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Abstract. Competitiveness has always been considered a vector of innovation that is centered around 

economic performance; constantly pushing companies to achieve better performance results. In such a 

modern society deeply marked by digitization, value creation has expanded its scope and it is no longer 

involving only harnessing customer satisfaction through the quality of the products or services marketed to 

customers, but it is also involving the permanent digital connection and engagement between the links of 

any value chain. Digital platforms, including social networks, are major sources of economic concentration 

where different forms of value emerge. For example, Facebook Inc. runs a business model that involves 

selling online media space for companies willing to pay money to have consumers of goods and services 

engage with the ads displayed on Facebook platforms, based on specific group targeting. Taking all of this 

into consideration, the scientific interest in exploring the nature of an emergent form of value along the 

chain is implicit. This paper brings its unique contribution to the existing literature concerning  the topic of 

agri-food value chains by providing a niche marketing approach on a paradigm shift at the level of the 

nature of value generated in the chain in the case of highly digitized societies. The research objective was 

to bring the sustainability factor into the spotlight of the analysis concerning the paradigm shift of the nature 

of the value generated in the agri-food value chain. Research results show that some multinational 

corporations active in the Romanian agri-food sector use the Facebook Ad Market to reach consumers and 

call for them to engage in activities specific to building a sustainable agri-food system. Thus, by engaging 

in such activities, consumers feel that they contribute to the corporations’ effort in achieving sustainability. 

Consequently, a different form of value is generated along the chain. 
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Introduction  
The agriculture and agri-food system has become increasingly industrialized and globalized over 

the last three decades. The global economy has provided companies all around the world the 

opportunity for substantial economic growth, even though. The current configuration of the global 

agri-food value chain is mainly driven by different types of agri-food multinational companies: 

agri-business giants, diverse food manufacturers, numerous global retailers, varied fast-food 

franchises. Such global giants can influence the course of agri-food products, from production to 

consumption, through tight coordination across the value chain. The contemporary global agri-

food value chain properly functions through the interaction between its many chain links. 

Over the course of time, globalization has generated an intensification of the labor division 

and the global dispersion of production components, especially in the spirit of an exacerbated race 

for economic competitiveness.  

Highly economically-competitive companies are shaped in terms of the business model and 

undertaken principles by the process of adding value along each stage through which a product or 

service is subject to – from producer to consumer. Therefore, the significance of adding value to a 

product or service resides in that value creation is one of the factors that make enterprises 

economically competitive. Economic competitiveness can be challenging for companies when they 

possess the same capabilities, which is why value creation is an imperative source of competitive 

advantage, heavily reliant on the cycles of value capture, creation, and delivery. 

Digitization has been contributing to the paradigm change in relation to how the nature of 

value is perceived (Blaschke et al., 2019; Ritter and Pedersen, 2019; Ahn, 2020). Some of the 

activities carried out by important links of the global agri-food value chain are deeply influenced 

by the use of information systems. These solutions play an increasingly dominant role in generating 

innovation and in reshaping and co-creating value along the chain (Lusch and Nambisan, 2015), 

beyond the physical boundaries. As a result, digital technology causes an increase in the integration 

of digital solutions in processes carried out by many links from various chains (Ardito et al., 2019). 

The emergence of globally-connected digital infrastructures through information systems 

involves, among others, a paradigm change regarding value co-creation (Jayashankar et al., 2019). 

Considering the rising global appetite for digitization and the existing broad literature 

concerning the topic of agri-food value chains, the scientific interest for exploring the nature of an 

emergent form of value is implicit. This paper complements the existing literature concerning the 

topic of agri-food value chains by bringing a unique contribution, referring to the special focus of 

this paper – a paradigm shift at the level of the nature of value generated in the chain in knowledge-

based societies. Moreover, this research expands the field of knowledge with a niche marketing 

approach on how multinational agri-food corporations engage with the last agri-food chain link in 

a global digital ad market. Additionally, the sustainability factor is brought to the spotlight. 

The objective of this research is to examine the nature of the value generated in the digital 

space, based on the dynamics between agri-food value chain links in the Facebook Ads Market. 

Even though the digital market is global – international buyers can purchase ads and display them 

in any country where Facebook users exist, this research is focused on the engagement with 

Romanian customers. Additionally, digital engagement is studied only in the case of the three major 

multinational corporations active in the Romanian agri-food market. 

This paper follows a traditional format. In the first part of the paper, a literature review was 

carried out, consisting of two subchapters: one concerning traditional approaches to agri-food value 

chains, while the other is focused on explaining the nature of a modern form of added-value along 

the agri-food chains, referring to the digital engagement between consumers and other chain links. 
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The literature review chapter is followed by the research methodology chapter. The latter is 

succeeded by the section dedicated to the research results discussion. In the last part of the paper, 

the conclusions of this research are highlighted, as well as the limitations. Not only that  but further 

research directions are also suggested. 

 

Literature review  
A. Traditional Approaches to Agri-food Value Chains and Value 

The traditional concept of the value chain was first described and made popular by Michael Porter 

in his work called “Competitive Advantage: Creating and Sustaining Superior Performance” 

(1985). This concept refers to the generic value-adding activities carried out by organizations. 

Added-value can be generated during many stages of production: inbound/outbound logistics, 

operations, logistics, marketing and sales, services/maintenance, administrative activities, 

procurement, infrastructure management, human resource management, research, and 

development activities. The concept of value chain acts as a powerful analysis tool for managers 

and decision-makers regarding strategic planning. Although value chains are complex and differ 

based on sectors, they have many layers, specific to the nature of the sector. The ultimate goal of 

analyzing a value chain is to maximize value creation, minimize costs, and harness the 

sustainability and just factors in the case of all links involved along the value chain (Newell & 

Mulvaney, 2013; Fonseca and Azevedeo, 2020). 

In a guideline prepared for FAO, Attaie and Fourcadet (2003) define a value chain as the 

economic system consisting of various links, such as producers, distributors, suppliers – all 

engaging in the market with the aim of selling products to the final link of the chain: the consumer. 

Value chains imply the full activities range required to produce and sell products or services, 

starting from conception through various production phases, only in the end to reach consumers. 

Kotler et al. (2006) argue that value is linked to consumers’ feelings of pleasure or disappointment 

caused by comparing the quality of a product or service concerning the consumers’ expectations. 

The global agri-food system is highly competitive in contemporary economies and has 

become increasingly complex due to the many changes coming from the consumer demand-side, 

due to the intensification of complex food standards related to food safety (Nguyen and Jolly, 2020; 

Paun and Ivascu, 2020) and food quality (Minten et al., 2013), due to the permanent and galloping 

advances of technology (Zhao et al., 2019; Saurabh & Dey, 2021), and due to various changes in 

the structure of the system, influenced by the link dynamics along the agri-food value chain – 

highly sensitive during times of crisis (Arouna et al., 2020; Christiaensen et al., 2020; Ignat & 

Constantin, 2020). 

Value creation or value-adding in the agri-food chains occurs when a firm carries out 

activities that determine changes to the physical state of any agricultural commodity or improve its 

quality through production, handling, marketing, and other activities (Filippi & Chapdaniel, 2016; 

Cucagna & Goldsmith, 2018; Andrei et al., 2020). The outcome of adding value is that this complex 

process expands and improves the customer experience with the product, while each component of 

the chain generates profit. However, the end goal is not only to maximize consumer experience or 

chain links’ profit but to respect the natural capital by producing and consuming sustainably 

(Govindan, 2018; Dinu et al., 2020; Varela et al., 2021). 

The meaning of value has expanded beyond the traditional approach. In the literature, chain 

value is analyzed in different situations – through the lens of the innovation value chain, the shared 

value chain, and even through a creative design-driven dynamic value chain (Simatupang et al., 
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2018). Added-value has always been advocated as a strategy for achieving commercial competitive 

advantage (Walters et al., 2002). Processes that generate intangible added-value for a final product 

foster sustainable competitive advantage and can even define a brand (de Chernatony et al., 2000). 

In this context, value can no longer be considered without the role of digital innovations in 

marketing or on the value chain and business models in general (Sahut et al., 2019). Successful 

companies do not simply add value – but they redefine and reinvent it (Bitici et al., 2004). 

  

B. Digital Engagement – A Modern Form of Added-Value along the Chain 

The value of a product or service is not directly linked to production costs, but it is directly linked 

to a set of judgments made by the end consumers' level of satisfaction obtained through the usage 

or consumption of that respective product or service (Lind, 2004). In this context, it could be partly 

misleading to consider that changes in the production process would directly lead to an increase of 

the added value for a product or service (Forbes and Wield, 2002). Instead, innovations through 

research, from product/service concept to consumption, could actually lead to better quality, which 

in the end could turn into increased consumer satisfaction and a higher price for that product or 

service. In this equation, the precondition is that customers value the enhanced quality and are 

willing to pay more for the improved product or service. 

Recent contributions to the literature consist of papers approaching the topics of value co-

creation and topics related to the emergence of a new form value, referring to the one generated 

through digital methods (King et al., 2016; Rodgers and Thorson, 2018; Xie et al. 2016; Balaji & 

Roy, 2016; Hein et al., 2019; Sorensen et al., 2017; Kovalenko and Kuzmenko, 2020). 

King et al. (2016) raised awareness over the need for value innovation and called for 

management and stakeholders to invest resources into digital projects since a clear demand was 

observed coming from consumers. Rodgers and Thorson (2018) noted that although digital 

engagement has been previously addressed in the literature, the topic of value co-creation is still 

subject to be empirically examined. They approached the topic of digital engagement as the act 

characterized by consumers interacting with any brand that aims to strengthen the emotional, 

psychological, or physical connection with consumers through digital means. 

Xie et al. (2016) argue that value co-creating through digital engagement is challenging for 

the traditional value creation logic, which implies that value is transferred from firms to customers. 

In the case of the emergent value co-creation logic, value is consumer-centric and co-created by 

both enterprises and consumers (Grönroos & Voima, 2012). Value co-creation requires joint 

actions carried out by both consumers and an enterprise through direct interactions, which can also 

happen in the digital space. Therefore, both the enterprise and consumers are the main direct 

beneficiaries of this cooperation. Kumar et al. (2010) defined the concept of “customer engagement 

value” to describe the value generated by an enterprise specialized in co-creation processes. Such 

a process is characterized by four main components: consumer lifetime value (referring to 

purchasing patterns), consumer influencer value (referring to the likelihood of intensifying word-

of-mouth communication among existing and potential customers), consumer referral value 

(reaching and obtaining new customers), and consumer feedback value (reflecting expectations, 

suggestions for improvement and innovation). 

Additionally, the literature contains a lot of work dedicated to topics related to online 

advertising. Some research papers were designed to study the factors affecting consumer attitudes 

and behaviors via Facebook advertising (Celebi, 2015), the user-exposure behavior in relation to 

online advertising on Facebook (Galán et al., 2019), the relationship between revenue and 
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Facebook traffic (Myllylahti, 2018) and even methods to attract digital engagement via comments 

on Facebook, while considering financial performance (Yoon et al., 2018). 

Since online advertising generates a lot of income for Facebook, Inc. and a billion 

individuals are active on its platforms (Mosquera et al., 2019), this paper’s focus is Facebook 

specifically. 

 

Methodology 
Piller et al. (2012) argued in their research for the emergence of value co-creation due to the 

skyrocketing rise in popularity of social media platforms, especially Facebook. Not only that, but 

taking social media platforms into consideration when carrying out research on this new form of 

added-value along the chain would bring at least an interesting point of view on the specific 

analyzed subject. In conjunction with the objective of this research, developing a niche marketing 

analysis on the nature of the co-created value through the digital engagement of multinational agri-

food corporations with consumers is reliant on the transparent, open-access data available online 

from Facebook Ads Market. 

Facebook Ad Library is the source of the data used in carrying out this research. According 

to Facebook Inc. (2021), the company’s open-access ad library provides advertising transparency 

by offering a comprehensive collection of all active ads running from across Facebook apps and 

platforms. In the case of this research, the Facebook Ad Library was accessed in February 2021. 

Table 1 was elaborated with the aim of briefly describing the selected multinational 

corporations active in the Romanian agri-food sector. Moreover, this table contains Facebook-

related identification details about the analyzed corporations. 

 
Table 1. Selected multinational corporations active in the Romanian agri-food sector 

Multinational 

Corporation Active 

in the Romanian 

Agri-food Sector 

Short Description  

of the Corporation 

Facebook Page 

Name, ID and 

Lauch Date  

in Romania 

Number  

of Persons who 

Like the 

Facebook Page 

Analyzed Facebook 

Ad IDs from the 

Facebook Open  

Ad Library 

Carrefour S.A. 
French retailer active 

in Romania since 2001 

Carrefour 

170252536439294 

Launched in 2012 

11,559,630 
454800849032082 

1754256791417859 

Lidl Stiftung & Co. 

KG, part of the 

Schwarz Gruppe 

German discounter 

active in Romania 

since 2011 

Lidl Romania 

185899758126310 

Launched in 2011 

2,152,048 
437895227561330 

1972490279555593 

Selgros, owned by 

Transgourmet 

Holding AG 

Cash & carry chain 

active in Romania 

since 2001 

Selgros Romania 

274362715946707 

Launched in 2011 

504,886 
484942076241375 

433116554558429 

Source: Authors’ own design based on Facebook Open Ad Market Library, accessed February 2021 

(https://www.facebook.com/ads/library/). 

 

Considering that sustainability factor was brought into the spotlight of this research paper, 

the ads selected from the Facebook Ad Library were the ones calling for consumer action 

concerning reducing food waste, empowering green and local food production patterns, fostering 

the transition toward the circular economy and other actions calling for sustainability in general. 

Facebook media buying in the case of Carrefour, Lidl, and Selgros was analyzed through 

the lens of the co-created value along the global agri-food value chain. Some of the agri-food 
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products sold by the previously mentioned corporations were produced in foreign countries and 

sold to Romanian consumers. The co-created value was generated by the multinational 

corporations active in the Romanian agri-food sector and by the chain’s final link: the consumer 

who got the ad delivered by Facebook, Inc. Along the global agri-food chain, traditional monetary 

added-value might not have been generated only in the case of Romanian links, but also in the case 

of other links who carried out specific activities of value generation outside the borders of Romania. 

However, the co-created value was purposefully designed by the media buyers to be generated 

between the three analyzed multinational corporations and Facebook users from Romania. 

 

Results and discussions 
In February 2021, Carrefour was paying Facebook to have two ads displayed to Romanian users 

concerning their “Act for Food” program, which launched in September 2018. Carrefour (2021) 

claims that through the implementation of this program, the corporation “mobilizes its employees, 

agricultural partners and all stakeholders to make healthy, quality, sustainably produced food 

accessible to everyone”. Figure 2 is a concatenation of the ads designed financially supported by 

Carrefour with the aim of raising awareness over the “Act for Food” program. 
 

 
Figure 2. Snapshot of Active Carrefour Ads in February 2021 

Source: Authors’ concatenation of public information collected from Facebook Ad Library in February 2021  

(https://www.facebook.com/ads/library/? ad_type=all&country=RO&view_all_page_id=170252536439294). 

 

 Carrefour argues that consumers need to pay more attention to what is on their plates, 

especially since the health of the capital natural is at stake if consumption behaviors are not 

sustainable. The French multinational corporation encourages its customers to choose healthy 

locally and sustainably produced food, making it possible to combat global warming and harness 

the local economy at the same time. Additionally, Carrefour (2021) claims that the corporation 
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strives to grow the sales of fresh products especially in the case of those coming from local supply 

chains. Not only that, but Carrefour (2021) also states that they encourage responsible practices 

intending to protect biodiversity. 

 The co-created value along the agri-food chain is beyond the monetary added value. 

Carrefour bonds with Facebook users from Romania on a much deeper and meaningful level. Their 

initiative calls for sustainable agri-food production and consumption patterns and contributes to 

many of the United Nation’s (2015) Sustainable Development Goals. 

 

 
Figure 2. Snapshot of Active Lidl Romania Ads in February 2021 

Source: Authors’ concatenation of public information collected from Facebook Ad Library in February 2021  

(https://www.facebook.com/ads/library/? ad_type=all&country=RO&view_all_page_id=185899758126310). 

 

Lidl is another multinational corporation active in the Romanian agri-food sector that was 

paying Facebook to have ads displayed to Romanian users in February 2021. Similar to Carrefour’s 

initiative, Lidl’s call is specifically focused on encouraging consumers to reduce food waste. 

According to Lidl’s sustainability strategy, the corporation aims to make food accessible to 

everyone, in accordance with United Nation’s (2015) Sustainable Development Goals, as well as 

ensuring that the food is produced, sold, and consumed in such a way that it benefits not only the 
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corporation but producers, people and the planet at the same time (Lidl, 2021). The German 

discounter strives to minimize its food surplus by preventing it in the first instance and, if not 

possible, Lidl works to have it redistributed in agri-food chain. “Feed It Back” and “Waste Not” 

are two of the programs launched by Lidl to minimize its food surplus. By paying Facebook to 

have ad ID 1972490279555593 (included in Figure 2) displayed to Facebook users from Romania, 

Lidl generated 208 reactions, 14 comments, and 3 shares (accessed on 13 February 2021). 

Moreover, the corporation co-created value with Facebook users in a sustainable manner.  

 

 
Figure 3. Snapshot of Active Selgros Romania Ads in February 2021 

Source: Authors’ concatenation of public information collected from Facebook Ad Library in February 2021  

(https://www.facebook.com/ads/library/? ad_type=all&country=RO&view_all_page_id=274362715946707). 

 

 The ads financially supported by Selgros empower a healthy consumer lifestyle, as 

suggested by the concatenated messages displayed in Figure 3. Regarding digital engagement, ad 

ID 484942076241375 received 211 reactions and 26 shares and ad ID 433116554558429 received 

110 reactions, 1 comment, and 6 shares. Through the means of buying digital space from Facebook, 

Selgros raised awareness over important factors that make food consumers well-informed. In ad 

ID 433116554558429, Selgros brings the difference between the concept of bio, eco, and organic 
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products into the spotlight. Co-creating value with Facebook users in the case of Selgros involves 

building bridges to knowledge concerning sustainability and healthy consumption behaviors. With 

this approach, Selgros brings consumers closer to the agri-food producers who practice 

environmentally-friendly farming and processing. Theoretically, this is a win-win situation, but 

there are more than two sides involved – the global agri-food chain is much more complex. Selgros 

facilitates eco-friendly producers to continue producing sustainably, consumers are pushed on the 

path to a healthy lifestyle and Facebook earns income for displaying ads on its platforms. 

 

Conclusions 
The agri-food system has been subject to profound changes in the context of an exacerbated process 

of globalization and digitization. As a result, economic competitiveness is still an actual topic in 

the literature concerning agri-food value chains, but it can no longer be considered without adding 

the sustainability and value co-creation factors into the equation.     

Traditionally, the value chain framework emerged as a marketing management tool focused 

on the analysis of the drivers of business success and value generation. In the chain, each stage 

preceding consumption seeks to offer maximum value to the consumer while improving economic 

performance in the case of the links involved in value creation. Obtaining a competitive advantage 

does not imply working alone, but rather working within a collaborative value chain framework 

where companies action most efficiently together, as members of the chain.  

Value creation involves customers’ creation of value-in-use. However, a new form of value 

has emerged in the value chain. Digitization has been contributing to the paradigm change 

regarding the nature of added value and how it is perceived by consumers. Information systems 

and solutions have been generating innovating and have been reshaping the nature of value – they 

have contributed to value co-creation, a function of interaction. One can notice the pivotal role of 

the interaction between all the links involved in the agri-food chain in order to maximize value and 

to even co-create value through the joint interaction of the links on digital information systems and 

platforms. Exploring the nature of these phenomena was the objective of this study. 

With particular attention paid to the sustainability factor,  a niche marketing analysis 

was carried out in this paper on the nature of the co-created value through the digital engagement 

of multinational agri-food corporations with consumers. The co-creation of value was studied 

based on transparent, open-access data available online in the Facebook Ad Library. 

In the case of the three analyzed multinational corporations active in the Romanian agri-

food value chain, the co-created value was beyond the monetary added value. Carrefour, Lidl, and 

Selgros engaged with the Facebook users from Romania in the spirit of empowering the joint 

collaboration in the race for meeting the Sustainable Development Goals from the 2030 Agenda 

for Sustainable Development. 

This research can be extended by improving the analysis framework concerning value co-

creation. Agri-food chain links can be studied based on a much smaller scale in the case of regional 

or local approaches on the paradigm shift regarding the nature of the added value in rural areas. 

One of the limitations of this research is that the only information solution considered for analysis 

was the one developed by Facebook. Future research should be considered in relation to the rest of 

the most popular digital engagement platforms. 
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