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ABSTRACT 
 

The UK government has responded to a number of recent crises in the UK red meat industry 
by funding a high profile programme of change premised on the need to overcome the 
industry’s traditional adversarial relationships.  This represents a challenging environment 
for the implementation of Lean and collaborative concepts, predominantly due to the high 
level of regulatory control, the lack of contracts, the need for carcass balance and the fact 
that this is a disassembly industry.  This paper explains the innovative food Value Chain 
Analysis methodology developed to facilitate this aim.  It then illustrates an early 
application of this method within  
a (beef) food service chain, about which very little literature exists. 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 

The U.K. red meat industry is in crisis. Common Agriculture Policy (CAP) reform, Bovine 
Spongiform Encephalopathy (BSE), Foot and Mouth Disease, the long-term decline in 
consumer demand for red meat and the concentration of market power to an oligopoly of 
major-multiple grocery retailers has contributed to unprecedented structural change in the 
industry.  As a consequence, U.K. red meat processors and livestock producers are 
struggling to survive.  Previous research has highlighted the importance of greater vertical 
co-ordination within red meat supply chains in order to reduce risk and uncertainty and 
foster an environment of innovation and value creation. However, the industry is plagued 
by adversarial trading relationships and a commodity culture that make it hard for 
stakeholders within the industry, particularly upstream, to reach a position of sustainable 
profitability.  
 

In response to this and other issues confronting the UK agribusiness community, the Policy 
Commission on the Future of Farming and Food (2002) chaired by Sir Donald Curry reported 
its findings in January 2002 and one of its key recommendations was the creation of the 
Food Chain Centre (FCC) to “… bring together people from each part of the food chain” … 
to reconnect [it]” (p.114).  As recommended, this centre has been established, with a remit 
to facilitate the most efficient UK food chain with the most effective flow of information in all 
agri-sectors.  The FCC is directed by a steering group that encompasses industry-wide 
representation from bodies such as DEFRA, Meat & Livestock Commission, National 
Farmers Union and the National Consumers Council.   
 

Simultaneously, and in response to the issues specifically confronting the red meat industry, 
the Red Meat Industry Forum (RMIF) was established in June 2001.  The findings of phase 1 
of the forum’s investigations were reported at the RMIF seminar on 7th March 2002.  This 
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led to the development of a ten-point action plan for improving the performance and 
profitability of all the stakeholders in the red meat industry, and had a very similar agenda to 
the Policy Commission.  The implementation of this ten point plan forms phase 2 of the 
forum’s remit, and one of the key components in this plan is the highly applied Value Chain 
Analysis (VCA) research project discussed in this paper.  The VCA project is consequently 
being managed by the FCC on behalf of the RMIF, and funding for this project has been 
obtained from the DTI Industry Forum Adaptation Scheme.  This grant provides £427K 
funding to the Food Process Innovation Unit (FPIU) at Cardiff Business School for a three 
year period starting from April 2002.  The funding is for FPIU to use its VCA method as a 
vehicle for conducting a two-phased analysis of this industry to identify waste elimination 
opportunities and help realise the forum’s aim.  
 

This paper has two objectives.  The first is to explain the innovative food VCA method that 
has been developed by FPIU to study and improve the efficiency of the food value chains.  
Its second objective is to briefly illustrate the application of this method within the (beef) 
food service chain designated Value Chain 3 (VC3) in the project’s running order.   
 

PROCEDURES 
 

The food VCA method is based upon a case study research s trategy (Yin, 1994), which has 
an established heritage of theory building application in the operations management and 
supply chain fields (Eisenhardt, 1989).  It is also informed by Pettigrew’s (1990) guiding 
assumptions for conducting processual research.  The VCA project has two distinct phases.  
Phase one involves using a variety of established process mapping techniques to 
systematically analyse eight separate value chains (Figure 1) to sensitise the researcher team 
to the forces that drive and inhibit  process performance within this industry.  In accord with 
Pettigrew’s guidance, the inter- and intra-firm waste elimination opportunities that are 
identified as a product of this exercise form the basis of reciprocation for the research 
access.  
Figure 1. Research Design Framework for the RMIF: VCA Project 
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Phase two involves reviewing the patterns of industry and sector-specific themes that 
emerge from this analysis to establish cause and effect relationships.  This will enable 
government and other key stakeholders to make informed and holistic policy decisions that 
are free from myopic single interest perspectives, and which treat the root causes rather than 
symptoms of the problems confronting the industry.  This should also make a significant 
contribution to knowledge.  It will facilitate an evaluation of the Lean and collaborative 
principles originally developed in the automotive and electronics industries (Womack and 
Jones, 1996) that are at the heart of contemporary supply chain management.  This will then 
suggest a more defined boundary of applicability of these concepts given the contingencies 
listed in the abstract. 
 

For the purpose of this project a value chain is defined to be “… the specific [typical] route 
of process activity steps for a specific product [stock keeping unit]; through all the 
participant organisations involved on the critical path; from producing the product up to 
the point of its consumption.”  The scope of each of the eight RMIF case value chain 
projects is therefore ‘farm to the fork’.  It notably extends to the point of consumption but 
excludes consumer research as this is encompassed as part of another project within the 
RMIF ten-point plan.  Each value chain consequently involves one or more producer, 
abattoir, processor, and supermarket or food service firm.  It therefore considers supply 
chain issues beyond the traditional dyadic relationship and makes this an embedded (Yin, 
1994, pp.39-40) case design.   

To assist with generalising the results, the research design framework (Figure 1) requires 
selected chains to encompass the maximum diversity, and with no single firm being 
permitted to participate in more than one value chain project.  Case selection criteria 
consequently includes coverage of the three product species (beef, lamb and pork), fore and 
hind quarter cuts, regionality (England, Wales and Scotland) and different routes to market 
(supermarket, food service and local butcher).   In accord with other industry forum 
initiatives such as that conducted within the automo tive industry, the RMIF project briefing 
also called for purposive sampling (Silverman, 2000) based on a ‘best practice’ approach 
(Bateman, 2001) whereby only the top performing firms were to be selected as participants.   
 

Each value chain project starts by identifying and recruiting a cross-company team for its 
duration, then having them establish the focal product and specific project objectives.  After 
collecting and analysing general company background information on each of the 
participant firms, the first phase of analysis proceeds with a workshop attended by all of the 
team members.  The aim is to produce a big picture map of the type promoted by Rother and 
Shook (1998).  This map provides a ‘skeleton’ of the current-state of the focal chain and 
concentrates upon the physical and information workflow.  Issues (problems, wastes and 
opportunities) are then plotted onto this map, which are in turn used by the team to derive 
an initial Waste Elimination Plan for each of the firms involved.   
 

All team members attend the subsequent company-specific mapping events, during which 
detail is added to this big picture baseline.  These events draw upon the Value Stream 
Mapping concept popularised by Hines and Rich (1994).  However, in addition to mapping 
the workflow, techniques are employed to help understand the prevailing incentive and 
reward infrastructure within the firm, along with its alignment to the wider goals of the value 
chain being studied.  This emphasises the operational performance measurement system and 



   

9th ISL, Bangalore, India, 2004 

cost structure and can be likened to overlaying a ‘nervous system’ onto the big picture 
skeleton.   
 
During the course of each company-specific event the team members are provided with a 
video camera and literally walk the process whilst recording it.  They also photograph 
important aspects of the operation and collect copies of all the key documents that are used 
and shared.  These photographs act as an aide memoir and typically highlight good or bad 
practices.  All of this information is later cross-referenced onto the process maps to produce 
a comprehensive documentary for analytical, training, induction and process improvement 
purposes.  Following the same format established during the big picture workshop, each 
company-specific events ends with a session designed to summarise the inter- and intra-firm 
issues identified during the course of the event, and to solicit further waste elimination 
possibilities.  Finally, these are plotted onto the process map and added to the Waste 
Elimination Plan. 
 

After all the company-specific events have been conducted, a final workshop is convened.  
The purpose of this is to first review waste elimination progress versus the plan, and 
secondly for the team to establish a vision of the future-state for this value chain, which is 
hopefully radical in conception.  The team is therefore left with a short-term waste 
elimination plan along with a longer term project plan for realising this desired future state.  
The costs and benefits of all of these actions are established and used for two main 
purposes.  The first is to justify the research reciprocation arrangement (commercial impact).  
This is in turn reported back by FPIU in de-sensitised form to the funding body as part of 
the wider VCA project evaluation process (value for money).  Its second purpose is to help 
build the business case for each of these firms to establish the indigenous process 
improvement capacity required to fulfil these plans when the value chain project officially 
ends. 
 

The food VCA method is therefore a vehicle for the application of methodological pluralism, 
whereby multiple and mixed research strategies and data collection instruments are used to 
generate complementary data about a phenomena under investigation (Denzin, 1970).  It 
provides a framework for the use of a variety of interview, observational and documentary 
instruments to collect the information necessary to gain a detailed understanding of the 
focal value chain.  It also embraces the use of a variety of audio-visual data collection 
instruments and process mapping techniques.   
 

APPLICATION OF THE METHOD 
 

The UK supply market is predominantly geared to serving the requirements of the 
supermarket customer, and most of the existing literature addresses this route to market.  
However, the demands of the foodservice market differ markedly.  This is predominantly 
because of the carcass balance issue and the fact that menu contents and their retail prices 
are fixed for up to 6 months.  Figure 2 illustrates the participant organisations that formed the 
team for the project designated Value Chain 3 (VC3).   
 

The foodservice brand at the head of this chain is one of the largest steakhouse chains in 
the UK.  It sells 8 million steaks each year.  The buying decision of its customers is 
determined by price along with the consistency of size, shape and eating quality of the 
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steak.            The country of origin is not an important consideration for its customer.  Its 
suppliers must therefore provide 100% availability against tight product requirements, 100% 
consistency and must also remain competitive on price for a full 6-month menu period.  
Approximately 95% of its steaks are currently sourced from Argentina. 
 

Figure 2.  Value Chain 3 - A Multi-Participant Beef-Food Service Case Study 
 
The purpose of the VC3 project was therefore to better understand the comparative British 
and Argentine beef production processes, and use the resulting learning points to help UK 
farmers to improve and therefore compete more effectively for this foodservice business.  
During the inaugural meeting of the project team it was agreed that the focal product for the 
study would be 8oz sirloin steak.  This was chosen because of its volume and value to the 
foodservice brand and meat processing supplier concerned – the foodservice brand sell 1.7 
million of these steaks each year, and 65% of these are supplied by the participant meat 
processing firm who are one of their leading suppliers.   
 

The resultant fieldwork involved twenty three separate events that amounted to over one 
hundred and fifty man-days of effort.  In addition to the implicit level of observation and 
interviews, this application of methodological pluralism produced two hours of video 
material, 170 photographs, 70 key documents and 22 value chain maps. 
 

RESULTS AND CONCLUSIONS 
 

The findings of the VC3 project resulted in a number of intra- and inter-firm waste elimination 
recommendations that are in the process of being implemented.  This situation has already 
contributed to a negotiated price increase for the meat processor involved in the project.  
One of the key findings was that even though raw material quality and product availability 
performance was generally excellent, approximately 20% of the steaks ordered by end 
consumers in the restaurant were not cooked as requested (for example rare or well done), 
which seems to be an industry norm.  This has resulted in the development of a new control 
metric to help reduce the variability of this key aspect of restaurant performance and better 
co-ordinate and control the activities of the supply chain and customer-facing teams within 
the organisation.  A ‘vital few’ additional performance measures were also identified as 
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critical for the effective control of this chain.  These include shelf (kitchen chiller) 
availability, finished product waste, carcass conformation, carcass balance, and demand 
amplification.  These are planned to be shared amongst chain members to enhance 
transparency and attempt to attempt to instigate a seamless supply chain (Towill, 1997). 
 

It was also found that the cut-off time available for restaurants to place their replenishment 
orders was unnecessarily late as most restaurants placed these orders in the period between 
lunch and evening trade.  The new cut-off time recommendation will provide suppliers with 
an extra six to seven hours visibility of demand.  This should eliminate double handling and 
roll over stock at the meat processor. 
 

In summary, the foodservice brand consequently recognise the potential for a 1% cost 
saving by rolling the project’s improvement suggestions across its supply base.  With this 
course of action in mind they are in the process of recruiting a full-time Value Chain 
Programme Manager to oversee the programme of change.  The meat processing firm have 
similarly recruited an equivalent manager, and have already conducted a successful RMIF 
Masterclass to reduce the number of blown and leaking vacuum bags within their plant. 
 

To conclude, the FCC has been encouraged by the utility of the VCA method as a vehicle 
for helping achieve the stated aims of Curry’s Policy Commission and RMIF.  As a 
consequence, FPIU has been awarded further funding to apply this method to two 
additional red meat chains in Wales.  It has also been awarded funding to apply it to eight 
value chains in the Dairy sector.  As a result of feedback and learning from its application in 
these different contexts, the challenge is therefore to ensure that the food VCA method 
continues to evolve as a mechanism for facilitating more efficient food supply chains, and 
for helping producers to reconnect with consumer demands. 
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