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Abstract 
Food waste has emerged in recent years as an important issue, for its harmful social, 

economic, ethical and environmental consequences (Stuart, 2009, FAO, 2013). The aim of 

this thesis is to investigate how the strategy developed by a small French initiative called 

‘The Ugly Mugs’ has been able to lead to the emergence of a concerned market, i.e. a market 

shaped to take into considerations the things or situations that “relate to us, affect us, worry 

us” (Geiger et al, 2014:2).  

Talking about concerned markets is not a discussion about yet another type of markets 

(Cochoy, 2014). It is about understanding the situations that every market faces when new 

concerns arise and how market architectures evolve to deal with them. Discussing concerned 

markets is about understanding how markets generate concerns and how those concerns 

shape new markets.  

‘The Ugly Mugs’, as the ‘first universal label against food waste’, emerged as a leading actor 

in bringing back into the market the imperfect food products, that overproduction, 

calibration and standards have kept away from the consumer’s eye and stomach. Following 

the development of The Ugly Mugs enables to understand how solutions emerge to build 

and shape markets to tackle food waste.  

Through the study, three key aspects were identified which, together, contribute to build 

concerned markets: 1) turning ‘matters of facts’ into ‘matters of concerns’ by both 

denouncing market flaws and inviting for action; 2) gathering and mobilizing a nebula of 

actors to trigger change by interconnecting concerns to interests; 3) inscribing these 

concerns at the very grounded level of supermarkets’ interactions and products, to foster 

consumers’ attachment and mobilisation. 

As such, the case suggests that the construction of a concerned market rests heavily upon 

the objectification of concerns; the shaping of concerned actors and the qualification of 

concerned products. Altogether, this has enabled The Ugly Mugs to lay the foundations for 

sustainable change in the food market and serves as a source of inspiration to gauge the 

power of collective action in markets as arenas of social change. 
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Chapter 1. Introduction 

This thesis is a story of the food market’s imperfections, i.e., all those products that have 

been grown and produced and yet excluded from markets, in the name of standards, 

calibration and prejudicial beauty criteria. A French initiative intends to bring these 

imperfections back into the market. This thesis will follow the journey of this initiative and 

build a new perspective on the emergence and development of concerned markets. 

1.1. The roots of food waste 

To understand their journey, let us start at the beginning of the 20th century in the French 

countryside, at a time where the ‘acceleration of history’ (Hélias, 1975) had a significant 

impact on the destiny of imperfect foods.  

The industrialization of the country had led conjointly to a wide rural exodus. From the 

1930s to the end of World War II, the French have deserted the countryside and turned the 

country into an urban and industrialized land. Today, rural areas still constitute 80% of the 

territory; yet, they gather only 21% of the total population (World Bank, 2015). These deep 

changes have deeply affected agriculture and the relation to food. 

While the number of farmers has continuously decreased, France has developed an 

agriculture more and more productive (Miquel, 2000). From a strong ‘peasant culture’, 

agriculture became a science, an industrial process, boosted at the end of World War II by 

the Marshall plan support, the creation of the common European market and the State 

action. The rise of an industrial production mode has been synonymous with ‘the end of 

peasants’, as H. Mendras coined it, in his 1967’s essay, The end of peasants. For him, this let 

the countryside under the thumb of industrial farmers, following market rules, work division 

and the cult of progress brought by technè. This metamorphosis of agriculture, farming and 

countryside identity signed the emergence of rural sociology, concerned about the ‘silent 

revolution’ taking place at the time (Debatisse, 1963). 

Farms are given modern, motorized equipment and a strong policy of production 

intensification is launched after 1945. The policy objective was for France to be self-sufficient 

in its food production and increase the productivity so drastically that two people only would 

be needed to run farms. This ‘green revolution’ led to an agricultural production multiplied 
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by 4, from the beginning of the 1950s to the 1970s (Flamant, 2010). As a result, the 

traditional peasant culture silently disappeared to leave room for the emergence of techno-

farmers and, France transitioned from a shortage of food to a clear production surplus that 

neither the country nor the European market could absorb (Ibid.).  

Urbanization combined with industrialized agriculture led to a clear disconnection with the 

countryside and food production, which is at the roots of Western countries’ “culture of 

abundance” (Stuart, 2009).  As more and more food is produced, more requirements are 

demanded from food products. Standards and calibration become stricter not only to 

guarantee the consumer quality products but also to homogenize the products circulating 

inside the European common market (Regulation (EEC) No 1035/72). Consumers are 

presented with standardized fruits and vegetables, free of ‘suspicious’ shapes, colours, stains, 

etc. As a result, food waste becomes omnipresent, at every step of the food supply chain, 

from field to fork, from production to consumption. In developed countries, food waste 

occurs primarily at the downstream phases of the food chain, due to quality standards, 

consumer behaviours, low prices and high expectations concerning food aesthetics and 

increasing disconnection between consumers and producers (Parfitt et al, 2010). Consumers 

live in comfort zones, where the abundance of products offered for a very low price facilitates 

and encourages food waste and overeating (Eliasson, 2010). The destiny of ugly foods is 

sealed: not pretty enough to be eaten, rejected by a society’s stricter cosmetic rules, they are 

left to rot on fields or sold for excessively low prices to feed cattle (Stuart, 2009).  

Food waste is the result of a long historical process, reinforced conjointly by the law, 

industry-driven standards and consumers’ behaviours. If the issue of food waste has 

remained uncovered for a long time, non-governmental organizations (NGOs), small 

collectives such as freegans and social movements initiated awareness on the 

unsustainability of the current food system and the collective responsibility of all market 

actors (Stuart, 2009). The industrialization of agriculture has contributed to the emergence 

of society of consumption, which, combined, have led to a boom in food waste. Result of the 

excess of consumerism, food waste raises concerns due to its harmful consequences.  

1.2. Food waste, a world challenge 

Worldwide, it is estimated that between 30 and 50% of the food that is produced goes 

directly to waste (FAO, 2011; SIWI, 2012), even though uncertainties, lack of information or 
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the way food waste is calculated influence the estimation of the global food production 

currently lost (Parfitt et al, 2010). As defined by FAO (2013), food waste is “food appropriate 

for human consumption being discarded, whether or not after it is kept beyond its expiry 

date or left to spoil” (FAO, 2013:9). It differs from food loss, which occurs typically in the 

food supply chain due to poor infrastructure, technologies, knowledge or logistics and lead 

to a decrease in mass or quality of the food (Grolleaud, 2002). While food loss is more 

frequent in developing countries, food waste occurs typically in developed countries due to 

behavioural reasons (FAO, 2013). Although food waste is formally defined at national levels, 

it is generally accepted in the literature that food waste is the term used at later stages of the 

food supply chain during the processing, distribution and consumption phases (Parfitt et al, 

2010). In the European Union, there are no common nor official definition of food waste. In 

France, it is defined as any food that was produced for human consumption that is lost, 

discarded or deteriorated at any step of the food chain (France Nature Environnement, 

2013).  

In Europe, the 27 member states generate every year about 89 million tons of food waste 

(about 179 kg/ capita), excluding the agricultural food waste and the fish that are caught and 

then returned to the sea (European Commission, 2014). Differences exist among countries 

but also between the estimations made within countries.  

Food waste is a multifaceted problem touching upon ethical, social, environmental and 

economic issues. In a world where we produce enough food to feed the world’s population, 

1 out of 7 people suffers from hunger or malnourishment while 1 out of 7 overeats (SIWI, 

2012). FAO (2011) estimates that the amount of food waste occurring at the consumption 

stage in industrialized countries (estimated at 222 million tons) is almost as high as the total 

of food produced in sub-Saharan Africa (230 million tons). The impact on the environment 

is also alarming in terms of water consumption, CO2 emissions, and threats to biodiversity, 

climate and land use. In total, food waste is responsible for 3.3 Gtons of CO2, which makes 

it the third top emitter after USA and China (FAO, 2013). About 30% of the world’s 

agricultural land is dedicated to food that will never be eaten (Ibid.).  

Moreover, food waste represents a significant loss of economic value. If we take 2007 as an 

example, about 750 billion US dollars were directly lost by letting food going to waste, which 

equals the GDP of a country like Turkey or Switzerland in 2011 (FAO, 2013). In Europe, the 

lost value of food waste was estimated in 2006 to be 180 billion euros, which represented 89 
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million tons of wasted food (European Commission, 2014). In 2013, food waste in the EU 

was estimated at 100 million tons (about 200 billion €) (Ibid.). If the trend continues to 

grow and if no measure is taken to tackle the problem, by 2020, it will be about 126 million 

tons of food that will be wasted (Ibid.). In France, food waste all along the food chain costs 

each year between 12 to 20 billion euros and between 100 to 160€/person/year (Ministry of 

Agriculture, 2015).    

A clear lack of data appears about food waste in several steps of the agro-food supply chain 

in France. In fact, most of the data concerning food waste focuses on household waste and 

the methodology deployed is often criticised. Estimations vary enormously between sources 

and it is therefore hard to quantify precisely waste along the food supply chain. 

At the step of agricultural production (France Nature Environnment, 2013), no clear 

estimations exist in terms of food waste but it originates from a vast array of reasons, ranging 

from weather conditions to economic, legal, commercial or technical reasons. The producer 

can be forced to leave its production in the field rather than harvesting it, or use it to feed 

cattle (Ibid, Stuart, 2009). In the transformation phase, the current data is vague about the 

amount of food waste generated in France. Yet, about 0.150 million tons could originate 

from the agro-food industry due to technical limitations, human error or high calibration 

and standard norms imposed by the processing industry to farmers or imposed by retailers 

to their suppliers (Ministry of Sustainable Development and Energy,2014; France Nature 

Environnement, 2013; Stuart, 2009). Additional waste is generated at the retailer phase, 

which is responsible for about 11% of the total food waste produced in France, of which 70% 

is avoidable (Lhoste, 2012). Causes include calibration and cosmetic standards based on size, 

colour or shape (Stuart, 2009). Finally, out of the 10 million tons of food wasted every year 

in the country, households are responsible for at least 65% (Ministry of Agriculture, 2015). 

Out of the 6.5 billion tons of food wasted by households, which is the equivalent of 98 kg per 

year per person, 20 kg are still perfectly edible, including 7kg, still sealed in their original 

packages (Ibid.). A study published by the European Parliament (2013) estimates the 

amount of food waste generated by French households to be even higher and reaching 74% 

in total. This makes France the second top country, after Luxembourg, where food waste 

mostly originates from households (Ibid.). The reasons are numerous to explain waste in 

households ranging from sociological considerations to consumer behaviours regarding 

products aesthetics, packaging, expiration dates, etc.  
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Figure 1 - Causes of Food waste along the supply chain (Source: Adapted from France Nature Environnement, 2013) 

1.3. Escaping the food waste lock-in 

The EU has paved the way to prevent food waste and repealed the Regulation (EEC) No 

1035/72, which used to set strict common marketing standards for 26 fruits and vegetables, 

applicable until July 20091. The EU now gives power to Member States to allow shops to sell 

the 10 types of fruits and vegetables that are not included in the new European Regulation 

(EC) 1221/20082. This new regulation gives no definition of applicable quality criteria, 

which gives a bigger margin of interpretation, on top of no compulsory reference to 

classification, size or product definition. Additionally, the EU has made commitment to 

reduce food waste and declared 2013 the European year against food waste. As a general 

principle, food waste prevention is defined as the priority to deal with bio-waste in the 2008 

European Waste Framework Directive and has to be favoured over re-use, recycling, 

recovery or disposal (Directive 2008/98/EC, article 4).   

Oddly, the repealing of marketing 

standards has not led to changes in the 

market (AND International, 2010). 

From packers to retailers, market 

actors have maintained the practices 

that the regulatory framework removed. 

The marketing standards remain, 

                                                   
1 These 26 types of fruits and vegetables are: apricots, artichokes, asparagus, aubergines, avocadoes, beans, 
Brussels sprouts, carrots, cauliflowers, cherries, courgettes, cucumbers, cultivated mushrooms, garlic, 
hazelnuts in shell, headed cabage, leeks, melons, onions, peas, plums, ribbed celery, spinach, walnut in shell, 
water melons and witloof/chicory (European Commission, 2009).  
2 This concerns: apples, citrus fruits, kiwis, lettuces, peaches, nectarines, pears, strawberries, sweet peppers, 
table grapes and tomatoes. The same exemption for marketing standards is valid as long as it is made with 
appropriate labelling (European Commission, 2009).  
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except that they are not anymore imposed EU standards, They are turned into retailers’ 

requirements (Ibid.). An impact assessment produced by AND International (2010) pointed 

at the lack of notable change in terms of prices, quality, development of private standards or 

modified waste rates the new regulatory framework resulted in. According to this study, it 

seems that marketing standards had actually more pros than cons for market actors. Those 

standards form a common framework for them to identify and compare goods. Maintaining 

standards therefore facilitates trade and reduces the risk of a price decrease if too many 

‘lower quality products’ (i.e. “imperfect products”) accessed the market. Repealing the 

common marketing standards did not have the impact foreseen by the EU on waste rates 

and did not change the fact that market actors do have an interest to protect the market from 

imperfect products. 

Yet, in parallel to regulatory improvements, many initiatives have emerged to tackle the 

issue of food waste at national, regional and local levels, originating from social movements, 

associations, civil society, isolated groups of interests. All these initiatives labelled as ‘good 

practices’ by the European Commission offer new criteria for product valuation and 

encourage both the agro-food industry as a whole and consumers to engage in more 

sustainable consumption practices (European Commission website, 2015). Even though 

these emerging initiatives have been limited in scope, food waste has become a widely 

discussed issue in the public sphere and in the media in recent years and has quickly turned 

into a ‘matter of concern’ that calls for action. 

Among the initiatives that have emerged to deal with food waste, The Ugly Mugs (’Les 

Gueules Cassées’ in French) has been promoted by the media and the FAO for the difference 

it made all along the agro-food supply chain, by bringing back into the markets ‘imperfect 

products’. Created in 2014, the company ambitions to become the ‘first universal label 

against food waste’. It started by providing farmers with a label that will play the role of a 

signal to the consumer to buy fruits and vegetables “too good to waste” with a 30% discount. 

The initiative became quickly popular and sold 10.000 tons of products in the first eight 

months (Krémer, 2015, March 27). Demand quickly exceeded supply and more and more 

farmers were needed to collaborate to keep up with the demand and expand in more 

supermarkets. Later, The Ugly Mugs extended the provision of labels to distributors and 

retailers to sell two new categories of products: first, food products other than FFVs, such as 

cereals, sausages or cheese; second, products close to expiration dates.  
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The Ugly Mugs managed to mobilize farmers, producers, distributors and retailers to sell 

‘imperfect’ products under its label to contribute conjointly to fight food waste. After 

extending the range of ugly food products covered by The Ugly Mugs, the initiative started 

its internationalization and will sell its first products in the US in December 2015 and in 

Germany in January 2016. 300 supermarkets will provide The Ugly Mugs products in the 

US while in Germany, 500 shops will be distributing ugly foods (Le Monde, 2015, October 

12). Since March 2014, the company became an important reference in the fight against food 

waste. Presented as a model in the political sphere and in the media in France, it raised 

attention worldwide and concluded in November 2015 a partnership with FAO (Le Monde, 

2015, October 12). 

1.4. Research Question 

From these various considerations, the paper focuses on one market actor’s initiative, The 

Ugly Mugs, and scrutinizes the strategy designed to tackle the concerns associated with food 

waste. Concerns, as explained in Chapter 3, designate problems that arise from markets and 

that call for action, through the market. The case company is committed to turn this concern 

into a market of its own, which raises questions about how problems are framed and action 

designed to take care of them. As a result, this thesis aims at investigating the key factors 

that made it possible for The Ugly Mugs to transform the life and fate of products, from food 

waste to marketed products.  

The research question we seek to answer is:   

How does the strategy developed by The Ugly Mugs enable the emergence of 

a concerned market for food waste? 

 

1.5. Thesis objective 

Through this thesis, I intend to explore, investigate and propose answers to understand how 

this change occurred to make imperfect products marketable and why this initiative in 

particular has managed to do so.  

This topic allows exploring how sustainable market practices emerge through the interplay 

between people and products. The results of this thesis will serve the purpose of contributing 
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to the field of research dedicated to concerned products and markets. By looking closer at 

how the market incorporates concerns on food waste in France, this thesis situates itself in 

a new breach in the agro-food industry. In recent years, food waste has risen at the top of 

the industry agenda, raising important interrogations on how successful solutions can be 

designed and replicated to deal with the problem.  

1.6. Outline of the paper  

In order to approach our research question in a structured manner, this thesis will be divided 

as follows:  

The methodology (Chapter 2) will be introduced, looking more specifically into the research 

philosophy, design and techniques chosen to approach this single case study. For the sake 

of clarity, we chose to follow the steps presented by Saunders et al (2009) in the “research 

onion” to give an overview of the methodology deployed in this research.  

The literature review (Chapter 3) will serve as the theoretical background guiding the 

reflection of this thesis. The literature review is designed to introduce the key debates, 

concepts and theories, which inhabit the field of sociology of markets and that influence, 

shape and guide the analytical reflection developed in this research. 

The analysis chapter (Chapter 4) will be based extensively on the research philosophy, 

design and techniques presented in Chapter 2 as well as the theoretical background 

developed in Chapter 3. The aim will be to explore the ins and outs of the case company to 

seek answers to the research question, through the exploration of the narrative developed 

by The Ugly Mugs, the founders, the market devices and the products. The analysis will be 

divided in three sections, investigating each a specific dimension of the case.  

At last, the conclusion (Chapter 5) will give an overview of the arguments developed in 

Chapter 4, and echo the findings with the methodological and theoretical backdrop adopted 

for this research.  
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Chapter 2. Peeling the Research Onion 

The objective of this chapter is to provide a detailed presentation of the research 

methodology and methods I applied to carry out this research. To present thoroughly the 

methodology I deployed, every layer of the “research onion” described by Saunders et al 

(2009) will be dealt with and used as a roadmap to introduce the methodology. The research 

onion is a visual representation of the different layers that come into play in the formulation 

of a research methodology, in which the outer layers provide a context and boundaries for 

the choices made in the inner layers. I will present every layer as per the order defined by 

Saunders et al (2009), nevertheless, I intend to emphasize that the methodology was not 

designed nor thought as a straightforward process where the outer layers necessarily defined 

the inner layers. Both the outer and inner layers mutually shape each other. 

The movement of this chapter is therefore to start with theoretical considerations regarding 

the methodology and finish with more practical matters on the methods deployed. By 

following the different layers of the research onion, the intention is to guide the reader 

through the spirit and the body of this research. As such, it will equip the reader to 

comprehend the analytical lenses I adopted. I will conclude this chapter by some 

considerations on the validity and the limitations inherent to this research.  

Figure 3 - The Research Onion (Saunders et al, 2009) 
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2.1. Research philosophy and approach 

This section lays the philosophical foundations and the subsequent approach identified and 

adopted to carry out this research.    

2.1.1. Research philosophy 

Research philosophy has often been relegated to a position of secondary importance, yet 

Guba & Lincoln (1994) argue that such questions are actually vital to design a coherent and 

efficient research methodology. Indeed, defining the paradigms the research belongs to 

helps understand the ins and outs proper to such study and the fundamental assumptions 

that guide the approach to knowledge and to the world.  

This research is inherently characterised by the influence of interpretivist philosophy. Many 

forms of interpretivism and constructivism exist but all share the same subjectivist 

epistemology and relativist ontology, to which this research identifies itself with (Saunders 

et al, 2009). Interpretivism is concerned with the ways people interpret and understand 

events and phenomena and gives the keys for the researcher to understand the specificities 

of the object studied, without aiming at generalisations and prediction purposes (Eriksson 

& Kovalainen, 2008).  

The interpretivist philosophy of research echoes with the intentions behind this thesis, 

which is fundamentally interested in building an understanding of a recent market initiative 

through the lenses of the company carrying out the initiative. This paper is seeking to 

discover how The Ugly Mugs understands, thinks and acts upon food waste in France to 

design solutions in the marketplace. This philosophical stance leaves the liberty to explore 

how actors make sense of a situation and how the interpretation they make of reality may 

develop performative powers upon reality. As such, it is a philosophical perspective that 

enables to grasp the complexity of sense making and decision making, particularly relevant 

to reflect upon market actors’ understanding of their actions. It leads to analyse both the 

content of what is said but also the ways it is said (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2008). 

The analysis is inscribed in constructivist market studies, with shades and tones of social 

constructivism, yet, without being reduced to social constructivism. Where Berger and 

Luckmann (1966) analysed individuals, groups and their interactions in society to argue that 

reality is a social construction; this thesis analyses market actors, networks and their 
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interactions in the market to reveal how a conception of reality is progressively integrated 

and embedded in markets to become a reality. As such, markets can be thought as social 

constructions, and are thought as such in the literature of ‘new economic sociology’ and by 

the actors leading the project of The Ugly Mugs. The interactions between The Ugly Mugs 

and other market actors enabled a new vision of food waste to be habituated, new roles to 

be defined, new interactions to be institutionalised and a new understanding to be 

embedded.  

In this research, understanding of the social phenomenon is gained by locating it in its social 

context, where multiple understandings of the same reality can be concurrent. The study of 

a business phenomenon supposes a complex and unique net of actors, interactions and 

events, characterised by the surrounding social context. I have intended to contextualise this 

case study, by providing historical, demographical, economic and political elements to 

situate the case study in its environment. As an interpretivist study, I have aimed for 

“culturally derived and historically situated interpretations of the social life-world” (Crotty, 

1998:67). 

This philosophy is distilled through the research both by the theoretical framework I choose 

to apply, which is strongly characterised by constructivism. The field of sociology of markets 

is built in reaction to neoclassical economics, based upon positivist pretentions (Keita, 1997) 

and it seeks to comprehend markets through a more “human” angle (Granovetter, 1985). 

Yet, I have sought to enrich this “human” perspective on markets as social, moral and 

political arenas by taking into account material questions. This research is therefore 

constructivist, without being only social constructivist. As per the contributions of ANT 

theory and Science and Technology Studies (STS), this research seeks to emphasize the role 

of humans as well as non-human agents in shaping the markets. This implies that objects 

themselves participate in markets as actants, and as such, markets are not only constructed 

socially but rather, collectively, at the nexus of actors and actants. This research takes into 

account this “critical constructivist” approach as the study of the case reveals the importance 

of both actors and actants. This perspective is more detailed in the literature review as well 

as in the analysis, where characteristics of the influence from ANT and STS are salient. I 

notably use sociology of translation to analyse the specific process of emergence of concerns 

in the market and shape the analysis according to the different phases identified in the 
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emergence of actor-networks, i.e. problematisation, interessement, enrollement and 

mobilisation (Callon, 1986).  

As for the philosophy of this research, it is clearly inscribed in interpretivism, with shades 

and tons of constructivist paradigms. However, contrary to what the research onion entails, 

the philosophy was not the “layer” that defined the inner layers – rather, the outer layers of 

research philosophy and approach were conjointly defined with inner layers of research 

design and procedures. As emphasised by Guba & Lincoln (1994), questions of philosophical 

stances matter as they have significant consequences on the conduct of the research, as the 

following sections will more fully detail.   

2.1.2. Research approach 

The research approach I adopted for this research holds distinctive inductive dimensions. 

In fact, research approach is defined by Saunders et al (2009) as the opposition between 

deductive and inductive research approaches. They highlight that interpretivism often, goes 

hand-in-hand with inductive thinking.  

Induction supposes the use of data to formulate a theory (Saunders et al, 2009). This 

approach supposes that general statements can be made formulated out of cases and is often 

associated with qualitative research. The starting point to draw lessons is empirical 

materials, rather than theoretical propositions being tested (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2008). 

As such, inductive research has a real anchor in the context in which the social phenomenon 

takes place. Yet, pure induction is rare, sometimes impossible as a theoretical knowledge 

base intervenes in the research.  

This research is built around the study of a case in its situ, and starts with the collection of 

empirical data. Yet, this research does not start as a grounded theory research. An inductive 

approach was taken, as it appeared to be the best suited for the purpose of this research, 

which supposes an inquiry into the case to comprehend its main traits and not the 

formulation of a hypothesis to test on the case. Besides, the qualitative methods deployed to 

formulate answers to the research question seemed more appropriate to generate knowledge 

out of the case study. As argued by Bryman & Bell (2011), the inductive method appeared as 

more appropriate for the potential of creating new theories to enlighten the case or also lead 

to the confirmation of the power of existing theories.  



P a g e  18 | 89 

  

2.2. Research design 

Giving indications of the research philosophy and approach applied for this research enables 

to better comprehend the research design implemented for this research and vice versa. This 

section will touch upon the research strategy, choices and time horizon chosen for this 

research, which correspond to the “intermediary” layers of the research onion. Particular 

attention was put around the research design, as it is a crucial step in the formulation of a 

research methodology. It is what makes the link between the research question and the data 

collection (Yin, 2013). It deploys the necessary means to achieve the end of this research. 

2.2.1. Research strategy 

The goal of this research is to bring keys of understanding to a recent phenomenon occurring 

in France that caught my attention as a researcher. The choice of the research strategy is 

actually the one driving this research, both philosophically and empirically.  

Case study research 

Robson (2002:178) defines case study research as “a strategy of doing research which 

involves an empirical investigation of a particular contemporary phenomenon within its real 

life context using multiple sources of evidence”. Three key elements intervene in a case study 

research: it supposes to study a real-world phenomenon (1), in its context (2), through 

triangulation of sources (3) (Yin & Davis, 2007). The design of case study research suits 

particularly business studies, in the sense that it allows to observe and analyse business 

initiatives in its wider societal environment (Saunders et al, 2009).  

Observing the success of The Ugly Mugs in commercialising imperfect products is by 

definition a case study research and supposes the required procedures to carry out this 

research. The object of the study evolved significantly during the scope of this research, as 

the company expanded its product portfolio, its geographical presence, its notoriety and its 

impact on food waste. It also extended the scope of this research and led the analysis in 

constant evolutions. As we lack control over the object of research, I relied extensively on 

primary and secondary data to gain insight about the case. By doing so, triangulation has 

helped in selecting and crosschecking the reliability of the data collected.  
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Descriptive research 

Case study research can be used for exploratory, explanatory or descriptive purposes (Yin, 

2013). Yet, according to Yin (2013), case study research is particularly well suited to answer 

research questions formulated as “how” or “why”, supposing that case study research is 

particularly adequate for explanatory or exploratory purposes. Generally, descriptive 

research is indeed perceived as a lower form of inquiry (Sandelowski, 2000). Yet, I have 

decided to conduct a qualitative descriptive research, as it is often a method of choice to 

develop an understanding of how a phenomenon evolves in its environment, through 

concrete descriptions of mechanisms at stake. The goal is to give a comprehensive picture of 

a phenomenon occurring and investigate how The Ugly Mugs interprets its own actions and 

progress. A descriptive inquiry enables to stick to the data collected and to the “surface” of 

words and events as stated by Sandelowski (2000). This research therefore follows the claim 

that “all inquiry entails descriptions and all descriptions entails interpretations” (Ibid: 335). 

A descriptive research allows for an inductive approach of inquiry where interpretations 

from actors are examined. The case is therefore analysed through a detailed inquiry into its 

ins and outs and allows the analysis to be empirically driven. 

Single case study 

Yin (2013) argues that multiple case studies are to be preferred to single case studies to 

develop a ‘strong research’. Yet, I opted for a single case study, as the purpose of this thesis 

is not comparative nor to draw analytical generalisation. Instead, it intends to investigate in 

details a case, to decorticate what makes its singularity. The Ugly Mugs presents interesting 

characteristics in how it designed its action to fight against food waste and caught the 

attention of the market on a topic until now vastly ignored. Against this backdrop, finding 

hints of understanding is not only a critical question for the case itself but raises questions 

about what lessons can be learnt from it.  

Yin (2013) suggests five rationales to choose single case designs: the single case should be 

either critical, extreme or unusual, common, revelatory or longitudinal. The Ugly Mugs, as 

the most promising initiative to fight food waste in France, calls for more attention due to 

its unusual ease to gather market actors around concerns. I acknowledge the fact that this 

research could have been led differently, and include for example multiple cases to draw 

generalisations through comparisons. Yet, a single case study fitted more adequately the 
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purpose of the research, which is to deepen knowledge about the initiative itself and its 

characteristics.  

2.2.2. Research choices 

As per Saunders et al (2009), choices between mono method, mixed methods and multi-

methods have considerable impacts on the way data collection and analysis will be 

structured. I decided to conduct a qualitative research, combining primary and secondary 

material. A qualitative approach appeared particularly relevant to explore the different 

elements coming into consideration in the commercialisation of imperfect food products. 

Qualitative studies are actually to be favoured when little research has been done on a topic 

(Ibid). A qualitative perspective enables me to adopt an insider’s perspective and understand 

the key success factors as perceived by the entrepreneur behind the Ugly Mugs.  

From the considerations stated in the previous sections, this research is clearly impregnated 

in interpretivism, both through its inductive approach, its descriptive case study strategy 

and its clear use of qualitative methods.  

2.2.3. Time horizon 

Regarding time horizon, this study is identified as a cross-sectional study, because the data 

was collected on a limited time and conducted at once. The descriptive character of this study 

makes it also proper to cross-sectional studies. Yet, market are constructions in perpetual 

movement and products are caught in a process of becoming. Without the possibility of 

conducing a longitudinal study, this cross-sectional study is complemented by historical 

elements to inscribe this research in a broader context and chronology. The case study 

setting is set in 2014-2015, yet it finds its roots in a broader history starting at the end of 

World War II and the general evolution of agriculture and demographics. 

From the considerations detailed in the previous sections, this research can be qualified as 

a longitudinal, qualitative research using a multi method setting. The following section will 

focus on the techniques and procedures deployed to turn the philosophical and strategic 

vision of this research into a clear set of tactics.  



P a g e  21 | 89 

  

2.3. Techniques and procedures  

Where the research design has framed the way we pursue the research project, techniques 

and procedures constitute the central part of the research onion and determine the means 

of data collection and analysis. Techniques and procedures constitute the tactics chosen to 

apply the overall strategy and in that sense, are of particular important for the research to 

be coherently designed, so that the means are adequate to serve the purpose of the project. 

This section will point at the fact that qualitative research usually leads to simultaneous 

collection and analysis of data, which shape each other (Sandelowski, 2000).  

2.3.1. Data collection techniques 

Some basic principles should guide data collection, as emphasized by Yin (2013) in terms of 

triangulation and reliability through a clear chain of evidence and critical thinking when 

using secondary data, in particular from electronic sources. I will detail matters of validity 

and reliability further in Section 2.4. 

In order to confirm the trustworthiness of findings, multiple sources of information were 

used to crosscheck the findings. For instance, I used concurrently evidences from interviews, 

company documents and media to obtain asserted pieces of data. To make the chain of 

evidence accessible to the reader, references are provided to create connections between the 

data and the analysis (Beverland & Lindgreen, 2010). Finally, trusted sources of information 

were selected to build the data analysis. Trusted sources have been defined as sources 

coming from the company’s official documentation (website, blog, media interviews, press 

kits and so forth) but also sources from journals, newspapers and other businesses, as 

supermarkets. The Ugly Mugs references on their own website media discussing the 

initiative or relaying information from the company. I have nevertheless observed that The 

Ugly Mugs is sometimes also mentioned in articles, which do not figure in the press review 

available on the company’s website. The articles published by The Ugly Mugs are mostly 

relayed as a promotional tool. Finding other articles was sometimes the opportunity to find 

dissident articles or press releases, as the one from the FNPD.   

The primary data used for this research was collected during a telephone interview with N. 

Chabanne, the co-founder of The Ugly Mugs. The interview took place September 4th 2015 

and organised after several contacts established with the company by emails and messages 
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on social media platforms. The interview aimed at deepening topics that secondary data did 

not necessarily cover. N. Chabanne himself referred to other in-depth interviews available 

on the net as a source of inspiration for the interview. An interview guide was developed, 

constituted of open-ended questions to encourage the founder to specify his thought.  

Overall, the input provided allowed for further information to be harvested and a more 

personal viewpoint to be obtained from the interviewee. Regrettably, this interview could 

have called for a sequel, to go more in-depth on some specific topics that arise as uncovered 

or avoided during the interview. A longer in-depth interview would have allowed for more 

refinement in the analysis and testing some interpretations that are formulated in the 

analysis. 

Besides the interview, information was primarily collected through secondary data. 

Secondary data is particularly used in descriptive case studies (Yin, 2013). It includes all 

sorts of documentary and non-written materials ranging from magazine articles and 

newspapers to video recordings, television programs and pictures (Robson 2002). The data 

collection was guided by the need to involve any media that contribute to capture the essence 

of the story told about The Ugly Mugs. The company documents and media supports were a 

significant source of data, through the website of the company, its blog, which develops a 

more informal tone, its social media animation, its crowdfunding page and so forth.  

The company indexes all media support The Ugly Mugs is mentioned on, which facilitated 

the data collection process. The Ugly Mugs received an important interest from media, both 

nationally and internationally. A variety of supports was available to dig information but 

also become familiar with the narrative developed by the company. The same images or 

stories are used repeatedly to transmit core messages. Media as per radio broadcasts, 

television interviews or documentaries, newspapers articles were a good source of 

information also to understand the storytelling built around food waste and The Ugly Mugs. 

Yet, it lacked to provide additional data than the one already provided by the company itself.  

It was also necessary to crosscheck what appears (or not) on the list of media publications 

published by The Ugly Mugs on their website, as some articles or press releases, as 

mentioned in the analysis, developed a more critical perspective on The Ugly Mugs and were 

absent of the press review made by The Ugly Mugs on their website. The goal of the company 

is, evidently, to avoid controversies and serve promotional purposes. To carry this research 
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and ensure an interpretative inquiry without falling into pitfalls of bias, secondary data 

originating from other sources that the ones the company either produced or approved was 

sought. The results were rather reduced in size and scope, as very little challenging thoughts 

were found. Yet, I also sought to verify some important claims made by The Ugly Mugs, 

notably regarding qualification and pricing, by comparing what is said by the company and 

what can be observed in supermarkets. In terms of pricing for example, the comparison was 

held by comparing the prices observed in Leclerc, Carrefour and Intermarché, which all 

together hold more than 52% of market shares (Parigi, May 7, 2015). This comparison 

brought interesting results in light of what the company promotes through its pricing. 

Details are available in Section 4.3.3. 

Triangulation was a requirement all along the research process to ensure the data used and 

provided to the reader contained no discrepancies. However, the extent to which 

triangulation enables to obtain data that reflect reality is a real debate. Most of the data that 

was used for this research transcribes the reality as perceived by the interlocutor. It appeared 

quite clear that stories around the data on food waste were constructed and interpreted by 

the actors a certain way, with the purpose of sharing and spreading their own understanding 

of food waste. The way The Ugly Mugs communicates about food waste indicates its reality 

of food waste, through the prism of the solution the company promotes. This, far from 

threatening the validity of the findings, leads the analysis to be centred on the interpretation 

The Ugly Mugs develops of itself, its products, actions and interactions with other actors. 

The data collected has therefore important consequences on the way the data analysis was 

conducted. 

2.3.2. Data analysis 

Making sense of qualitative data supposes to look at the patterns and regularities as well as 

the paradoxes and irregularities (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996). This has been of primary 

importance for this research. As researcher, I am placed in front of an interpretation of 

reality given by The Ugly Mugs. My role is to decorticate the construction of reality made 

through the narrative developed by The Ugly Mugs.  

The most appropriate way to do so has been through a narrative analysis. Narrative analysis 

can be defined as the study of stories and the way the story is told (Polkinghorne, 2007). It 

supposes to embrace the narrative dimension that case studies allow, which has been 
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criticized for the “lack of apparent structure” and the confusion it can trigger among readers 

(Yin, 1981). Yet, I argue following Eriksson & Kovalainen (2008), that narrative analysis 

enables a clearer, more natural structure for the reader to approach the research. Narrative 

analysis supposes the researcher organise and interpret empirical data in a way that the 

narrative is re-constructed to allow interpretation and discussion. In itself, carrying out a 

narrative analysis supposes to use narrative writing (Ibid.). Narrative analysis is both a 

method of analysis and a way to structure the analysis.   

As such, the analysis deliberately focuses a lot on storytelling, for the story that is told, the 

way it is told and the way it is transcribed in this research. The analysis of the data lies on 

the surface of the words and events told by the stakeholders and emphasizes a close look at 

the meaning given to words and events (Sandelowski, 2000). As such, one can observe that 

the prism of understanding is the one of the case company and that all other market actors 

are comprehended through The Ugly Mugs’ prism. For instance, the image of the consumer 

is key in this study, yet they were not directly involved in the data collection process. The 

consumer is omnipresent in the analysis, yet has no voice. He has to be understood as a 

projection of the consumer as The Ugly Mugs analyses, interprets and understands it. This 

example illustrates the positioning of this study, as interpretivist and narrative, which 

intends to perceive the world through the lenses of The Ugly Mugs.  

2.4. Matters of validity and reliability 

Questions of validity are of primary significance for qualitative case study research, 

especially when it is descriptive in nature and based on narrative analysis. Indeed, it is a 

recurrent critic that case studies lack methodological fundaments (Yin, 1981). The simple 

fact that this research is a case study with a narrative dimension invites to consider seriously 

the idea of validity (Polkinghorne, 2007).  

Validity asserts the level of confidence attributed to a claim, based on the strength of the 

argument made (Polkinghorne, 2007). Validity is therefore negotiated and agreed to 

describe the probability of a claim made, to be so, and not be purely speculative. It has been 

observed that, quantitative research can be perceived as more valid than qualitative research, 

simply because of the aggregate effect of the data, harder to challenge or contradict (Yin, 

1981). Yet, it does not mean that qualitative research cannot intrinsically be valid. It is more 

complex to discuss the level of “certainty” of a qualitative research, yet, it gains validity by 
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guaranteeing principles of “trustworthiness”, “credibility”, “conformability” (Eriksson & 

Kovalainen, 2008; Polkinghorne, 2007).  

I have therefore sought to guarantee the meaning attributed to words and events described 

in the analysis to be appropriate, both by seeking for alternative, rival explanations but also 

by using a vast array of supporting evidences to develop arguments. This research has to be 

understood as an analysis of the answers The Ugly Mugs brings to explain its own actions in 

the commercialisation of imperfect food products. As such, other market actors are 

perceived through the lenses of The Ugly Mugs and, reciprocally, The Ugly Mugs would 

probably be perceived differently by other actors than the way it perceives itself.  

I investigate the answers The Ugly Mugs develops to enlighten the research question of this 

research while critically assessing the claims made. It is evident that the success story of The 

Ugly Mugs is here investigated through the eyes of the company itself, as the majority of data 

originates from interviews of the founder but also other media relaying the information he 

provided. As such, the answers only engages the perception of the storyteller. This analysis 

could have included perspectives of other market actors and would have reached different 

conclusions. Yet, if the results would have been different, they are not mutually exclusive 

with the ones from this research. Carrying out this research from a different perspective does 

not threaten the validity of this research; conversely, it has the potential to enrich it.  

To guarantee the validity of the research, reliability plays a significant role to assess that the 

claims made do originate from the actor at the core of the investigation, i.e. The Ugly Mugs. 

Reliability refers to consistency in the results brought up by the case study (Saunders et al, 

2009). It is assessed by ensuring that similar results can be obtained in other occasions; but 

also, developing a transparent chain of evidence to enable to reader to access the data on 

which the analysis is based on; conjointly with ensuring the same conclusions will be reached 

if analysed by another researcher (Easterby-Smith et al 2008). On that matter, the primary 

and secondary data collected corroborate the perspective we develop in the analysis. As an 

interpretativist research, data could be understood differently but I have made sure to stay 

as close as possible to the data collected and to the ‘surface’ of the words and events inherent 

to the case study (Sandelowski, 2000). Triangulation has been a keystone in the research 

development. As a method of crosschecking information, triangulation enables to replace 

the traditional criteria of “validity” and “reliability” as understood in positivist research. To 
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support triangulation and increase the credibility of this study, all the data used to support 

claims is systematically referenced, quoted and made available for consultation to the reader.  

Validity has been a core issue for this paper and it is closely linked to reliability in this 

research setting, understood here as “credibility”, “trustworthiness” and “conformability”. A 

transparent access to sources and the intellectual underpinnings guiding the analytical 

process has been ensured all along the analytical chapter to assure such criteria are met. The 

risks of bias and errors of interpretation have been reduced through triangulation of data 

sources and by letting space in the analysis for dissident voices to be heard. Admittedly, the 

issues at stake can be framed in many different ways according to the point of view adopted. 

Yet, as researcher, I have made sure to give a representative image of the voice of the actor 

this thesis introduces.  

2.5. Limitations 

The analysis carried out could have taken on many different perspectives and many different 

dimensions. The path and journey of imperfect food products back into the market has the 

potential to be understood from a heterogeneity of market actors (producers, associations, 

consumers, politicians, etc.) and from various academic angles (economic, political, legal, 

historical, etc.). I nurture the hope that many more researches will arise to explore these 

other dimensions and build a more exhaustive picture on concerned markets for food waste.  

It would have been interesting to develop other research design and techniques that the ones 

adopted to carry out this research. I believe using more thoroughly an ANT-driven research 

would have had the potential to give a more comprehensive picture of the case study. Yet, 

this type of research is extremely demanding in terms of empirical work and it was dismissed, 

considering the time and resource constraints.   

Finally, adopting an interpretivist research enables to explore in-depth the single case study 

at the core of this paper. By doing so, it was possible to develop a high level of validity as the 

significant amount of data enabled to obtain trustworthy results. Yet, it is a clear limitation 

when it comes to the possibility of generalising findings. This research is designed as specific 

to the study of The Ugly Mugs and the creation of concerned markets for food waste. 

Generalisation drawn upon the case is limited, as nor the end nor the means of this thesis 

intend to do so.  
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Chapter 3. Food for thought 

In the wake of the methodological considerations explained in Chapter 2, this chapter lays 

the foundations to build a theoretical understanding of markets.  The literature review will 

introduce the different perspectives developed on markets, from neoclassical economics to 

the new economic sociology and the ‘new’ new economic sociology.  

The evolutions perceptible in the literature leads to think that markets are more than just 

states of natures as described by neoclassical economics. Rather, they should be understood 

as social and material arenas susceptible of leading sustainable change, by integrating 

concerns expressed by market actors.  

This chapter is divided in three sections. Section 3.1 will present the arguments mostly 

developed by the new economic sociology on why it is important to take the inherent human 

dimension of markets into consideration to build an understanding of markets. Section 3.2 

will develop on the importance of integrating the material dimension of markets in the 

reflection, as emphasized by the ‘new’ new economic sociology. Section 3.3 will seek to 

conciliate both dimensions to draw an understanding of concerned markets, i.e. markets 

designed to tackle the things or situations identified as problematic and sources of worries 

(Geiger et al, 2014). By conciliating the ‘human’ and material dimensions of markets with 

the notion of concerns, the present chapter will equip the reader to understand how markets 

are shaped and built to integrate concerns and how these concerns are reflected and 

inscribed into products.  

3.1. Humanizing markets 

The supremacy of economics on the study of markets has been contested in many ways by 

concurrent fields in social sciences, on the bases that economic life is more complex than the 

economic models have presented it (Cochoy, 2007). Among these concurrent perspectives, 

economic sociology has intended since Granovetter’s 1985 article to re-humanize the face of 

economics by placing the market back into a social context. Section 3.1 will present why 

humanizing markets is key to analyse market architectures. 
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3.1.1. Economics imperialism and the counterstrike from social 

scientists 

Economics has been the first field of study to take an interest in markets and has exercised, 

for many years alone, its hegemonic power over markets, without being contested. “You, 

economists, study value; we, the sociologists, will study values. You will have claim on the 

economy, we will stake our claim on the social relations in which economies are embedded” 

– there goes the Parsons’ Pact, which ensured a clear divide between the fields of value and 

values, between economics and sociology (Stark, 2000:2). Let us now see what explains the 

supremacy of economics, and on which grounds the Parsons’ Pact has been contested. 

While economics has kept the study of markets and economic activity into its protected 

realm, the economic approach has spilled over the study of social problems, usually 

protected by other disciplines of the social sciences. The works of the 1992 Nobel Prize 

winner Gary Becker illustrates this trend coined as ‘economics imperialism’, by being among 

the first to study non-economic problems as discrimination, marriage or crime from an 

economic perspective. For him, the economic approach “is applicable to all human 

behaviour” (Becker, 1976:8) and, in that sense, market mechanisms can be applied to 

explain every dimension of life. By focusing on defining the abstract notion of market, 

economists have forgot to look at the market place, leading to a detachment of economics 

to its object (Callon, 1998a). 

This expansion of economics to other fields of study has been made possible because 

economics is characterized by a methodology in the study of human choice, rather than a 

subject matter (Coase, 1988). Nevertheless, the spread of the neoclassical approach to other 

fields of study has also led to the conquest of the realm of economics by other disciplines 

that came to challenge the very foundations of economics theory. “The fact itself that 

economics has been defined in terms of a methodology and not a subject-matter had the 

undesirable consequence that economists have lost their own field of studies” (Pagano, 2002: 

9).  

From moral economists to economic anthropologists, neo-institutionalists and economic 

sociologists, a vast number of scholars belonging to different traditions have challenged the 

neoclassical paradigm (Lie, 1997). Its fundamentals have been weakened and its 

shortcomings revealed that the economics reflection is based on ambiguous, undefined or 
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ill-defined concepts. Economics lost touch with the reality of its object to become more and 

more abstract and unreal (Callon, 1998a). 

As summarized by Stigler, “the economic theory is concerned with markets (and) it is, 

therefore, a source of embarrassment that so little attention has been paid to the theory of 

market” (Stigler, 1967:291). The market has been conceived as a ‘structure’ where demand 

and supply meets but its role and designs have remained ‘shadowy’ in the literature (Coase, 

1988). Unlike economics, economic sociology – or sociology of markets - does not take the 

market as granted and seeks to fully comprehend what the market is actually made of; thus 

opening a new chapter in the study of markets.  

3.1.2. Markets as social arenas 

A key area of disagreement between economics and the new economic sociology on the 

nature of market touches upon the ‘who’ of markets, which shape market interactions. The 

goal of economic sociology has been to reinsert economics into the web of social relations 

and evolve toward arguing that markets are social relations (Stark, 2000).  

Who and how is the ‘homo economicus’ depicted by economists, as a super rational, self-

interested and utility maximizing economic agent? This question fuels the critics formulated 

towards economics. Mark Granovetter, in his article, published in 1985, ‘Economic action 

and social structure: the problem of embeddedness’, argues for a new perspective on the 

construction of markets, going beyond the under-socialized vision of economic actors given 

by economics and the over-socialized vision inherent to sociology (Granovetter, 1985).  

As introduced by Polanyi, and further developed by Granovetter, social relations are the 

backbone of economic life and market processes. Economic actors are never alone when 

entering the market, they are social beings with their own values, beliefs and norms, placed 

inside webs of social relations, linking them directly or indirectly to many other agents (Burt, 

2001) (McFall and Ossandon, 2014). While in economics, the homo economicus is only 

guided by its interests to reach the highest utility, in economic sociology, not only interests 

but habits, emotions and values shape the economic action to reach not only utility but also 

other goals, related to other actors. Besides, as individuals are ceaselessly redefined by those 

social interactions and networks are continuously reconfigured, markets evolve themselves 

continuously, making markets, ongoing achievements (Callon, 1998b).  
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In that sense, the theoretical foundations of economics on human nature are weak and 

similar to a ‘state of nature’, as depicted by Thomas Hobbes, presenting an anti-sociological 

vision of economic life, which ignores the role of social relations, institutions and concepts 

of power, networks, trust or norms. In the economics approach, we end up in a situation 

where “we have consumers without humanity, firms without organization, and even 

exchange without markets” (Coase, 1988:3). By developing such an abstract vision of the 

market, it facilitates the versatility of economic theory (Coase, 1988) and its universal 

applicability (Rosenberg, 1992). Nevertheless, it features an under-socialized vision of 

economic actors. The homo economicus is a pipe dream, as society transforms it into a homo 

socio-economicus, not only guided by its own self-interest (Lewis, 2004).  

In reaction, economic sociology has been dedicated to explain many different aspects of 

markets and all possible linkages with market actors – which, as a result, makes it 

complicated to provide one unified and uncontroversial definition of markets (Lie, 1997). 

Geiger et al (2014) identify and explore four different conceptions of markets, driven by the 

works of Callon, Boltanski & Thévenot, Stark and Fligstein. Each approach proposes its own 

understanding of markets, which focuses on one particular dimension of markets. For 

instance, a Callonian definition would probably focus more on the calculative dimension of 

markets, where Fligstein would emphasize the political dimension of markets. Yet, these 

different visions of the market are not mutually exclusive. Rather, they reveal the complexity 

of limiting the market into a single definition. I will therefore adopt a broad definition of 

markets, inspired from these approaches, which reflects the vision this paper is built on.  

Very concretely, the existence of a market pre-supposes repeated exchanges between buyers 

and sellers to occur. They are socially constructed areas, constituted of actors, practices, 

products and devices. Yet, they are not any kind of social situation as material concerns 

matters (McFall & Ossandon, 2014). Not inherently good nor bad, markets are ongoing 

achievements, which are caught in a perpetual process of re-shape and change.  

3.1.3. Going beyond the dichotomy ‘Value/values’ 

Another important objection formulated against the economics supremacy over the study of 

markets and de facto, a challenge the Parsons’ Pact is to go beyond the divide between value 

and values.  
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There is more than interests and calculation to guide economic action. Analysing the 

economy through the prism of “an invisible hand”, the encounter of “interests” or the result 

of pure calculative decisions is diminutive of the complexity of market interactions. This 

vision has therefore been challenged by many different streams of research, some 

emphasizing the role of social influence and networks, others the weight of norms and 

conventions; the role of values; the role of politics and institutions, and so forth.  

If we look at the network approach, as defined after the works of Granovetter, Burt or White, 

this perspective emphasizes the relations between market actors to explain the dynamics of 

markets; showing that there is more than interests to guide the action of economic agents. 

This is an important point of opposition between the economic theory and economic 

sociology, which assumes other drivers motivate economic action.  

The field of new economic sociology has grown exponentially since Granovetter’s 1985 

article and different streams of research have emerged, which stress the importance of 

different elements in the dynamics of markets. While the network perspective brought by 

Granovetter focused on networks and social relations, other streams of research have 

focused on the role of institutions (Powell & DiMaggio, 1991), orders of worth (Boltanski & 

Thévenot, 2006) or the state (Fligstein & Dioun, 2015). All of which tend to point at different 

drivers in the economy, while all defending the same vision of markets as social arenas. In 

this context, economic agents’ motivations cannot be reduced to mono-logics, either by 

being super calculative or social products (McFall & Ossandon, 2014).  

Economic agents are situated in between multiple valuing dynamics when they take part in 

economic activities (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006). Understanding valuation process 

supposes not only to look at value but how multiple principles of evaluation intervene 

together to define value. Values are not antithetical to value; they participate in defining 

value (Ibid.). Interest and calculation do intervene in evaluation, but they are not a sufficient 

condition to comprehend valuation (Onyas & Ryan, 2014). 

The dynamics of markets need more than a clear-cut division between value and values to 

be understood. The economy is not only driven by interests but is shaped in many different 

ways and by many different factors. This is important for us to understand that multiple 

forces come into play to shape market architectures. These driving forces cannot be reduced 
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to only competing interests, even though, it is agreed that interests do have a role to play in 

markets. 

Going through a rapid overview of the arguments brought by economic sociology against a 

purely economics perspective on the market enables to see that markets are complex and 

need to be understood in relation with the social context which characterizes them. The fine 

balance of economic sociology is to understand markets in-between value and values, and 

managing to find the right balance between an under- and an over-socialized setting. 

Markets are made of ‘humans’, which are different from images of homo economicus. As 

such, markets include not only considerations of interests and calculations, but also values, 

moral, political and social considerations. All of which intervene in shaping markets.   

3.2. Materialising markets 

In its effort to give a more human face to markets, sociology of markets has also been 

criticized for its tendency to explain markets extensively through its human dimension. The 

products at the core of the exchange mechanisms calls therefore for more attention, as they 

play an active role in shaping markets. But as ‘markets’ suppose also the existence of 

‘marketplaces’, the materiality of markets in its spatial dimensions matters.  

3.2.1. Markets as collective achievements 

Led by the works in the field of science and technology studies (STS) and the actor network 

theory (ANT), objects, artefacts and technologies are reintroduced in the study of markets 

to comprehend economic activities. This new stream of research encompasses a broad range 

of different streams, regrouped under the scope of the ‘new’ new economic sociology, built 

in reaction to the shortcomings of the new economic sociology derived from Granovetter’s 

network approach.  

The ‘new’ new economic sociology argues against a fully ‘social’ picture of markets, to include 

both actors and actants. Actants entail things, beings, organisations, which participate in 

shaping networks and markets. As such, markets are not only ‘social’ arenas, but are arenas 

of collective action, where both human and non-human agents shape economic interactions. 

This radical approach has been described as critical constructivism, which also entails 

methodological considerations, as stated in Chapter 2. The ‘new’ new economic sociology 

marks a pragmatic turn in the study of markets by incorporating the role of objects, 
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technologies, artefacts and devices in the construction of markets and framing of economic 

relationships (Cochoy, 2007). Markets are the fruits of a collective creation between human 

and non-human agents (Latour, 2005).  

One consequence of this postulate is the need to fill the gap of the new economic sociology 

on matters of calculation and materiality. Granovetter’s contribution was major in 

introducing a “de-differentiating” approach. His works emphasized that agents are not 

atomized nor except from any social influence when they take part in economic activity but 

located in an in-between. The ‘new’ new economic sociology develops a perspective in 

complement and in reaction to Granovetter’s and reintroduces a “re-differentiating” 

approach (McFall & Ossandon, 2014). There is something singular about economic decision, 

which encompasses a certain social dimension as well as questions of valuation and 

calculation. The field of market studies expands beyond mapping networks between 

economic actors, to include material and calculative aspects (Caliskan and Callon, 2010).  

This focus on prices and calculation leads a reconsideration about the place of products in 

economic life and the way valuation is constructed at the nexus of people, products, market 

devices, artefacts, etc. Products are at the core of the exchange, which makes them the cell 

of the market. Yet, economics has approached them only by being interested in price 

formation – which is as a simplistic, reductive view of how goods are chosen on markets. 

The new economic sociology overlooked the materiality of markets by focusing more on 

market agents and networks than products as objects of research. As Granovetter’s 

breakthrough was by finding an in-between level of analysis between the under-socialized 

and the over-socialized vision of markets inherent to respectively economics and sociology 

(Granovetter, 1985); the ‘new’ new economic sociology builds a ground level between 

economics obsession with pricing and the new economic sociology’ neglect of calculation 

matters (McFall & Ossandon, 2014). Calculation has been explained in economic theory as 

the encounter of supply and demand. The ‘new’ new economic sociology argues there is more 

to calculation than this. Calculation is a black box in the literature which mechanisms are 

very much obscure to researchers. There is no ‘immaculate calculation’, rather, there is a 

multiplicity of prices, calculated based on other prices and on material properties (Caliskan 

& Callon, 2010). Upon these considerations, other factors come into play adding to the 

complexity of calculation: actors’ interests, values, politics, etc. One key point from the ‘new’ 
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new economic sociology is therefore to emphasize that calculation matters. As such, it 

proposes a focus on the tools (called market devices) which shape market exchanges. 

By re-opening the box of calculation, the ‘new’ new economic sociology focuses on the 

devices that facilitate market interactions. It highlights the importance of calculative 

elements in markets, yet, neglects the spatial and very material dimensions of ‘marketplaces’ 

(Cochoy, 2007).  As market interactions occur in very concrete settings, a focus on the ‘inter-

objective’ relationships between products, devices and consumers reveals the reality of the 

economy of ‘market-things’. Cochoy (2007, 2014) therefore invites to a more thorough 

attention given to the mundane level of market interactions and the lessons that can be 

learnt from it. Notably, that cognition is situated and equipped, not only by calculative and 

marketing devices but also by the spatial environment in which market interactions take 

place (Callon & Muniesa, Cochoy, 2007).  

The distance of economics from marketplaces in its quest of market abstraction leads 

sociology of markets to focus on the concrete mechanisms that enable market interactions 

to take place. This goes through a renewed focus on calculation and calculative devices, and 

more consideration given to objects and products, the ‘stuff of market’ and the inter-

objective relationships built across actors and actants. It also puts emphasis on the spatial 

and very concrete dimensions of markets as an important variable to comprehend market 

interactions.  

3.2.2. The economy of qualities 

By turning the focus on products and valuation, the ‘new’ economic sociology follows the 

process of valuation of products, which goes through calculation but also qualification – 

what Cochoy names “qualculation” (2008). This section intends to present the contribution 

of economic sociology on matters of valuation, which is understood broadly as the result of 

calculation and qualification.  

Qualitative as quantitative judgements conjointly participate to valuate a product. Valuation 

is the result of the identification and judgement of the price but also qualities of the product 

(Caliskan & Callon, 2010). The theoretical foundations of the economy of qualities suggest 

that the match between supply and demand is not as easy as the Law of Demand presents it: 

no market interaction takes place in “ceteris paribus” conditions.  The encounter of supply 
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and demand requires a work of qualification to enable the demand to identify and evaluate 

qualities of the products exchanged.  

Studying the path of products through qualification suggests changing perspective from 

economic theory again, as the reflection starts with goods and their journey through markets 

and the active role of actors and actants in qualification, rather than focusing the analysis 

on price calculation (Ibid.). Qualification is seen as the result of various interactions, which 

lead to the definition of qualities, which need to be aligned with the economic agents to share 

meanings and possibly ‘attach’ consumers to products (Callon et al, 2002). 

Quality is relative and constructed both socially and through market devices. Identifying 

qualities suggest co-constructing agreements, conventions and definitions of qualities hand-

in-hand with the consumer while evaluating qualities suggest the formulation of a judgment 

from buyers (Callon et al, 2002). Market devices are the tools that allow the identification, 

categorization, commensuration and legitimization of products and equip consumers for 

decision-making (Musselin & Paradeise, 2005). Qualities are defined through qualification, 

with the goal of attaching products and consumers. The definition of qualities is at the core 

of competition in markets, as the objective is to ‘detach’ consumers from competitors’ 

products to ‘attach’ them to others, at your own advantage (Muniesa et al, 2007).  

Qualities should therefore not be understood as ‘intrinsic’ qualities of products, but rather 

as ‘extrinsic’, built and shaped by devices and actors, through multiple processes, which 

leads to the purchasing decision (Cochoy, 2002). Market devices include all material, 

technical, impersonal or discursive elements which take part in the qualification process 

such as standards, labels, packaging, logos, brands, displays, ads etc. (Muniesa et al, 2007). 

Market devices are conceived as actants, meaning they articulate actions because they act 

on economic agents and because they make others act (Ibid.).  

Market devices ‘do things’ and ‘make us do things’ by activating attachment-detachment of 

consumers to products (Latour 1999). In supermarkets, for instance, consumers enter in 

dialogue with market devices, through ‘face-to-shelves interactions’ which replace any form 

of face-to-face interactions (Cochoy, 2007). At the very mundane level of marketplaces, 

commercial objects, frames and tools equip the consumer’s cognition (Cochoy, 2004). The 

economic cognition is thus situated in the particular setting in which economic interactions 

take place and equipped by market devices (Callon & Muniesa 2005).  
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Qualities of goods are not present before entering the market; they emerge in the process of 

being marketed. This is what distinguishes goods from products (Callon et al, 2005:31). The 

notion of ‘goods’ “implies a degree of stabilization of the characteristics associated with it” 

while a product emerges out of a process created by market agents who shape, qualify and 

transform it. Goods have therefore ‘bundles of characteristics’ whereas products are ‘bundles 

of qualities’, which makes them both singular and comparable. Market devices are material 

things to participate in the construction and the shaping of markets by stabilizing and 

creating visibility about products’ qualities. They enable the objectification and the 

singularisation of products in the marketplace through a process of adaptation to the buyer’s 

world, by transforming that world (Callon & Muniesa, 2005). Thus, market devices have a 

strong transformative power in shaping the market. 

Two key elements are decisive in the choice of a product. First, there are market devices, as 

we have seen, which situate products compared to others. Second, ‘trials of strength’ allow 

for collective evaluations to be made when products are tested. Trials take place all along the 

path of creation of a product: from conception in laboratories, to focus groups, to tests made 

at home (Callon et al, 2002). Qualifying products operates through a trial and error 

dynamics, where an important part of the work is done behind the scenes (Méadel & 

Rabeharisoa, 2001). Markets can be hostile to products with new qualities because they 

come and disturb the rules of the existing market (Karnøe, 2001). In this context, market 

devices play a key role to frame the products, reveal their qualities and define their value 

(Reijonen & Tryggestad, 2012). Qualities are negotiated through these trials of strength and 

can be fragile (Ibid.). Yet, the greening of markets can go through the inscription of new 

qualities in products, making it important to understand how the qualification process 

functions (Ibid). 

Quality is controversial and can be understood in many different ways. In food studies, for 

example, an understanding of ‘quality’ has been built, based on the embeddedness of 

economic relations in natural relations (Murdoch et al, 2000). Other approaches have 

focused on the dichotomy between objective and subjective approaches to food quality. An 

objective definition of quality would describe it is as a set of measurable characteristics, 

while at the other end of the spectrum, lie more subjective conceptions of quality as defined 

by consumers through their attitudes and behaviours (Brunori, 2007). However, a 

distinction of quality based on its objective or subjective definition is, in itself, subject to 
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controversies. The controversies around the concept of ‘quality’ reveal that quality is indeed 

constructed and negotiated. What is ‘objective’ or ‘subjective’ quality is also constructed.  As 

such, qualification is understood as a dynamic process of defining quality. Qualities do not 

originate from the products themselves. On the contrary, they are gained, built and 

negotiated to singularize and compare products (Callon et al, 2002).  

The legitimacy of qualities can be challenged contested through ‘quality crisis’, as it has been 

the case with palm oil, contested for its consequences on health and on biodiversity (Allaire, 

2010; D’Antone & Spencer, 2014). Qualities can therefore become problematic and call for 

changes, which can result in the definition of new qualities, such as, through third-party 

certifications (Ibid.).  

3.2.3. Locating this research in the various streams of ‘market studies’ 

This journey through the evolutions of economic sociology has revealed the significance of 

taking into account the ‘human’ and ‘material’ dimensions of markets. For the sake of clarity, 

Section 3.2.3 will situate this theoretical stance into the broader context of market studies. 

Granovetter’s 1985 article, founding ‘manifesto’ of the new economic sociology and most 

quoted article in the post- World War II sociology literature, defended a vision of the market 

embedded in social relationships. This vision proposed a middle ground, in between the 

pitfalls associated with an under-socialised vision of markets (close to a Hobbesian state of 

nature) and an over-socialised vision of markets (where individuals are mere social dopes, 

defined by a strong determinism). As such, he defines an important dimension on which 

market studies can be compared on, their degree of socialisation (Geiger et al, 2012) 

The ‘new’ new economic sociology, on the other hand, has criticised the new economic 

sociology inherited of Granovetter for its lack of focus on material considerations in markets, 

i.e. the role of calculation, market devices and qualification (Callon et al, 2002). It has also 

shown criticism toward neoclassic economics, which minimised the complexity associated 

with calculative processes. Another dimension to differentiate theoretical perspectives of 

markets can therefore be its degree of materialisation (Geiger et al, 2012). 

By distinguishing theoretical perspectives on the market based on their degrees of 

socialisation and materialisation, it allows to situate the theoretical stance of this study in a 

middle ground in both degrees. As shown in Figure 5, the ‘new’ new economic sociology, or 
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“markets-as-practices” as defined by Geiger et al (2012) holds a central position both in 

terms of its embeddedness in social and material dimensions. The more central the position 

is on Figure 5, the more it touches upon ““really existing” markets” (Ibid:139). Middle 

ground positions are hold to be more accurate as they tend to take more into account the 

complexity of markets. The drawback associated with this is that they may be seen as a-

theoretical and descriptive (Ibid.).  

The implications of this middle-

ground approach are of 

particular importance for the 

vision it builds of markets. 

Markets are seen as constantly 

“in the making”, as a result of 

ceaseless re-shaping of markets 

through the combined actions of 

market actors and their 

interactions with market devices. 

The market is a forever-evolving 

architecture. “Markets are not, 

they become” (Ibid.). Precisely 

because they become, markets 

are protean and evolve based on how market actors and devices shape them during economic 

interactions. This may be seen as a challenge as this approach does not offer any stable 

model of markets interactions or strong paradigm, as it is primarily guided by pragmatism 

(Geiger et al, 2012). Yet, if it does not reduce complexity, it has the merit of seeking to 

embrace it.    

On this matter, this market malleability enables us to approach discussions about ‘what 

kinds of markets we want’ (Kjellberg et al, 2012), which is the core of the reflection in the 

study of concerned markets. 

3.3 Building concerned markets 

The malleability of markets points at one important characteristics of markets. Neither 

inherently god nor bad, markets result from collective accomplishments (Reijonen & 

Figure 4 - A mapping of approaches to markets in a conceptual space 
based on degree of socialization and materialization. Retrieved from 
Geiger et al. (2012) 
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Tryggestad, 2012). As such, markets have commonly been used to build new values in 

society (Kjellberg & Helgesson, 2010). Through framing processes, economic actors, 

products and markets are constantly evolving. By doing so, social change is made possible 

through markets (Dubuisson-Quellier, 2013). 

Markets-as-practice holds that markets are constantly in a process of reconfiguration and 

reshaping (McFall & Ossandon, 2014). To counterbalance the extension of marketization to 

non-economic spheres of life, non-financial considerations in the shapes of values and 

concerns have gained an increasing role to play in politics and economy, putting more focus 

on ethics, environmental issues and other values placed under the umbrella notion of 

sustainability (Loukola & Kyllönen,2012).  

Market’s forever-evolving characteristics are analysed in the ‘new’ new economic sociology 

through the notion of framing. Callon (1998) derives the application of the framing concept 

from Goffman (1974)’s work on how interpersonal relations work. Agents set context for 

their interaction to happen, which distinguishes the boundaries between the framed 

relations and the outer environment.  

Callon extends the application of the concept to economic relations and the treatment of 

‘overflows’ – the translation in sociological terms of the economic concept of ‘externalities’, 

which also equals here to “concerns” (Callon, 1998b). Overflows or concerns describe these 

situations where “problems (…) have not been framed” (Callon, 2009:28). Or, put differently, 

concerns are things or situations that “relate to us, affect us, worry us” (Geiger et al, 2014:2). 

In economic theory, overflows are the exception to the general rule, as markets are thought 

as well-functioning systems. Conversely, Callon argues that overflows are actually the norm, 

whereas framing is the exception (Callon, 1998b).  

Economic agents and markets evolve continuously and in that context, it is a complex task 

to establish stable frames in a forever-reconfigured setting. Overflows are continuous 

because they are not framed properly, as framing is costly, rare and thus, often temporary. 

In a fast-pacing world, ‘hot situations’, in which “everything becomes controversial” (Callon, 

1998b: 260) are common places. These hot situations describe here again the reality of 

problems that are not framed – and are hard to frame. Concerns are hard to frame as they 

transcend domains: “in the indeterminacy of matters of concern, the political, the social and 

the economic fuse” (Geiger et al, 2014:2). 
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Characterized by a high degree of uncertainty (Callon, 2009), those hot situations do not 

have any pre-existing solution, answer or theory and are characterized by a high disruption 

potential for market architectures. Those situations may end up being blocked, irresolvable 

but they may also be resolved, if formulated and framed appropriately by the concerned 

actors (Onyas & Ryan, 2014). As such, concerns invite collective efforts of framing to be 

made (Ibid.).  

Markets are thus not as homogeneous as in economics theory but are actually shaped by 

market actors through the definition of frames. This process of framing aims at addressing 

concerns, which arise from market actors through the definition of new market 

configurations. A concerned market is a market where something that happened previously 

without being questioned (‘matter of fact’) becomes an issue, which concerns and connects 

a multiplicity of actors (‘matter of concern’) (Geiger et al, 2014). As a reaction, those actors, 

animated by different logics struggle to define a common understanding of the concern and 

establish a compromise. A multiplicity of actors are therefore involved in the process of 

shaping concerned markets, which requires a collective framing of the issue at stake and 

subsequent collective translation of the problem (Onyas & Ryan, 2014).  

As multiple actors intervene in the design of concerned markets, a confusion between 

interests and concerns has to emerge for a concerned market to exist (Cochoy, 2014). As 

noted by Cochoy (2014:244), “what is defined as a “concern” by other market visions is often 

motivated by interests of different actors”. Through the alignment of actors, interests and 

concerns, matters of concern may evolve from the original problematisation they stem from. 

In the metamorphosis of ‘matters of fact’ into ‘matters of concern’, concerns may change 

appearance and evolve with the market changes (Reijonen & Tryggestad, 2012). 

The construction of concerned markets concerns not only actors but also products and 

devices. As argued by Cochoy (2014), market devices play a significant role in creating and 

managing concerns in markets. Indeed, market devices also participate in turning ‘matter of 

facts’ into ‘matters of concerns’. To formulate it differently, market devices change ‘products 

as they are’ into ‘products as they should or should not be’ (Cochoy, 2014). The process of 

problematisation is similar: taken-for-granted, unquestioned products become 

controversial objects, whose qualities need to be redefined to frame the concerns expressed.  



P a g e  41 | 89 

  

The creation of a concerned market therefore supposes a necessary work of destabilizing the 

market by turning a matter of fact into a matter of concern, which calls for changes in the 

market. In a second time, this newly created hot situation calls for a redefinition of the 

product and its qualities, re-designed co-jointly by the concerned market actors. The study 

of the emergence of sustainable palm oil certification scheme by S. D’Antone and R. Spencer 

(2014) reveals this two-step process in the requalification of products to carry concerns. First, 

a problem emerges: palm oil is not just any oil, it bears concerns in terms of its 

environmental and health impact. Then, the product is reconfigured through the 

formulation of new quality schemes to differentiate palm oil according to its degree of 

sustainability, in order to reframe the concerns expressed on the sustainability character of 

palm oil.  

An increasing amount of studies has actually focused on understanding how markets can be 

designed to tackle the concerns expressed in markets (Reijonen & Tryggestad, 2012). Callon 

(2009) suggests a well-functioning market is a market that is able to take matters of concern 

into account. Concerns are thus a way to create new markets, by combining social and 

economic matters.  

The present literature review sought to define considerable characteristics of concerned 

markets, by anchoring its description in its social and material backdrop. Markets are 

collectively constructed by market actors, products, practices and devices, which shape and 

are shaped through market activities. Because markets are collective constructions, 

economic agents have the choice of which market they want to build or should have. That is 

why every market is per se a concerned market: markets create necessarily concerns but 

these concerns also have the disruptive power of creating new forms of markets, i.e. 

concerned markets.  

Against this backdrop, Chapter 4 will bring us to explore the transformation at work in the 

food industry in France with regard to food waste, evolving from a market with concerns to 

the building of a concerned market. 
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Chapter 4. Analysis 

The purpose of this chapter is to formulate answers to the research question of this paper, 

i.e. understand how the strategy developed by The Ugly Mugs enables the creation of a 

concerned market for food waste. The analysis is based on the methodology described in 

Chapter 3, which emphasized the clear descriptive character of this case study, based on 

narrative analysis to decorticate the ins and outs of The Ugly Mugs’ success in bringing 

concerns into the market. Data is used all along the analysis as a base for reflection. The 

understanding developed in this chapter is based on the interpretation of words and events 

as recounted by The Ugly Mugs, and complemented with other sources when possible. The 

analysis conjugates the methods detailed in Chapter 2 with the theories and concepts 

presented in the literature review. The approach chosen relates to the field of sociology of 

market, as the analysis echoes to the human and material dimensions of markets to 

understand the construction of concerned markets, i.e. markets dealing with problems that 

have been left out of the market framing. This case study inherently participates in the 

debate on the construction of concerned markets by intending to point at the key elements 

that foster the creation of such a market for food waste.      

From these considerations, the chapter is structured around three sections, each dealing 

with a specific aspect in the emergence of markets for concerns. Section 4.1 looks at the 

genesis of The Ugly Mugs, which is understood through the prism of problematisation, 

described by Callon (1986). Section 4.2 analyses how the network is structured around The 

Ugly Mugs to explain its emergence and growth in the market. Where Section 4.1 and 4.2 

develop a market perspective to answer the research question, Section 4.3 will zoom into the 

“immediate ground level of ordinary transactions” (Cochoy, 2007), in the supermarket 

setting, to understand what drives the inscription of concerns into products and the 

attachment of consumers to products.  

Overall, this chapter develops a narrative of how the company The Ugly Mugs and its 

products are metamorphosed through their journey to build a concerned market for 

concerned products. 
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4.1. Investigating the intentions behind The Ugly 

Mugs 

The starting point to understand the approach developed by the case company will be the 

rationales driving the project and the ambitions behind what is the ‘first label against food 

waste’. This section’s goal is to show how concerns originate and how ‘matters of fact’ are 

transformed to become ‘matters of concern’.  

4.1.1. Diving into a quality debate 

The investigation starts with a closer look at the genesis of the company, the rationales that 

bring together N. Chabanne and R. Even to launch The Ugly Mugs in the spring 2014. While 

the company declares itself as the first anti-food waste brand, the journey has its roots in a 

wider debate: quality in food.  

Nicolas Chabanne and Renan Even, both grew up in families of farmers, co-founded The 

Ugly Mugs, with the aim of bringing back to the market fruits and vegetables that challenge 

the conventional criteria in terms of standard calibration and established norms.  

They first met in 2009, when N. Chabanne created a 

company, “The Little Producer”, aiming at selling fruits 

and vegetables with unknown or forgotten gustative 

varieties. R. Even was responsible for sourcing. Together, 

they built a portfolio of suppliers producing varieties, 

‘praised for their taste, yet forgotten by the public’. The 

company attached to the products a label with the name of 

the variety, the place it was cultivated and a picture of the 

farmer and his name; as one can see on the picture 

attached. The goal with The Little Producer was to bring 

consumers closer to food production, by enabling traceability and transparency along the 

value chain through this label. The company became quickly successful: from two producers, 

they counted more than 450 suppliers of fruits and vegetables and cumulated more than 5 

million euros of turnover in the first two years (Delvallée, 2015).  The positioning of the 

founders of ‘The Little Producer’ was clear: promote the diversity of taste nature has to offer 

Figure 5 - Ciflorette strawberries, "Little 
Producer" 
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and bring products of quality to consumers. This is one among several initiatives, which the 

two founders led to promote quality and diversity in the food supply of supermarkets. After 

The Little Producer, they created notably another label  “Variété Gustative” (‘Gustative 

Variety’) to signal to the consumer products from “varieties which natural qualities 

guarantee taste and savours”, “always picked when ripped” (Les Gueules Cassées, 2015b).  

R. Even details: 

“My credo is quality. Products with taste, that grow in good 

agrarian conditions, on soils where inputs are limited and 

where they offer more elements that are nutritive that the basic 

trilogy nitrogen, potassium, phosphorus. Because one should 

know, there are 32 trace elements, which intervene in the 

sprouting of a plant. Some soils, completely washed by 

intensive agriculture, are completely devoid of them.” (R. Even, 

in Déniel (2015, Feb. 10) 

To join the label, producers commit to a soil analysis to guarantee the nutritive qualities 

sought by R. Even and N. Chabanne. Yet, the two founders became quickly aware that minor 

default aspects, calibration, roundness and so forth, would lead considerable portions of 

production to be wasted in spite of the superior quality of soils or varieties grown. Some 

producers would even consider sacrificing some varieties because of high levels of lost 

production, as it was the case for the strawberry Darselect, for which 20% at least would 

divert to the waste stream (Déniel, 2015, Feb. 10).  

So, The Ugly Mugs is inscribed in the same quality lineage as The Little Producer and the 

label “Gustative Variety” to promote taste variety and locally grown food. Yet, it adds another 

dimension by focusing on products deemed qualitative, yet rejected for the wrong reasons.  

The Ugly Mugs brings the debate further than only quality concerns to include sustainable 

concerns related to food waste. The starting point for The Ugly Mugs is therefore not so 

much food waste in itself, but the consequences it has on quality as per the understanding 

of N. Chabanne and R. Even. The dominant conception of quality in the food industry leads 

to food waste, which weakens the possibility for another quality definition to emerge. As 

such, food waste has consequences on the production side (lost economic value, exhausted 

Figure 6 - The label 
"Gustative Variety" 
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soils, loss of diversity) but also beyond. The impact of food waste is not only financial, but 

also environmental, ethical and qualitative. N. Chabanne explains:  

“Originally, we are on the production side, it’s about saving products that do not deserve to 

be thrown out, change habits for those products to be accepted, and naturally behind this, 

it triggered all those positive things that are at the origin of the success, i.e. there was an 

interest for the producer, for the consumer, the distributor. There was an ecological 

dimension, a bonus surrounding this idea of saving a part of the production; several 

bonuses actually, that came to reinforce the idea.” (Chabanne, Interview Sept.4, 2015) 

The Ugly Mugs stems from a quality approach, as already developed by ‘Gustative Variety’ 

but it goes further by ripping the benefits of using the “ecological dimension” as a “bonus” 

to make a quality debate be heard. By inscribing food waste as a concern in food products, 

the real intention of The Ugly Mugs seems to be into inscribing food waste into a broader 

quality debate and concern. Food waste is only the most visible concern, the tip of the iceberg, 

a “bonus” – almost a pretext, to touch upon a wider debate about quality.  

4.1.2. Combining concerns of quality to food waste  

In this section, the focus of the analysis will therefore be located at the nexus of the questions 

of food waste and quality to analyse how both concerns are problematized, built and shaped 

in parallel.    

Food waste is a complex issue to tackle, spanning all along the food supply chain, stemming 

from various reasons and concerning a heterogeneity of actors. One third of the food 

produced worldwide never reaches a human stomach (FAO, 2013). Out of this, 10% of food 

products are wasted because they are too different, in terms of size, colour, stains, etc. 

(France Culture, 2015, April 21). Yet, the regulatory framework regarding calibration and 

marketing standards has evolved rapidly since 2009 towards more flexibility. Yet, in 2014, 

The Ugly Mugs appeared to be the first initiative seizing the opportunity to turn this 

regulatory evolution into a market solution to fight food waste and redefine quality criteria 

for food products. As N. Chabanne recalls: 

“When we started to work on this idea, in 2013, we called the EU authorities to ask about 

regulations. The national representative told us that they were actually surprised no one 

had done this earlier, because since 2009, they had abolished standards. (…) We can sell 



P a g e  46 | 89 

  

any fruit as long as they are intact. Size, shape, colour do not matter.” (Chabanne in Les 

Gueules Cassées, 2015a) 

Until The Ugly Mugs, the window of opportunity opened by the regulatory evolutions at the 

EU level did not have any repercussions in the supply chain. Standards just moved from 

being regulatory to being contractually imposed by buyers. For example, N. Benz, a French 

farmer specialized in the production of cherries, specifies that the buyer has the final word 

on the diameter of cherries. The legislation states that cherries belong to Category I if they 

are at least 18 mm, and Category II if they reach at 15 mm diameter. In fact, most buyers ask 

at least for 22 to 26 mm (Benz, in France Culture, 2015, April 21). Specifications are also 

more demanding concerning the colour of products. While the law requires "products of 

sound, loyal and merchantable quality", the buyer specifies a range of satisfactory colours 

according to the variety of products and has the right to refuse products if they are not 

deemed compliant. It encourages producers to strictly follow specifications and censor any 

products that would raise dissatisfaction, in the market for fruits and vegetables, but also in 

food production in general. N. Chabanne evokes the case of corn flakes, where one factory 

will produce 240 tons of waste per year simply because: 

 “The bill of specification dictates 23 mm in length, in this precise yellow colour. However, 

sometimes, as it is a natural product, it is a bit different. They (manufacturers) cannot take 

the risk of defying the bill of specifications so they throw it out” (Chabanne in Les Gueules 

Cassées, 2015a) 

T. Stuart (2009) reached similar conclusions in the United Kingdom, where a sliced bread 

manufacturer, Hain Celestial Group, has no other choice but to waste 4 slices of bread per 

round loaf (the crust and the first slice on each side) representing 17% of each round loaf, 

because of contractual specifications from the buyer, Marks & Spencer. In total, this 

represents a waste of 13.000 slices per day per factory (Stuart, 2009).  

Those specifications stem from the evolutions of the food industry since the 1960s in 

industrialised countries such as France and the evolution from peasant agriculture to 

industrial agriculture. They were made originally to organize markets and facilitate trades 

through the homogenisation of lots. As M. Pitrat, Research Director at the National Institute 

of Agronomic Research explains:  
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“When there was not enough products, we could accept products with stains or small sizes… 

But, once we reached sufficient quantities of production, we started to standardise and 

make homogeneous lots of similar diameters, calibres, and ripeness.” (Pitrat, in France 

Culture, 2015, April 21) 

Conventional food networks have been the dominant way of organizing food production, in 

which food products exempt of marks, stains and misshapes have been synonymous of safety, 

taste and nutrition (Stræte & Marsden, 2006). They have relied on industrialised production 

processes and standardisation of natural products. Yet, the eagerness to standardise food 

products faces the resistance of nature, which does not obey to laws of calibration and 

standards, but rather shapes fruits and vegetables of all sizes, shapes and appearances. In 

conventional food networks, we reached a situation where qualities are defined through the 

look of products, as a guarantee for taste or nutritional qualities.  

The problem is that the conception of qualities, inherent to conventional food networks, is 

impregnated in consumers’ behaviours in supermarkets, as observed by N. Chabanne.  

“It’s unbelievable if you think about it. You go to an orchard, you naturally pick a pear that’s 

ripe, a cherry that you like, whether it’s bigger or smaller [than calibrated products], but 

oddly, those same eyes, in a supermarket, are totally transformed through other lenses, 

seeking out nothing but apples that have a uniform colour, shape or size.” (Chabanne in 

France culture, 2015, April 21) 

According to N. Chabanne, consumers’ choices in supermarkets are vastly influenced by 

standardisation and calibration – some sort of ‘ideal beauty’ for food products; a vision 

shared by T. Stuart (2009). Yet, other quality criteria will probably apply if the choice of 

fruits occurred in an orchard. This gap between the selection criteria of food products in a 

garden and in a supermarket setting is a matter of quality appreciation and results in food 

waste. The eye is educated, shaped to perceive quality a certain way in a supermarket, up to 

a point where the dominant quality criteria are not challenged but are appropriated as 

common practices, conventions that just are, i.e. treated as matters of fact. 

Supermarkets have emerged at the outskirts of cities, where gardens used to be located and 

have replaced them. On many regards, they resemble gardens in the inside with the use of 

‘aisles’, ‘labels’ and ‘gardeners’, yet, they are fundamentally antithetical (Cochoy, 2005). This 

metaphor of supermarkets developed by Cochoy as ‘gardens/anti-gardens’ reveals the 
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ambiguous parallels and oppositions that exist between close vs open environments, 

materiality vs nature and, finally purchasing vs harvesting. It also reveals that the spatial 

dimensions in which individuals are placed influence the way they interact with goods. As 

such, economic cognition is always situated and equipped (Callon and Muniesa, 2005). The 

‘gardening of choices’ which takes place in supermarkets is shaped precisely by the fact that 

it takes place in a supermarket. Supermarkets are constructed theatres, and there are things 

that “everyone sees and still doesn’t see” (Cochoy, 2007:110). On top of that, what people 

see is what the ‘gardeners’ have set up for the visitor’s eye. The cold, artificial environment 

shapes cognition, behaviours and expectations. In an artificial garden, individuals are not 

placed in a setting where they should expect soil on their carrots, but rather in a setting 

where carrots should fit with the setting: straight, shiny and polished. Consequently, the pair 

of eyes looking for a fruit in an orchard or in a supermarket might be the same, but they are 

equipped differently by the setting where judgement is based on other criteria. The 

supermarket lenses lead consumers to forget that physical imperfections are part of the 

natural process of growing food:  

 “In a garden, we choose what’s mature, not what has a diameter of 27mm. But in a 

supermarket, we cannot stand cosmetic flows” (Chabanne in Krémer, 2015, March 27).  

Besides the aspects of products, information is provided to equip consumers, such as 

through use-by dates. Information just as goods themselves can (mis)lead the eyes that read 

them. Products close to expiry dates are looked suspiciously by consumers, who, scared of 

potential harmful consequences, choose not to buy nor to consume those products. The 

problem is that most consumers often do not perceive the difference between “best before” 

and “use by” dates, the former indicating a level of quality decided by the manufacturer; the 

latter, food safety standards (Stuart, 2009). As a result, 7 kg per household per year is thrown 

away, with unopened packaging, often due to confusions between ‘best before’ and ‘use by’ 

dates (French Ministry of Agriculture, 2015). Yet, as explained by N. Chabanne, these dates 

are set by manufacturers, who are themselves, too cautious with the expiry dates they choose: 

“The manufacturer puts this date [i.e. the use-by date], and he sets this date with obviously 

great caution because he does not want to take any risks. Up to the point when we 

discovered through the testimony of a Martinican Senator that a yoghurt produced on 

January 1st in France has an expiration date of January 30 in metropolitan France and 

February 15 when it is sold in French overseas territories. These 15 days mean 1 million 
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yoghurts in France are thrown out every day. A million of yoghurt, if stacked on top of each 

other during a year, could reach nearly the altitude of satellites!” (Chabanne in Les Gueules 

Cassées, 2015a) 

The ambition of The Ugly Mugs is to bring consumers to buy products that are at the 

opposite of what they are equipped to purchase in such environment. The goal of the 

initiative can therefore be understood as to problematize a matter of fact, i.e. to turn a 

common practice into an issue that needs to be resolved. The way market actors have 

conceived food quality has harmful consequences socially and environmentally, and as such, 

they need to evolve to take into account the concerns voiced by The Ugly Mugs. To trigger 

this change and associate products with alternative meanings of quality, the first step taken 

by The Ugly Mugs has been to raise awareness among market actors and confront the 

conventions of the food market, by building concerns. 

Concerns emerge through ‘denunciations’ where some market actors seek to destabilise 

markets by calling for orders of worth, the market has neglected (Boltanski & Thévenot, 

2006). The disturbance in the market grows by rallying other market actors to the concern 

and eventually, leads to changes in the way markets are organised. Consequently, concerns 

are integrated in market architectures (Geiger et al, 2014).  

The integration of matters of concerns in markets follows a double movement. Negative 

effects of common practices are denounced and awareness about the issue is raised by 

making it relevant for consumers.  

“The idea of Ugly Mugs is that imperfections exist alongside quality. It is something that 

resonates with everyone. We are all the “ugly mug” of someone; we have all had the 

sensation of being dismissed out of hand by someone who does not recognize our value.”  

Chabanne in Les Gueules Cassées, 2015a) 

The concern on food waste emerging through The Ugly Mugs products seeks actually to 

address the predominant problem of quality definition in markets. Their approach 

participates in a quality debate, similar to the ones carried out through other alternative food 

networks (Brunori, 2007; Whatmore et al, 2003). As other movements, such as Slow Food, 

The Ugly Mugs questions and challenges consumers’ attitudes facing certain types of 

products and by doing so, they challenge the conventional marketing approaches that have 

emphasized image and perceived quality in product evaluation. The Ugly Mugs shapes the 
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debate on quality by proposing new valuation criteria to challenge the current practices in 

the food supply chain and link concerns about food waste to quality matters.  

As we have seen, Section 4.1 indicated that the emergence of concerned markets rests upon 

turning matters of facts into matters of concerns, and taking action for these matters of 

concern to be solved. The emergence of market concerns goes hand-in-hand with the 

denunciation of market flaws and an invitation to take action upon these concerns through 

the market (Dubuisson-Quellier, 2015). It also results from a re-framing of a concern, in a 

more ‘problematized’ manner, where ‘quality’ is made more problematic through the angle 

of food waste.  

4.2. Composing a supporting network of actors 

By questioning common practices in a market, it is not rare to observe some level of market 

hostility against new market practices or products at it disturbs established market 

architectures (Doganova & Karnøe, 2015). Part 4.2 will examine the level of market inertia 

and/or hostility The Ugly Mugs faced and assess how the company managed to go beyond.  

4.2.1. Annihilating market inertia and possible hostility 

The development of the agro-food market has been contingent on the establishment of 

dominant ways of operating and standards, which led to the institutionalisation of a system 

relying on food waste.  Markets can express hostility or inertia to secure a certain stability 

when new products, technologies or qualities are introduced (Doganova & Karnøe, 2015; 

Unruh, 2000). Lock-ins can prove to be hard to overcome. Therefore, the introduction of 

new qualities in markets supposes a necessary transformation of the existing market 

architecture, which actors, practices and devices may not be supportive of.  

Yet, The Ugly Mugs has grown as exemplary in its ability to overcome market hostility and 

introduce new quality definitions in the food market. N. Chabanne actually downplays the 

level of resistance he observed in the market, when The Ugly Mugs launched: 

There is always an inertia – more than a resistance; it was such a change in habits that 

nothing could be done so easily. Yet, compared to the usual level of resistance or reticence 

when a novelty is introduced, it was exceptionally weak. It appeared to everyone as evident. 

“We had to do it”. So, yes, of course, there are always small resistances, an inertia linked to 
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change, but what is unbelievable, is the unanimous adherence. There is no one that looked 

at our proposal thinking, “this does not make sense”. (Chabanne, Interview Sept.4, 2015) 

According to the founder, little resistance has been observed from market actors and the 

quick visibility The Ugly Mugs gained in the media and supermarkets shed the light on the 

initiative to favour its development in the market. On a blog post from June 2014, four 

months after the launch of the initiative, N. Chabanne expresses his surprise and the 

astonishment the development of the initiative triggers for all stakeholders involved: 

“In the shops, sales are everywhere a big success and the supermarket managers are even 

astonished of such a quick adhesion from their customers to something they expected as a 

simple test to start with. In a couple of days only, customers bought the products and 

quickly bought them again.” (Chabanne, 2014b) 

From 100 shops selling their products in June 2014, more than 5000 are now connected to 

the initiative, contributing together to sell more than 12 million products labelled The Ugly 

Mugs (Chabanne, 2014b; The Ugly Mugs website).  

While the theoretical background may let to think the introduction of new qualities in well-

defined market architectures may face some sort of market hostility or inertia, the rapid 

growth of The Ugly Mugs shows on the contrary an ease to normalise new practices without 

creating friction with well-established market actors, practices and devices.   

It seems necessary here to put the ability of The Ugly Mugs to carry concerns in the market 

in perspective through a quick comparison with another initiative targeting food waste in 

France. While The Ugly Mugs is a business-led, multilateral initiative; the other initiative is, 

conversely, political-led and targets exclusively retailers and distributors.  

In May 2015, the French Parliament adopted three amendments to limit food waste by 

obliging supermarkets over 400 m2 to fight food waste by all possible means, including the 

creation of partnerships with associations to hand their products over, instead of wasting 

them (Art.103, law 2015-992). The law contributed to emphasize the importance of food 

waste in the public sphere, yet it failed to gather the concerned actors. Jacques Creyssel, the 

General Delegate for the Federation for Business and Retailing, representing the retail 

industry in France, declared: 
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“This law is both mistaken on its target and on its topic, by aiming only at retailers, which 

only represent 5% of food waste, and by creating new formalities. We are the first donors 

and more than 4500 supermarkets have already signed conventions with associations.”  

(Creyssel in Bourgneuf, 2015, May 22) 

The political-led solution raised hostility and reticence from market actors who had the 

feeling of being accused, judged and punished for a crime they did not deem to be the only 

ones accountable for. This law proposal also raised concerns from associations, thought as 

beneficiaries in the project, but that would not necessary benefit from it, as they would have 

to deal with a significant amount of food surplus, without increased financial nor logistics 

means (Bourgneuf, 2015, May 22). However, in August 2015, the Constitutional Counsel 

censured the law, based on procedural reasons.  

As a result, the Minister of Ecology, Sustainable Development and Energy, Ségolène Royal, 

far from closing the case, decided to call for a “voluntary agreement” with the retailing 

industry to protect the spirit of the aborted law. By ‘naming and shaming’ retailers, though, 

the Minister has forced retailers to comply voluntarily, yet, they have done so by publicly 

expressing their discontent and frustration. The CEO of Unilever France stated being “a little 

surprised by the tone of the Ministry, pointing at us as the only guilty ones.” The CEO of 

E.Leclerc adding, “The Minister is shooting her mouth off!” (Le Monde, 2015, August 27).  

The Ugly Mugs seized the opportunity to raise their voice in the debate, encouraging the 

Minister to gain inspiration from their work (Le Monde, 2015, August 27). The comparison 

between the two initiatives suggests hints to comprehend why The Ugly Mugs faced so little 

market hostility, where the French politicians fuelled opposition from the concerned market 

actors. Even though both initiatives expressed similar concerns about food waste and both 

tried to develop solutions to cope with it, The Ugly Mugs managed to secure a wide 

commitment and adherence from the vast array of actors involved at all stages of the food 

supply chain, from farmers and producers to consumers, ensuring a multilateral treatment 

of food waste.  

As such, the discrepancy between The Ugly Mugs and the political approach can be 

understood as a problem of mobilisation of market actors. I will argue now that The Ugly 

Mugs managed to overcome market hostility by aligning the interests of various key actors 

into one unifying solution. 
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4.2.2. Aligning an heterogeneity of actors and interests 

The comparison drawn between The Ugly Mugs and the way French politicians have tried to 

solve the issue of food waste allows to point at one key element in the success of The Ugly 

Mugs to commercialise products otherwise wasted. The strength of The Ugly Mugs can be 

analysed as the result of a successful framing, in which the multiplicity of actors involved in 

the market take part in the design of the solution, rather than being a unilaterally imposed 

framing. Concerns and interests are aligned to create a concerned market for food waste. 

By doing so, The Ugly Mugs managed to find common grounds for agreement between all 

the actors of the supply chain and succeeded in aligning interests of all market actors. From 

producers to retailers, associations and consumers, all have an incentive to participate in the 

success of The Ugly Mugs, designed as a common solution. As summarised by N. Chabanne: 

The main idea is that producers, manufacturers and consumers work together in a mutual 

relationship in everyone’s interest. (Chabanne in Les Gueules Cassées, 2015a) 

Producers participate on a voluntary basis to commercialise products that would otherwise 

be thrown out. The Ugly Mugs serves only as a provider of stickers, which the producers are 

encouraged to use, to benefit from the brand awareness of The Ugly Mugs. The incentive to 

join is high because the label is known nationally and, demand has constantly been higher 

than supply. Producers are therefore ensured to find outlets for their products and receive 

revenues out of products that would have been otherwise pure loss.  

The only costs associated with The Ugly Mugs brand are the stickers provided by the 

company (28€ for 1.000 stickers, about 0,028€/product), a 1-cent contribution per product 

donated to associations fighting food waste and another 1-cent donated to local consumer 

networks developing the initiative locally; totally 5 cents per product. The products are sold 

with at least a 30% discount, compared to the price they will usually set, and those additional 

costs (The Ugly Mugs website FAQ). The Ugly Mugs remuneration is based on the stickers, 

and for some products, a percentage of the revenues 3 . The company performs all the 

marketing and communication work on behalf of its networks of suppliers as well as the 

quality check in selection and commercialisation of products.  

                                                   
3 Nota bene: I do not have data to break down the revenues The Ugly Mugs generate, as I am not aware of the 
percentage taken on products, nor the products concerned by this mean of remuneration.  
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Producers have therefore a strong financial incentive to join, as losses are turned into profits. 

Farmers could even double their revenues by selling fruits and vegetables that they used to 

waste (Stuart, 2009). Producers could reduce their costs by 20%, simply by targeting waste 

(Ibid.). On top of that, they participate in an initiative that highlights the value of their 

products, their work and serve social and environmental purposes, by reducing the negative 

consequences of food waste.  

Food waste is as such turned into a concern, which activates several orders of worth for 

producers to take action and not only a pure rational calculative incentive. The financial 

incentive plays of course a role to explain producers’ adherence to The Ugly Mugs. Yet, the 

initiative goes beyond this pure financial incentive to also activate civic, green logics of doing 

the right thing, and give a sense of pride for producers for a part of their work that has been 

neglected. As explained by N. Chabanne:  

“The idea spreads, and everybody fought hard for it, from fruit and vegetable farmers, to 

AOP Camembert producers, cereals manufacturers. Each one had their own ugly mugs, 

financed during production and lost. They were very proud of these products and really 

wanted to bring them to the shelves. Everyone contributed with energy to this network – a 

network that’s growing and growing – and that’s how in a year, a small simple idea became 

everybody’s idea and the idea of everyone for this success.” (Chabanne in Les Gueules 

Cassées, 2015a) 

For retailers and distributors, the same logic has been replicated. Supermarkets have the 

potential to earn approximately 1 billion euros each year if they take action not to waste the 

600.000 tons of products they do not sell yearly (TUM Website). Instead of a naming and 

shaming strategy as developed by the French politicians, The Ugly Mugs offers retailers a 

value-creation approach, a win-win situation both on the financial and civic sides; where the 

necessity to do good is rewarded financially. The Ugly Mugs therefore proposes to sell 

products with damaged packaging or short expiry dates under The Ugly Mugs logo, to shed 

light on these products and sell them instead of generating waste. Retailers are therefore 

encouraged to participate, based on a financial incentive while it also serves their image as 

fighting societal problems.  

The same approach is offered to consumers, who are presented with a product at a quality 

level guaranteed by a brand; engaged in a noble cause as they participate in the rehabilitation 
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of imperfect products; but also encouraged financially to do so, as all products are sold with 

a minimum of a 30% discount. The association of a financial incentive to sustainable 

consumption modifies the way the consumer perceive the act of purchasing imperfect 

products. Far from being second-rate products destined to the poor, the consumer is 

gratified by acting for the social good. As analysed by N. Chabanne:  

“When the distributors asked us to change the labels, that were not really pretty and that 

gave the feeling of a product ready for the garbage, you know, the old labels… The shops 

went from “people are not buying because it is not gratifying for them”,” we have the feeling 

of being poor people who buy products made for the garbage” to suddenly something that 

became positive. “Anti-waste fight”, “cheaper”…and finally, with a bit of marketing…This 

approach led to the fact that people are very proud of buying these products. There is a real 

treasure hunt nowadays in shops, where uninhibited people come and clean the shelves! 

They take these products in priority, because it is cheaper, but also in the name of the fight 

against food waste. So, there is a maturity in the consumer, but we need to present it the 

right way to him.” (Chabanne, interview, Sept. 4 2015) 

The creation of a common brand against food waste, The Ugly Mugs, normalises the act of 

selling and purchasing imperfect food products. As such, producers, retailers and consumers 

gain both on the side of financial value and on the side of values.  

Associations fighting food waste are also included in the project defended by The Ugly Mugs 

as a 1-cent contribution is donated per product. This gives associations the financial means 

to grow and serve more efficiently their purposes. It also adds legitimacy to The Ugly Mugs, 

which simply do not face any sort of competitors or opponent.  

From these various considerations, The Ugly Mugs appears as a conciliatory project where 

the interests of all market actors are combined to reach an optimal result, in terms of 

efficiency and fairness. All actors are gathered around a concern and involved through 

multiple incentives to build a network of committed entities to prevent food waste at all 

stages. There is no competition, the project spans throughout the value chain and seeks to 

find common grounds of interests for all entities. As explained by N. Chabanne:  

“Our initiative – and there will be others – is situated beyond ‘families’, or next to them; 

there is no competition. As you have seen, we went beyond fruits and vegetables and it will 

touch upon all agro-food sectors. (…) The ugly mugs exist everywhere – we have also people 
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writing to us from the fashion industry, the cutlery industry…” (Chabanne, interview, 

Sept.4 2015) 

All the market actors gathered inside The Ugly Mugs network make the strength of the 

initiative and highlight the unanimity The Ugly Mugs inspires, in spite of possible risks of 

cannibalisation for producers and retailers. The media gives an overwhelmingly positive 

press coverage of the initiative, emphasizing its contribution for producers, retailers, 

consumers, associations but also its positive social and environmental impact by preventing 

food waste. During the research, only one clear opposition statement was found, from the 

National Federation of Fruit Producers (FNPF) dating back from June 10, 2014, a couple of 

weeks after the official launch of The Ugly Mugs. This press release states:  

“For more than 50 years, qualitative norms have enabled to structure the production of 

fruits and vegetables, reduce considerably losses in the industry and bring guarantees to 

consumers thanks to an improvement of know-how. The products that do not find 

nowadays outlets are non-qualitative products. (…) The initiative will only have as 

consequences to nurture unsatisfied consumers and destruct an industry already fragile.” 

(FNPF, 2014, June 10) 

The FNPF clearly defends a vision of quality that has been contradicted by the recent 

regulatory changes, and expresses concerns about the consequences for producers and 

consumers alike. Yet, other producers’ syndicates such as Rural Coordination (CR) have 

expressed their support to The Ugly Mugs, arguing, conversely, that The Ugly Mugs cannot 

be held responsible for the problems faced by the food market: 

“Contrary to the FNPF which denounces the initiative, CR congratulates the progress made. 

Throwing out editable fruits and vegetables simply because they are imperfect is not 

normal. If the exterior aspect displays imperfections, the gustative qualities are still good. 

(….) It is not an initiative such as The Ugly Mugs that will lead to a fall in the French market, 

today largely loss-making.” (CR, 2014, June 19) 

Contrary to FNFP, one could even argue that The Ugly Mugs provides a supplementary 

source of revenues by commercialising parts of a production that would have been wasted. 

It can also save varieties that would not otherwise be profitable enough to produce. It 

highlights that The Ugly Mugs can mostly be perceived as a market opportunity, more than 

a threat. The Ugly Mugs provides each participatory market entity the strength of a brand 

that allows them to sell or purchase imperfect products, leading to a win-win situation.  
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The network becomes stronger by empowering each of its entities while, simultaneously, 

making the network indispensable for the strength of the brand. A strong network makes a 

stronger brand which itself reinforces the attractiveness of the network. The 

commercialisation of imperfect food products depends then both on the network and on the 

label, which unifies the network.  

The ability of The Ugly Mugs to annihilate market hostility is based on its capacity to turn 

market actors into allies and align their heterogeneous interests into one unified network, 

under one unifying brand. This clearly resonates with the ANT perspective and the 

framework developed to comprehend the formation of actor-networks, with, at its core the 

notion of translation. The Ugly Mugs enables to understand how an actor (or, more precisely, 

an actant, in the form of a brand) enrols a heterogeneity of entities into joining a network to 

serve a concern.  

A fundamental step, as seen in Section 4.1, has been to raise a debate on food waste and 

quality and design a consensus out of it, to gather actors around a network-based solution: 

‘problematisation’, this process of turning matters of facts into matters of concerns (Callon, 

1986). But this is only the starting point for concerned markets. Concerns need to be 

translated into interests for market actors to engage in the resolution of the issue at stake.  

For The Ugly Mugs, it consisted in the definition of incentives that will bring together the 

network, from producers to consumers. Through interessement, each market actor is 

enrolled in the network with a precise function defined under the leadership of The Ugly 

Mugs, which juxtaposes and connects the different actors of the network. Therefore, The 

Ugly Mugs makes the network relevant and indispensable for every participatory entity 

through interessement and structures the entire network to live.  

The Ugly Mugs speaks and acts on behalf of the others, but at the same time, depends on 

their active support. Mobilisation of all actors closes the translation process as defined by 

Callon (1986), and marks the climax in the constitution of the actor-network around The 

Ugly Mugs, when problematization, interessement and enrollement have allowed a unified 

network to emerge.  

The Ugly Mugs has proven to be capable of defining and enrolling entities in a unified actor-

network, gathering heterogeneous entities, and finding ways to make the network 
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indispensable for each entity involved. By doing so, the company managed to reduce market 

hostility and inertia by guaranteeing the mobilisation of all the entities inside the network. 

The ability to overcome market hostility has relied on the capacity of gathering a strong 

actor-network through problematization, interessement, enrollement and mobilisation.  

By building this network, The Ugly Mugs have consequently opened a market for imperfect 

food products, which co-exists with the current market and its established practices, actors, 

products and devices. As such, the constitution of a supporting network has enabled a niche 

market to emerge, without necessarily being a threat to the dominant food market. 

Overproduction, surplus, over-buying, overeating… None of these issues is questioned by 

The Ugly Mugs. One could even think that such an initiative may contribute to “normalize 

excess” to paraphrase Corvellec (2012). Through The Ugly Mugs, food waste is certainly 

reduced in the fields, factories and supermarkets, but is food waste prevented or just 

displaced to the consumer’s garbage?  

Answering this question would suppose further research and, as such, it is outside the scope 

of this thesis. Yet, raising this question enables to perceive the ambiguity that lies in an 

initiative that puts imperfect food products back into the market. Far from threatening the 

current market architecture and practices, it may actually fortify it, as it is. Following that 

logic, B. Turner argues (2014, Dec. 25): 

“Ugly food helps to perpetuate a food system that undervalues food, in which consumers 

routinely buy too much and throw away the leftovers. (…) Cheaper food — ugly or not — is 

not really the way to encourage people to rethink and reduce our wasteful behaviours. Ugly 

food should be sold and eaten, not wasted. It should be priced fairly. But we must also learn 

to respect and value our food beyond its appearance and price. Only by promoting ethical 

and sustainable practices will we really get a grip on the problem of food waste.” 

The approach developed by The Ugly Mugs may indeed have limited results to solve food 

waste, while simultaneously contributing to the overflow of products in markets. Yet, The 

Ugly Mugs could very much be a Trojan horse. Unsuspected by the market to be a 

threatening initiative, it could change the status quo by promoting ethical and sustainable 

practices, as suggested by Turner (2014, Dec. 25), using a market actor, that is key in the 

food waste and quality debate: the consumer.  
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4.2.3. The central role of the consum’actor 

This section emphasizes how The Ugly Mugs utilizes one key actor in the market, i.e. the 

consumer as a basis to develop its approach to market change. Market change is thought as 

an incremental, bottom-up process where the consumer is built to become a food waste 

evangelist or a “consum’actor” as put by N. Chabanne (interview, 2015, Sept. 4).  

The food industry has built over the years a very specific idea of the consumer, understood 

as a dehumanized version by N. Chabanne. As such, The Ugly Mugs does not only serve the 

purpose of creating a market for imperfect products, but most importantly, to create a 

concerned consumer, that will change the market.  

The consumer has a key role to play in designing solutions to food waste and quality, as he 

is proportionally the actor wasting the most, responsible for between 65% and 74% of the 

total of food waste (French Ministry of Agriculture, 2015; European Parliament, 2013). At 

the same time, 82% of Europeans believe they do not or only waste a little amount of food 

(European Commission, 2011).  

Not only the consumer is the actor wasting the most but also, he is often mentioned as the 

reason why other actors in the food supply chain waste food products. In an interview, N. 

Chabanne explained: 

“A huge majority of fruits and vegetables, about 98%, are regulated through bills of 

specifications between the producer and the buyer, the buyer doing in in the name of the 

consumer, who never got a chance to say anything about this issue.” (Chabanne in France 

Culture, 2015, April 21)  

The extensive research made by Stuart (2009) among producers, farmers, distributors and 

retailers confirms this tendency to use an idea of the consumer and his expectations as 

guiding principles to substantiate food waste.  

Yet for The Ugly Mugs, times have changed and so has the consumer, who demands to be 

heard. N. Chabanne expresses it as follows:  

“The consumer is too far away from all of this [food production]. Some consider that a small 

group of people has to think in their corner and at the end, they hope that the consumer, this 

dehumanised thing, will buy. It is simply unbelievable! And yet, with social media, 



P a g e  60 | 89 

  

connections, inter-connectivity, we can do things today with a real reflection” (Chabanne, 

interview, Sept. 4, 2015) 

Consumers are increasingly challenged in food markets to take into account the 

consequences of their food consumption habits (Halkier, 2010). The Ugly Mugs intends to 

do the same, by drawing an image of a new consumer and building a new relationship to the 

consumer than the one, he identifies as currently dominant in the food industry. The 

company aims at developing a cognitive marketing, in opposition to push marketing or 

manipulative marketing techniques (Brunori, 2007).  

As such, the goal is to involve consumers in the creation and evolution of products but also, 

inform them adequately about the products they buy. The consumer has therefore not so 

much a definition of its own but is a malleable idea, shaped and reshaped by the discourse.  

While for instance, retailers waste food in the name of the consumer and his preferences, 

The Ugly Mugs fights food waste in the name of another type of consumer, a consumer that 

has grown and changed, that has freed itself or was re-shaped, away from the dehumanised 

idea built along the years. Nevertheless, if concerned products are promoted through 

“cognitive marketing” and not so much through “manipulative marketing techniques”, one 

can still wonder if this is not yet another form of manipulation to shape the consumer the 

way we want it to be?  

A multiplicity of “scripts” exist tell the consumer how to consume and what to eat, to equip 

his judgement and influence its every day practices (Kjellberg & Stigzelius, 2014). N. 

Chabanne argues for another script, based on The Ugly Mugs’ interpretation of the consumer: 

“We translated, crystallised the expression of what we felt and it turns out to be connected 

to what people think.” (…) “There is a maturity in the consumer but it needs to be presented 

the right way.” (Interview) 

To start this transformation of the consumer, The Ugly Mugs aims at gaining the adherence 

of consumers to the cause they defend. No market study originated the launch of sales for 

imperfect fruits or vegetables, trials were directly made in supermarkets to be close to 

consumers, as a way to empower the consumer and his role in deciding if the product is 

worth fighting for. Later, the mobilisation of consumers in the launch of products is renewed, 

this time through a crowdfunding campaign. The consumers were asked if they were ready 

or not to fund the extension of The Ugly Mugs to include cheese and cereals among others. 
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After two months, the campaign raised successfully 32.504€, from backers expressing their 

support for affordable and green products. As a result, The Ugly Mugs strategy relies on the 

promotion of new principles of valuation directly to the consumers, to co-construct 

successful products with their active participation. As explained by N. Chabanne: 

“We have an immediate solution that enables (…) to give back to consumers good and 

editable products. We can create a movement, just by overcoming the inertia of certain 

actors – we are not saying that retailers are against the idea that this has to be done, but 

they say it takes time. So, we tell the consumer, work with us, if you are so inclined to make 

this go as quickly as possible. (…)” (Chabanne, interview, Sept.4, 2015) 

“If there’s an inertia in distributors and retailers, we must, consumers, take this information 

and demand that retailers sell these products.” (Chabanne, interview, Sept.4 2015) 

Consumers are not only an end-buyer, a target, but, rather a partner to construct market 

change. In that sense, the strategy adopted by The Ugly Mugs is close to social movement 

organisations (SMOs) strategies that promote new valuation principles among consumers 

and then convince companies of the changes occurring in consumers’ preferences to make 

market changes. This kind of strategy is widely spread in the promotion of alternative food 

networks such as organic food or slow food movements, as observed by Brunori (2007).  

Change in the food market goes through the active mobilisation of consumers, as an 

argument for other market actors to change their practices. The Ugly Mugs co-creates the 

success of its label with the consumers, which serve as a motivation of other actors to join 

the initiative. The consumer is not perceived only through the prism of a buyer but as a 

reflective citizen, who connects concerns to consumption, a sort of political consumer 

without bearing the name of it, as N. Chabanne highlights: 

“We’re not talking about activism or rebellion (…).We have to signal to producers, 

manufacturers, retailers, distributors that consumers are ready to consume these products. 

When, on top of that, these products are sold with a 30-50% discount, they become an oasis 

in the middle of economic crisis. Food waste is an incredible opportunity.” (Chabanne, 

Interview, Sept.4, 2015) 

Consumers are therefore mobilised by The Ugly Mugs at different levels: as buyers, crowd-

funders but also as business representatives to overcome inertia from distributors and 

retailers and encourage them to break their path dependencies. On their website, consumers 
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can register to become ambassadors in the supermarkets they usually shop in, to encourage 

retailers to adopt The Ugly Mugs products and labels. Those ambassadors are gathered in 

local consumers associations, which are financed, as mentioned, by a 1-cent commission on 

each product The Ugly Mugs sold. The aim is to involve consumers in the development of 

The Ugly Mugs, not only in the product selection but also to plan its extension among 

retailers. 

“The power of the current system rests entirely on the consumer. Therefore, consumers have 

to realize “we have to exercise our power, it’s not about demonstrating but about saying 

together and nicely to distributors and retailers “you have to sell those products, and they 

belong to the public good, it’s our property not yours.”(Chabanne in Les Gueules Cassées 

2015a) 

Interestingly, business development activities are transformed into a new kind of activism, 

where consumers are not only targeted, not only engaged with, but recruited to expand the 

scope of the company. As detailed by N. Chabanne: 

“This adventure, we have built it with the consumer. He is the one that gave us assurance. 

“Yes, of course, go for it, it’s obvious! I don’t know why we gave us vegetables that are all 

alike, we are ready to buy different products, etc.” And this trend, we can see we can push 

it forward with consumers that are going to be our representatives in shops (…) up to the 

creation of a model completely like this.” (Chabanne, interview, Sept.4 2015) 

The way The Ugly Mugs intends to change the matters of food waste and quality in the food 

market goes through a bottom-up approach, promoting incremental change, starting by 

influencing purchasing choices and going up to recruiting consumers into collective action 

(Dubuisson-Quellier, 2015). It builds an actor to be more and more concerned. 

The company projects into the consumer the idea it has of political consumption, which is 

here a kind of disguised activism. Consumers are expected to be more than buyers and join 

a collective action to change the status quo in the market. As The Ugly Mugs grows, the idea 

is less to change consumption practices but to transform the market through a transformed 

consumer.  

“We can see that the success is totally down to the consumer who is setting goals that the 

market neither anticipated nor imagined. It’s the birth of a new model (…)”(Chabanne, 

interview, Sept.4, 2015) 



P a g e  63 | 89 

  

In definition, The Ugly Mugs invents more than a new way to consume but a new way to 

produce consumers’ engagement, calqued on CSOs strategies. The figure of the consumer is 

not a reality in itself but is built, shaped, imagined, maybe even manipulated to fit with the 

company’s ambitions. They aim at changing the modes of production and consumption 

through a collective action framework constructed hand-in-hand with the consumer, 

recruited to promote new valuation principles to companies (Dubuisson-Quellier, 2013 & 

2015). 

“It is the advent of the «consum’actor», who will take things in hand, because there is an 

interest to do it, as he started to do it through this type of initiatives. Because he wants to be 

active and not endure.” (Chabanne, interview, Sept.4, 2015) 

Hence, the consum’actor is an idea, a projection that The Ugly Mugs intends to bring to life 

as a ‘super-concerned agent’, a market activist. The company aims at building concerned 

markets for food waste and quality, partly by bringing imperfect products back into the 

market but surely by turning ‘dehumanised’ consumers into a new “consum’actor”, 

empowered to change the status quo in markets. Shaping markets for concerns supposes a 

transformation of the actors that constitute the market.  As Section 4.3 will further develop, 

this transformation starts at the ground level of every day’s market interactions, and 

supposes a simultaneous transformation of the actors and the products, the ‘stuff’ of the 

markets. 

4.3. Requalifying the product to enter the market 

The analysis will take a closer look at “the economy of market-things” as coined by Cochoy 

(2007) and focuses on the interactions occurring between the consumer and the product in 

the setting of supermarkets. This section focuses on the qualification of imperfect products, 

diverted from the waste stream to be perceived as quality products. This section emphasizes 

both the role of products as actants in gathering actors around concerns, and the 

significance of the qualification process to attach concerns to products, and products to 

consumers.  

Qualification aims to detach consumers from competitors’ products and the underlying 

socio- technical actor-network in the aim of re-attaching them to The Ugly Mugs’ products 

and into its network (Callon et al, 2002). Qualification occurs through trials of strength 
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(section 4.3.1), but also thanks to the transformative power of marketing devices (Cochoy, 

2002) (section 4.3.2), and calculative devices (section 4.3.3).  

4.3.1. Trials for qualities to emerge 

Products are caught in a process of becoming. Their qualities are not settled, rather they are 

negotiated all the process of marketization (Callon et al, 2002). Qualifying products 

supposes a trial-and-error dynamic, where an important part of the work is done behind the 

scenes, as highlighted by Méadel & Rabeharisoa (2001). What is given to the consumer’s eye 

supposes an upstream work of qualification, which is tested when the products meet the 

consumers in the supermarket.  

The Ugly Mugs launched its first products, apricots, without any prior market research, or 

“in vitro experiment”. Rather, an in vivo trial was held in a supermarket in the hope of an 

immediate adherence from the consumer. Products were sold with a 30% discount and a 

sign indicating “I’m a bit different but tasty”. The details regarding this first trial of strength 

originate from the narrative of the company’s story, as told by N. Chabanne during the 

interview and on diverse media. It is hard to assess which market devices concretely 

participated to transmit these two ideas of a 30% discount and the message “I’m a bit 

different but tasty”. The co-founder concludes on this first trial of strength:  

“(…) it wasn’t enough to say it. We’re all the same: presented with perfectly round, 

uniformly coloured apricots and those that are a bit market up we all go, - we all went -, 

for the prettier ones.” (Chabanne, Les Gueules Cassées, 2015a) 

This first trial enables to measure the extent to which the spatial dimensions of 

supermarkets equip and situate cognition (Callon & Muniesa, 2005). As such, this first trial 

of strength failed to detach consumers from their cognitive patterns of purchasing and did 

not make the product visible or relevant to the consumer’s eye. As a result, this first trial 

called for a better definition of the market devices to support the idea The Ugly Mugs has of 

its products. Qualities should be built to co-create with the consumer his adherence or lead 

him into the product. Products are caught in a process of becoming, where the multiplicity 

of significances from market actors needs to be aligned (Callon et al, 2002; Reijonen & 

Tryggestad, 2012). The consumers’ interest was not caught in the first trial and needed better 

tools to attach consumers to The Ugly Mugs’ products. 
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However, the co-founder emphasizes one element that made a difference between the first, 

unfruitful, trial and the second, which launched the initiative, as it is known today. After the 

first failed trial of strength, The Ugly Mugs’ co-founder called for the help of a cousin, graphic 

designer, to design a small logo, complemented by the inscription “What’s wrong with my 

face? – Too good to waste”. From there, the results were completely different. N. Chabanne 

insists repeatedly on the impact of a simple logo, an image, to bring these products into the 

market and foster an attachment of consumers to products:    

 “So in the beginning, it didn’t work. Until we set to work on a logo – which brought – we, 

ourselves have a hard time explaining it- the key to the whole thing, a new key of 

understanding. (…)  When we put this logo on products, we saw an immediate turnaround 

and an immediate positive reaction. We went from “this doesn’t work” to “this is working 

everywhere and every time.” (Chabanne, Les Gueules Cassés, 2015a) 

As summarized by Reijonen & Tryggestad (2012:218), “the end-user and the end-use 

situation are tenuous achievements and not necessarily easy to tame”. So, how can a simple 

logo be “the key to the whole thing”? How can a simple image add “a new key of 

understanding”? The answer lies in the power of market devices to transform products and 

attach them to the consumer’ world. Trials of strength measure the efficacy of market devices 

to inscribe qualities in products. As such, adding the logo reveals that visual representations 

have a higher impact on the consumer than a price incentive in the form of a discount or a 

catchphrase putting the emphasis on qualitative aspects.  

A product entering a market is a conquest, where market devices are tactics to achieve more 

holistic strategies. Once the consumer purchases the product, another trial starts, at home. 

This trial will touch upon gustative dimensions but also social dimensions as the opinion of 

family members will for example come into play to decide if this product is worth purchasing 

again. Trials of strength in the supermarket are the first contacts established the consumer 

to overcome the prejudicial conceptions of imperfect food. They are crucial moments in the 

life of products in markets as they enable trials to take place at home, once the product 

purchased, and on the long term, the attachment of the consumer to the product.  

As market devices have a significant role to play in qualifying products, the following section 

will look more closely at the marketing and calculative devices used to qualify The Ugly Mugs 

among consumers.  
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4.3.2. Market devices  

According to Cochoy (2014), two key mechanisms foster the choice of a product: trials of 

strengh, which enable products to be tested and evaluated by consumers; and market devices, 

which enable the identification and valuation of products. Market devices are external 

arrangements complementing products, which make them comparable yet singular and 

inform the consumer about how to choose a product and what to choose (Muniesa et al, 

2007, Dubuisson-Quellier, 2015). Market devices also enable consumers to discriminate 

between products to evaluate what constitutes a responsible purchasing decision. As such, 

they can be motivators for consumers to change consumption patterns towards more 

sustainable practices (Dubuisson-Quellier, 2015). We differentiate here between marketing 

devices, which can be anything from logos, packaging, positioning, labelling; and calculative 

devices such as price setting and labelling, which conjointly enable the consumer to judge 

and evaluate products.  

If, as stated by N. Chabanne in the previous section, marketing 

tools succeeded to inscribe concerns into products and 

products into markets, it seems necessary to understand what 

explains the transformational power attributed to the 

marketing devices. In the economy of market-things, the 

answer lies in the qualification process the socio-technical 

devices participate in building. They enable the identification 

and evaluation of the product by the consumer. The various 

interactions between market actors and the product makes it 

possible for qualities to emerge, shaped by market devices 

through multiple processes. 

In the supermarket, this antithetical garden, the role of 

market devices is particularly salient as interactions occur 

“face-to-shelf” and not face-to-face. The consumer is placed 

in a dialogue with market devices, which act as an interlocutor 

to the consumer, revealing the qualities of the product 

Figure 7 - Stand for The Ugly Mugs 
products in a French supermarket 
(Retrieved from The Ugly Mugs 
website) 
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(Cochoy, 2007). This dialogue dissimulates the 

backstage work of retailers in setting up the stage and the 

one of the company commercializing the product. An 

entire history is made invisible to the consumer, yet is 

present through the arrangements of cognitive supports. 

These market devices act as choice devices and propose 

new ways of approaching products (Cochoy, 2007). 

A logo, a label, a board, a placard should not be 

considered as innocent tools, playing a purely 

informative role. They make the product seem very 

transparent by providing information about its qualities 

and helping their identification and evaluation. Yet, they 

make the product very opaque by creating a distance 

between the consumer and the product. The consumer 

does not taste the products; it believes the information 

given by marketing devices and purchase a product for the references about the product, 

more than the product itself, which will be evaluated during the trial, typically at home. 

Paradoxically, the consumer does not “reach the product (…) in the market” but instead, 

faces market devices (Cochoy, 2007:120).  

As shown in Figures 7 and 8, the arrangements around the products The Ugly Mugs in the 

supermarkets make the products visible to the consumer’s eye, even before approaching the 

products. The logo in Figure 8 even calls out to the consumer “What about my face?” a 

humorous reference to a well-known French song from 1979.  The marketing devices abound 

to specify the affiliation of these products to The Ugly Mugs. In Figures 7 and 8, one observes 

the logo on giant posters, display units, flags but also as a multitude of labels riddling on 

products. They catch the attention of consumers but also help the identification of the 

products being sold and their qualities in terms of taste and price, through colourful, eye-

catching materials. The message is clear and formulated through catch phrases: “Too good 

to waste!”; “Fruits and vegetables, less pretty but exquisite!”; “Anti-food waste, good and 

cheaper!”, as a (visually) noisy merchant calling for the interest of consumers in a somewhat 

silent bazaar.  

Figure 8 - Stand for The Ugly Mugs 
products in a French supermarket 
(Retrieved from The Ugly Mugs website) 
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The market devices that are identified by the co-founder to be the key of the success of The 

Ugly Mugs is pushed to its paroxysm by the extensive and repetitive use of marketing devices. 

The logo seems to be the keystone in the market devices landscape built around The Ugly 

Mugs. Its significance calls for more attention.  

The logo is, per se, rather simplistic, almost cartoon-like. It features an apple with 

disproportionate eyes, a hump, a small little black tooth and a huge smile. Ugly but friendly, 

it is accompanied by the company name and catchphrase “Too good to waste!”. It humanizes 

the face of these products and substitutes many explanations on quality, value and waste.  

“We have the image of this piece of fruit that says with a huge smile: “Ok, so 

I’m not the best looking but I have value, you have to give me a 

chance!”(Chabanne, Les Gueules Cassées, 2015a) 

This logo enables the personalisation of products, whose only 

wrongdoing is to challenge aesthetic standards. It contributes to build 

a story about these products, to which consumers can relate and 

identify with. Indeed, it raises awareness on food waste by turning this concern into a story 

of tolerance and prejudices. By choosing these products, the consumer stands for the misfit, 

the rejected, the ugly duckling of markets. Through this story, it is a way to attach consumers 

and lead a work of education of the eye and of taste, which Brunori (2007) would identify as 

a post-modern marketing strategy. This kind of strategy create bridges between products 

and value systems, and is consequently characterised by its cognitive dimension. It is a way 

for companies to connect consumers to products with a vision; such as The Ugly Mugs, as 

we have seen. This strategy is effective in creating alternative meanings for quality and foster 

discernment to appreciate new types of quality.  

During the interview, we asked Nicolas Chabanne if the success encountered by The Ugly 

Mugs was actually the result of good marketing. One can perceive through his answer what 

a clear distinction he draws between conventional marketing strategies and post-modern 

strategies as defined by Brunori (2007):  

“Yes, of course, it’s called marketing, but marketing is often forcing someone to buy 

something he doesn’t even need. Here, it’s more about connecting him to the feelings he has, 

and that naturally will make him say “of course, I’m going to buy this product”. There’s a 

Figure 9 - The logo of 
The Ugly Mugs 
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subtlety – we’re working with sincere feelings, felt by everyone – it’s much more than 

marketing, or much less than marketing” (Chabanne, interview, Sept.4, 2015 

On another interview (Les Gueules Cassées, 2015a), he argues: 

“We rather translated, crystallized the expression of what we felt, and it turns out to be 

connected to what other people thought. We didn’t do this in an agency; we made it very 

spontaneously, with a cousin” 

The Ugly Mugs aims at “connecting” with the consumer and his “feelings”, “translating (…) 

what we felt”, without “forcing”. Products are therefore not neutral, but are inhabited by 

values, feelings, histories and emotions. The construction of products is made at the nexus 

of the world of production and the world of consumption, rather than being the result of an 

agency, which would analyse and dissect consumer needs to understand how to influence 

perceived quality (Brunori, 2007).  

Another clear difference appears between The Ugly Mugs perspective and other products: 

not only do they oppose to standardisation and uniformity; nature, authenticity and 

imperfection but they also differ in the approach to the consumer where quality is not 

manipulated or influenced but rather connected to a set of values and feelings. It promotes 

a universal message, as N. Chabanne summarized: 

 “It’s something that resonates with everyone” 

(Les Gueules Cassées, 2015a) 

Where uniformity has meant perfection, The 

Ugly Mugs proposes a new conception of 

quality where “ugly” is actually synonymous 

with authentic, natural, and as tasty and 

nutritious as standardised products.  

As we can see in Figure 10, the products sold under The Ugly Mugs products may not be the 

most visually attractive, as those pears feature marks probably due to its proximity to a 

branch or leaf during its growth. Yet, they are accompanied, on top of the label The Ugly 

Mugs, by the medal for “Gustative Variety” signalling to the consumer that the product is 

from a variety of quality and has been picked when ripped.  

Figure 10 - Example of a product sold by The Ugly Mugs 
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The strength of the company brand is thus reinforced by another label, serving as an 

additional guarantee for the taste of the products. The market devices appended to the 

products mutually strengthen the quality argument of The Ugly Mugs. The additional logo 

originates from the network of producers mentioned in Section 4.1, which guarantees a 

selection of tasteful varieties, in full ripeness; whose “normal” products are sold on average 

10% more expensive than competitors (Ministry of Agriculture, 2014).  

Where most labels or certifications will see the concurrent use of their labels with The Ugly 

Mugs as a threat, it is a matter of cross-fertilisation for N. Chabanne and R. Even. The Ugly 

Mugs provides consumers with new valuation criteria during the evaluation of products in 

supermarkets and reinforce this perception with the simultaneous use of several 

certifications. 

Adding those ‘inscription devices’ creates an entire social world for the consumer: the 

product and the consumer identity become intertwined, attracting the consumer into 

consumption (Reijonen & Tryggestad, 2012). On the one hand, the consumer is presented 

with a story to which he can relate and feel connected. On the other hand, additional market 

devices finish to convince him of the quality dimension of these products. Hence, market 

devices which are obviously designed to help the consumer quickly and surely identify and 

locate their preferences show new ways to grasp those products and trigger attachment. At 

the same time, in the process of qualification, the consumer gains awareness about his own 

preferences, largely constructed during the interaction with products. The shopper in the 

frame of supermarkets comes, paradoxically, to buy products for the ‘inscription devices’ 

that are supposed a priori to fulfil a purely informative function (Cochoy, 2007). “Monetary 

signs are exchanged for market words and images” (Ibid: 3).  

The concerns about food waste are transformed into alternative conceptions of quality and 

inscribed into products through market devices. The aim is to requalify products through 

concrete tools, i.e. market devices, which have a transformative power in creating and 

defining qualities in products. Qualities are defined on a trial and error basis, where the 

consumer has a key role to play. After all, the final objective is to generate consumers’ 

attachment to products with new qualities. In this last section, the focus will be to evaluate 

the role of calculation and price in the process of qualification.  
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4.3.3 The role of pricing in the qualification process 

At the core of the economic analysis, neglected by economic sociologists, the ‘new’ new 

sociology of market has called for more focus on the black box of calculation (McFall & 

Ossandon, 2014). It is true that prices play a significant role in the process of judgment and 

evaluation the consumer engages with when purchasing a product.  

The Ugly Mugs sells their products with a guaranteed 30% discount with comparable 

products. It is a way to raise the interest from the consumer and trigger rational levers of the 

homo economicus, motivated by the prospects of optimising the utility of goods.  

“Selling it cheaper is not a problem and is a key element of attractiveness.”(Chabanne, 

interview, Sept.4 2015) 

A 30% discount is also considerable in times of economic crisis with a decreasing purchasing 

power. Some even qualify The Ugly Mugs as an anti-crisis product. During the interview with 

N. Chabanne, he insisted on the degrading situation the consumer is placed in, which can 

attract him to buy The Ugly Mugs products: 

“People have a hard time financially to buy products. We can tell him whatever we want 

but he has a hard time feeding himself. We have to understand the consumer. (…) Today’s 

consumers, as a big majority, cannot pay such prices for products. So, giving them access 

to cheaper products is a necessity. He needs cheaper prices.” (Chabanne, interview, Sept.4 

2015) 

Giving a financial incentive to buy The Ugly Mugs serves the qualification process. If we 

remember Cochoy (2014), two elements play as mechanisms to choose a product: market 

devices on the one hand; trials on the other hand – which, take place both at the supermarket 

and at home. While marketing devices intend to refurbish the image of imperfect products, 

the calculative devices adds an incentive to give a chance to these products. The provision of 

a financial incentive constitutes a way to get into people’s homes and get the products tested 

and approved.  

“We need to be attractive so that people try, so that shops accept to have them on shelves; 

and a cheaper price is a very important aspect of it” (Chabanne, Les Gueules Cassées, 2015a) 

It is not only a way to convince consumers to accept the trial but also supermarkets. A 

cheaper price leaves space to be convinced on the quality of the product sold. It is therefore 
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a significant advantage for The Ugly Mugs products compared to other products from 

alternative food networks. Contrary to organic food or fair trade products, The Ugly Mugs 

does not rely on premium prices logics. Yet, premium prices are usually seen as a monetary 

sign for quality, which substantiates paying extra for better quality. Here, the logic is to pay 

less for equal quality. Without the concurrent qualitative qualification, a cheaper price could 

be interpreted as lesser quality. Price is not neutral but provides with many information for 

the consumer to make a purchasing decision. It gives space of negotiation with the consumer 

to convince him to purchase the product and pursue with a trial at home. Yet, because of the 

meaning a price discount can carry, price setting calls for the complementary qualification 

brought by market devices to inform about the qualities of the product in terms of taste. The 

logic of discounting for similar quality levels is made possible, as the revenues generated by 

selling these products are almost pure profits. In fact, it even reduces costs in some 

circumstances, as the food products that were once rejected needed to be shipped back to 

their source and treated (Mitchell, 2015, March 27). 

”It’s very important that this part of the production is offered cheaper, because it would 

otherwise be lost and unprofitable for anyone.” (Chabanne, interview, Sept.4, 2015) 

Yet, what matters is not so much the discount but the fact that it enables selling products 

that would be otherwise wasted. As such, they support actors all along the supply chain to 

make efforts to reduce the amount of products thrown away. By doing so, the price does not 

play only as a financial incentive but is tainted of a civic, moral value. For Chabanne (Les 

Gueules Cassées, 2015a), the message to the consumer is: 

 “I’m buying a product, every bit as good, for less, and generating revenue for every actor 

involved.” 

The intention is to bring a moral value as the products contribute to improving the situations 

of farmers. To add to this logic, The Ugly Mugs also added a 1-cent contribution per product, 

donated to associations fighting food waste. The incentives are both monetary, in the 

interest of the consumer, but also civic by helping producers and associations.  In the light 

of market devices, the price is not a mere monetary sign but is soaked with a civil and moral 

dimension: this product contributes to fight food waste and supports farmers, producers, 

retailers and associations committed to this fight.  
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Adding this civic dimension to the monetary figure plays in favour of the requalification of 

imperfect food products. A cheaper price does not devaluate the product, it contributes to 

revaluate the product and the consumer buying it.  

“When we replaced, for retailers, the stickers, not so pretty, that gave the feeling of a 

product heading to the garbage, (…), retailers observed that “people went from not buying 

because it was really edifying, “we have the feeling of being poor people buying products 

made for the garbage”” and then, suddenly, it became something positive.” (Chabanne, 

interview, Sept.4 2015) 

The discounted value set as a norm for every product changed the meaning of purchasing 

The Ugly Mugs for the consumer. He is not stigmatised for buying cheap products but 

praised for his civic commitment, just as products that were stigmatised are now praised in 

markets.  

Let us now look into an important aspect of price setting. What is the discount proposed by 

The Ugly Mugs based on? A discount suggests it is fixed relatively to a standard price for 

certain category of products. The Ugly Mugs prices must therefore be indexed to the prices 

of the ‘standard’ products of the same variety. For instance, the price of an imperfect Golden 

Delicious is the discounted price of a standard Golden Delicious. As long as the consumer is 

informed that it has the same properties of a Golden Delicious, he has a point of reference 

to base his decision on. It is interesting to note that the qualification of imperfect products 

is made both in reaction to standardised products, while, simultaneously, taking it as a 

reference point to calculate its value. In addition, if The Ugly Mugs ceaselessly emphasizes 

on its web page and media interventions that all its products are guaranteed to be at least 

30% cheaper, in the supermarket, the only guarantee given to consumers is that it is cheaper. 

The quantification of the discount is left invisible to the consumer’s eye, as observed in 

Figure 7 and 8, who is only informed of its relatively “cheaper” price.  

The indexation of the price to ‘standard’ products raises more interrogation marks. What 

happens if the point of reference against which the price is based disappears? Varieties of 

fruits and vegetables are not protected denominations and the quality argument can be 

supported by the use of the medal “Gustative Variety”. Yet, other imperfect food products 

can be protected geographical indications and traditional specialties.  
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Protected designations of origin such as AOP have strict sets of requirements that producers 

must follow to obtain the label, in terms of geographical area the production takes places in, 

the kind of input used, the methods deployed but also the look 

and calibration of the final products. Colours, sizes, shapes 

and weight are thus clearly specified for each category of 

product. Those labels are quality indicators but they can also 

protect names of products, as it is the case with the 

Camembert from Normandy. “Shaped as a flat cylinder with a 

diameter of 10.5 to 11.5 cm, 3 cm thick, it must weigh at least 

250g, be at least 115g made of dry extract and 45% fat. (…)” 

(INAO, 2o15).   

As a result, when The Ugly Mugs sells imperfect Camemberts from Normandy, which weigh 

less than 250 g, they cannot use the AOP label and the protected name “Camembert de 

Normandie”. The Ugly Mugs camembert weighs 240g, is sold 2,05€, and called “Camembert 

au lait cru”, as per Figure 11. Yet, when facing the product, the consumer is not necessarily 

capable of establishing a calculative comparison with the AOP Camembert of Normandy. 

Instead, the camembert The Ugly Mugs faces the comparison with all kinds of camemberts 

– which can be problematic for a calculative evaluation of the consumer.  

The estimated price for a standard AOP Camembert de Normandie is 2,78€ per 250g 

(considering the 30% is made on comparable goods of 250g). As such, the difference 

between an AOP and The Ugly Mugs camembert appears as an attracting offer, knowing that 

the difference in prices may look even bigger as the quantity per package is different. To 

compare the prices of camemberts, I have carried out a comparative analysis in the French 

supermarket chain Carrefour, which was the first chain to commercialize this product.  

Table 1: Comparison between prices of Camemberts in Carrefour, Intermarché, Leclerc 

 Carrefour Intermarché Leclerc 

Average Price For « Camembert De 

Normandie » AOP (250g) 

3,29€ (based on 3 

products) 

2,86€ (based on 4 

products) 

n/a 

Average Price For A Non-AOP 

Camembert (250g) 

1,69€ (based on 12 

products) 

1,82€ (based on 13 

products) 

1,67€ (based on 

7 products) 

 

Figure 11 - "Camembert  au lait cru" - 
The Ugly Mugs 
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My observations go as follows:  The average price for an AOP “Camembert de Normandie” 

is actually of 3,29€, based on three products offered, including two certified organic 

products. The Ugly Mugs camembert seems quite competitive, by being only of 2,05€. By 

comparing it only with the non-organic AOP ‘Camembert de Normandie’: the price 

difference is only about 0,35€, based on similar quantities (250g), or 14% only. 

The average price for a standard camembert which does 

not have any AOP “Camembert de Normandie” 

appellation is 1,69€, based on a sample of 12 products. 

In comparison, The Ugly Mugs is 0,35€ more expensive 

than a regular camembert, for a smaller quantity of 

product. 

By comparing the prices observed in Carrefour with the 

ones in Intermarché and Leclerc, the trend is confirmed: 

The Ugly Mugs’ camembert which costs 2,05€ for 240g 

is indeed generally cheaper than AOP “Camembert de 

Normandie”. Yet, they are not AOP camemberts and face 

the comparison with other non-AOP camemberts, which 

are considerably cheaper, as shown in Table 1.  

When the quality of a product is defined through its 

name, it makes it more complicated for The Ugly Mugs 

to qualify the product and justify the price based on a 

qualification the consumer cannot grasp. On the other 

hand, The Ugly Mugs emphasizes outside the 

supermarket and through the media that The Ugly Mugs camembert is a “camembert de 

Normandie” without the name. 

From these considerations, what is in a price? As for the marketing devices, it contributes 

to make the product singular yet comparable. It may give false indications to the consumer 

who may think of a devaluation when the price of The Ugly Mugs products suggests a 

revaluation.  The price is not conceived as a threat to quality, which is a message transmitted 

by the supporting marketing devices. The discount enables the possibility for consumers to 

try the products and qualifies the product as “anti-crisis”. “Anti-crisis” without meaning the 

product is aimed at poor consumers: the message is to praise the consumer by the civic 

Figure 12 - Picture of a supermarket shelf 
featuring The Ugly Mugs camembert 
(Retrieved from The Ugly Mugs website) 
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dimension associated to the price, as per the 1-cent contribution to associations. Yet, price 

setting becomes problematic when it is based on a product with protected, inimitable 

qualities. By choosing to base the pricing strategy on a percentage discount, the final price 

is necessarily determined by the price taken for reference, which can turn out to be a 

challenging strategy. The Ugly Mugs faces situations in which selling cheaper products does 

not mean the products are the cheapest on the market. As pricing participates in the process 

of consumer detachment-attachment at the heart of the competition game, it may fail to 

support the efforts of qualification brought by marketing devices. 

Section 4.3 has brought the analysis to focus on the material and spatial dimensions of 

markets to understand both how concretely concerns are inscribed into products’ qualities, 

and how those qualities are made to resonate with the consumer’s concerns. The Ugly Mugs 

have qualified their products in ways that are centred on a general concern (anti-food waste 

fight), the quality of the products, but also more grounded interests (an anti-crisis remedy). 

This section has highlighted the role of market devices to identify and evaluate products and 

has shown how The Ugly Mugs succeeds in attaching consumers to its products, using 

powerful visual marketing devices and reinforcing the qualification of its products using 

multiple valuation criteria (anti-food waste, qualitative, anti-crisis).  

Yet, in the economy of qualities where elements as AOP labels play a paramount role in 

identifying and evaluating products, The Ugly Mugs faces important obstacles. When the 

name itself is a quality and when this name is absent; when the prices are cheaper but not 

the cheapest; the qualification process may run the risk of failing to detach consumers from 

competitors, who either have the ‘name’ or the price in their favour. Concerns ‘only’ do not 

make concerned products and need to be interconnected with other drivers. 

Conclusive remarks 

The present chapter has explored three key dimensions, which, together, contributed, to an 

efficient strategy to create a concerned market for food waste. Actions have been taken at 

the level of ideas, by turning a multifaceted problem into a solvable one. Concerned actors 

have emerged, motivated by multiple drivers, interconnecting concerns and interests. These 

concerned actors have helped the qualification and the growth of concerned products. These 
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mechanisms are concurrent and operate in such ways that concerns, concerned actors and 

concerned products all emerge and shape each other, to shape overall a concerned market. 

As a result, the analysis has explored a variety of dimensions, starting with ideas and actors 

to conclude with objects and market devices that, combined, contribute to shape concerned 

markets. A holistic approach to the market as developed in Section 4.1 and 4.2 needs the 

mundane level of supermarket interactions (Section 4.3) to fulfil its goals. This chapter has 

highlighted the interdependence of levels of actions, where both a holistic and grounded 

approach are necessary complements to shake market architectures and infuse change 

towards more sustainable behaviours with regards to food waste. Overall, this integrated 

approach is what enables The Ugly Mugs to bring back imperfect food products to the market 

and pretend to change the market with regard to food waste. 

  



P a g e  78 | 89 

  

Chapter 5. Conclusion 

This final chapter summarizes the outcome of this research and brings explicit answers to 

the research question formulated, i.e.: how has the strategy developed by The Ugly Mugs 

facilitated the existence of a concerned market for food waste?  

By inscribing this research into a constructivist perspective, labelled as “markets-as-practice” 

by Geiger et al (2012), this study has emphasised the complexity of collective achievements 

through markets. Yet, concerns grow increasingly complex and occupy a considerable part 

in daily life: the way we eat, dress, travel is not void of consequences. As such, concerns need 

to be thought as the norm and no longer as an exception (Callon, 1998b). By being concerned 

about concerns, it leads to more reflexivity about markets activities, how we engage with the 

market and how we, as market actors, can make them evolve to resemble the market we 

inspire to have.  

Through the analysis of The Ugly Mugs, we have followed the journey of a concerned market 

actor into building a concerned market for food waste. The lessons we draw from the case 

can be summarized as follows: 

1- The emergence of a concerned market. Through the analysis, the particular role 

of problematisation has been particularly emphasized, for its way of turning matters 

of facts into matters of concerns. This process favours not only the formulation of 

problems and the emergence of debates but also invites to take action and design 

solutions. It may seem like a tautological statement but for concerned markets to 

emerge, concerns need to be identified and formulated in a way that is both 

problematic but also solvable (Dubuisson-Quellier, 2015). 

2- The building of a concerned market. A second important point lays in the role 

of market actors. As already argued by the sociology of markets, humans are at the 

core of market structures. For concerned markets to emerge, there is a need for 

market actors to collaborate and organize, define common interests and build stories 

to lead to the adoption of new concerned practices (Callon, 1986; Kjellberg & 

Stigzelius, 2014).  The network built by The Ugly Mugs definitely enables the 

commercialisation of imperfect food products, and as such, opens the doors for a 

market for imperfections. Yet, to turn this niche market into a widespread concerned 
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market, the consumer is the keystone to trigger change. Building a concerned market 

for food waste supposes a supportive network of actors, where the mobilisation of 

consumers is paramount.  

3- Qualifying products to carry concerns. Besides, and as reminded by the ‘new’ 

new economic sociology, markets are material arenas. Concerned markets do not 

emerge holistically; rather, they are built at the very concrete level of every day’s 

interactions. For concerned markets to emerge, products’ qualities need to carry 

concerns, in a way that triggers consumers’ attachment. For The Ugly Mugs, this 

grounded level is the supermarket, this anti-garden, where marketing and calculative 

devices inform, orientate and equip the consumer in face-to-shelf interactions.  

For The Ugly Mugs, creating a market for food waste has supposed to act upon several 

dimensions concurrently by acting both at an overall and a grounded level of markets. It has 

supposed a work of definition and alignment of concerns with actors, interests and products. 

This strategy has made it possible to turn a matter of fact into a matter of concern, and 

transform this matter of concern into a real, palpable market solution that plants the seed 

for sustainable change.
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