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Category managers’ recommendations to 

manufacturers of upcycled food. 

Project Background and Aim: 

It has been reported that one-third of all food 

produced is thrown away from farm to fork, the 

production of which incurs significant 

environmental, social, and financial costs. The 

production of ‘upcycled food’ provides an 

innovative solution to the global food waste 

issue by creating new, high-quality products 

from otherwise surplus or rejected produce.  

‘Upcycled food’ is a new product category in 

New Zealand with very few products currently 

available on retail shelves. To support the 

expansion of this unique range of products, it is 

advantageous to understand retail product 

category managers’ perceptions about ranging 

‘upcycled food’ and the associated decision-

making processes which influence whether these 

products are ranged. As retail product category 

managers are the gatekeepers to retail shelves, 

this understanding provides valuable 

information about the marketing barriers and 

opportunities for suppliers and manufacturers 

for ‘upcycled food’.  

This research provides recommendations to 

‘upcycled food’ manufacturers and suppliers 

that will help improve engagement with retail 

product category managers. This in turn will 

hopefully increase the uptake of ‘upcycled food’ 

by retailers, thus supporting food waste 

reduction initiatives.  

Methods: 

Category managers for one of the New Zealand 

retail chains participated in semi-structured 

interviews conducted in February 2021. 

Interview questions focused on category 

managers’ approval process when considering 

potential new products. Additional questions 

explored category managers’ perceptions of the 

marketing opportunities and barriers for 

upcycled foods. Interviews were 45 to 60 

minutes in duration and were audio-recorded 

and transcribed non-verbatim.  

Inductive thematic analysis was used to 

construct themes and sub-themes throughout 

the interviews from which a draft mind-map and 

one-page summary sheet were developed. A 

Delphi technique was used which involved 

sending these summary results back to the 

category managers to validate with the aim of 

achieving consensus on the grouping of points 

discussed during the interviews.  
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Key Findings: 

Discussion points from the category manager 

interviews were divided into three separate 

sections: (1) an overarching statement that food 

manufacturers need to do their research; (2) a 

collection of enablers for manufactures who 

want their new products to be stocked on 

supermarket shelves; and (3) barriers to ranging 

products specific to upcycled food. The enablers 

and barriers to stocking upcycled food items 

were broken down into themes based on the 4Ps 

of marketing (product, price, promotion, and 

place). A summary statement with the key points 

for each of these themes is presented in 

Resource 1 (pg. 3), titled ‘Category managers’ 

key recommendations to manufacturers of 

upcycled food’. The four main themes were 

further broken down into sub-themes providing 

more detailed information for manufacturers of 

upcycled food items. This breakdown has been 

presented as a mindmap in Resource 2 (pg. 4), 

titled A guide to ranging upcycled foods: 

supermarket category managers' perspectives. 

Finally, a table of themes, sub-themes and 

illustrative quotes has been attached in Appendix 

One.   

Further Information: 

Team members for this project included: 

Margaret Thorsen, Fiona Nyhof, Francesca 

Goodman-Smith and Miranda Mirosa. For further 

information about the research project or the 

resources developed, please contact https://

foodwaste-otago.org/  

https://foodwaste-otago.org/
https://foodwaste-otago.org/
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Resource 1: Category managers’ key recommendations to 
manufacturers of upcycled food. 
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Resource 2: A guide to ranging upcycled foods:                
supermarket category managers' perspectives. 
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Appendix One: Final themes and sub-themes with           

illustrative quotes 

 

 

 

 

Overarching statement  

Do your research: Category managers’ key piece of advice to manufacturers of upcycled products is to do their research about all    

aspects of their product, pricing and target audience.  

“Do your research. It's like anything in life, you need to do your research. You need to make informed decisions.” 

“You come in and meet me, and you tell a story, and you show you’ve researched the market, you've researched our business, you found 

what you think is a niche or opportunity to get into. This great. Anything else is a negative. If you walk in then you haven't done any of 

that, straight off that’s a negative.”  

Enablers  

Theme  Sub-theme with definition  Illustrative quote  

Product    Standout product: Products need to be 

unique, show innovation and have a 

‘wow’ factor.  

“What it has to be is quite an exceptional offer to really breakthrough that 

noise and be impactful at a store level. And that's a great pricing proposition 

for customers, a great costing proposition for our stores, a product that is 

different and unique and will capture customers'   attention and equally so 

our store buyers' attention. Something that stands out a little bit.”  

Customer trend: Products need to align 

with a customer trend that is likely to 

meet a present or future customer 

“If we think it meets a consumer need, because really we're just all about 

the customer right, if the customer wants it, we want to have it.”  

Mainstream appeal: A product needs 

to appeal to a wide range of shopper 

demographics.  

“It’s something that's mainstream as well because we are a supermarket, 

we are targeted more at the mainstream level.”  

Product assurances: Upcycled food 

manufacturers need to provide       

information that gives category      

managers and consumers confidence 

in the product and supply chain.  

“I think when people understand that a lot of wasted food is, as you're    

saying, because it's ugly, it's the off-cuts, that the food is fine. There's    

nothing wrong with it. I think, maybe just switching perceptions that it's not 

food that’s about to go off.”  

“I think the biggest question I have is, for example, when the upcycled grain 

guys come to me, the first thing I had was supply. So if you're using a by-

product, how much of that by-product do you have? And are you going to hit 

a point where you run out of the by-product to make the new product? 

Certification as an assurance tool: Third

-party certification provides a tool to 

build category manager and consumer 

“It'd be really key because you get to this point, just like the carbon-neutral 

conversation before where we’ll need to rely on it as a retailer.” 
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Enablers 

Theme Sub-theme with definition Illustrative quote 

Price Realistic price point: Upcycled products 

need to have a realistic price point     

compared to other products in their  

category. 

“A realistic price point means that people are going to buy it. And if 

people are going to buy it, that's kind of the biggest hurdle.” 

Competitive price point: Upcycled    

products need to have a competitive 

price point compared to other products 

in their category. 

“I wouldn't be willing to pay more for them than an equivalent product 

that wasn't necessarily a by-product or an upcycled vision of it. I would 

say “that’s a muesli bar, I want to pay the same as for another muesli 

bar and it's a bonus, that this is environmentally friendly in some       

capacity”.” 

Price margin: Ensure there is a sufficient 

price margin on a product to be     

attractive to retailers while still ensuring 

financial sustainability for the            

manufacturer. 

“The category manager should spell out the margin expectations for the 

category. This is what's being achieved, currently, and this is where I 

think you need to be impactful.” 

Enablers 

Theme Sub-theme with definition Illustrative quote 

Promotion Create a story: Create a story about    

upcycled foods that engages consumers. 

“The first step would be to have a successful upcycled product. And 

then, for them to start driving that story and kind of open the gates for 

other products to follow.” 

Marketing plan: Manufacturers of       

upcycled products need to prepare an 

effective marketing plan as to how they 

are going to reach their target audience. 

“You live in a day and age that there's just so much on social media and 

so much more marketing and ways to do that. So just making sure that 

they have a clear plan for that so that customers will see it.” 

Price promotion offer: Include a price 

promotion offer within the overall     

pricing structure for the product. 

“I think, New Zealand, has one of the highest percentage of products 

purchased on promotion in supermarkets. And it's probably not just 

supermarkets. It's probably the whole industry. When I worked for [a 

company], everything was always on promotion. [This company] is an 

example of that with their sales. If everyone does it, to your point, yeah 

we love a bargain.” 

Packaging: Use packaging to promote 

upcycled products to potential            

consumers. 

“You've got possibly five seconds for them to stop and look at the    

product if you're lucky. You could probably get three, so your           

packaging has to reflect something new. And the message on your 

packaging has to be clear when they pick it up for them to make a   

decision quite quickly because they don't want to hang around.” 

Certification standard as an education 

tool: An upcycled food certification 

standard could be useful as a consumer 

education tool.  

“The benefit to the customer is that they can be educated by that, to 

what the standard will be. And their expectation of what that product 

will be for them to again come to that value equation. “I'm going to 

spend this much, and I know about it because it's now certified.”  

Sustainability is a selling point:            

Environmental sustainability is a positive 

attribute in a product but should not be 

relied on as the only selling point.  

“When you make an assessment of a product you're adding little ticks 

together saying, “that’s a little bonus, that’s a little bonus and you're 

building up a total view of the product. The fact that a product is     

upcycled is awesome and that is a big factor in the sense of how your 

supply chain is going to work and how you interact with stores, etc. But 

it is only one factor of a number that you need to be successful at in 

order for us to be able to proceed.”  
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Enablers 

Theme Sub-theme with definition Illustrative quote 

Place Product placement within the store:        

Manufacturers need to consider where 

their product features across the     

different supermarket departments. 

“I'm trying to think of other examples that we haven't ranged … there’s 

ingredients that we're not sure that they can be ranged as a grocery       

product. Especially with immunity coming recently and people might be 

putting in ingredients that probably should be more in the health and      

wellness area rather than on the grocery shelf.” 

Product placement within the range:       

Manufacturers need to position their      

products within the quality range and 

price points for their particular food  

category. 

“Can the category have a second brand and will we be better off from a 

shopper perspective for it?  ‘Yes, yes, therefore there’s white space. Yep no 

worries, we’ll range it’.” 

Product placement on the shelf:                

Manufacturers need to consider the           

customer-facing impression of an       

upcycled food on the shelf when        

developing the packaging for the      

product. 

“Where it will sit on the shelf? How it will look next to the other products? 

If there is already a product that fits into the gap, and they’re wanting to fit 

in, making sure that people will pick it up and be curious and want to try 

it.” 

Barriers 

Theme Sub-theme and definition Illustrative Quote 

Icky factor: Consumers may have an 

aversion to purchasing foods that 

have been made from lesser quality 

ingredients. 

“Maybe the icky factor. Will some suppliers reject it, based on it potentially 

being upcycled?” 

Product  

Product range: The current limited 

range of upcycled foods is a barrier to 

establishing wider demand for these 

products. 

“There's just not really a lot of options out there I suppose.” 

Vendor experience: Upcycled food 

suppliers potentially have less vendor 

experience and resources available. 

“What I mentioned before, about the environmental side going hand in hand 

with smaller inexperienced vendors which is quite often a problem,  not so 

much with the product but if you do have those small inexperienced vendors 

often it's harder to get them to where they need to be successful.” 

Price  High price point: Upcycled foods po-

tentially have a high price point. 

“They'll be niche until they can actually get themselves to a price, where a 

punter would go ‘hey that's really cool and there’s only a slight premium over 

what I might be paying’.”  

Promotion  Lack of consumer awareness: Con-

sumers are not aware of upcycled 

food in general or of the value these 

products offer them personally as 

consumers.  

“The barrier in my mind is not in the range of it, it’s in the selling of it. It's 

people's lack of understanding. Is this actually even a thing?”  

Place  Limited retail shelf space: Products 

must be an amazing overall proposi-

tion to be able to justify the shelf 

space they occupy.  

“[If] it's going to fit within the category normally, it's one in one out. So they 

have to take one off the shelf to put one on.”  


