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Abstract: Economics has been trying to understand market functioning for a long time. However,
the neoclassical approach does not satisfy the understanding of the mechanisms that operate in
the construction, stabilization, and transformation of markets. For this reason, economic sociology
proposes to provide subsidies from causal pluralism, rejecting explanatory theories of purely rational
choices. Therefore, the use of sociological theories in the understanding of agri-food markets
is also necessary. In this sense, this work aimed to compare the market for agri-food products
with a geographical indication (GI) between the European Union (EU) and Mercosur, based on
the performance of brands and supermarkets in both regions. For this, we used a data survey of
thousands of products and respective GI registrations in the most prominent online markets of
countries in both regions. We applied analyses that differentiated the economic blocs and used
field theory to explain the phenomena found in the findings. The results indicated the formation
of relevant bands in the GI market, a little voluminous, but capable of crossing borders, a second,
with the majority of GIs found that are only commercialized locally, and a third invisible, where most
products are located, which do not exist in these markets. Furthermore, supermarkets’ own brands
have great relevance and are decisive in building the market.

Keywords: geographical indication; field theory; market construction; e-retail; agri-food market;
economic sociology

1. Introduction

Markets have been studied more deeply since the 18th century. The agri-food market
is one of the firsts. To better understand the construction and the rules of the market, many
economists, sociologists, and social scientists have worked on theories and observations of
empirical facts. Say theorized the law of markets, which addressed the creation of demand
through the production of goods and value creation as a defense of the laissez-faire idea
for the capitalist economy [1]. Since then, the study of markets has taken new and different
directions. Despite the relevant contributions on market functioning, the rules of exchange
and the general parameters of supply and demand of neoclassical economics, this paper
focuses on the economic sociology approach to bring new information and analysis on the
market imperfections that break these rules.

Agri-food markets have different functioning mechanisms depending on the type
of agricultural systems [2]. One niche of this market regards products with a specific
geographical origin, qualities, or a reputation that are due to that origin. These products are
protected by intellectual properties and are called Geographical Indication (GI) products [3].
These products are not only a differentiation tool for market purposes, but also a proposition
to decommodify it [4,5]. Barham points to these products’ natural, human, and historical
factors as key to differentiation [6]. Allaire [7] (p. 63) refers to these factors as “the
immaterialization of food and the institutionalization of quality,” based on Goodman’s
work [8].
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Although GI is a type of intellectual property (IP) protected worldwide by the Agree-
ment on Trade-Related Aspects of Intellectual Property Rights (TRIPS), the rules of eco-
nomic blocs and countries on its details and institutional mechanisms vary significantly [9].
Few studies have deepened the matter on the effects of these differences between the
Mercosur and the (EU) [10], two major economic blocs with global economic impacts. Due
to the presented gap regarding the arena and these two economic blocs, this work aimed to
compare both regarding the brands in play in this niche market.

Although the most comprehensive agreement mentioned above took place in 1994,
the development of protection systems and their respective markets took place in a globally
heterogeneous manner. Therefore, the subject has gained scientific attention in recent
years. However, it has been concentrated in Europe, where this market is more prominent.
However, the reasons for this market to have developed in different ways, producing such
different results still need to be understood. The formation of an economic bloc should
facilitate economic relations among its members, and promote an alignment of ideas and
goals for the development of its members. However, while the European Union has
developed its own system for the recognition, protection, and promotion of these products,
Mercosur, for example, does not have a unified system, depending on the isolated work of
each of its members [9]. Despite this fact, this is only one explanation aspect to approach
the differences between the markets. Another potential influence on the development of
these markets is the performance of private firms. Therefore, this work aimed to investigate
the difference in the relationships between brands found in supermarkets in countries of
both blocs, Mercosur and EU, and the development of the market for agri-food products
with GI through the variety of products and brands in the existing universe.

The resourcefulness of the European market in this market niche is notorious, even
serving as a model for other countries. However, which reasons and factors explain
the differentiated performance in the European market? The difference in the numbers
demonstrates a more significant capacity concerning other blocs to materialize food culture.
Nonetheless, does this expressive number of records also emerge in exchange arenas such as
supermarkets? Moreover, do economic blocs influence the market for these products from
a business point of view? The South American region in question has a great diversity of
agri-food and cultural products. Therefore, studies that seek to understand the differences
between the markets of different economic blocs beyond the normative ones are necessary.

Mercosur and the European Union are two economic blocs of global importance.
Both were created with the purpose of promoting regional development policies for their
members according to local characteristics and cultures through the improvement of extra-
national governance. The EU presents a unified system for the bloc, while Mercosur does
not. Their divergent performances in the agri-food products market partly reflect this
normative difference. However, it is not a sufficient explanatory condition. Therefore, the
investigation between these two blocs needs greater attention from the point of view of
other actors involved in this market. In the present work, this refers to the firms.

The influence of institutions on markets has been vastly documented [11–14], even on
agri-food markets [9,15,16]. However, there is more to find out and deepen the understand-
ing of its functioning. Many works approach this market regarding producers [17–20],
development [21–23], or consumer issues [24–27]. Moreover, there is also a need to ap-
proach this market from the arena’s perspective. Little work has been done on the matter,
especially in a comparative perspective of economic blocs. For this reason, this work
regards the arena of exchange on the market of GI agri-food products.

Therefore, the objective of this work was to compare the e-retail market of GI agri-food
products between Mercosur and the EU regarding the brands. To answer this question, this
work used institutional approaches from sociological tools such as economic sociology pro-
vided by theories of Fligstein [11,28–31], Fligstein and Dauter [32], and Allaire [15,16,33,34].
The institutional perspective has been growing on economic approaches. However, since
the formation of the classical and neoclassical schools, several economic questions have
remained unanswered due to the limits of their explanatory capacity. This gap allowed new
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authors to propose theories of a sociological nature through the lens of social construction
to investigate markets. Since the formation of the classical and neoclassical schools, several
economic questions have remained unanswered due to the limits of their explanatory
capacity. Since then, authors such as North have proposed including institutions as a
structuring part of economic and social development [13]. More recently, authors like
Acemoğlu [14,35–37], Fligstein [11,28,29,32,38], and Powell and DiMaggio [39] have intro-
duced new elements and enriched the debate about the involvement of institutions in the
construction of markets.

To answer the present question, this work proposes to look at the brands on e-
commerce of retailing supermarkets from both the EU and Mercosur’s countries quantita-
tively. The supermarkets surveyed are from Portugal, Spain, France, Italy, Greece, Germany,
and Poland on the EU side and Brazil, Argentina, Paraguay, and Uruguay on Mercosur’s
side. To analyze and properly compare both economic blocs, this work used an institutional
perspective from the economic sociology approach to investigate the influence of brands on
this market. The support will be provided from the collected data among the supermarkets
from the countries mentioned above.

The present compared analysis hopes to collaborate to the market investigation of GI
agri-food products and go further and reveal issues of market functioning. In addition,
economic sociology will provide tools to understand the embeddedness of institutions and
companies on GI agri-food towards market control.

Firstly, the work presents the major issues on the GI market, its origins, and production
logic. Then, in the same section, it brings the state of the art of economic, sociological
approaches, oriented by an institutional perspective, as well as the main theories, to sustain
the future analysis. Finally, it ends the section by presenting the present situation of both
economic blocs.

Then, the methodology is presented to build the parameters of data collection from
e-retail supermarkets towards product characterization, brand specification, and visual
tools in order to analyze and compare the GI markets on both blocs properly.

Afterward, we display the results expressed in the methodology section, containing
the numbers found and graphical data. Then, we discuss the results according to the
theoretical tools provided and their market implications, developing explanations to the
differences and proposition to stakeholders. Finally, we summarize the findings and
developments of the work and suggestions for future works, as well as commercial and
public policies regarding geographical indication agri-food products.

The present study, by approaching the relationship of products and brands most
present in online supermarkets in both regions, aims to contribute to the understanding
of the operating mechanisms in this market niche. With this, elements are added to
understand the behavior of private organizations in the construction of this market. Thus,
this investigation presents new possible paths that still need to be further developed in
specific fields in food sectors or other marketing channels.

2. Agri-Food GI Market

The globalization process pushed agri-food production towards massification and
standardization of goods [2,40,41]. This process originates from the development of an
intensification process of standardized products and the assembly line, defined as neo-
Fordist [42–44]. This transformation of capitalist world logic is based on homogenous
production and consumption from low complexity production systems. However, as a
countermovement of such a process, initiatives towards attribution of quality and meaning
seek cultural-related agri-food products [6]. GI products can answer this demand since
localized agri-food systems bring valuable assets to this market [45,46].

Nevertheless, it is well-known that GI products also function as a significant marketing
tool [10–14] and pay bonus prices [47,48]. Furthermore, it is necessary to look at this market
from the retailers’ and sellers’ perspectives. However, there still lacks researches on this
matter in recent literature. Moreover, most of these works regard only single or few
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products [18,22,49–52]. Considering such a gap, this work focuses on studying GI products
sold in retail supermarkets through e-commerce.

The agri-food sector addressed in this paper, despite being the result of historical
constructions of products, has in e-retail a possible new path for marketing and expansion
of the market. In the online field, there is still a lot to be studied and it shows up as
ample room for advances. In this sense, studies show that the online marketing capacity
of productive groups in their own channels still operates in a suboptimal capacity and is
significantly heterogeneous [53,54]. On the other hand, the price paid for these products is
higher [24,55–57]. However, the sales channels are still diffuse and there are few studies
dedicated to the marketing of these products on online platforms.

The agrarian system developed in each region is significantly due to its formation.
Such structure impacts the development of the GI niche. The significant difference can
be seen in the numbers of registers on both blocs, which also reflects on academic work.
Many of them focus on the European context due to its pioneers’ system or the number of
products. Nevertheless, few works approach the South American market and even less in
a comparative manner, which justifies attention. The dimensional and populational differ-
ences between the European Union (EU) and the Southern Common Market (Mercosur) are
abundantly clear. However, there is still much to investigate between the GI market differ-
ences between them. Despite the bloc difference, there are also differences intra-bloc [9,50].
Dias and Mendes, for example, show that most published papers regarding GI are about
Mediterranean countries and are primarily empirical [50]. Thus, there is also a lack of a
comparative approach to this niche market in different contexts and its effects and causes.

Since Adam Smith’s [58] and Say’s [1] works on economics and markets, much has
been studied on market comprehension. Despite the numerous differences in assumptions
and theoretical lines developed by researchers, the knowledge of economics has grown
significantly. Early in history, the field of economics was dominated by an understanding
that markets should be as free as possible with little or no interference by the state, sustained
on liberal ideas. Such approach, developed over time, became dominant and is called
classical, neoclassical, or even orthodox. However, other ideas gained life across the
last century.

Nonetheless, at the beginning of the studies of economic phenomena, authors such
as Weber, Durkheim, and Simmel used socially constructed methods to improve com-
prehension of such events. Thus, they founded the intersection between economics and
sociology. These authors observed that institutions and other economic structures play
some roles over economic issues. Furthermore, their work noticed that such phenomena
are socially constructed through their relations with religion, social relations, state and
other factors. However, the field of economic sociology remained dormant for years as an
active academic area until recent events.

Despite the use of the term “embeddedness” firstly used by Polanyi [59], it was
Granovetter who developed its characterization. For Polanyi, economy and social rela-
tions cannot be dissociated. However, there must be an appropriate discussion on the
embeddedness of both in market economies, characterizing his substantivist argumenta-
tion [59]. In 1985, Granovetter wrote “Economic Action and Social Structure: The Problem
of Embeddedness” [60], brought new life to the study of economic phenomena trying
to fill the empty space left by orthodox economics. Among authors, Swedberg, White,
Zelizer, MacKenzie, Beckert, and others led the analysis of economic matters towards new
perspectives. This movement started to be called New Economic Sociology (NES). The NES
“involves a body of study and research aimed at establishing the links between economic
and social phenomena,” as summarized by Trigilia [61] (p. 1).

Nevertheless, even the NES has its various approaches. The most common categoriza-
tion of lines is that previously presented by Fligstein and Dauter [32] and Fourcade [62],
three major theoretical paths to better comprehend the functioning of markets. These are
networks [60,63–66], performativity [67–71] and institutions [11,28,38,39,72]. Due to the
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embedded relations of the state on the construction and regulation of the market regarding
IP-protected products, the present work betakes the institutionalist via.

Institutional economics focuses on the relationship between customs, state, and norms,
formal or informal, among people or groups as market makers. Despite the differences
between authors regarding the most appropriate definition, they all assume that markets
and the economy result from complex interactions between participating actors, condi-
tioned by the specific circumstances of each one. Such an interpretation of the functioning
and origins of economic phenomena places it as heterodox in this field by opposing to
neoclassical economics approach.

The core of this theoretical line lay in learning, bounded rationality, and evolution.
However, due to the theoretical progress of neoclassical economics, the NES also pro-
gressed and began to consider organizations, information, property rights, and transaction
costs [29,38,39] in the form of neo-institutionalism.

Since North developed an institutional theory toward economics by rejecting economic
agents’ pure rationality, much work has been done. The author first relied on the relevance
of institutions on markets by defining constraint as a set of formal and informal rules in
order to promote a stable environment on the market and society [13]. Then, he developed
a theory on how institutions operate towards reducing asymmetry to reduce transactions
costs [73]. His work brought new perspectives on market functioning due to multicausal
factors and institutional relevance, despite his attachment to neoclassical thought.

After him, the NES was probably the field of research that has put major efforts into
the involvement between institutions and the market. Authors such as Fligstein, Trigilia,
and DiMaggio built theories on how these institutions affect markets. Block, for example,
discussed the illusion of capitalist societies and economies by criticizing the common
sense that markets are autonomous and self-regulated [74]. DiMaggio, on the other hand,
focused more on organizations. In DiMaggio and Powell’s work, the authors developed
the argument related to the practices of organizations reaching for legitimacy in order
to achieve trust and a tendency towards stability. Trigilia, on his side, built up a more
conceptual formation of economic sociology and its sociological origins [61], although
he also has worked on the analysis of local production systems development [75] and,
additionally to this work, is his theory on “‘embedded autonomy’ of political action,” in
which the author argues on the relativity of social capital and the interaction between it
political institutions [76].

Another theoretical approached that gained relevance in market analysis and explana-
tion is the field theory. It gained life with Bordieu’s work based on an agency-structure
framework. The functioning of these structures obeys a hierarchical basis resulted from
the struggle of social actors subordinated by power and class relations towards dominant
positions [77,78]. Bourdieu built his theory on the habitus, understanding that the behavior
of actors does not result from strictly rational decisions, but a set of their gut feelings and
institutions [78,79].

At last, Fligstein developed the concept of field theory based on the understanding
that “most social actions occur in social arenas where actors know one another and take
one another into account in their action” [80] (p. 237). The author, along with McAdam,
developed the theory on the premise that the world is made of constructed social orders
in which incumbents and challengers compete to the dominance of the structure [81,82].
Fligstein argued on the existence of “meso-level” social orders. These orders are organized
by individual and collective actors in hierarchical form and engage in disputes from
towards dominance of a field. This struggle between incumbents and challengers leads to
markets’ creation, stabilization, and transformation [81].

Finally, Fligstein also developed the concept of social skill as a trigger to induce
cooperation in the theory of fields. By focusing on the construction of local orders, the
author rejects both rational choice and pure sociological versions [28]. Social skill, rooted
in the symbolic interaction throughout the conceptions of Mead, Goffman, and Giddens, is
based on the social process of assimilating the role of each actor according to their position
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in the field and how they behave in front of pre-existing rules. As a result, the behavior of
the actors promotes its creation, stabilization, or transformation [28].

This paper develops under the neo-institutionalist frame to understand the difference
of mechanics of Mercosur and the EU GI market. Or, in an adaptation of Fourcade, how
do each embedded contexts of brands, supermarkets, and GI products operate to stabilize
markets [62]? However, there is also a crucial component derived from the field theory.
Nonetheless, the neo-institutionalist approach itself does not satisfy the full explanation of
this aspect of the market. For that, field theory also will provide support.

3. Methodology

Considering that “markets are socially constructed arenas where repeated exchanges
occur between buyers and sellers under a set of formal and informal rules governing
relations among competitors, suppliers, and customers” Fligstein and Calder [83] (p. 1),
the data collected must be analyzed under these circumstances. Therefore, the present
work collected data on all GI products on the markets and the differences between both
economic blocs. This work attempted to map the commerce of these products on retail
supermarkets and hypermarkets through online shopping. To do such a survey on the
market, on all supermarkets’ websites, the address used to simulate was the city-center of
the country’s most populated city, if required. All GI agri-food products registered on the
EU or Mercosur database were considered. Only agri-food products were collected and
evaluated for this work; wines, spirits, and aromatized wines were not considered. The
product categorization utilized was from the EU, as presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Product categorization.

Category Description

1.1 Fresh meat
1.2 Meat products
1.3 Cheeses
1.4 Other products of animal origin
1.5 Oils and fats
1.6 Fruits, vegetables and cereals fresh or processed
1.7 Fresh fish, mollusks and crustaceans and derived
1.8 Others such as spices
2.1 Beers
2.2 Chocolate and derived
2.3 Bread, pastry, cakes and alike
2.4 Beverages from plant extracts
2.5 Pasta
2.6 Salt
2.7 Natural gums and resins
2.8 Mustard paste
2.9 Hay
2.10 Essential oils
2.11 Cork
2.12 Cochineal
2.13 Flowers and ornamental plants
2.14 Cotton
2.15 Wool
2.16 Wicker
2.17 Scutched flax
2.18 Leather
2.19 Fur
2.20 Feather

Source: Author. Own elaboration based on categorization provided by the EU [84].
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The first measure to be taken is to establish the parameters that allow the comparison
performed in this work. The first and fundamental aspect is the comparison between
economic blocs. Mercosur and the EU are institutions built and maintained by countries
around the joint development of their member states, despite some differences in format.
Both have agreements and rules regarding IP protection, and specifically in GI, with slight
differences between the categories, as discussed by Fracarolli [9]. However, for comparison
purposes, some considerations should be kept. While Mercosur has five member states,
one of which is currently suspended, and the EU has 27 member states. Consequently,
we need a comparative adaptation. Furthermore, the number of agri-food products with
GIs registered in the two blocs is significantly different [9]. For these reasons, in order to
ensure greater representation of both, it is reasonable to use a larger sample of EU countries
to Mercosur. Therefore, it was possible to collect information from all active Mercosur
members and a selection of seven countries was carefully picked from the EU, which
account for more than 80% of the total number of registrations of GI products in the EU.
Furthermore, for the results to become comparable, the figures must present numbers in
relative terms and not in absolute terms so that there is no distortion.

Before searching the products sold in all countries, it was necessary to find the existing
GIs. The universe of products and its classification and categorization used was the official
listing of the EU and Mercosur’s countries’. On the European side, this work examined
the EU database at eAmbrosia [84]. Overseas, the considered data were from the avail-
able dataset from each authority from Argentina, Brazil, Paraguay, and Uruguay [85–87].
However, data from Paraguay and Uruguay still lack product registers, although Uruguay
has GI wines. Since this work does not contemplate wines, spirits, or aromatized wines,
there were no products from Uruguay or Paraguay. The work considered the types of GIs
according to the respective laws of each economic bloc or country since Mercosur and the
EU have different mechanisms of protecting these IP products, as observed by Fracarolli [9]
and presented in Table 2.

Table 2. Types of GIs.

Type Description

PDO Protected Designation of Origin
PGI Protected Geographical Indication
TSG Traditional Specialities Guaranteed
DO Denominação de Origem (Designation of Origin)
IP Indicação de Procedência (Indication of Source)
IG Indicación Geográfica (Geographical Indication)

Source: Author.

The research contemplates four major grocery retail supermarkets from each country
with an active and functional website for online shopping for data collection. There-
fore, this work went through four supermarkets in each country of Mercosur, totalizing
16 supermarkets. In the EU, the investigation went through four supermarkets’ websites in
seven countries, totalizing 28 supermarkets. The criterion for the seven countries from the
EU was the most relevant ones on this market. Thus, in Mercosur, all active members were
considered and from the EU, representing over 80% of its GI registers, ensuring relevant
representation. Furthermore, all products with a GI label registered in the respective coun-
try were considered for each supermarket. The collection of data was realized between
2 January and 28 February of 2021.

After the established research parameters, we accessed the website of the 28 super-
markets as discussed and registered all agri-food products with GI belonging to any
database mentioned among all the products made available on the e-commerce platform of
these retails.
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4. Results

The results from the survey brought 289 different GIs on the EU’s market and
25 different GIs on Mercosur’s market, with 1784 and 388 different products, respectively.
Additionally, the data in Supplementary Materials has information about the number of
brands in each country.

The first notable aspect of the survey is the number of GI registers from within found
face the number of existing GIs from within (Table 3). There is an underrepresentation of
IP-protected products.

Table 3. GIs found versus existing GIs.

Economic Bloc GIs Found Existing GIs Percentage

European Union 286 1414 20.23%
Mercosur 6 53 11.32%

Source: Author.

Table 3 shows a significant difference in the number of existent registered GIs and the
ones found on the survey. The commerce through e-retail in major supermarkets has shown
that most GI products do not belong to this channel. Only a small, however significant,
portion of these products is sold to final customers this way.

4.1. European Union

Fracarolli’s work demonstrated the difference in the legal structure between the EU
and Mercosur and the institutional effects on the markets of each region [9]. However,
in addition to government involvement, there are also aspects that involve firms in this
market.

Table 5 shows the number of brands that commercialize such products. It considers
the brands by GI products, by category and the total amount. It is clear that only a few
companies participate in this market through this way of commerce.

Table 4. The number of brands found in the EU.

Country GI Category Products Per
Category

Total
Products

Brands Per
Category Total Brands Ratio Per

Category Total Ratio

France

1.1 6

462

3

83

2

5.57

1.2 35 15 2.33
1.3 267 48 5.56
1.4 13 5 2.6
1.5 19 10 1.9
1.6 77 10 7.7
1.8 36 14 2.57
2.5 4 2 2
2.6 5 3 1.67

Germany

1.2 46

174

12

43

3.83

4.05

1.3 103 24 4.29
1.4 3 1 3
1.5 5 3 1.67
1.6 7 5 1.4
1.8 4 3 1.33
2.3 4 3 1.33
2.5 2 1 2



Agronomy 2021, 11, 2385 9 of 21

Table 5. Cont.

Country GI Category Products Per
Category

Total
Products

Brands Per
Category Total Brands Ratio Per

Category Total Ratio

Greece

1.2 3

283

2

87

1.5

3.25

1.3 235 67 3.51
1.5 11 6 1.83
1.6 26 14 1.86
1.8 2 0 N/A 1

2.3 4 3 1.33
2.7 2 0 N/A 1

Italy

1.1 1

330

0

65

N/A 1

5.08

1.2 67 22 3.05
1.3 130 18 7.22
1.4 1 0 N/A 1

1.5 8 6 1.33
1.6 31 11 2.82
1.8 17 9 1.89
2.1 2 1 2
2.3 15 8 1.88
2.5 58 3 19.33

Poland

1.2 21

208

10

61

2.1

3.41

1.3 145 39 3.72
1.5 10 5 2
1.6 1 1 1
1.7 11 1 11
1.8 20 8 2.5

Portugal

1.1 5

199

2

56

2.5

3.55

1.2 27 14 1.93
1.3 94 29 3.24
1.4 2 2 1
1.5 38 12 3.17
1.6 23 3 7.67
1.8 10 4 2.5

Spain

1.1 51

128

6

32

8.5

4

1.2 16 10 1.6
1.3 31 16 1.94
1.5 1 1 1
1.6 18 8 2.25
1.8 7 3 2.33
2.3 4 2 2

1 Not Available. Source: Author.

The presented table shows the number of products and brands found on the EU’s
e-retail markets survey. It shows that the number of products varies significantly between
the bloc countries and the number of brands. The overall ratio among EU countries is
between 3.25 and 5.57 products per brand. France and Italy are the most concentrated
markets. On the other side, Greece and Poland are the least concentrated.

Additionally, the cheese category has the most products in all countries, except in
Spain, where meat products prevail. On isolated categories, the most concentrated are
the pasta in Italy, fresh fish, mollusks, and crustaceans and derived in Poland, and fresh
meat in Spain. On the other hand, the less concentrated with more than one product are
other animal products from Portugal and Italy, and other products such as spices and
bread, pastry, cakes, and alike from Germany and Greece. Finally, only 13 categories out of
28 appeared on the survey.
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Another aspect of the market is the ratio of GI registers related to the number of
brands found in the survey in each country. Figure 1 shows that most GIs do not appear in
the market in many brands. Additionally, no country had more than 29% of GIs with four
or more brands in its supermarkets in all surveyed countries. In this case, France was the
one with the most relative variety of brands in GIs. On the other hand, Spain had 80% of
the GIs found under only one brand or no brand.

Agronomy 2021, 11, x FOR PEER REVIEW  10  of  21 
 

 

Another aspect of  the market  is  the  ratio of GI  registers  related  to  the number of 

brands found in the survey in each country. Figure 1 shows that most GIs do not appear 

in the market in many brands. Additionally, no country had more than 29% of GIs with 

four or more brands in its supermarkets in all surveyed countries. In this case, France was 

the one with the most relative variety of brands in GIs. On the other hand, Spain had 80% 

of the GIs found under only one brand or no brand.   

 

Figure 1. Percentage of brands per GI products in each country of EU. Own elaboration. 

The data presented in Figure 1 demonstrate that most products with GI have very 

few players  in all countries surveyed. The data presented  in Figure 1 demonstrate that 

most products with GI have very few players in all countries surveyed. There are at least 

36% of GIs with no or only one brand in all of them. France is the country with the lowest 

percentage. Likewise, it was also the country with the highest percentage of GIs with four 

or more brands on virtual shelves. The most prominent case is Spain, where 80% of the 

GIs found even have a brand. At the same time, it also proved to be the country with the 

lowest percentage of GIs represented by four or more brands.   

Finally, in Figure 2, it is possible to observe the result of the research regarding the 

number of GIs where at least one of the supermarkets sampled has its own brand in the 

commercialization of agri‐food products protected with this type of IP. 

Figure 2 above shows the result, in each EU sampled country, of the corresponding 

percentage of GIs with at least one private label among the supermarkets observed. The 

results point to a massive presence of these brands in the market in question. The lower 

highlights are due to Poland and Greece, where 28% of GIs have at least one brand of their 

own in the markets observed. At the other end, France stands out, where 70% of the GIs 

found have their own brands in the supermarkets sampled. 

Figure 1. Percentage of brands per GI products in each country of EU. Own elaboration.

The data presented in Figure 1 demonstrate that most products with GI have very
few players in all countries surveyed. The data presented in Figure 1 demonstrate that
most products with GI have very few players in all countries surveyed. There are at least
36% of GIs with no or only one brand in all of them. France is the country with the lowest
percentage. Likewise, it was also the country with the highest percentage of GIs with four
or more brands on virtual shelves. The most prominent case is Spain, where 80% of the
GIs found even have a brand. At the same time, it also proved to be the country with the
lowest percentage of GIs represented by four or more brands.

Finally, in Figure 2, it is possible to observe the result of the research regarding the
number of GIs where at least one of the supermarkets sampled has its own brand in the
commercialization of agri-food products protected with this type of IP.

Figure 2 above shows the result, in each EU sampled country, of the corresponding
percentage of GIs with at least one private label among the supermarkets observed. The
results point to a massive presence of these brands in the market in question. The lower
highlights are due to Poland and Greece, where 28% of GIs have at least one brand of their
own in the markets observed. At the other end, France stands out, where 70% of the GIs
found have their own brands in the supermarkets sampled.
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4.2. Mercosur

Beyond formal institutional and governmental influence, markets operate under infor-
mal rules that may vary in each region. In the following subsection, we present the results
found on the South American e-retail supermarkets survey according to previously specified.

Table 6 shows the number of brands that commercialize such products. It considers
the brands by GI products, by category and the total amount. It is clear that only a few
companies participate in this market through this way of commerce.

Table 6. The number of brands found on Mercosur.

Country GI Category Products per
Category

Total
Products

Brands per
Category Total Brands Ratio per

Category Total Ratio

Argentina
1.2 22

180
5

37
4.4

4.861.3 10 7 1.43
1.8 148 25 5.92

Brazil

1.2 16

60

7

23

2.29

2.61
1.3 16 7 2.29
1.5 5 2 2.5
1.6 2 0 N/A 1

1.8 21 7 3.0

Paraguay
1.2 7

43
2

13
3.5

3.311.3 13 6 2.17
1.8 23 5 4.6

Uruguay
1.2 38

105
10

29
3.8

3.621.3 43 12 3.58
1.8 24 7 3.43

1 Not Available. Source: Author. Own elaboration.

The presented table shows the number of products and brands found on the survey
on Mercosur’s e-retail markets. It shows that the number of products varies significantly
between the bloc countries and the number of brands. The overall ratio among Mercosur’s
countries is between 2.61 and 4.86 products per brand. Argentina is the most concentrated
market of this niche. On the other side, Brazil is the least concentrated.
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Additionally, the 1.8 category (other such as spices) is the one with most products in
all countries, except in Uruguay, where cheese prevails. On isolated categories, the most
concentrated are the 1.8 category in Argentina, mainly due to mate. On the other hand,
the cheese category is less concentrated with more than one product, also from Argentina.
Finally, only five categories out of 28 appeared on the survey.

Another aspect of the market is the ratio of GI registers related to the number of brands
found in the survey in each country. Figure 3 shows that most GIs do not appear in the
market in many brands. Additionally, no Mercosur country had more than 18% of GIs with
four or more brands in its supermarkets in all surveyed countries. In this case, Argentina
was the one with the most relative variety of brands in GIs. On the other hand, Argentina
also had 64% of the GIs found under only one brand or no brand at all, although very close
to Brazil (62%) and Paraguay (63%). This fact demonstrates the relative uniformity of the
bloc to brand concentration in Mercosur’s market.
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The data presented in Figure 3 demonstrate that most products with GI have very
few players in all countries surveyed. There are at least 40% of GIs with only one brand or
none at all in all of them. Uruguay is the country with the lowest percentage. Likewise,
Argentina had the highest percentage of GIs with four or more brands on virtual shelves
(18%). At the same time, Uruguay, Paraguay, and Brazil tied on the percentage of GIs
represented by four or more brands.

Finally, in Figure 4, it is possible to observe the result of the research regarding the
number of GIs where at least one of the supermarkets sampled has its own brand in the
commercialization of agri-food products protected with this type of IP.

Figure 4 above shows the result of the corresponding percentage of GIs with at least
one private label among the supermarkets observed in each Mercosur sampled country.
Again, the results point to a rare presence of these brands in the market in question. The
lower highlights are due to Uruguay and Paraguay, where no GIs have a brand of their own
in the markets observed. At the other end, Argentina stands out, where 9% of the GIs found
have their own brands in the supermarkets sampled. Again, however, the demonstrated
sample opposes that found in the EU.
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5. Discussion

The following discussion is based on the results found from the samples performed as
previously described. Since the sampling seeks to make the two blocs comparable, as they
follow the same methodology, balanced by their proportionalities, the results express the
existing reality and not sample weakness. Nevertheless, the glaring difference between the
numbers found reinforces the need to understand the mechanisms that make the market
for agri-food products with GI express such a difference.

The presented results bring new information about the market construction of GI
agri-food products. The actors involved play a crucial role. The findings show that either
in the EU or in Mercosur, the products found on the survey are from a restricted number of
brands, which means that only major companies can penetrate the market. Each GI indeed
has its major players, although the number of brands per category and the number per GI
allow us to infer that these companies are even more restricted and commercialize more
than one product within the same category.

These results are in line with research carried out that point to the difficulty of produc-
tive groups to insert themselves in online marketing channels [53,54]. Given the number of
existing records, the potential of this market niche is clear, as well as the need to improve
the flow and sale of goods.

Secondly, in both Mercosur and the EU, only a small percentage of the categories
appear in the market [10]. Nevertheless, among the categories of products found, some of
them stand out. For example, category 1.3 (cheese) is the category with the highest number
of brands (and products) in all countries surveyed. Although the proportion of products
by brand varies between countries, the relevance of this type of product in this market
is significant. Even across countries, there are slight differences in the global proportion
of products by brands. From the perspective of economic blocs, Mercosur is slightly less
concentrated. However, there are also fewer brands and fewer products.

The study of brands in this market remains poorly studied. However, a significant
part of studies related to GIs focus on certain products such as olive oil [22,27,56,88]
and wines [18,52,89,90] in European markets and coffee [4,49,51,91,92] in South American
markets. Although wine is not part of this research, the others do not necessarily reflect the
greater significance found in supermarket e-retail.

Thirdly, there is a clear difference in the number of products and the number of brands
involved between Mercosur and the EU. The European market for agri-food products with
GI has a more substantial presence in e-retail than in the South American market. There
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are a more significant number of companies involved in this market, although it is slightly
more concentrated, due to the more significant number of products as well. In different
ways, the role of the supermarkets’ own brands in question is also relevant. The massive
presence in European markets is notorious and almost non-existent in South American
markets. Such presence denotes both the way supermarkets understand these products as
strategic for the business and the effect caused by their entry, boosting and serving as a
trigger for the products, like France, which has 70% of GIs with at least one private label
product in the markets for sale. Even Poland and Greece, which had the lowest percentages
in European terms, are three times more significant than Argentina. This Mercosur country
had the most prominent presence of supermarkets’ own brands.

The low number of studies that look at the South American market has been previously
evidenced, mainly in studies that deal with the market in a broad spectrum and not directed
to specific products. However, some studies point to the preference between brands and
GIs among producers as a differential factor [19,93,94], while this does not necessarily need
to be an option, but their combination, aligned with the productive segment and political
configuration, may have more promising effects.

The results extracted from this research allow us to infer that few brands dominate
this market both in Mercosur and in the EU. Moreover, in this market, where those who
trade and place themselves simultaneously as an exchange arena and as one of the points,
that of the seller, these products stand out and are made dynamic. Additionally, agri-food
products with GI are restricted to a few categories, and a few GIs are represented.

Nevertheless, the demonstrated endogeneity of the market still suggests that it is
not just a matter of valuing local products, but of a potential market protectionism, as
previously discussed [95–98], even though it needs to be further developed.

However, a few GIs manage to be marketed in countries outside their origin, but
within the bloc. Even fewer products manage to be marketed outside the economic bloc.
These players, despite being larger, constitute a very narrow product category, but with
economic power and potentially influential in institutions. This group will be called the
Upper Band. Thus, the actors in play closer or more embedded in the state have an
advantage towards market control.

A significant part of the products sampled is only present in their countries of origin.
The restriction, including intra-bloc, shows the low mobility and influence of local brands
and supermarkets that sell these products. This fact configures the second level of products
on the market that are restricted to local commerce, local brands, and have economic
relevance. This group will be called the Intermediate Band.

Finally, a third and significant range of product categories are registered in their
national and international systems, but do not appear in the markets, either because they
no longer exist, or because they do not have brands capable of placing them in their
respective marketing arenas, such as supermarkets in urban centers, or because they are
only marketed locally, through local exchange systems. This group will be called the Lower
Band. All these bands designated above make up a market conformation system as set out
in Figure 5.

As previously mentioned, the institutions provide the structure in which this market
is built. The construction of this market, especially in this arena, places different categories
of players in the dispute. As shown in Figure 5, the three distinct groups characterized by
agri-food products compete for space in the respective market—different GIs postulate
market dominance as theorized by Fligstein and McAdam [82]. However, in the present
market, there are invisible actors who must be appropriately considered.

It is clear that the dispute between incumbents and challengers is settled and visible.
However, other actors may be present trying to participate in the market, but they are not.
Thus, considering that all GIs are registered in their respective systems, regardless of the
country or economic bloc in which they are located, there is a detachment of the agri-food
products niche. Thus, it configures the formation of this market due to their differentiation,
through IP protection through GI, to the respective products.
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Therefore, the protection afforded to the products and GIs found do justice to their
existence and provide an existential nexus. These records provide the creation and partic-
ipation of a different market. However, according to Fracarolli [10], around 80% of GIs
in the EU and 90% in Mercosur are not present in e-retail supermarkets. In this sense,
it is understandable that producers seek to protect the fruit of labor, history, and their
environments [6]. A portion seeks registration as a form of protection for their intellectual
property. Another portion sees registration as a marketing strategy, precisely to be able to
participate in the market in question.

However, the significant portion of GIs that exist but are in a situation of invisibility
raises the question of the very reason for their existence. These GIs neither protect these
products nor serve as a marketing strategy, whether due to pressure from established GIs or
inaccessibility to the market. In this sense, patrimonialization serves only as a productive
or active whim for constructing regional identity but not as a market asset.

This same patrimonialization that materializes the local heritage is very useful to
this product category [99]. However, the expenditure of time and public resources in
the registration of these products in order to grow the market brings a reflection on the
need to build coordinated and strategic actions regarding the formation of policies for the
development of these products capable of sharing economic, environmental, labor factors
and cultural.

The phenomenon observed here refers to the massive number of GIs that exist and
are not present in the markets. We will call the Mirage Principle those who seek protective
registration due to a possible entry into the market and are unable to do so. Analogously,
we will call the phenomenon that affects those who seek protection for a product that does
not have the threat of usurpation of the region’s reputation for the product as the Hollow
Principle. All of these constitute invisible actors who, in some way, are present in the
market as a socially constructed environment, but who are not perceived either by brands
or by the exchange arenas.

Then, as Bordieu first developed (however applied to different contexts), the field
GI product market is also ruled by fields [77]. It is a power field displayed by a set of
products granted to supermarkets and major brands that end up struggling towards market
dominance. This competition, however, leaves the actual products and productive effort
on a secondary relevance.

Fligstein highlights the formation of social fields as a theoretical organizational pro-
posal for forming markets [28]. The proposal, as mentioned earlier, presents adequate
and plausible explanations for this empirical study. Moreover, by situating the fields like
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construction and means of a dispute of firms, theory and practice come closer, as shown in
Figure 5. Likewise, the cooperation between actors in order to obtain gains in the present
market, as is typical of the producers of this nature of products, without which there would
be no formation of terroir, as a result of the previously discussed symbolic interaction-
ism, and finally, how actors use the structures proposed by the State to build the market
in question.

Among the proposals made by Fligstein in the article “Social Skill and the Theory of
Fields” [28], some of them could be verified and applied in the present empirical work.
Proposal 3 (p. 117), for example, “Skilled social actors incumbent groups in stable fields
will use existing rules and resources to reproduce their power,” demonstrates how the
Upper Band GIs use the established rules of protection regulation to exercise power and
dominate the market and defend their status quo, as proposed in 6 (p. 118). Such proposals
are echoed in the findings of this research. The Upper Band as the incumbents and the
Intermediate Band as challengers for the present market. The commercial success of the GI
minority in the Upper Band works as a social skill that motivates others to cooperate in the
same direction.

In addition to providing a theoretical framework for the market in question, Fligstein’s
proposals allow for discoveries about the functioning of markets. As discussed, although
firms use the structural framework built by the State for market development [9,16,33], the
massive presence of invisible actors shows the degree of imperfection in the institutional
performance of rule makers, even in different systems. Thus, in addition to the construction
of regulation being decisive in the formation of markets of this nature, it is equally necessary
that institutions act in a coordinated manner in order to make them more functional
and inclusive.

Finally, this article fulfills its objective of comparing the Mercosur and EU economic
blocs regarding the role of brands in constructing the market for agri-food products with
geographical indication. To this end, it uses the organizational theory proposed by eco-
nomic sociology. The findings of this study contribute to the development of explanations
of the functioning of markets as a social construction and reject simplistic explanations
arising from the actors’ rational choices. Supported by neo-institutionalism, we find gaps
in the State’s role in making it more functional, despite the differences between regions. In
this sense, further studies can advance the explanation and inclusion of invisible actors
in this market. Likewise, more studies on consumer behavior towards these products can
add value to academia and society.

6. Conclusions

This study sought to investigate the role of brands in the market for agri-food products
with GI in Mercosur and the EU through data collected in e-retail supermarkets. To this
end, it collected information on the products offered and their GIs in four markets of each
active Mercosur member and four markets of the seven most significant countries in terms
of EU GI registrations.

To properly understand the functioning of markets from the perspective of brands,
we sought to use the theoretical basis of organizations and economic sociology. In this
sense, we understand that the Theory of Fields, rooted in the propositions of Bourdieu
and Fligstein, provides a solid basis for understanding the market in question. The theory
proposes forming fields of influence in which the actors involved in constructing markets
compete or cooperate in occupying market positions. Thus, as they occupy certain positions,
they tend to be copied and challenged.

The findings in this investigation reveal the formation of fields of influence of brands
and GIs on the market. This formation takes place in an Upper Band, where GIs that are in
markets beyond the country of origin and even in other economic blocs are consolidated
products made up of significant brands or used by supermarket brands. There is an
Intermediate Band, made up of local products and marketed only locally and the majority
appears in the markets. Moreover, there is also a Lower Band in which GIs do not show up
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in the markets and are most records. The latter is formed by invisible actors who either no
longer exist, cannot enter markets, or exist only in a localized sphere. In this case, the IP
registration through GI does not make sense from a commercial point of view, neither to
protect immaterial goods nor as a marketing strategy, incurring in what we call the Mirage
Principle or Hollow Principle. Therefore, in the search for the same success, the actors
reproduce the search for GI as a strategy of the dominant actors [100]. However, most end
up incurring in the Mirage Principle.

The participation of supermarkets regarding the use of private labels in agri-food
products with GI was also evaluated. The results show that the participation of private
labels is significantly more intense in the EU. This factor makes the market in this niche
more dynamic and plays a crucial role in placing and providing visibility to some GIs. For
example, in France, 70% of the GIs sold are also or only made by the markets’ own brands.
On the other hand, in Uruguay and Paraguay, supermarkets’ own brands were not found
in products with GI.

Likewise, although the State conceives the structure in which this market is consti-
tuted, some flaws are demonstrated by the number of invisible actors in it. By constituting
the legal framework and IP parameters that differentiate and constitute a market niche, the
State is an embedded part of this market, influencing and being influenced by the partici-
pating actors. Moreover, players use these structures to position themselves in the market
and occupy positions of incumbents or challengers. Thus, we also add the invisible position.
However, given the difference in results between the economic blocs, it is necessary to
understand how the State acts on the formation, stabilization, and transformation of the
market and the need for coordinated and strategic action in this regard. Even more research
is needed to unveil triggers that can make this market more inclusive and functional.

However, despite advances in understanding the markets and the functioning of
this niche, some issues still require advances. Significant contributions in expanding the
coordinating and plural participation of organizations by the State proved to be necessary.
However, there is still a need for further studies to delve into ways to do it. Likewise, some
Mercosur and EU countries were addressed in this work. However, it is convenient that
other countries and other economic blocs are also addressed.

As a continued battle to the first field, some other questions are left to be answered. The
level of stabilization present in this market is, nonetheless, required further examination
over time. Nevertheless, the understanding of these issues can be used both by academia,
by the State, and by consumers, producers, and traders to boost trade. The use of evidence
in market construction can have sustainable consequences and promote development.

Finally, the present work did not intend to broach specific products, but to provide an
overview of the market for GI agri-food products and the differences between the EU and
Mercosur regarding the most prominent sectors and the organizational influence. Therefore,
its scope is limited in this scope, carried out in the period of collection of information and
in the electronic means used.
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