to the stakeholders for translations in their native lan-

guage. After a week, translations were received and again manually uploaded all 10 trans-

lations onto the web platform. Feedback was once again required, and the surveys were 

redistributed back to the stakeholders. 

Once the surveys were completed, tested and everyone was satisfied, the surveys were 

shipped back to the stakeholders to distribute accordingly to their region. The data was 

collected over a two-month period and at this point the rest of the LAMK team was being 

assembled in preparation for the next step. The response rate was uneven from some lo-

cations so additional time was necessary with reminders to push to obtain results. The 

deadline was extended by three weeks. Data collection slightly improved but a disparity 

was still observed. Nevertheless, the data was compiled and analyzed. Interesting discov-

eries were made as well as some disappoint at how redundant some of the questions 

were with respect to the responses.  

A thematic analysis helped to create the approaches to the focus groups which were in-

tended to enrich the data available for analysis. The surveys’ results were broken down 

and specific areas were focused on and focal areas for group interview were drawn up. 

The questions were prepped, strict instructs and protocol were written for the interviewers 

to avoid any unnecessary variables. The focus group interviews were carried out, but it 

was noticed that much of the protocol was disregarded and some of the interviews were 
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carried out in different manners. The data was collected, analyzed for preparation of the 

final reports.  
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4 EMPERICAL DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS 

This chapter will be covering the empirical research in detail and to provide details for the 

choices made during this project phase. It will also entail our role as the Finnish team from 

LAMK heading the research in the BSF project and some of the text in this section rely on 

the reports which were create by the University micro team. Included in the appendix are 

more detailed reports of analysis that was conducted during the project. A final report that 

concludes work package 2 and all its findings from all the 10 countries. The report will 

contain further data analysis and representation from the project that was done by the au-

thor and the team. In the appendix a local report for Germany, Norway and Russia can 

also be found as samples of some of the country reports that were also done for each of 

the 10 countries. These reports were selected in particular as the German report repre-

sents the country with the most data, Norway with the least and Russia in the middle.   

4.1 Research Process 

The research foundation of the project was built on 2 surveys that were drafted to inquire 

about the needs of networks and distributors. The surveys were drafted prior to LAMK re-

search team’s involvement, the author of the thesis was brought on to aid in its implemen-

tation. The work consisted of proofreading, determining best method of survey distribution 

which ended up being a web survey platform. This was then followed with uploading ques-

tions up to the platform for the next step of translations into the native tongues of the tar-

get countries. The translation process was a long and lengthy process as both surveys 

were made up of 51 questions with 10 translations to each question. Each translation was 

provided by the other stakeholders in the project and were manually typed up onto the 

platform. The surveys were then distributed back to the stakeholders and tested vigor-

ously, feedback was then compiled and acted on. Once the surveys were all in working 

order, they were then distributed to distributors and networks of each target country. More 

members were then recruited into the research team in preparation of the next step after 

the data was collected, analysed, and properly represented in graphs by the author.  

Both surveys were comprised of 51 questions, one was tailored for the distributors and the 

other for the food networks involved. The survey questions can be broken down into 6 dif-

ferent categories of interest, those being demographic, logistics, communication, pricing, 

ordering and future challenges. It was decided by the research team that these were the 6 

key areas that were to be focused on to gain the best level of understanding of the current 

environment. These 5 areas provided a way to decide how best to proceed and how best 

to monitor further development of the local food systems. These surveys were the initial 
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step in data collection which is then followed up by interviews and focus group discus-

sions which will be further covered below. It was from these surveys that some conclu-

sions were able to be drawn and some hypothesis were confirmed. This aided in formulat-

ing the interviews and focus groups to cover some of the less understood areas.  

The survey was done on a web survey platform for ease of distribution, as the survey had 

to be accessible across 10 different countries. The platform also allowed for multiple 

translations in addition to data collection and analysis tools. These surveys were drafted 

prior to a research team being formed, which meant the newly formed research team had 

very little interaction with them. The minimal interaction includes proof reading and up-

loading the questions up to the platform due to the time constraints. The questions had to 

be uploaded promptly so that the translations could be started and so that the data could 

provide foundation for the next steps. Unfortunately, this meant the research team could 

not have improved on the surveys, as there were concerns about their effectiveness. They 

were also observed to be particularly long with an unnecessarily wide scope which re-

sulted in too many questions that could have been done without. 

After the surveys were concluded, data collected and processed, follow up interviews and 

focus group discussions were held. The aim of the interviews and focus group discussions 

was to cover anything that was missed during the survey and also to explore and expand 

on the findings from the surveys. The insight that was discovered, revealed the current 

weaknesses and obstacles that were necessary to overcome to implement any kind of 

business plan. The interview/focus group were the qualitative methods used were devel-

oped by the LAMK team. It included a cover letter with instructions and protocol for the in-

terviewer. Instructions on how to guide the discussions around the questions and what ar-

eas to take note of from the results of the surveys. As mentioned previously in chapter 4, 

the interview/focus groups were semi-structured to allow freedom for deviation in the dis-

cussions. This was in the hopes of uncovering areas around the topics that may not have 

been considered for examination.  

4.2 Survey, focus groups and the thematic areas 

The 5 thematic areas that were focused on to best assess the current situation and to be 

able to monitor the future developments of the local food systems. The areas or themes 

that were divided up by the research team were as followed: communication, logistics, or-

dering, prices and future challenges. The data that was selected for these thematic areas 

were what the team deemed to be the most informative and best representations of these 

areas.  
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4.3 Multi-stakeholder Research 

What was quickly learned through work package 2 about how MS projects affect the re-

search process was discovered right at the start during the transition. The transition from 

work package 1 to 2 shifted the responsibility of the project to the LAMK team. With the 

transition came all the work that was done up to that point, which included the survey 

questions. The questions did not coincide with the LAMK team strategies, which was one 

of the short comings of the MS approach. As mentioned earlier, there was not time to 

modify the questions, but fortunately a qualitative approach of the interview/focus group 

was possible with the available resources and the time frame. The resources of having 

stakeholders in each target country allowed far faster distribution of the surveys and still 

be able to conduct the interview/focus groups. The access into the 10 different countries 

via the stakeholders also increased the sample size of the data and the data set which in 

turn improved the validity of the data. (Fisher 2004, 159-160) 

4.4 Demographics 

In total we received 189 survey responses over the 3-month period the surveys ran, from 

those 189 responses we received 109 from distributors and 80 from the networks. To give 

the best summary of all the data that was coming from the 51 questions from the survey 

we decided on questions related to organizations annual turnover and questions about 

their clients. Unfortunately, some of the respondents declined to answer the question re-

garding their turnover. But from those that did choose to answer, it can be observed that a 

large percentage of them are operating under 25,000-euro turnover. This was of interest 

as it confirmed our suspicion of the situation and gave the project grounds to proceed. We 

were also able to determine who the main clients were which will play a role later in the 

next work package for the business model. (LAMK 2018.) 

 

Figure 3 Annual Turnover (LAMK 2018) 
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5 DISCUSSIONS 

The benefits of working with so many different stakeholders were quite clear especially 

with their wide backgrounds and access to different markets. The BSF’s research goal 

was to discover the challenges of the local farmers and to find existing alternate solution. 

The access into other markets paired with the stakeholder’s experience showed us what 

we were trying to achieve with the business model was viable. There were already exist-

ing solutions that could be incorporated into the model. In addition, this process was made 

a lot easier by the ease at which our surveys and interviews were able to be conducted 

simultaneously across 10 different countries. Time and much money was saved in this ef-

fort while also providing so many different perspectives. 

But the benefits were also not without some challenges of their own, there were various 

concerns throughout the data collection and the general research. These started almost 

as soon as the LAMK research team was assembled as the team was late to the scene. 

Parts were already moving and as mentioned chapter 6, survey questions were already 

established with very little interaction from the research team. This was one of the few 

shortcomings of the multi-stakeholder approach, the transition of the work packages and 

the work that was handed to the LAMK did not entirely coincide with the team’s strategy. 

Further preparations could have also been made before the distribution of the surveys, but 

the timeline didn’t account for any modifications required for the work done in the work 

package 1 after the transition to package 2. If more time was allowed, more care would 

have been given to the surveys as they were key to the second work package. Everything 

developed during package 2 would be based on the results of the survey and then all that 

work would be prepared and transitioned to the next stakeholders in package 3.  

The main cause for concern was how wide of a net the surveys threw which also resulted 

in a very long survey. The problem with a long and unfocused survey is that it creates un-

necessary work that takes time away from other avenues of research. The surveys were 

50 questions for the distributors and 51 questions long for the networks, multiplied by 10 

translations required for each. Each additional question added some possibility for mis-

translations or misunderstanding which can be considered a variable for data reliability. All 

these questions and translations also needed to be manually added to survey platform 

which was additional man hours. Any additional hours dedicated to the survey was taken 

away from the next step in the research process.  

 



20 
 

While having so many different countries involved in the research was a great benefit, the 

stakeholders responsible for their side of the research proved to be problematic. Due to 

not being a traditionally organized project, the stakeholders could not be directly controlled 

like teams or individuals in a normal organization. Stakeholders had to be influenced and 

hoped to perform and bring the right deliverables on time. This concern was not an issue 

at most times but a few of the stakeholders’ involvement was inconsistent. This was par-

ticularly an issue during the survey data collection stage as a couple countries were un-

derperforming. When this happened, everyone was encouraged and then pressured to 

distribute more surveys before the deadline. The results of the combined data of all the 

countries ended up skewed by one over performing country and several under performing 

countries.  

Some cultural issues also arose during the interview/focus group process, some countries 

were unable to follow the proper protocol in the instructions. The LAMK research team ad-

vised to have both verbal and written recording of the ongoing of the interview/focus group 

discussions. This was to ensure instructions were being followed for reliability sake and so 

that where was a data trail to follow up if necessary. A few countries directly declined the 

request for verbal recordings during the discussions and another brought up legal issues. 

In the end there was no data trail except for 2 countries, there was no documentation or 

recordings in the discussions. Only data that was received was direct answers to the 

questions, which defeated the purpose of the focus groups. Instead this whole qualitative 

data collection process could have been prepared and done as an interview. This would 

have allowed for telephone or skype instead of just a few face to face interviews. It would 

have allowed for a much larger data sample and would have increased the reliability of the 

data.  
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6 SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION  

This paper focuses on the affects multi-stakeholder approaches have on the research of a 

project. Basing its findings and discussions around the efforts of work package 2 of the 

BSF project taking place over 10 countries in the BSR. To best understand the research 

process of a MS project, these were the questions that were aimed to be answered in this 

paper.   

Does the multi-stakeholder approach have any impact on the research of the project 

whether negative or positive? 

It was clear from the literature review and the first-hand accounts from the BSF project 

that the MS approach does indeed affect the research of the project. These affects were 

both positive and negative. The positive was clearly the amount of resources and experi-

ence that was brought to the table by some of the stakeholders involved. The stakehold-

ers that were directly involved were from very different fields, some were involved with 

tourism, agriculture, politics, business and education. Each of these being very valid fields 

for the various stages of the BSF project, with the possibility of utilizing their own local net-

works for further support. Having access to 10 different countries without requiring further 

spending was also a great benefit as it provided the research with 10 data sets. 

How does a decentralized research approach work in multi-stakeholder approaches? 

A decentralized research approach was possible in a MS project and was made even eas-

ier to achieve as a MS project. This ties into the answer in the previous question, stake-

holders in the target countries were able to conduct the necessary data collection with aid 

from the LAMK team. The stakeholders involved were familiar with their own local land-

scape and have the necessary networks and connections for the distribution for the sur-

veys. They were also aware of the local cultural differences that may have impeded for-

eign research methods. Cultural differences such as laws, regulations, work culture and 

local customs. So, stakeholders took responsibility for their own countries data collection 

with instructions and surveys done by the LAMK team for the quantitative data. This was 

then followed by the qualitative interviews/focus groups which heavily benefited from the 

local knowledge. As mentioned earlier, there were some clashes with the LAMK team’s 

protocol with local laws and customs. Which would have not come to light without the 

stakeholders’ involvement and would have been considered a cultural blunder. In addition, 

the ease of access into the 10 countries was critical for the research as the solution being 

conducted in the third package is designed to be modular. Which would not have been 

possible without the research into the various target markets it was planned for.  
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How effective are multi-stakeholders in finding new and existing solutions? 

During the research process, there was much discussion between the stakeholders and in 

some of the country reports regarding the survey data. It was discovered in several coun-

tries that there were already existing methods for LFS. Even before the survey data was 

done collecting, this information came to light as some of the stakeholders were already 

familiar with the solutions. Considering the range of expertise available, the large data 

sets collected and the adaptability of a MS approach, it can be safe to assume new solu-

tions can also be found.  

In conclusion, when embarking on a MS project, the preparation phase should start well in 

the application phase or before. This preparation phase is necessary to find the right 

stakeholders that fit the criteria for a successful MS project. Meaning stakeholders should 

be coming from each of the target regions, they should have expertise and have experi-

ence in the field of the study. Stakeholder history and reputation is just as important, they 

should have the necessary resources, time and commitment for the project and be able to 

provide deliverables on an acceptable time frame. They should also be able to and willing 

to work with the other stakeholders involved to avoid any conflict. Under the right circum-

stances the MS approach is proven to be highly effective but reaching the right circum-

stances can be a challenge.  

The benefits of the MS approach were quickly recognized but the issues that came with it 

became more apparent as the project progressed. One of the biggest issues during the 

work package 2 was some of the stakeholders’ commitment to the package that they were 

not directly responsible for. Due to the nature of how the hierarchy works in a MS project, 

these stakeholders were not possible to be directly controlled. So as another fellow stake-

holder there is not much that can be done other than rely on 

6.1 Reliability and Validity 

There were some concerns raised by the research team about of the reliability of the data. 

This leads back to how the multi-stakeholder process was handled, the handoff process of 

the previous work package which included the surveys. Even though the LAMK team were 

responsible work package 2 which is in large the research portion of the project, the sur-

veys were crafted by another. This meant having to conduct and build the foundation of 

the project based on another works which did not align with the LAMK teams research 

methods. Due to the short time frame, the team had very little opportunity to modify the 

surveys to their own needs. This led to various issues with the surveys that may have af-

fected their effectiveness and future steps of the project.  
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The survey in its final form required a minimum of 30 minutes to complete, the quickest 

was 15 minutes and the longest was an hour based on the survey platform’s statistics. 

The duration required to complete the survey raised a couple questions, how many partici-

pants did not finish the survey due to its length and complexity and did all participants 

continue answering the survey the same way they start it or did they rush the end. Once 

after the data analysis was done it was noticed that there were various questions that 

made no contribution to the final report. It can be argued that in hindsight it is much easier 

to see where there were areas to improve but if proper guidelines of survey building were 

followed, much of the issues could have been avoided.  

There was also a question about the translations, having to translate and distribute the 

survey to 10 different countries also raised the concern of the accuracy of the translations. 

Having 2 surveys with about 50 complex questions each translated 10 times, raises some 

questions about accuracy which may have affected data reliability. Meaning or signifi-

cance can be lost when translating into another language and when all the data is com-

piled in the end these variables add up. The other issue of distributing to so many different 

countries was also the difference in the number of responses that were received. The var-

ying range of responses meant a possible skewing in the data, this was observed in a 

several instances. During the data collection and processing, it was observed that there 

were a few outliers, some countries able to collect more data than others. When the data 

was processed and compiled together, the results were more heavily influenced by the 

countries with more data. This may not have affected the data as a whole and is still valid 

but the combined data would be less of a representation of the countries with less data 

samples. The only concern would be that the next work package responsible for the busi-

ness model would be more tailored towards the countries that contributed the most data. 

Fortunately, the project has already been aiming for a modular solution, that can be 

adapted to where-ever it needs to be implemented.  

6.2 Future research recommendations 

The primary focus of the thesis was the research that is conducted in a MS approach and 

in what way it had an affect on the research of the BSF project. A deeper study into how 

stakeholders in a MS project could be better managed would be quite beneficial. As most 

of the draw backs to the MS approach are all related to how stakeholders, specifically due 

to how stakeholders are considered peers and cannot be controlled.  

The structure of how the work is best handled or structure in a MS project is another area 

that could also prove worthwhile to research. This slightly touches upon the stakeholder 

control issue, as with stricter work or deliverable guidelines can increase transparency for 
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the stakeholders. This increase in transparency can then in turn be used as peer pressure 

to influence stakeholders to perform better.  
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7 APPENDICES 

7.1 Appendix 1: Work package 2 Final Report 
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7.2 Appendix 2: German Country Report  
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7.3 Appendix 3: Norway Country Report 
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7.4 Appendix 4: Russia Country Report 
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7.5 Appendix 5: Survey Questions Networks 

 



103 
 



104 
 



105 
 



106 
 



107 
 



108 
 



109 
 



110 
 



111 
 



112 
 



113 
 



114 
 



115 
 



116 
 



117 
 

 



118 
 

7.6 Appendix 6: Survey Questions Distributors  
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7.7 Appendix 7: Focus Group Instructions 
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7.8 Appendix 8: Focus group Questions 
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