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A plethora of new forms of food chains have emerged in recent decades. 
They include initiatives such as farmers’ markets, community-supported 
agriculture, solidarity purchase groups, pick-up-your-product, and the like. 
They tend to present themselves as being different from—and often explic-
itly in opposition to—the “conventional” organization of the food chain. 
They have attracted considerable interest both in the social arena and in the 
academic world, where they are usually known under the heading of 
“Alternative Food Networks” (AFNs). On one hand, they are part of an 
emerging trend of consumption patterns that distance themselves from 
mass products and seek variety, naturalness, freshness, and authenticity in 
what has been called the “quality turn”. On the other hand, some of them 
lie in a social and political stream that regards mass production with suspi-
cion and is opposed to the existing agro-food system. Several social and 
political issues are connected with AFNs’ existence and functioning. The 
most important are what could be termed the “food culture” and the envi-
ronmental implications of food production and distribution. The conven-
tional food system is faulted for its anonymity, the fungibility of food, and 
the lack of connection with the local area and producers, so that nothing is 
known about how and by whom food is produced. This, as the argument 
goes, has destroyed the age-old links between people and the food they eat 
that have arisen as a result of the coevolution between natural local resources, 
cooking technology, and evolving taste, thus creating a local culture of food. 
The conventional food system, as its critics claim, has provided cheap food 
at the expense of the environment, encouraging the intensification of large-
scale agricultural production, the lavish use of chemical fertilizers and pesti-
cides, the growth of huge factory farms, and global logistic chains for 
transporting food over long distances. Hence the emphasis on local food, 
seen as a way of reducing the environmental impact of long-distance trans-
port (the “food miles” argument) and as a source of renewed cultural links 
that can restore meaning to food. Some authors and organizations also view 
AFNs as a way of supporting small farmers.

The so-called food studies have been attempting to single out AFNs’ 
“alternativeness” with regard to sustainability, quality, and accessibility. 
Several definitions of AFNs have been proposed, with both descriptive and 
normative aims. In the last few years, a growing body of literature has 
underscored the need to overcome the “alternative-conventional” dichot-
omy, focusing instead on the multiple, overlapping worlds of food. As has 

  A. Corsi et al.
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been argued with regard to the topic of quality and food as “moral order”, 
both demand and supply very rarely engage with single worlds of quality. 
Symbolic categories, social practices, and organizational forms are con-
stantly blurred. However, the argument continues, this literature has rarely 
considered these aspects from an empirical viewpoint. We build on these 
studies, with a specific focus on whole food chains (demand-supply) and 
with a research design that considers both conventional and alternative 
food networks. Furthermore, we focus on a key regional context, Piedmont 
in northwestern Italy, which has played a leading role in the development 
of AFNs. Piedmont is the region where the Slow Food movement was 
born and also where the high-end food retailer Eataly opened its first store. 
It is a region where peasant agriculture in mountain and hill areas lives side 
by side with intensive agriculture in the flat land. Piedmont is, along with 
Tuscany, a key region for wine production and exports. But it is also a 
region where small and organic vineyards flourish. Piedmont is thus a criti-
cal case study, namely a context where AFNs have grown apace in recent 
years and where—for this reason—we can expect to find a sharper differ-
ence between the “worlds of food”, “conventional” vs “alternative” chains. 
Piedmont is thus a strategic site for empirically testing whether, conversely, 
alternative and conventional food networks overlap. With regard to “food 
studies”, we share their interdisciplinary perspective but differ from them 
in believing that the analysis of AFNs should not be separated from the 
major analytical concerns of the specific disciplines. AFNs are key to shed-
ding light on general research topics, such as the interplay between intrin-
sic and extrinsic motivation, the sociology of markets, the urban-rural 
divide, environmental challenges, economic viability, and many more.

This perspective has several implications. From the analytical stand-
point, unlike most of the literature, we consider the entire chain, from 
the producers to the end consumers. This is crucial in our view, since a 
chain obviously results from an interplay between different operators, 
connecting producers and consumers but also organizing this connec-
tion. Only by looking at the chain in its entirety and trying to analyse the 
different operators’ behaviour and their interplay can an overall vision of 
how the chain functions be gained.

Second, we compare certain aspects of both alternative and conven-
tional food chains, explicitly exploring their overlapping borders and 
working mechanisms. This is also important in our view, in particular 

  Introduction 
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with an eye to assessing the likely future prospects for AFNs. Whether the 
conventional chain will be able to imitate its alternative counterparts and 
provide consumers with desired food attributes that until now have been 
provided only by AFNs and which attributes will, by contrast, continue 
to be peculiar to AFNs are questions that can be only answered by an 
explicit consideration of how conventional chains operate and in particu-
lar of the concepts of quality they use in order to respond to consumers’ 
new demands and the ways they can imitate AFNs in this respect.

Third, we adopt an interdisciplinary perspective that considers eco-
nomical, sociological, geographical, anthropological, and environmental 
dimensions. Although there has been some interchange and overlap 
among different disciplines in the literature on AFNs, most studies have 
followed specific disciplinary approaches. We have attempted to make a 
more direct and explicit comparison between different disciplinary 
approaches and thus achieve a more comprehensive view of these chains 
that, by their very nature, have economic, social, geographical, and envi-
ronmental implications. Economic, because even with all their possible 
alternative meanings, AFNs are nevertheless a form of organization that 
performs the economic function of delivering food from producers to 
consumers; social, because these transactions are deeply rooted in social 
relationships; geographical, because AFNs are connected with the spatial 
and cultural distance between producers and consumers; and environ-
mental, because the modalities of delivering food have different environ-
mental impacts and because consumers’ and producers’ beliefs and 
attitudes towards the environment affect these modalities.

The structure of the book follows these premises. The first Part is dedi-
cated to the theories behind the analysis of AFNs. The discussion con-
cerns the definition of AFNs and the criteria of “alternativeness” that are 
attributed to them and identifies the quality of the relationship among 
the participants as the main “alternative” characteristic of AFNs.

The following chapters concern the two sides of the chains, namely 
consumers and producers. Part II is devoted to an analysis of AFNs from 
the consumers’ viewpoint. Corsi and Novelli discuss the issue in the light 
of economic theory and review the literature on consumers’ motivations 
for participating in AFNs. They then investigate a chain that is not par-
ticularly “alternative”—farmers’ stands in urban district markets—and a 
sample of typically “alternative” chains, namely, Solidarity Purchase 

  A. Corsi et al.
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Groups (SPGs). Corsi and Novelli gauge how much the personal rela-
tionship with farmers counts in consumers’ decision to buy from them 
directly and how much the participation in the SPG is worth for its 
members. Barbera, Dagnes, and Di Monaco compare consumers’ con-
cepts of quality in the intrinsic and intangible characteristics of food in 
alternative, conventional, and high-end food chains, arguing that high-
end food retailers mimic AFNs in order to fulfil consumers’ desire for 
“alternative” quality conventions. Tecco and Peano analyse the different 
mechanisms for gathering information about the environmental impact 
of products and how they can affect consumers’ behaviour in purchasing 
fruit and vegetables. Orlando investigates the behaviour of a specific AFN 
born as a reaction to the economic crisis, especially from the point of 
view of consumers, concentrating on its strength and the problems it 
faces in conciliating political stances with the differing constraints and 
preferences of consumers and producers.

Part III deals with producers in AFNs. Corsi, Novelli, and Pettenati 
first analyse the characteristics and geographical distribution of farmers 
engaged in direct sales, whether on-farm or off-farm, and the determi-
nants of their participation in these chains based on observable character-
istics, highlighting the diversity of determinants, the technical constraints 
on engaging in direct sales, and the clustering of farms in specific areas. 
They then survey the subjective motivations for participation reported by 
a focus group of producers, who also discuss the consequences that par-
ticipating in AFNs have brought about in their farms’ setting and opera-
tion. Novelli and Corsi identify the voluntary work of members as the 
main basis for SPGs’ economic viability and sustainability and thus also 
assess the strength of members’ commitment to their SPGs. Barbera, 
Dagnes, and Di Monaco deal with the problem of prices and quality 
convention setting among small-scale producers attending a large district 
market, showing how producers determine their products’ sales price and 
how different mechanisms and relationships with customers and among 
vendors bring about specific conflicts and compromises within and 
between quality conventions on the producers’ side.

Part IV discusses the general implications of AFNs for the environ-
ment and the local area. Peano, Tecco, and Girgenti reflect critically on 
AFNs’ potential and limits in reducing environmental impact and present 
a comparative assessment of the environmental impact of alternative  

  Introduction 
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and conventional chains. Dansero and Pettenati analyse the role of AFNs 
in the re-territorialization of food systems and locate Piedmontese AFNs 
in different concepts of proximity (physical, network, and cognitive).

Lastly, in Part V Corsi, Barbera, Dansero, and Peano review the main 
findings of theoretical and empirical research, reflect on the advantages of 
interdisciplinary analysis, and critically discuss AFNs’ prospects for scal-
ing up or scaling out. They stress the common finding of a strong hetero-
geneity across AFNs, including operators’ preferences and their strength, 
nature of the personal relationships, and concepts of quality. As a result, 
they support the view that “alternativeness” lies along a continuum rather 
than standing in sharp, dichotomous contrast with the conventional 
chains. This helps in assessing the prospects for AFNs which, given the 
conventional food system’s ability to mimic certain of their aspects and to 
meet demand for some food attributes that they have so far been alone in 
providing, are mainly dependent on the demand for attributes and 
modalities of exchange that conventional chains by their nature cannot 
offer.

  A. Corsi et al.
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�Alternative Definitions of Alternative Food 
Networks

The many examples of food chains that depart from the conventional type 
of organization have attracted interest not only in the social arena but also 
from the academic world. Such chains are generally known as Alternative 
Food Networks (AFNs). Alternative food networks are a wide-ranging body 
of practices dealing with food provisioning in a way that differs from the 
mainstream agro-food system (Murdoch, Marsden, & Banks, 2000). AFNs 
usually take the form of grassroots experiments that aim to reorganize the 
food system along ethical, political, moral, and health lines (Honkanen, 
Verplanken, & Ottar Olsen, 2006; Sassatelli, 2015; Vermeir & Verbeke, 
2006). The term “alternative” seems to have been first used by geographers 
(Whatmore & Thorne, 1997) as “alternative geography of food”, while 
Marsden, Banks, and Bristow (2000) more specifically cite “alternative food 
chains”, and Renting, Marsden, and Banks (2003) introduce the term 
“alternative food networks”, which has now become current. In spite of the 
extensive scientific literature on the topic, there is no shared definition of 
AFNs, partly because the literature focuses on different phenomena and 
thus uses different criteria for defining AFNs. Tregear (2011) argues that it 
is necessary to distinguish among different types of AFNs, rather than 
assigning common features to all of them. We will thus summarize the dif-
ferent criteria used to analyse the issue and the rationale behind them.

One of the first criteria that can be used to classify a specific food chain 
as “alternative” is the length of the chain and/or the number of intermediaries 
between producers and consumers. Several different, often interlinked, 
concerns underlie this criterion. The length of a chain can be considered in 
organizational terms, that is, the number of nodes in the chain, and from 
this perspective, short chains can be seen as a way of supporting farmers 
against intermediaries, who have market and bargaining power vis-à-vis 
farmers and thus benefit from rents at the expense of consumers and pro-
ducers. This is especially the case when the number of intermediaries is used 
as a criterion of inclusion in the category of AFNs or of “short food supply 
chain”, as it often is in official statements (Aubry & Chiffoleau, 2009). A 
second concern is environmental, popularized by the “food miles” concept 
(Paxton, 1994), where chain length is defined in terms of physical distance. 

  A. Corsi et al.
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Short chains, “zero miles” initiatives, and the like are considered as tools to 
reduce an unnecessary waste of resources and an avoidable impact on the 
environment, under the assumption that the conventional chain entails sev-
eral different nodes and transporting food over long distances. While this 
claim will be discussed in detail in Chap. 13, here we are concerned only 
with the rationale whereby chains are considered to be alternative.

A related criterion is the local origin of food. This largely overlaps with 
the concept of short food chain in terms of spatial distance, and the main 
concern is with environmental issues. Often, it shares the idea of support-
ing small local farmers with the criterion of the number of intermediar-
ies, to which it adds the symbolic value of local food as a rediscovery of 
cultural roots. There has been much debate on this issue, both in the 
academic and popular literature, and a large stream of scientific literature 
deals with preferences for local food (often overlapping with preferences 
for other characteristics of AFN food, see Corsi and Novelli, Chap. 4). 
Consumers’ preferences and the demand for policies in favour of local 
food have also fuelled the debate on “locavores” (e.g. Desrochers & 
Shimizu, 2012; for an opposing view, see Scharber & Dancs, 2016).

In the AFN literature, the production and consumption of food are 
closely tied together spatially, economically, and socially (Goodman & 
Goodman, 2009). As we argue, however, these criteria are not analyti-
cally clear and do not support a sound research perspective. Both the first 
and second criterion are much too close to the practical definitions of 
AFNs as used by lay people and practitioners. Moreover, they do not 
combine with each other coherently. One of the things they are lacking, 
for instance, “and Walmart’s local food initiative is a perfect example of 
this, is a recognition that reduced spatial distance need not automatically 
result in the reduction of social distance” (Carolan, 2017, p. 219). These 
shortcomings have been addressed by the further criterion, popular in the 
academic literature, of embeddedness, that is, the product’s connection 
with information on the way it is produced. In the words of Marsden 
et al. (2000), “It is this which enables the consumer to confidently make 
connections and associations with the place/space of production, and, 
potentially, the values of the people involved and the production methods 
employed”. These values stem from the departure from the anonymous 
and fungible character of the undifferentiated products of the conven-
tional chain, and it is the information content that is at the origin of the 

  Multidisciplinary Approaches to Alternative Food Networks 



12

three main types of short food supply chain theorized by Marsden et al. 
(2000): (1) face-to-face, whereby authenticity and trust are directly pro-
vided by the producer-consumer interaction, possibly even through the 
Internet; (2) spatial proximity, when food is locally produced and retailed 
and the origin is communicated; and (3) spatially extended, when the 
information of the origin in a specific region, bearing meaning and value, 
is communicated to consumers elsewhere.

The embeddedness criterion has the clear merit of encompassing the 
different motivations for giving value to specific food and/or to specific 
chains under a single concept, that of information concerning the value 
of food. Nevertheless, it may by definition include types of food chain 
that are integrated in the conventional food system. This is the case for 
certain “spatially extended” food products. It is certainly true that prod-
ucts like Parmigiano Reggiano, or Champagne, derive their appeal for 
consumers from their regional origin. And it is certainly true, too, that 
the quality of these products stems from long-lasting historical practices 
that were originally linked to shared knowledge and skills transmitted 
over the centuries. Nevertheless, the relevant skills and techniques could 
now be easily imitated, and the economic value of reputation is legally 
protected by labels and appellations. More importantly, these products 
are often fully integrated in the conventional food chain. They are dis-
tributed by supermarkets or specialized shops, they are advertised, and 
from this point of view the differences with branded food are slight.

All in all, we agree with the idea that the meaning of analytical categories 
used by researchers is often context-dependent (see DuPuis & Goodman, 
2005; Morris & Kirwan, 2011; Tregear, 2011) and that the distinctions 
between alternative and conventional are becoming ever more blurred.

Given this background, we thus consider a different criterion, or 
rather, a combination of different criteria for determining whether a food 
network is alternative. We define AFNs as those forms of marketing chain 
for which (1) the consumer-producer relationship is not only mediated 
by purely commercial operators, (2) the product has special symbolic 
values for consumers linked to its origin and to the type of trade, and (3) 
the marketing chain spans a short distance and implies personal relation-
ships. In other words, we consider that alternativeness stems from the fact 
that the exchange is not purely between an anonymous and fungible 
commodity and money; that the benefit (or utility, in economics jargon) 
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for consumers does not only stem from the intrinsic (physical, chemical, 
or organoleptic) quality of food but from the modalities themselves of the 
exchange; and, possibly, the utility for producers derives not only from 
the monetary reward but, again, from the exchange itself.1 In our view, it 
is the quality of the exchange relationship and what is implied in the 
exchange that distinguishes the exchange taking place in the AFN from 
the exchange in the conventional chain. Exchanges in AFN bring their 
own rewards to individuals (De Schutter, 2017).

This approach of course encompasses several types of chain as consid-
ered above. Face-to-face exchanges are obviously included in our concept. 
The number of intermediaries criterion (especially when the discriminant 
is one intermediary between producers and consumers) does not neces-
sarily fit in it. Even a single intermediary between the producer and the 
consumer might eliminate the difference in the quality of the exchange. 
By contrast, an organization like a Solidarity Purchasing Group (SPG), 
even if posited as an intermediary, does not prevent the relationship, 
thanks to the mechanisms of participation by members and to the trust 
created by reciprocal knowledge with the producers. On the other hand, 
this approach excludes the spatially extended food chain and, hence, 
Protected Designation of Origin (PDO) or Geographical Indication (GI) 
products when they are marketed in the conventional chain.

We hasten to add, however, that this criterion is not meant to present 
a binary vision of food systems. Quite the opposite, our definition calls 
for seeing alternative and conventional food networks as lying along a 
continuum where areas of overlap abound (Ponte, 2016). As argued by 
Tregear (2011), neat bifurcation between “alternative” and “mainstream” 
or between “alternative” and “oppositional” agro-food systems may often 
obscure the ambiguity of reality, where mixed situations and continuous 
rather than binary choices are frequent. Several studies (Jarosz, 2008; 
Murdoch & Miele, 1999; Stræte & Marsden, 2006) show that the 
boundaries between systems are not always clear (Sonnino & Marsden, 
2006). As stated by Goodman and Goodman (2009), the interface 
between alternative and conventional food provisioning is an increasingly 
permeable and highly contested terrain.

For instance, most members of SPGs also purchase food in the con-
ventional chain, and many farmers who supply SPGs also sell on the 
conventional chain. Or, among consumers’ motivations for buying 
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directly from farmers, selfish concerns coexist with altruistic motivations. 
Furthermore, the very idea of quality (locality, freshness, typicality) is 
shared among different food chains.

Even from these few brief remarks, it is clear that AFNs can be anal-
ysed from very diverse points of view, which makes different approaches 
and disciplinary competences necessary. Different perspectives add to the 
understanding of the social phenomenon, and this is a crucial goal of our 
work. We will now present the different disciplinary approaches to AFNs 
and will attempt to find a synthesis.

�The Economic Approach

In a sense, the economic approach radically simplifies reality in order to 
bring the fundamental mechanisms behind people’s and agents’ behav-
iour into sharper focus. The basic assumption of standard economic the-
ory is that agents try to maximize the benefit from their actions, be it 
personal welfare (utility) for individuals, or profits for firms. From this 
tenet, the trivial conclusion follows that if an AFN exists in which goods 
are exchanged, it is because both sides of the exchange have an interest in 
it. Hence, there is a demand for and a supply of goods. Understanding, 
and if possible quantifying, the variables affecting the demand for goods 
in the AFN, and doing the same for supply, is thus a primary concern of 
the economic approach to AFNs. A second concern is understanding the 
chain’s functioning and organization, its efficiency, and the type of mar-
ket that it represents. Third, economic activities often entail benefits or 
costs that do not accrue to the parties who engaged in those activities, 
that is, externalities (positive and negative, respectively), and this also 
applies to AFNs. For instance, the functioning of the chain necessarily 
entails an environmental impact, imposing a cost on society at large. 
Lastly, some economic theories deal with cases in which, by contrast with 
the assumptions of standard consumer theory, the exchange does not pro-
vide only personal selfish benefit, given that it also creates personal rela-
tionships, which we argue are an important component of these chains’ 
alternativeness.

  A. Corsi et al.



15

Analysis of demand tries to identify its determinants. Standard con-
sumer theory posits that consumers maximize their utility under a budget 
constraint, which for homogeneous goods means that the demand for a 
good is a function of its price, of income, and of taste shifters. Price plays 
a crucial role for homogeneous goods, since it is an indicator of consum-
ers’ preferences, more specifically of their marginal willingness to pay 
(MWTP2). For goods possessing several characteristics of interest for 
consumers, though, both Lancaster’s (1966) and Rosen’s (1974) theories 
provide a theoretical basis for the analysis of consumers’ preferences for 
different attributes or characteristics of a given good. As a result, there is 
a large literature dealing with consumers’ preferences with regard to the 
characteristics of food. This literature will be presented in more detail in 
Chap. 4. Suffice here to say that it analyses which characteristics of food 
are sought by consumers, including different categories. Some refer to the 
intrinsic qualities of food, such as taste, freshness, and safety, that are of 
personal interest for the consumer. However, preferences (and willingness 
to pay) can also have altruistic motivations and concern symbolic values 
such as provenance from local producers, support for local farmers, envi-
ronmental stewardship, and opposition to the conventional food system. 
Moreover, what is particular about AFNs is that, at least for some partici-
pants, utility stems not only from the exchange of goods vs. money but 
also from the modalities of the exchange. In other words, participating in 
the AFN is itself an object of preference. The economic analysis typically 
does not investigate the origin of preferences and takes them as a given. 
What is of interest in the economic analysis is which characteristics of a 
good are preferred and possibly to quantify their impact on demand.

Concerning the supply side, standard production theory assumes that 
firms are profit-maximizers. If farms are profit-maximizers, the choice of 
the marketing chain is simply based on a comparison between revenues 
and costs (including distribution costs) in the different chains (Verhaegen 
& Van Huylenbroeck, 2001). Nevertheless, since most firms in agricul-
ture are family farms in which the operator’s household provides a large 
part of the labour, a well-established stream of literature utilizes farm 
household models to represent family farm behaviour (Huffman, 1980; 
Singh, Squire, & Strauss, 1986). According to these models, farmers 
maximize their utility, which is a positive function of farm and off-farm 
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income and a negative function of their labour. These models are flexible 
enough to allow the utility function to include any element affecting 
farmers’ utility. Hence, along with the monetary incentive to supply the 
AFN chain (e.g. a price premium), the choice to engage in the AFN can 
depend on non-monetary motivations, such as the desire to promote the 
intrinsic quality value of their products (as opposed to standard/technical 
obligations of the conventional chain), or the pursuit of personal rela-
tionship with consumers. Again, the economic analysis is mainly inter-
ested in determining and quantifying the effect of these variables.

A third stream of economic analysis looks at the chain in itself, at how 
goods are exchanged in the chain, and at what the relationships along it 
are. In particular, a relevant issue is how distribution costs are borne by 
the different operators along the chain, since each stage of the chain (stor-
age, processing, transport, retail) entails costs that are passed on to the 
following stage. In the conventional chain, the costs involved in the final 
sale to consumers, for instance, the transport costs to the selling point, 
are borne by supermarkets or by retailers. By contrast, these costs are 
borne by farmers in farmers’ markets, or even by consumers for on-farm 
direct sales, but they still exist. That distribution costs do not vanish with 
shorter or even direct chains is frequently overlooked in the literature on 
the social aspects of AFNs. This is also because the labour used by farmers 
(or consumers) in AFNs is typically provided by themselves and does not 
entail an explicit, out-of-pocket cost, so that they often do not take its 
opportunity cost into consideration.

In a perfectly functioning marketing chain, in any case, the final price 
should be the sum of production and distribution costs. Nevertheless, 
some operators along the chain can have market power, so that the price 
may not only reflect costs but also a monopolistic or oligopolistic rent. 
Indeed, AFN operators and scholars often claim the market power of 
middlemen as a strong reason for supporting direct producer-consumer 
relationship. More generally, the structure and the functioning of the 
entire chain is of interest and how revenues, costs, and value added per-
tain to each participant. This must be assessed on a case-by-case basis, 
since there seems to be much variation in this respect, as shown, for 
instance, by the empirical case studies comparing the structures and the 
performance of local and mainstream food chains in the US reported in 
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King et al. (2010). These considerations could also bring to the fore the 
issue of the different chains’ efficiency, that is, which chain entails the 
lowest overall cost for delivering food from the farmer to the consumer. 
A purely monetary comparison, though, would be inappropriate, since 
the benefits for participants in AFNs are not limited to revenue (for sell-
ers) or food (for buyers), given that the exchange itself and the personal 
relationships provide utility, which should be deducted from the (possi-
bly higher) costs of the AFN chain as compared to the conventional one. 
This is probably the reason for the lack of such comparisons in the litera-
ture, but it should not be forgotten that if AFNs are to last, a balance 
between (both monetary and non-monetary) benefits and costs of par-
ticipation must be reached and maintained.

Indirect effects of AFNs include their economic impact and the posi-
tive and negative externalities. It is often claimed in the sociological and 
geographic literature that AFNs can favour the local economy (Ploeg 
et al., 2000; Marsden et al., 2002; Renting et al., 2003). This can happen 
via the multiplier effect on employment, local purchase, upstream pro-
curement, and the like. Several studies evaluate the impacts of local or 
short food chains on the local economy, generally reaching the conclu-
sion that they have a better impact than traditional chains (for a review, 
see Kneafsey et al., 2013). Negative externalities, according to economic 
theory, are a cause of market failure, that is, of inefficiency, since a larger 
sum of net benefits for society at large could be reached if the external 
costs were reduced to the level at which the marginal external cost equals 
the marginal abatement cost. Since virtually each consumption and pro-
duction activity entails some negative externality, an immediate question 
is the comparison between the external costs determined by the AFN 
chains and those of the conventional chain. The comparison can be con-
ducted using economic valuation techniques, but a preliminary step is 
the “technical” assessment of the environmental impacts of the chains. 
This is the objective of Chap. 13 of this book.

So far, the motivations of participants (both producers and consumers) 
in AFNs have been considered as independent from each other, and it 
was assumed that operators pursue their own interest: even when their 
motivations are altruistic, it can be argued that they are “purchasing 
moral satisfaction” (Kahneman & Knetsch, 1992). This is the standard 
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assumption in the analysis of market functioning. Nevertheless, we argue 
that the alternativeness of AFNs lies in the fact that the benefit of the 
exchange comes from the modalities of the exchange themselves, so that 
the very fact of participating in an AFN brings a reward. This benefit is 
strictly linked to personal relationships. Personal relationships are beyond 
the scope of economic relationships. While one can be willing to pay to 
have someone sing for her, no one would pay a friend to sing together. 
Economic transactions are often between people, but these are fungible, 
anonymous, and self-interested relationships, as opposed to the idiosyn-
cratic, reciprocal, and free nature of personal relationships like friendship, 
sympathy, and love. Increasingly, however, economics has dealt with vari-
ous facets of human behaviour involving interpersonal relationships, 
leading to a growing recognition that they play a role even in economic 
life. The role of interpersonal relationships has been theorized as the pro-
duction of relational goods (Gui, 2000; Gui & Stanca, 2010; Uhlaner, 
1989). In particular, Gui (2005) views “interpersonal events as ‘encoun-
ters’: peculiar productive processes that employ various types of resources 
contributed by interacting parties (human resources, above all), and that 
deliver not only conventional outputs (…) but also relational outputs” 
(Gui & Stanca, 2010). A relational good can be created between consum-
ers and farmers in a situation of direct interaction in alternative chains. 
This is the case, for instance, when a consumer buys regularly from the 
same vendor, becomes on friendly terms with her, and chats during the 
sale. For both parties, this relationship has a value, even if, by its very 
nature, it cannot be bought. Of course, this can also happen in a conven-
tional chain, though less frequently. And not every transaction in an AFN 
creates a relational good, since attending an AFN may have only egoistic 
motivations.

�The Sociological Approach

In sociology, AFNs are analysed in several subfields, each with its own 
analytical emphasis. First of all, sociological analysis looks at AFNs within 
the overall framework of the so-called sociology of development (Barbera, 
2016). Here the sociological analysis of AFNs provides a critical appraisal 
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of the current systems of producing and marketing food from a political 
economy standpoint. The general idea is that modern food systems are not 
sustainable since they have health and environmental impacts that are 
intertwined with strong power imbalances in food chains. These power 
imbalances stand in the way of any radical change towards a better food 
system (De Schutter, 2017). Malnutrition and obesity are a consequence 
of the top-down and profit-seeking introduction of high-processed and 
high-caloric food in rich countries, while hunger is the consequence of 
supply-side factors linked to agricultural policies and the uneven global-
ization of food chains (De Schutter, 2012). The green revolution, the 
spread of monocultures, and the correlated mechanization of agriculture 
impacted agro-biodiversity and brought about a captive value-chain with 
inter-firm linkages involving one-way dependency of suppliers (Gereffi, 
Humphrey, & Sturgeon, 2005). From the environmental viewpoint, the 
world agro-food system is directly implicated in the degradation of habi-
tats and soil resilience: “Agricultural expansion has had tremendous 
impacts on habitats, biodiversity, carbon storage and soil conditions. In 
fact, worldwide agriculture has already cleared or converted 70% of the 
grassland, 50% of the savannah, 45% of the temperate deciduous forest, 
and 27% of the tropical forest biome” (Foley et al., 2011, p. 338). This 
line of research thus views AFNs as an antidote to the failure of the mul-
tiple crises of the “globalization project” (McMichael, 2012, chapter 8). 
The environmental emergency and the crisis of natural resources, the 
unresolved problem of hunger, the political and social crunch, and the 
cyclical crisis of financial capitalism have marked the path through the 
third millennium. As a result, there have been many attempts to rethink 
the very roots of global development towards a “sustainable develop-
ment”. But faced with collapsing ecosystems, toxic environments, soil 
depletion, climate chaos, disappearing species, and finite fossil fuels, does 
sustainability even make any sense when there is so little left to sustain? 
(Bullard, 2011). Accordingly, AFNs refer critically to the topic of “devel-
opment”, as in the case of the “degrowth” approach (Latouche, 2009). 
This line of thought rejects the very concept of economic growth in 
favour of a model founded on the quality of life, communitarian re-
embeddedness of food, and conviviality.
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A second take is within the framework of the “sociology of food pro-
duction and consumption”. Here the standpoint is that AFNs entail a 
different idea of quality from conventional food chains, the so-called 
quality turn in food production and consumption. Accordingly, the 
“quality conventions” perspective has gained momentum in the socio-
logical understanding of AFNs (Ponte, 2016). The contribution of this 
stream of research has been summarized by Ponte (2016) in two main 
lines: the worlds of production framework (Salais & Storper, 1992; 
Storper & Salais, 1997) and the orders of worth approach (Boltanski & 
Thévenot, 1991, 2006).3 The worlds of production framework was devel-
oped by Salais and Storper (1992), who distinguished between two ana-
lytical dimensions: (1) the more or less restricted community of specialists 
for the supply of technology, information, and skills at the production 
level and (2) whether demand is more or less anonymous/generic. The 
four possible combinations lead to a classification of “worlds of produc-
tion” as follows: (1) Industrial World (production of standardized-generic 
products); (2) Network Market World (standardized-dedicated); (3) 
Marshallian Market World (specialized-dedicated); and (4) World of 
Innovation (specialized-generic). With regard to the orders of worth 
approach, Boltanski and Thévenot (1991) develop six worlds of legiti-
mate common welfare (inspirational, domestic, opinion/fame, civic, 
market, and industrial worlds) that call upon orders of worth other than 
the neoclassical parameters of price/utility maximization. According to 
conventions theory, rational choice is the main component of exchange 
only when differences in prices directly express shared differences in qual-
ity. In this case, pure market coordination applies. When—as with 
AFNs—price alone cannot translate quality, actors set up other, non-
market, conventions and forms of coordination (Barbera & Audifredi, 
2012). In domestic coordination, uncertainty about quality is dealt with 
through interpersonal trust (i.e. long-term social ties between actors). In 
industrial coordination, uncertainty is reduced through common enforce-
able standards. Civic coordination works where there is a collective com-
mitment to the welfare and/or public interest. In the opinion-based 
world, uncertainty about quality is solved through public celebrity, and 
worth derives from expert opinion. Lastly, in the inspirational world, 
what is worthy is what cannot be controlled, what is felt in inner experi-
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ence, manifested by feelings and passions and what rejects habits and 
routines (Ponte, 2009). The theory of conventions has been applied to a 
variety of research problems, including wine production (Ponte, 2009), 
non-standard food production/consumption practices (Murdoch & 
Miele, 1999; Sassatelli & Davolio, 2010), local partnership between pro-
ducers and consumers (Lamine, 2005), alternative food networks (Sage, 
2003a; Goodman, 2009), the turn to quality in food production and 
consumption (Murdoch et  al., 2000), culinary networks (Murdoch & 
Miele, 2004), and geographical indication (Barham, 2003). Conventional 
food networks would thus refer to hard quality, namely to certain detect-
able characteristics such as prices and standardized rules of production, as 
well as the attribution of premiums, brands, and other recognition. AFNs 
instead point to soft quality, namely to less directly perceivable qualities, 
which emphasize the role of stakeholders in a local context, respect for 
tradition, the existence of trust relations, attention for the environment, 
the value given to shared community spirit, and passion for farming 
(Barbera & Dagnes, 2017). But: “in reality, clear distinctions cannot be 
made between definitions of quality and (…) boundaries between cate-
gories are often blurred” (Sage, 2003b, 7). Even if soft quality is more 
relevant in AFNs, conventional food chains conjure up certain “alterna-
tive” ideas in the products they propose to consumers. The complexity of 
exchange and the overlap among different quality worlds open a window 
of opportunity for camouflage strategies by hybrid organizations whereby 
conventional food chains conquer specific zones of AFNs’ quality space 
in order to fulfil consumers’ desire for “alternative” quality conventions 
(see Barbera, Dagnes, & Di Monaco, 2018, chapter 2.2).

Lastly, in the field of rural sociology, AFNs are connected to grassroots 
social innovations (De Schutter, 2017), such as Community Supported 
Agriculture (CSA), Solidarity Purchase Groups, and new-peasants. The 
key topic in this stream is the relationship between food and territory. 
Re-thinking the agro-food chain by proposing an alternative model start-
ing from bottom-up experience also means redefining the spatial, social, 
cultural, and economic relationships of each specific context (Barbera & 
Dagnes, 2017). AFNs are here considered from both the demand and sup-
ply side, thus overlapping the analysis with the two streams illustrated 
above. Community Supported Agriculture is a system in which consumers 
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contribute to supporting local farmers by entering into direct producer-to-
consumer marketing schemes. The founding idea of CSA is to: “re-estab-
lish a sense of connection to the land for urban dwellers and to foster a 
strong sense of community and cooperation with a decided social justice 
goal to provide food security for disadvantaged groups” (Adam, 2006, 2). 
Solidarity Purchase Groups (Grasseni, 2013) are self-organized groups 
buying from small producers, often although not always organic and/or in 
the same region or area of residence. They play a role in fighting the mar-
ginalization of small and micro-farms in the country (Grasseni, 2013; 
Maestripieri, 2016) and in promoting consumer’s awareness and their 
empowerment for the impact of consumption on the food system. Lastly, 
the new-peasant perspective emphasizes that industrial farming is being 
replaced by a peasant model, both in developed countries and in develop-
ing ones (van der Ploeg, 2008). The replacement is qualitative rather than 
quantitative, as it points to a new model built upon ecological capital, 
subsistence self-provisioning, actively constructed difference, dynamic co-
production, multiple resistance, extended networks, and new marketplaces 
(van der Ploeg, 2010). These features can translate into a variety of trajec-
tories and development opportunities for localities where new-peasants 
emerge and flourish.

�The Environmental Approach

In the current trend in the food market, consumers are increasingly look-
ing for more environmental sustainable products as well for more sustain-
able forms of trade. The problem of the environmental impacts of the 
conventional food system, which until the 1990s was almost exclusively 
identified with pollution (water, air, soil) caused by farming and livestock 
production, has gradually come to be seen as much more complex and 
has been extended to the food supply chain’s technical functions (transfer 
of products over time and space) and distribution features (the proximity 
relationship between producer and consumer, the range, the ways of pro-
visioning, the ability to respond to specific needs, consumer behaviour).

AFNs have also gained importance as a result of their promising capac-
ity to respond effectively to this new market demand with more environ-
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mentally friendly and small-scale production, local embedded products, 
and more direct systems of distribution.

This environmental sustainability has been much touted as one of the 
distinctive features of AFNs and their characterization (otherness and 
alternatively) as compared to conventional food provisioning forms. 
Much of this view has depended on the popular concept of food miles 
(Paxton, 1994), which sees AFNs as being linked to local food origin 
and, hence, more environmentally friendly. However, this assumption 
gradually came under critical scrutiny from the specialist literature (Coley, 
Howard, & Winter, 2009; DEFRA, 2005; Edwards-Jones et al., 2008; 
Van Passel, 2013), with a progressive deconstruction of the automatisms 
that led to belief in AFNs’ intrinsic environmental sustainability (Tregear, 
2011). Exemplary of this evolution was the debate about the local trap 
(Born & Purcell, 2006), which created the preconditions for the develop-
ment of analyses and comparisons between the environmental impact 
assessment of alternative and conventional marketing channels.

The development of interpretative approaches for assessing the sustain-
ability of the various organizational forms of agro-food supply chains in 
which the local becomes the boundary of the system and “not the intrin-
sic purpose of the system” (Coley et al., 2009), along with case studies 
that provided more insight into AFNs’ actors and behaviours, relational 
shapes, objectives and forms of interactions in the supply chain, contrib-
uted to undermining the plausibility of a direct link between alternative 
networks and environmental sustainability, highlighting instances of 
hybridization with conventional systems of distribution.

On the one hand, almost paradoxically, the difficulty of drawing 
unequivocal conclusions about AFNs’ environmental sustainability has 
challenged their own alternativeness. Consequently, even the conceptual 
frame based on the alternative-conventional binary opposites (Sonnino 
& Marsden, 2006) has been contested, legitimizing a representation of 
the food system (and of a possible quest for sustainability) with nuanced 
boundaries and where the local and global scales take the form of a con-
tinuum (Brunori et al., 2016). In practice, this continuum becomes evi-
dent with the corporate mainstreaming of the products and values 
conveyed by AFNs (Goodman, Goodman, & DuPuis, 2011).
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On the other hand, although the literature on this matter has been 
extremely lucid and emphasizes that the sustainability outcomes of AFNs 
are unclear (Forssell & Lankoski, 2014), environmental sustainability 
continues to be pursued in AFNs by consumers as well as by producers 
and creates fertile ground for innovative social dynamics (Grasseni, 
2013).

Starting from AFNs, food movements are springing up in city-regions 
and working with local government to address dietary health, environ-
mental quality, and greater civic engagement.

Today, a number of questions arise spontaneously from the contradic-
tory relationship between AFNs and environmental sustainability. These 
questions concern the extent to which the content on which we build 
AFNs’ identity are shared and objective in the encounter between supply 
and demand, what attributes are sought, which aspects are left out but 
would be worth considering, and what strategies can be used to fill the 
information asymmetry. These are questions that have a general signifi-
cance for the debate on AFNs’ environmental sustainability, but can only 
be answered on a case-by-case basis.

To sum up, therefore, two issues are of the greatest interest from the 
environmental perspective. The first is the understanding of the subjec-
tive concept of environmental quality by both consumers and producers. 
This is relevant because it shapes consumers’ purchase behaviour and 
farmers’ production choices. The second is the objective “technical” anal-
ysis of the impact of different food chains on the environment, which 
responds to the question of whether the environmental quality sought by 
consumers and producers in AFNs is actually provided.

�The Anthropological Approach

Modern anthropology is based on an empirical and deductive approach 
usually referred to as ethnographic fieldwork (Barnard, 2000; Barth, 
Gingrich, Parkin, & Silverman, 2005). Fieldwork can involve a variety of 
activities, but the most important one is participant observation. This 
method rests on the idea that to understand how different societies oper-
ate, the researcher has to take part in them, observing the society in ques-
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tion by participating in the daily life of the people who belong to it 
(Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007; Robben & Sluka, 2007). Participant 
observation is usually a long-term activity, lasting many months, if not 
years. Historically, anthropologists have studied primarily the peoples of 
the ex-European colonies, but since the end of the Second World War, 
their attention has shifted to include also their own societies. The study 
of AFNs can be considered part of this anthropological work carried out 
“at home” (Jackson, 1987; MacClancy, 2002).

From a sub-disciplinary perspective, AFNs fall broadly at the intersec-
tion between economic and political anthropology (e.g. Carrier & 
Luetchford, 2012; Counihan & Siniscalchi, 2013; Grasseni, 2013; Pratt 
& Luetchford, 2014; Rakopoulos, 2014). Two core principles may be 
said to underline this work. First, the questioning of Western (Euro-
American) economic models that purport to have universal applicability. 
Through their encounters with other cultures, anthropologists have doc-
umented ways of life that do not adhere to the tenets of neoclassical 
economics. AFNs are often seen precisely as partial examples of these 
ways of life. The second principle is the acknowledgement that, even 
within Western societies, capitalism and market rationality, though prev-
alent, are not the only economic forms present (Hann & Hart, 2011; 
Wilk & Gliggett, 2007). Starting from these two core principles, anthro-
pology makes use of a series of analytical distinctions to guide the study 
of AFNs.

First and foremost is the distinction between market and society (Hann 
& Hart, 2009), a deceptively simple one that cannot be taken for granted 
in our day and age, as Margaret Thatcher’s famous comment that “there 
is no such thing as society” keenly testifies. The idea that capitalist mar-
kets may constitute a separate realm of reality (“the” Market) is a histori-
cal product that emerged in the UK around the eighteenth century. From 
the perspective of anthropology, this event marked the first time in 
human history when the economy became completely disembedded from 
the rest of society (Polanyi, 1944/2001). This is not to say that capitalist 
markets are not subject to society’s influence; they are. The influence lies 
precisely in their being constructed—symbolically and materially—as 
separate from society (Pratt & Luetchford, 2014, pp.  9–10). 
Anthropologists have tended to document the negative consequences of 
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this disembedding, together with people’s responses to it in different 
times and places. AFNs may be seen as an example of this phenomenon 
in the world of food, where farmers, retailers, and households have 
become increasingly subjected to markets in the last 30 years 
(Heatherington, 2011).

The distinction between embedded and disembedded economies is 
thus also central to the anthropological approach. Neoclassical econom-
ics sees markets formally, treating them as a problem of mathematical 
logic. It assumes the operation of principles that are thought to have 
universal validity. Anthropology, on the contrary, sees markets “substan-
tively”—as a problem of fact, not logic—treating them as one aspect of 
the myriad concrete ways in which human societies organize themselves 
to provide for their material wants. While these ways are incredibly com-
plex, they tend to coalesce around three processes—reciprocity, redistri-
bution, and exchange—and three social arrangements: horizontal 
groupings (e.g. households), central authorities (e.g. the State), and price-
making markets (e.g. the international coffee market). These elements 
vary historically and geographically but one is usually dominant, regulat-
ing the allocation of natural resources, labour, and money and thus inte-
grating the economy in society (Polanyi, 1957, pp.  243–250; see also 
pp. 90–126). The human economy, then, “is embedded and enmeshed in 
institutions, economic and non-economic” (Polanyi, 1957, p. 250).

By looking at AFNs through this lens, we can see how these initiatives 
try to combine horizontal reciprocity, market exchange, and central redis-
tribution to achieve their goals. Most initiatives rely primarily on a com-
bination of the first two. Within AFNs food is still exchanged in the 
market by using money, but this activity is subjected to a variety of moral 
values that temper the excesses of self-interest, making exchange more 
collaborative (reciprocal) and less competitive. Some initiatives also rely 
on redistribution (in the form of the state) to widen their appeal by get-
ting local institutions to contribute to their costs, for example, through 
publicly funded allotments, food policy councils, green public procure-
ment, electronic benefit transfers at farmer’s markets, and so on.

Another important set of ideas in the anthropological study of AFNs 
is that the exchange of objects (including food) helps to create and main-
tain relationships between social beings and groups. Whereas neoclassical 
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economics sees trade and consumption as impersonal activities that take 
place among anonymous individuals who try to maximize their satisfac-
tion, anthropology recognizes the importance of forms of exchange that 
are based on the sociocultural identities of those involved and are inspired 
by moral and cosmological motives altogether different from utility max-
imization (Malinowski, 1922/2007; Mauss, 1925/2016; Sahlins, 1974; 
Strathern, 1988; Thurnwald, 1932; Weiner, 1992). These forms have 
been usually grouped under the umbrella term of “gift” and distinguished 
from commodities and commodity exchange (Carrier, 1995; Godelier, 
1998; Gregory, 1982). Gifts and commodities, however, should not be 
rigidly opposed as simply different kinds of objects. These terms are 
indexes for processes that can apply, in different social contexts, places, 
and historical periods, to the same object. In other words, something may 
start its “life” as a commodity and end up being a gift, while a gift may be 
turned into a commodity by falling into the market realm (Appadurai, 
1986; Gregory, 1997; Parry & Bloch, 1989).

These insights are important for the study of AFNs for two reasons. 
First, because many of these phenomena are represented as being—or as 
striving to become—social relations, rather than purely economic ones. 
As Pratt and Luetchford write: “The moral content of alternative [food] 
markets draws on non-market idioms and ideas” (2014, p. 10). Second, 
because they help reveal and understand the considerable overlap that 
exists between what is “alternative” and what is not, between the conven-
tional food system and the initiatives that seek to set themselves apart 
from it. Anthropologists have thus documented the “work of appropria-
tion” (Miller, 1987) that individuals perform by turning mass-produced 
commodities into objects that have more than economic value for them-
selves and their loved ones—effectively turning them into gifts. Eating 
food that is certified for its social or environmental qualities is an example 
of this work of appropriation (Carrier & Luetchford, 2012; Jung, Klein, 
& Caldwell, 2014). But anthropologists have also investigated how these 
“alternative” foods become again commodities, that is, how their farming 
systems, retail channels, and practices of consumption become more and 
more similar to the conventional sector they once sought to escape 
(DeLind, 2000; Pratt, 2009).
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Finally, the anthropological approach questions the use of the terms 
“producer” and “consumer” that is often found in the literature on AFNs. 
These two terms hide the influence of neoclassical economics by suggest-
ing that the people who take part in these initiatives are anonymous 
agents with only one goal in mind, selling or buying. As such, these terms 
reflect a disembedded view of the market as the intersection of relative 
scarcity (supply) and relative preference (demand). This “economistic fal-
lacy” (Polanyi, 1977) simplifies the social and political complexity of the 
phenomena in question. From an anthropological perspective, “produc-
ers” are always inevitably embedded in particular historical and cultural 
trajectories from which their behaviour stems (Pratt, 2014). They are, in 
other words, small farmers from Piedmont (Black, 2012), ex-peasants 
from Sicily (Rakopoulos, 2017), capitalist growers from Michigan 
(DeLind & Bingen, 2005), banana plantation workers from Dominica 
(Moberg, 2016), tea pickers from Darjeeling (Besky, 2014), and so on. 
The same is true of “consumers”, who are subjects belonging to house-
holds whose practices of food provisioning, preparation, and eating are 
the result of their particular life histories and that of their communities, 
at the local, regional, and national levels (Luetchford, 2014). 
Anthropologists therefore prefer speaking of families in Lombardy 
(Grasseni, 2013), Tuscany (Counihan, 2004), and Sicily (Orlando, 
2018); of the citizens of Stockholm (Isenhour, 2010), Washington 
(Okura Gagné, 2011), and Lexington (Lyon, Ailshire, & Sehon, 2014); 
and so forth.

�The Geographical Approach

AFNs are a field of study in which geographers, especially those from the 
US and UK, are particularly active, as they continue to play a leading role 
in the international debate that they do not often have in other topics, 
and have made a founding contribution to its “discovery” and problema-
tization, as well as to its evolution and criticism. At the same time, geog-
raphers’ contributions to this field are not restricted to their own 
discipline. It is significant to note that one of the geographers who has 
taken a pioneering part in AFN studies, Terry Marsden, has this to say of 
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himself on his personal webpage: “I research the interdisciplinary social 
science and applied policy fields of rural geography, rural sociology, envi-
ronmental sociology, geography and planning”.

As in other fields of knowledge, the debate is also highly compartmen-
talized between the dominant English-speaking world and a plurality of 
national debates in geography (such as those in French and Italy). The 
latter are not always solidly anchored in this debate and indeed may have 
cut themselves loose, as in the case of France. Dialog is limited, or rather, 
reflection proceeds along parallel pathways, which is all the more signifi-
cant the more the realities we investigate—the realm of AFNs and the 
transformations in the geographies of food—are swept by significant pro-
cesses of change, as they are locally defined practices that we attempt to 
bring back into broader interpretative frameworks.

In one of the seminal writings (Renting et al., 2003), the authors noted 
that in comparison with the lagging peripheral areas, “much less reference 
was made to regions that were highly integrated in the global food mar-
kets like the Netherlands, and much of the United Kingdom, where the 
dominant discourse foresaw a continued expansion of food production 
systems along the lines of modernisation and within conventional market 
structures” (p. 395). It is probably not coincidental, then, that the most 
significant contributions, at least at an early stage, have come precisely 
from British, Irish, and Dutch geographers (or students who were trained 
in schools of geography in the UK), who worked together in important 
European research projects (such as COST actions or Food Links, SUS-
CHAIN, etc.). Likewise, US and Western European literatures have dif-
fered significantly on several points—though this was limited, at least 
initially, to a relatively small group of scholars, as we have seen (Goodman 
& Goodman, 2009). The question that arises, and to which Goodman 
and Goodman’s reflections seem to provide only a partial answer, is 
whether this divergence in the “respective research constituencies” which 
“project different sociopolitical imaginaries” is due to the phenomena 
being observed or the manner in which the researchers have observed 
them, or, as is probable, to both.

As we pointed out above, the blurred and ambiguous edges of the 
alternative food networks were brought into sharper focus by the work of 
several British geographers (and geographically trained scholars in the 
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Netherlands), who were the first to refer to an alternative geography of 
food (Whatmore & Thorne, 1997). Though these geographers apply 
their own discipline’s approach to rural development and food studies, 
they are also fully engaged in the multidisciplinary debate in these macro-
fields. From the disciplinary point of view (here again, however, the 
delimitation is somewhat forced), the theme of the AFN is part of so-
called food geography, a field where rural, urban, economic, political, 
and social specialists break down disciplinary barriers in a lively inter-
change of views on critical food studies.

The reviews and discussions spearheaded by Winter (2003, 2004) and 
later by Cook (Cook et al., 2006, 2008, 2011) in the pages of Progress in 
Human Geography have highlighted the multitude of theoretical 
approaches and empirical research procedures employed by geographers 
in this field. In attempting to define a geographical approach to AFNs, 
we can thus proceed along two lines. First, by looking at how geographers 
have dealt with AFNs, and second, by trying to see how exquisitely geo-
graphical concepts have been deployed to interpret AFNs. Both perspec-
tives would appear to be unsatisfactory, because in the first case it is not 
easy to understand what criteria should be used in deciding whether a 
given author is a geographer (are we to judge by current academic posi-
tion, training, or the fact of writing in geography journals?), while in the 
second, almost all the contributions of scholars who have dealt with 
AFNs and who cannot be defined as geographers by any of these criteria 
have to do with concepts like space, place, region, and local that are 
explicitly spatial.

We will thus attempt to combine the two perspectives, starting from 
the writings of geographers (who qualify as such on the basis of at least 
one of the three criteria we have mentioned) that are the obligatory refer-
ence point for any study of AFNs and formulations such as Local Food 
Systems or short food supply chains (SFSCs) which at times are used as 
synonyms without much concern for the distinctions between them, and 
in other cases are differentiated on the basis of various considerations.4 
Lastly, we must not overlook the fundamental distinction between the 
perspectives of the academics and those of the practitioners, as they point 
out (Venn et  al., 2006) and, we might add, since these reflections are 
incorporated into research calls and policy instruments.
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The scholars—geographers for the most part, as we have said—who 
first began to analyse phenomena, social contexts, and actors such as 
direct sales, farmers’ markets, organic and local food, close producer-
consumer relationships, and so on and established AFNs as an analytical 
category were primarily interested in coming to grips with changes in 
rural contexts and food production by building representations that were 
alternative to, or at least more sophisticated than, the dominant dis-
courses of globalization (Whatmore & Thorne, 1997) and its negative 
repercussions on the environmental and social levels and the actual and 
perceived quality of food. Initially, attention was primarily focused on the 
production side, while consumption and the role of consumers gained 
importance at a later stage.

AFNs were, at least for a certain period,5 an umbrella under which 
geographers with different backgrounds, interests, and approaches took 
shelter: from specialists in rural development to environmentalists, 
scholars of development processes in the South of the world, and research-
ers—who in many cases were activists—interested in the analysis of social 
movements (Levkoe, 2006). Though the geographers who dealt with 
AFNs engaged mainly with economic issues (and specifically with rural 
and environmental concerns), they were also involved in the various 
“turns” that reshaped economic geography, in particular the quality and 
the cultural turns. On the theoretical level, geographers have approached 
the topic from the vantage points of political economy and institutional 
economy (Whatmore & Thorne, 1997), and more recently with the 
moral geographies of the ethics of care (Goodman, 2004; Popke, 2006), 
exploring combined approaches such as Latour’s actor network theory 
and quality convention theory (Murdoch et al., 2000).

As shown by the reviews by Venn et al. (2006) and by Goodman and 
Goodman (2009), research approaches have been predominantly empiri-
cal, based chiefly on case studies employing ethnographic research meth-
ods, interviews, focus groups, and participant observation, in addition to 
traditional methods of spatial analysis (though the latter are not often 
used, except in some studies of local food systems, see, e.g. Kremer & 
DeLiberty, 2011) and comparative approaches such as that adopted by 
Renting et al. (2003).
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The spatial dimension is central to the reflection on AFNs, where it has 
been variously interpreted in relation to the different research orienta-
tions. The debate on AFNs has mobilized several concepts dear to geog-
raphers, but widely used in other disciplines when scrutinizing the 
relationship between food, environment-territory, and quality from an 
analytical and political perspective. As one of the forerunners of AFN 
studies pointed out, “research on the emergence and development of 
alternative food (or agro-food) networks in recent years has highlighted 
the significance of quality, locality and ecology as establishing the embed-
ded character of food derived from this sector” (Sage, 2003a, p. 47).

Obviously it is to be expected that “spatial” thinking (in the broadest 
sense of the term) on the part of scholars with a geographical background 
will be a bit more extensive and more sophisticated than that by those 
who use the concepts without problematizing them overmuch. 
Nevertheless, as Goodman and Goodman (2009) have noted “[…] major 
theoretical advances in human geography, notably relational 
conceptualizations of place, space, economy, and the politics of scale, 
find little reflection in AFN research, despite the critical importance 
attributed to the local and provenance” (p. 5). On the other hand, the 
same authors point out that “the AFN literature has neglected theoretical 
development in favour of empirically grounded, case-study analyses of 
alternative food production and provisioning networks, new economic 
forms, and institutional mechanisms of governance and policy” (p. 6).

For example, it may be instructive to consider attempts to develop 
spatial analysis categories such as that by Jessop, Brenner, and Jones 
(Jessop, Brenner, & Jones, 2008) to see how much distance lies between 
the theoretical depth of these concepts and their application to AFNs.

Space and place are at the centre of many authors’ reflections, in 
observing how AFNs redefine the moments of production and consump-
tion. The space is that of networks, a category that is generally preferred 
to the system, at least in the literature on AFNs, precisely in order to 
overturn the implicit normative and performative logic underlying the 
representation of the global food system. In the literature on local food 
systems, which originated chiefly in North America and gradually 
extended to involve European and international scholars, the view taken 
of urban food systems is implicitly critical, if not indeed explicitly radical 
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and resistant, compared to that of the global food system (see the catego-
rization of the scales of the food system proposed by Hinrichs, 2003).

Space also means space for social and political action. “Making spaces 
for alternatives” is a recurrent phrase in many writings. Some authors, 
drawing closely on the literature on innovation systems and the 
Francophone debate, reconfigure space through the concept of proxim-
ity, where AFNs redefine proximity spaces measured on different axes: 
physical-spatial (or Euclidean geometries), organizational, and cultural 
(Dansero, Pettenati, & Toldo, 2016). With respect to such advances in 
geographic thinking such as the conceptualization of space proposed by 
Harvey (2006) or Levy’s systematization (1997) (to cite two leading fig-
ures from the English- and French-speaking debates), contemporary 
geography seeks to develop conceptual frameworks that can encompass 
the different configurations and measurements of space (and its various 
definitions) and not just physical distance in Euclidean space.

Place is an interpretative category applied above all in connection with 
the notions of embeddedness and re-connection between food and con-
sumers, with quality and territories: all seen as locally specific 
discourses.

Much attention has been addressed to the question of the local dimen-
sion, with reference to the relations with the area of origin, as in the case 
of origin labelling, and the physical proximity between producer and 
consumer (which in Italy has been carried to extreme form in the zero 
kilometres rhetoric). Regarding the concept of local, the framework 
advanced by a non-geographer such as Brunori—a socio-economist with 
a keen appreciation of the territorial dimension—seems particularly sig-
nificant, as it distinguishes between local and localist very clearly and 
effectively, considering the physical, symbolic, and relational dimensions 
(Brunori, 2008).

An attempt to connect the Anglophone and Francophone debates was 
proposed in one of the writings underlying the AFNIA project (Dansero 
& Puttilli, 2013), which addresses the concept of territoriality and draws 
on the geographer Raffestin and the recent opening to the English-
speaking debate (Raffestin, 2012).

Lastly, a concept much cherished by geographers, but less used in the 
debate on AFNs, is that of the region, where Moya Kneafsey (2010) 
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offers an interesting analysis on how the notion of the region is used in 
relation to the processes of reconnecting, re-scaling, and re-regionalizing 
the food system. The English geographer discusses how the concept of 
the region has been applied in the recent food debate in two ways. The 
first refers to “regional foods”, in close relationship with labelling and 
designation schemes (PDO, IGT, IGP, etc.), that is, with efforts to link 
product quality with the places of production. The second can be 
expressed in terms of “regional food networks”, which can occur when a 
number of elements of a food system—production, processing, retailing, 
and consumption of food—are organized on a regional basis in order to 
create a food network that is geographically distinctive and recognized as 
such by the actors involved. “Regional foods” may be circulated within a 
short and direct supply chain, but they are not limited to it (Kneafsey, 
2010, p. 181).

�The Approach Taken in This Book

While much of our investigation concerns issues that have already been 
debated in the literature, there are some points where our work departs 
from the received literature. The first is the intentional multidisciplinary 
approach. In the literature, AFNs have typically been dealt with by spe-
cific disciplinary fields (mainly sociological, anthropological, and geo-
graphic), as shown in the foregoing presentations of the approaches taken 
by different disciplines in addressing the issue of AFNs. However, one 
might conclude from these presentations that some of the approaches are 
incompatible. The economic approach, for instance, stresses the impor-
tance of finding common patterns and of identifying the common under-
lying mechanisms driving people’s behaviour, so that individual and 
social heterogeneity are viewed as variations within a general behavioural 
model. By contrast, the sociological and anthropological approaches 
emphasize the differences and are more interested in detecting the differ-
ent facets of reality from a social point of view. The environmental per-
spective looks for an objective measurement of the actual impact of the 
different chains, as well for the concept of environmental impact held by 
consumers and producers. The geographical approach tries to identify the 
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networks associated with AFNs and their spatial distribution. Despite 
these apparent oppositions, we are convinced that analysing AFNs from 
these different approaches adds to the understanding of a phenomenon 
which by its very nature it has economic, social, geographic, and environ-
mental implications, all of which are relevant for its understanding, and 
that using different approaches provides a global view of these different 
perspectives.

Second, adopting different disciplinary approaches helps in avoiding 
an ideological bias in favour of the object of inquiry. While we think it 
fair to state our sympathy for the AFN movement, in this research we 
purposely chose to adopt an a priori neutral stance. Several positive prop-
erties have been claimed for AFNs, such as embeddedness in regional and 
local food-culture, quality of food production, sustainability of the food 
supply chain, democracy of social and economic relations, and added 
value for the rural area and farmers. These claims have been questioned, 
but our interest is not to take a stand on these issues. Rather, our approach 
is to ask what reasons underlie the growth of AFNs, what effects they 
have, and what their working mechanisms are. In other words, the main 
objective of our research is to understand and discuss the functioning of 
these chains and, from this point of view, taking a neutral stand as to 
their desirability helps avoid the risk of ignoring weaknesses or dubious 
points in their operation or, conversely, of overstating their merits. In our 
view, only by starting from such an analysis is it also possible to make 
predictions about AFNs’ prospects for upscaling and passing from the 
niche to the system level.

Third, we maintain that a comparative perspective with conventional 
food chains is needed in order to grasp the key features of AFNs. Such a 
perspective is very rarely taken, since the ideological/supportive slant of 
research tends to “select” case studies as “true” examples of alternative-
ness. By contrast, our empirical cases belong to both the alternative and 
the conventional worlds. Accordingly, we have compared the concepts of 
quality espoused by consumers who patronize different chains (super-
markets, urban district markets, farmers’ markets, SPGs, high-end retail-
ers) and investigated the modalities whereby producers and consumers 
match on quality and prices.
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Fourth, while most of the current literature, the majority of which 
belongs to the sociological and economic fields, focuses on the consumer 
side (characteristics of the participants, motivations, etc.), our analysis 
embraces the entire chain. To understand AFNs’ strength and resilience, it 
is important to analyse the motivations leading people (as consumers, as 
prosumers, or as concerned citizens) to attend or to participate in these 
chains. But at the same time, it is crucial to understand the other side of 
the chain, that is, producers’ motivations and reactions in terms of farm 
setting to participation in AFNs. This is not simply because—obviously—
both supply and demand are needed in order for these chains to work. It is 
because it is important to analyse how participation in an AFN shapes the 
behaviour of both consumers and producers and, more importantly, the 
forms of the interactions among operators in the chain. We characterize 
“alternativeness” in terms of the quality of the interaction that the exchange 
entails and, consequently, the relationship among traders, its strength, and 
how price-setting and the quality attributes that are demanded and pro-
duced are coordinated. By the same token, analysing the configuration of 
networks among producers and consumers, both spatially and culturally, 
helps provide a comprehensive view of the entire chain.

Notes

1.	 Even the use of online and social media by participants in short food 
supply chains only supplements existing reconnections between producers 
and consumers and cannot substitute for personal relationships (Bos & 
Owen, 2016; Fonte, 2013)

2.	 The MWTP is the maximum amount of money consumers would pay for 
an additional quantity of the good. The consumer purchases additional 
quantities of the good until the utility provided by them is greater than 
the utility foregone by paying the price of an additional quantity of the 
good, that is, the utility lost by giving up other goods that could have been 
purchased with the same money.

3.	 These two streams (orders of worth and worlds of production) are sum-
marized in Lucien Karpik’s perspective, where worlds of quality pair with 
different judgement devices that provide consumers with the knowledge 
to evaluate the “worth of goods” (Karpik, 2010, p. 96).
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4.	 It is interesting to note that geographers like Renting et  al. (2003), or 
Kneafsey (2010) now prefer the term SFSCs to AFNs and have also 
pointed out some distinctions between the concept of “local food system” 
as widely used in the early American studies. See in particular the distinc-
tions and the choices made in the wider area of the study commissioned 
by the JRC (Kneafsey et al., 2013).

5.	 In this regard, see the distinction between the phases of the debate that we 
have proposed elsewhere (Dansero & Puttilli, 2013, p. 628).
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�Introduction

Food is a reality of daily life. We all need to eat (and drink) and we spend 
a significant portion of our budget on purchasing food. We take the avail-
ability of food for granted, and we would be surprised if we did not find 
it in our favourite supermarket or farmers’ market. In this sense, we do 
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not consciously trust the food system; rather, we have a pre-reflexive 
confidence in it. We are used to assuming food purchasing as a systemic 
routine, just as we assume that car drivers in UK keep to the left while in 
continental Europe they keep to the right. Things might get more com-
plicated when food becomes a “contested commodity”, when its produc-
tion and distribution endangers the environment, when its quality is 
intertwined with a specific local area, or when food chains compress pro-
ducers’ and processors’ economic margins in favour of global distributors. 
In all these cases, our attitudes shift from confidence to trust: we need to 
reflexively decide which food product or chain we trust for our purchas-
ing choices. This decision is quite complex, since it entails many and 
often contradictory dimensions.

To begin with, as Chap. 4 clearly illustrates, there are varied motiva-
tions for participating in Alternative Food Networks (AFNs). Some con-
sumers are self-interested and look for healthier food, lower prices, better 
quality, food freshness and taste. Others are motivated by social, political 
and environmental concerns. As Chap. 6 shows, consumers’ environ-
mental concerns seem to be subjectively associated with both sustainable 
packaging and the organic production process. These dimensions appear 
to be key for the purchasing choices in district markets and farmers’ mar-
kets. From the objective viewpoint, on the other hand, the environmen-
tal impacts of small-scale producers/sellers and large-scale distribution are 
not so different. What, in the eyes of consumers, points to environmental 
sustainability (e.g., small-scale, informality) clashes with objective mea-
surement. Though consumers consider short supply chains to be more 
environmentally sustainable, several studies have shown that AFNs are 
not necessarily more sustainable than conventional agro-food goods (see 
also Chap. 13). Moreover, preferences may concern the specific chain in 
itself rather than the specific good. Both chains and goods may depend 
on their intrinsic characteristics such as convenience, travel cost, cleanli-
ness and trust. For instance (Chap. 5), the major reason for choosing 
district markets is convenience. This is not surprising, since they are 
widely spread in the case of Piedmont and typically attended by people 
living in the area. On the contrary, convenience is not so relevant for the 
choice of supermarkets, which are spatially clustered in specific areas of 
the city (Chap. 6 and Sect. 3.2).
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In addition to lower environmental impact, preferences can also 
involve other attributes that are of general interest, such as support for 
local farmers, or more generally social concerns. Altruism, civicness and 
political beliefs drive choices in this case. From the economic viewpoint, 
these other-regarding motives do not cancel out the relevance of budget 
constraints, they simply make them relevant for “different” arguments of 
the utility function. Altruistic motives can be a part of consumers’ prefer-
ences, as can their social and political beliefs. The so-called “willingness-
to-pay” for local products is to a certain extent linked to altruistic support 
for local farmers. On the other hand, the anthropological approach views 
AFNs and consumer choices as an expression of opposition to the indus-
trialized and globalized agro-food sector (Chap. 7). In this case, altruistic 
motives act more independently from budget constraints and means-end 
logics. The sociological approach (Chap. 5) lies midway between the oth-
ers: on the one hand, it underscores the importance of intrinsically moti-
vated choices, while on the other hand, it acknowledges the influence of 
situational constraints on these choices.

A key point for all the approaches is the role played by personal rela-
tionships in the decision to join AFNs. Since we assume that what spe-
cifically distinguishes AFNs is the kind of exchange they entail, personal 
relationships play a key role. In economic terms, food purchases are 
always the result of a trade-off: food is a commodity exchanged for money, 
and the monetary cost of food represents the loss of utility from any alter-
native consumption that could be achieved with that sum, in a means-
end logic. However, personal relationships in AFN transactions have a 
different meaning. As Chap. 4 illustrates, a typical consumer would have 
remained with his/her favourite farmer unless the proposed discount was 
over 12 or 10 per cent, and a typical member of a Solidarity Purchase 
Group (SPGs) would have continued to stay with it even with an almost 
two-thirds increase in prices. This willingness-to-pay, nevertheless, is just 
a measure of preferences, not the result of a trade-off, since it is not pos-
sible to buy the farmer’s friendship or the pleasure of participating in an 
SPG without spoiling its benefit. The sociological and anthropological 
approaches treat interpersonal ties as “prisms”, whereby social actors mir-
ror their identity and their sense of self through a logic of appropriateness 
to the situation they are in. Here food is less an “alternative commodity” 
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than an “alternative to commodity” which resists a mere reduction to its 
“exchange value” through prices. District markets, farmers’ markets and 
SPGs share the importance assigned to the seller, showing high-quality 
expectations linked to this relationship. In district markets, the centrality 
of the personal relationship with the seller and the irrelevance of all the 
other dimensions embodies consumers’ generic quality expectation. In 
farmers’ markets, by contrast, the seller is perceived as an intermediary 
and a guarantor of a specific kind of quality relating to “soft” (intangible) 
elements. In Solidarity Purchase Groups, there is a somewhat negative 
attitude towards hard quality supported by face-to-face interaction with 
the seller (or the group’s organizer). In SPGs, interpersonal relationships 
are far more important than in all the other chains, including farmers’ 
markets.

As Chap. 7 states, AFNs might be interpreted as one example in which 
the principle of social protection, including the protection of nature, is 
applied in concrete experiments to try to contain the market principle by 
employing food as a “new commons” against the power of global food 
players. Food, like tourism, is a key global industry: there are 29 super-
markets in the world’s top 100 chains by turnover, with Walmart, 
Carrefour and Tesco all in the list of the 5 largest global retail chains.1 The 
Italian case is much more fragmented and the three biggest food distribu-
tors control only one-third of the market. Nonetheless, the National 
Antitrust Authority has identified several critical issues in the develop-
ment of supermarkets in Italy that would weaken consumers and produc-
ers, subordinating them to the strongest chains. These are local 
concentration and non-competition “agreements”, the lack of control in 
the supply chain, buyer power and the financialization of the cooperative 
movement. Moreover, food frauds have increased in recent years, creating 
a drop in food sales at large retail outlets and reinforcing consumers’ dis-
trust of supermarkets. Food quality in itself is not a driver of purchasing 
choices in large-scale distribution (Chaps. 5 and 7). The “broken prom-
ises” of large-scale distributors open a window of opportunity for AFNs, 
but taking advantage of it is not easy. On the one hand, both large-scale 
supermarkets and high-end retailers are adapting to the concerns for 
quality, local origin, preferences for organic food, health and environ-
mental safety. On the other hand, prices, logistics and budget constraints 
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seem to prevent AFNs from meeting this demand. It is interesting to note 
that AFNs as alternatives to dominant socioeconomic and cultural prac-
tices might change the sequential choice of purchasing: in the economic 
view, consumers choose where to buy and, once this decision is made, 
what to buy. By contrast, consumers choosing to join a Solidarity Purchase 
Group also decide to a large extent what to buy, since SPGs offer a certain 
basket of goods. Therefore, the attribute of the short chain which is of 
interest to consumers is also an attribute of the food they believe they can 
find there.

A point shared by the different approaches illustrated in the subchap-
ters is that AFNs sell “credence goods” endowed with symbolic or intan-
gible characteristics. “Alternativeness” is not an experience good that can 
be assessed after consumption: consumers need to trust or believe in the 
intangible characteristics of the food they purchase. At the same time, for 
sociological and anthropological approaches, a general reference to “cre-
dence goods” is not enough, since it simply shifts the problem. Credence 
is a symbolic dimension whose explanatory power needs to be accounted 
for. Where do beliefs come from? How do they shape purchasing choices? 
Can we reduce trust and credence entirely to prices and budget con-
straints? Here is where the so-called “quality conventions” approach 
enters the picture. Quality conventions make sense of the meaning struc-
ture of the different “worlds of quality”: (1) market/commercial, based on 
price and commercial value of goods; (2) industrial, assessing the compli-
ance with technical standards and reliability; (3) domestic, which are 
related to the concepts of interpersonal trust and traditional ways of pro-
ducing; (4) opinion/fame, concerning the importance assigned to trade-
marks, brands and expert opinion; (5) civic, which refer to the societal 
and community benefits of products; (6) inspirational, based on the value 
of the personal passion embedded in the product; and (7) ecological, 
relating to the environmental sustainability of the goods and the produc-
tion process. For both sociology and anthropology, these “worlds of qual-
ity” are incessantly open to negotiation, compromise and conflict by the 
agents in the field, that is, producers, distributors and consumers. As 
such, the shared ideas of what food quality actually is change over time 
and sometimes disappear to be replaced by new ones. Thus, quality is not 
a static feature defined once and for all. This process is far from being 
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deterministic: on the one hand, consumers play a key role in “nudging” 
markets. Consumers can shove the market by addressing specific aspects 
of quality, both in conventional channels and, to an even greater extent, 
in AFNs. We show how in the “service economy” the qualification of 
products within the purchasing process is a key concern for the organiza-
tion of markets. On the other hand, quality is strongly connected to the 
power of the lead firm in a given value chain. Lead firms provide quality 
specifications to their immediate suppliers (or buyers) who in turn trans-
mit and translate them further along the value chain (Ponte and Gibbon 
2009).

The quality process is open to multiple outcomes, since consumers 
tend to judge multiple quality conventions positively, thus displaying 
varied and complex quality profiles, and sellers need to deal with this 
complexity by calibrating the right “quality mix”. Consumers’ quality 
positioning does not blindly reflect the “conventional-alternative” polar-
ization. Intangible dimensions of “soft quality” (Chap. 5) (such as the 
role of tradition, trust relationships, respect for the environment, com-
munity values and the farmers’ passion) are at work in the quality profiles 
of both conventional and alternative supply chains, as are the features 
connected to the hard quality conception (price, trademarks and awards). 
Overlapping is the rule, while radical diversity is the exception. Operators 
use differentiated strategies to manage the quality expectations expressed 
by consumers. Specifically, Chap. 5 argues that “hybrid organizations” 
such as high-end distributors strategically overcome divisions among dif-
ferent worlds of quality as a marketing strategy.

The mixing of quality worlds thus might be a window of opportunity 
for strategic marketing choices by large-scale distribution and hybrid 
organizations and could also provide space for the further spread of 
AFNs. The mixed worlds of quality thus provide an opening for a “dou-
ble movement”. On the one hand, conventional food chains may have 
potential for conquering AFNs’ quality space with specific marketing 
strategies; on the other hand, AFNs could meet the demands of a larger 
number of consumers by offering more agro-food goods characterized by 
spatial, economic and/or social proximity between producers and 
consumers.
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The scaling-up of AFNs must take a trade-off into account: to meet the 
demand for soft quality which is actually ubiquitous, AFNs must leverage 
on prices, logistics and distribution while continuing to channel or mir-
ror their distinctive worth—namely intrinsic value—in interpersonal 
relationships. This challenge seems to be particularly demanding in the 
more radical forms of AFNs we analysed, for example, Solidarity Purchase 
Groups. In “radical AFNs”, economic and cultural values attached to 
food are currently being reproduced and contested as part of the capitalist 
system as a whole (Chap. 7). AFNs are seen by consumers as a voice 
raised in the struggle between market and society. In Solidarity Purchase 
Groups, consumers find a focal point not so much in a shared apprecia-
tion of specific quality dimensions, but rather in their opposition to the 
conventional food system. Their identity as consumers—and their result-
ing purchasing choices—are shaped by the distance they actively keep 
from the conventional system, rather than by their similarity to it. This 
“distance” is strongly intertwined with the intrinsic value of the interper-
sonal relationships at work in Solidarity Purchase Groups.

Note

1.	 See: https://www.thebalance.com/largest-retail-grocery-stores-3862931
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�Consumers’ Food Choices: Theoretical 
Framework

In economic terms, food purchases are the result of a trade-off. Food is 
exchanged for money. The monetary cost of food represents the loss of 
utility from any alternative consumption that could be achieved with 
that sum. This is traded off with the benefits that food brings to the con-
sumer. Though consumers do not make such comparisons consciously 
and rationally at each purchase, this is the implicit exchange. All in all, 
therefore, the purchase of a particular food, and specifically of a particu-
lar food in a particular chain like an AFN, is a matter of preference and 
of the value that consumers assign to the benefits and costs of their food 
choices. What is particular about AFNs, we argue, is that purchasing a 
food in an AFN is different (i.e., provides a different utility) from pur-
chasing exactly the same good in another chain. From this point of view, 
then, it is interesting to discuss the benefits that consumers obtain from 
purchasing food in a specific AFN.

Arguably, consumers’ preferences regarding the goods purchased in 
AFNs can be quite diverse. The choice of the chain might be conceived as 
sequential: consumers choose where to buy and, once this decision is 
made, what to buy. While this can be true in some cases, however, in oth-
ers the choice of the chain and the choice of the food are made together. 
As an example of the first case, consumers may decide to go to a farmers’ 
market (FM) and then decide whether and what to buy. By contrast, 
consumers choosing to join a Solidarity Purchase Group (SPG) also 
decide to a large extent what to buy, since SPGs offer a certain basket of 
goods.

The economics approach assumes that consumers maximise their util-
ity from the purchase of a particular food in a particular chain based on 
its perceived attributes (Thilmany, Bond, & Bond, 2008), under a budget 
constraint. The theoretical framework can be extended, considering: (1) 
the determinants of the preferences for the chain; (2) consumers’ general 
attitudes, as also determined by values, beliefs, and habits, that may influ-
ence both the choice of the chain and the choice of the food; (3) the tastes 
concerning specific attributes of the food to be purchased.
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Often, these three aspects are inextricably mingled. This creates a 
problem with empirical analyses: for example, in the consumers’ eyes, the 
food attribute “freshness” is associated with a short food chain 
(Hunt, 2007; Feagan & Morris, 2009; La Trobe, 2001), so the attribute 
of the short chain which is of interest to consumers is also an attribute of 
the food they believe they can find there. Nevertheless, we will discuss 
these three points separately.

Preferences for chains may depend on their intrinsic characteristics or 
attributes (we will use the two terms interchangeably) such as conve-
nience, travel cost, cleanliness, and trust. Convenience may be a critical 
issue for consumers, since AFNs typically do not ensure that purchase 
opportunities are continuously available. For instance, farmers’ markets 
are usually held weekly or monthly, and SPGs collect and distribute food 
at time intervals. Parking facilities, opening hours, and distance may be 
other impediments to the choice of AFNs; participation in some AFNs 
(e.g., FMs) is hindered by inconveniences such as difficulty in finding 
them or little variety of products (Conner, Colasanti, Ross, & Smalley, 
2010; Khan & Prior, 2010).

The above attributes are of self-interest to the consumer. However, 
chain preferences can also involve attributes that are of general interest, 
such as a lower environmental impact, support for local farmers, or more 
generally social concerns. In other words, altruistic motives can be a part 
of consumers’ preferences, as can their social and political beliefs. 
Empirical studies of participation in FMs have often found that environ-
mental and social concerns are a part of the motivation for choosing 
AFNs. For instance, environmental and social justice have been indicated 
as motivations for participating in FMs (Alkon, 2008), while Toler, 
Briggeman, Lusk, and Adams (2009) show that willingness-to-pay 
(WTP) for local products is to a certain extent linked to altruistic support 
for local farmers. This component of preferences has been widely stressed 
by a set of studies drawing on a political economy perspective (Tregear, 
2011). This literature—mainly belonging to the sociological, geographi-
cal, and anthropological approaches—viewed AFNs as an expression of 
opposition to the industrialised and globalised agro-food sector (e.g., 
Allen, FitzSimmons, Goodman, & Warner, 2003; Goodman, 2004).
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These general beliefs and attitudes may depend, in turn, on the con-
sumer’s (observable) socio-economic characteristics such as age, gender, 
occupation, and the like, but also on idiosyncratic (unobservable) indi-
vidual traits. Hence, a stream of literature has attempted to characterise 
the features of typical AFN consumers and identify specific clusters (e.g., 
Rocchi, Cavicchi, & Baldeschi, 2012; Weatherell, Tregear, & Allinson, 
2003).

Beliefs and attributes also affect the way consumers perceive the char-
acteristics of chains and of food. The characteristics of interest to con-
sumers may be intrinsic to the food (such as tastiness, freshness, safety), 
or symbolic or intangible characteristics associated with it. It is important 
to note that while the intrinsic characteristics of food are an experience 
good (i.e., their real quality can only be assessed after consumption), the 
intangible characteristics are mostly credence goods, that is, their real 
quality cannot be assessed, or can only be assessed at a huge cost (Darby 
& Karni, 1973; Nelson, 1970). This is what makes the preference for an 
intangible characteristic of food strictly associated with the preference for 
a particular chain, when consumers are confident that the chain guaran-
tees the presence of that intangible characteristic. For instance, consum-
ers having a preference for local products may prefer to shop at a farmers’ 
market because they have a high confidence that the lettuce they buy 
there is actually locally produced, something they cannot detect 
personally.

The strictly monetary variables—prices and income—are also relevant 
for consumers’ choices. Since the exchange is between AFN food (with all 
its intrinsic and intangible characteristics) and whatever else can be 
bought with the same sum, the relative price dictates the rate at which 
AFN food can be traded with the other goods. Economic theory predicts 
that rational consumers with a budget constraint will increase their con-
sumption of a good as long as the increase in utility they get from one 
dollar more spent on it is greater than the loss in utility due to withdraw-
ing one dollar from the consumption of the other good. Hence, higher 
prices for AFN food decrease their consumption, and vice versa. Thus, if 
the same product is available from the alternative and the conventional 
chains, and consumers buy in the AFN even though the price is higher, 
it is because they believe the additional characteristics of food in the 
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alternative chain are worth the higher cost. If the price in the AFN is 
lower, we cannot directly infer whether the choice of buying is simply 
due to the lower price, or whether the other characteristics also play a 
role. Income is relevant because it relaxes the budget constraint, allowing 
greater consumption. How much consumption increases with income 
depends on income elasticity, that is, the ratio of the relative change in 
consumption to the relative change in income. Food is generally income 
inelastic, for the simple reason that there are physiological limitations to 
food intake. Nevertheless, food is also a necessity and, at low-income 
levels, it has a high priority. All this explains the historical evolution in 
food consumption. Rather than resulting in higher consumption, income 
growth has translated into a change in food habits, with an increase in the 
consumption of more expensive food, first animal products and then 
more sophisticated and exotic products. In several respects, the birth and 
expansion of AFNs reflects this tendency. The search for fresh, tasty, and 
healthy food in alternative chains is certainly part of this trend. This obvi-
ously leaves aside the motivations linked to the intangible attributes of 
alternative chains and of the food they offer, for example, support for 
local economy and local farmers, environmental stewardship, and 
justice.

�Previous Research on the Motivations 
for Attending AFNs

There is an enormous literature on the issue of consumers and AFNs. A 
recent review of studies on consumers’ perceptions and preferences for 
local food (Feldmann & Hamm, 2015) considers 73 publications out of 
a total of 550 scientific articles identified using the search terms “local”, 
“regional”, “food”, and “consumer”. “Local” is not the same as “alterna-
tive”, and the count would be higher if all AFNs were included. Without 
claiming to provide a complete review of the literature, we will limit our-
selves to indicating the main streams of literature based on the above 
considerations.

One part of the literature investigates which characteristics of the chain 
are of interest to consumers. This stream often overlaps with a second one 
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identifying the preferences for food characteristics in AFNs. A third 
stream aims to identify the characteristics of consumers of AFNs in terms 
of their socio-economic characteristics and/or of groups of consumers 
with different attitudes or motivations towards FMs. A fourth streams 
attempts to measure preferences, estimating the WTP for particular char-
acteristics of the food and/or of the chain.

The streams of literature dealing with preferences for chains and food 
characteristics are not separate, since most papers do not draw clear-cut 
distinctions between the preferences or the WTP for the chain and for 
the food, and these preferences are often related to consumer characteris-
tics. Thus, for example, in one of the first quantitative analyses of con-
sumers’ behaviour towards AFNs, Govindasamy and Nayga (1997) 
estimate logit models of the probability of visiting four different direct 
marketing facilities, including such determinants as consumers’ socio-
demographic characteristics and habits as well as expected quality and 
price relative to supermarkets.

Among the few papers listing intrinsic characteristics of the chain as 
determinants for chain choice, Abelló, Palma, Waller, and Anderson 
(2014) show that travel distance, market promotional activities such as 
entertainment, education, and food events were all key factors influenc-
ing the frequency of visits to farmers’ markets. In a survey reported by 
Govindasamy, Italia, and Adelaja (2002), approximately 20% of con-
sumers considered convenience as the most important characteristic. 
Among the reasons for visiting FMs, respondents to a survey in Indiana 
(Betz & Farmer, 2016) assigned high ratings to the convenience of the 
FM location and of the opening hours. Similar assessments of the conve-
nience of market location and hours of operation were expressed in the 
surveys reported by Conner et al. (2010) and by Gumirakiza, Curtis, and 
Bosworth (2014), while the effect of various physical attributes of farm-
ers’ markets on customers’ willingness to attend a particular market was 
estimated by Neill, Mitchell, and Williams (2014) and by Keeling, 
Thilmany, and Bondet (2009).

Civic concerns and food quality are far more frequently cited as rea-
sons for attending AFNs (the majority of papers actually concern FMs). 
Eating quality, and especially freshness, is almost invariably the most 
important feature sought in FMs, normally together with support for 
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farmers and the local economy (Archer, Sánchez, Vignali, & Chaillot, 
2003; Betz & Farmer, 2016; Conner et  al., 2010; Feagan & Morris, 
2009; Govindasamy et  al., 2002; Keeling et  al., 2009; Lyon, Collie, 
Kvarnbrink, & Colquhoun, 2009; Onozaka, Nurse, & Thilmany 
McFadden, 2010; Toler et al., 2009). All these papers concern the USA, 
UK or Canada, but in France too (Sainte-Marie, Balle, & Kubista, 2012), 
the most important reason for buying local food is support for the local 
economy and farmers, followed by better taste, while a Eurobarometer 
survey indicated that 89% of EU respondents totally agree or tend to 
agree that there are benefits to buying products from a local farm 
(Eurobarometer, 2011). In Italy, Giampietri, Koemle, Yu, and Finco 
(2016) find a noteworthy consumer awareness of the positive influence of 
buying at FMs on supporting farmers’ income. Hence, self-interested 
motivations go hand in hand with concern for public goods. In Italy, 
civic concern is apparently greater among patrons of specific AFNs, SPG 
members in particular. In one survey, 48%, 56%, and 54% of respon-
dents indicated environmental problems, social injustice, and food safety 
respectively as their main concerns, and 59.3% considered the SPG to be 
a way of putting responsible behaviour into practice (Carbone, Gaito, & 
Senni, 2007).

Nevertheless, some attracting features of AFNs stem from personal 
exchange and sociability. Some consumers love social interactions, such 
as enjoying the market, talking with farmers, and making a trip to the 
market a family event, which significantly increases their spending at 
farmers’ markets (Hunt, 2007). Many consumers prefer to have a farmer 
hand them the produce directly rather than being helped by a generic 
vendor or taking it from a shelf (Giampietri et al., 2016). This suggests 
that the modalities of the exchange themselves, and not only the specific 
product, are a part of consumers’ preferences.

Among the papers that seek to identify the characteristics of consum-
ers attending AFNs, some relate attendance only to socio-demographic 
characteristics. As regards observable characteristics, a general finding is 
that shoppers at AFNs are in general wealthier, older, and better educated 
than the general public (e.g., McGarry Wolf, Spittler, & Ahern, 2005; 
Onianwa, Wheelock, & Mojica, 2005). Varner and Otto (2008) also find 
a positive relation between sales at FMs and average income in the area.  
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Other studies (e.g., Zepeda & Li, 2006) include, in addition to socio-
demographic variables, general attitudes towards food, the environment, 
and farmers, as well as personal tastes (interest in cooking), or diet hab-
its (Govindasamy & Nayga, 1997). Other scholars identify specific 
groups of AFN patrons. Rocchi et  al. (2012) use a cluster analysis to 
characterise two groups of FM shoppers, one wealthier and better edu-
cated and primarily motivated by “a positive attitude towards environ-
mental and rural development goals and by the willingness to participate 
in a social event”, the second motivated by the opportunity to meet 
producers, which they consider to be a guarantee of quality. Weatherell 
et al. (2003) find evidence of a homogeneous group of “concerned con-
sumers” (58% of respondents) prioritising all food-related issues except 
price, strongly interested in local food, and at the same time expressing 
moral and health concerns. Megicks, Memery, and Angell (2012) iden-
tify four groups according to the stated reasons for buying local food, 
that is, “Intrinsic quality”, “Local support and provenance”, “Ethical 
sustainability”, and “Shopping benefits”. However, the idea that AFN 
participants seek high-quality credence goods and are more willing to 
pay for them than non-participants is challenged by Cembalo et  al. 
(2015), who characterise AFN patrons as having values and lifestyles 
that are more oriented to rational shopping, sensibility to quality and 
taste rather than emotional involvement. On the basis of the same sur-
vey, Pascucci, Dentoni, Lombardi, and Cembalo (2016) find that SPG 
participants are characterised by higher levels of uncertainty on price, 
negotiation, and quality monitoring than non-participants and empha-
sise that the role of values as aggregating factors coexists with cost-econ-
omising motivations.

Nevertheless, some studies address consumers with price concerns. 
The probability of shopping at an FM can be significantly lower among 
consumers for whom cost is the most important characteristic of food 
(Zepeda, 2009), and “too expensive” was the most important reason indi-
cated by respondents for not purchasing local food (Khan & Prior, 2010). 
Even participation in community supported agriculture (CSA) is dis-
couraged by the price of shares (Kolodinsky & Pelch, 1997). This is evi-
dence of the monetary constraint that consumers necessarily face and, at 
the same time, shows that some consumers have weak preferences for the 
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intrinsic and intangible characteristics of AFN food relative to other con-
sumption items.

Lastly, some papers quantify consumers’ preferences in terms of 
willingness-to-pay for specific characteristics of food, but they deal mostly 
with food of local origin, which, even if related, is not necessarily the 
same as AFN food.1 Burchardi, Schröder, and Thiele (2005), for instance, 
estimate WTP for local milk and find that it depends significantly on 
strong preferences for supporting farmers. Burnett, Kuethe, and Price 
(2011) estimate willingness to pay a price premium for “locally grown” 
products. Carpio and Isengildina-Massa (2009) find a higher WTP for 
older and female consumers who perceive local quality as higher. Darby, 
Batte, Ernst, and Roe (2008) estimate a higher WTP for local products 
than for wider provenance and find that this demand is independent of 
other attributes usually associated with local foods such as freshness and 
affiliation with “less corporate” production. Gracia, Barreiro-Hurlé, and 
López-Galán (2014) find that most consumers rate “local” more highly 
than “organic”. Only one paper (Giampietri et al., 2016) finds a lower 
value assigned to local products. Thilmany et al. (2008) split the WTP 
(price premium) for local produce between different motivations (reduc-
tion of food miles, support for local farmers and economy, superior 
quality).

This short literature review illustrates our points that (1) motivations 
for attending AFNs are highly heterogeneous, (2) hedonistic and selfish 
motivations coexist with altruistic and social motivations, and (3) prefer-
ences may concern the intrinsic characteristics of the chains themselves or 
the (intrinsic or intangible) characteristics of the food available in them. 
One important aspect to note is that different motivations can coexist in 
the same individuals, who can, for example, be attracted by the tastiness 
of the farmers’ produce and at the same time appreciate the personal 
interaction with them. When different motivations are compatible, they 
are mutually reinforced, while when they run counter to each other, the 
consumer must trade off the benefits against the costs. For instance, a 
typical trade-off is between higher prices and better expected quality at 
farmers’ markets.

Hence, any claim to identify “the” AFN consumer can be question-
able, given the high variability of desired attributes, of beliefs, and of 
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preferences. Nevertheless, one can try to identify certain patterns shared 
by groups of consumers, with a higher level of confidence when consider-
ing small or compact groups. In our empirical work, we aimed at quanti-
fying a measure of preferences in two groups of consumers, namely, 
consumers attending urban open-air district markets and members of 
SPGs.

�The Choice of Purchasing at Farmers’ Stands

A first part of our empirical work concerns the preferences for a particular 
chain. More specifically, we investigated consumers’ choice to buy at 
farmers’ stands in urban open-air district markets (Novelli & Corsi, 
2015). Open-air district markets are widespread and popular in Italy. 
Most sellers at these markets are retailers procuring from wholesalers and 
selling to the public. Nevertheless, some stands are usually kept by farm-
ers, who have a legal right to do so. Urban district markets are open daily, 
and farmers sell there frequently and regularly, generally three to four 
days per week. This contrasts with farmers’ markets (typically promoted 
by farmers’ unions in Italy) that generally take place once or twice a 
month. Hence, consumers in district markets differ from those at farm-
ers’ markets: they are shopping for everyday food rather than special 
items and are presumably not a priori self-selected for committed con-
sumption. While consumers attending FMs have already decided to buy 
directly from farmers, this is not necessarily the case for those attending 
district markets. It is therefore interesting to investigate the motivations 
for choosing to purchase at farmers’ vs. conventional vendors’ stalls.

We hypothesised that this choice depends on (1) socio-economic char-
acteristics of consumers (such as gender, income, education, etc.), as 
proxies both of cultural traits and of economic status, and (2) general 
attitudes towards food and chain. If consumers’ predominant interest is 
in the quality of food, then purchasing directly from farmers is presum-
ably due to expected better quality of their products. If expenditure is a 
major concern, consumers’ choice between conventional and farmer ven-
dors might be dictated by a comparison between prices. As trust in the 
vendor can also be a crucial criterion, the choice of vendor can thus be 
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due to consumers’ expectations about quality, taste, healthiness of what 
the particular vendor sells, and on the time consistency of these charac-
teristics in repeated purchases. From this standpoint, choosing to buy 
from farmers depends on whether consumers consider them more trust-
worthy than conventional vendors. Lastly, for some consumers the main 
concern when shopping might be convenience, so that the location of the 
farmers’ stands in the district market can be relevant.

A total of 1138 valid questionnaires were collected through in-person 
interviews in open-air markets in Torino, Cuneo, Alessandria, and Asti, 
four cities in Piedmont (Italy) during the spring and summer of 2014. In 
Torino, the regional capital of Piedmont, a two-stage random sampling 
procedure was used, the first stage being a random choice of district mar-
kets. In each market, consumers to be interviewed were also chosen at 
random.

Consumer attitudes were assessed from responses to questions about 
the interviewees’ reasons for choosing the district market and for choos-
ing specific market stands. The stated reasons made it possible to identify 
three main attitudes: convenience, price, and quality. Likewise, the crite-
ria for choosing market stands were clustered into four categories: 
convenience, price, quality, and trust in the vendor.2 Attitudes were not 
mutually exclusive. Table  4.1 shows the relevant percentages of 
consumers.

The major reason for choosing district markets is convenience. This is 
not surprising, since these are district markets, typically attended by peo-
ple living in the area. Quality comes second, which suggests that, since 
the interviewees had actually chosen the district markets, they consider 
that the products there are better quality than those in other facilities 

Table 4.1  Attitudes towards the choice of market and stand

Attitudes %

District market—convenience 65.4
District market—price 21.4
District market—quality 41.5
Market stand—convenience 1.3
Market stand—price 57.0
Market stand—quality 70.3
Market stand—trust 29.3
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such as supermarkets. By contrast, price is a relatively minor factor in the 
choice of district markets.

Once at the market, convenience is no longer an important consider-
ation in choosing a stand. Quality is a major criterion (indicated by 70% 
of the interviewees), but price (57%) is also important. Almost 30% indi-
cate trust in the vendor as a reason for choosing a stand.

When asked where they bought fruit or vegetables, 33% of the inter-
viewees stated they purchased predominantly from farmers’ stands, 45% 
stated that they sometimes bought from them, while the rest either did 
not buy from or were not aware of farmers’ stands.

We ran a statistical analysis of the probability of purchasing at a farm-
er’s stand (whether regularly or occasionally). An attitude towards quality 
seems to play a central role in the preference for farmers’ stands, as 
inferred from both the stated reason for choosing the local market and for 
choosing market stands. Both variables were statistically highly signifi-
cant, and the estimates suggest that choosing the local market on the 
basis of quality increases the probability of buying from farmers by 9.5%.3 
If the quest for quality drove the choice of market stand, consumers were 
21.5% more likely to buy from farmers. This suggests that consumers 
generally consider farmers’ products as higher quality. The attitude of 
seeking a trustworthy vendor was also important in driving the choice of 
a farmer’s stand, since it increases the probability by almost 8%. This 
implies that farmers are considered more trustworthy than conventional 
vendors. By contrast, attitudes towards low prices (both in the choice of 
the market and of the stand) bore a negative sign but were not significant, 
that is, even if farmers’ stands are considered more costly, prices do not 
seem to be relevant in the choice of farmers’ stands.

Among personal characteristics, consumers who usually took care of 
purchasing fruit and vegetables were 24.2% more likely to buy from 
farmers’ stands, perhaps because they are more aware of quality issues and 
better acquainted with the vendors. Better educated consumers were also 
more likely to buy from farmers, though in this case the effect was weak 
(every additional schooling year increases the probability of purchasing 
from farmers by just 1%). Males were 5% more likely to purchase from 
farmers than females, though the effect was only weakly significant. 
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Income was not significant, and the effects of professional status were 
unclear.

Overall, these results suggest that (1) consumers’ attitudes towards the 
choice of the market and of the stand are highly heterogeneous; (2) the 
dominant attitude determining the choice of the district market is the 
search for convenience, along with the search for quality; (3) the domi-
nant attitude once in the market is the search for quality, while price 
comes second; (4) trust in the vendor is also relevant to the choice at the 
market; and (5) farmers in district markets are therefore mostly appreci-
ated for quality and trust.

�The Value of the Personal Relationship 
with Farmers

The finding that price, though outweighed by quality and trust, is rele-
vant in consumers’ choice bears out the truism that purchasing food 
entails a trade-off. The cost of food represents the loss of utility from any 
alternative consumption that could be achieved with that sum. This is 
traded off with the benefits the food brings to the consumer. In addition 
to quality and trust, these benefits include the intangibles stemming from 
disinterested personal interactions. It has been shown that such personal 
relationships are attractive for people attending farmers’ markets (Kirwan, 
2006). We wanted to investigate whether patronising farmers’ stands cre-
ated relational goods, that is, disinterested personal relationships with the 
farmers in “less alternative” facilities such as district markets and—some-
thing new to the best of our knowledge—to measure their value for con-
sumers.4 To this end, we used a stated preference technique similar to 
those used for the evaluation of environmental goods (Corsi & Novelli, 
2015). We submitted a specific questionnaire to a sub-sample of the par-
ticipants in the survey presented above, conducting in-person interviews 
with randomly chosen people attending open-air district markets in 
Torino and other cities in Piedmont. We retained only respondents who 
stated they regularly shopped in that particular market and who usually 
bought from farmers, since we wanted to estimate the value of the direct 
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relationship between consumer and farmer. After the preliminary filter 
questions on their purchasing habits, they were asked whether they would 
still buy the products they frequently bought from one farmer if another 
farmer offered exactly the same products at a lower price.5 The wording 
“exactly the same” was specified in order to rule out reasons other than 
the relational good and the price. In particular, we sought to rule out 
preferences based on the expected quality of the produce, the informa-
tion provision, the preference for the point of sale, and support for farm-
ers or local products. Proposed price discounts of 10%, 20%, and 30% 
were randomly assigned. In each case, the absolute change for a typical 
expenditure was also stated. What we wanted to estimate was thus the 
willingness-to-accept (WTA), that is, the minimum amount of money 
needed to relinquish the relational good. It should be emphasised that 
this is only a measure of preferences, using money as a metric, and does 
not imply that the relational good is for sale. To be sure that the respon-
dents really stated their WTA for the relational good, those who stated 
they would rather stay with the previous vendor were asked the reason. In 
some cases, they mentioned trust, which is not equivalent to the rela-
tional good. We experimented with two different approaches to dealing 
with these cases: either the responses were reclassified as an acceptance of 
the alternative vendor, or they were simply dropped. Two different esti-
mation methods were employed to assess WTA, one similar to the 
difference-in-utility approach used in contingent valuation of environ-
mental goods as proposed by Hanemann (1984), the second similar to 
the valuation function proposed by Cameron (1988) (for details, see 
Corsi & Novelli, 2015). The latter makes it possible to assess the effect of 
the respondents’ socio-demographic characteristics on the probability of 
accepting the change of vendor. The first model was estimated on 249 
observations, the second, due to some missing data for socio-economic 
variables, on 241 observations (212 and 205, respectively, if trust 
responses were dropped). The results differ according to the models, but 
at the most conservative estimate, they indicate that the average WTA in 
the sample was 12.2% or 9.6% contingent on how trust responses were 
treated, with a standard deviation of 2.3% and 2.6%, respectively. The 
median is 12.5% and 10%, respectively. In other words, a typical con-
sumer would have remained with his/her favourite farmer unless the pro-
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posed discount was over 12% or 10%. This suggests that even in a setting 
which is not particularly dedicated to alternative and committed con-
sumers, direct sales were to a non-negligible extent driven by the personal 
relationship created between producer and consumer, even though there 
was a certain variability in this respect. However, though we sought to 
isolate the effect of this component, some ambiguity may remain, since 
some motivations may be mingled. When asked to indicate their reason 
for staying with their favourite vendor, for instance, some respondents 
answered “out of habit”, which is difficult to interpret in one sense or 
another. Habit may mean familiarity and, hence, be related to the rela-
tional good; but it can also stem from risk-averse attitudes. Similarly, 
trust is not the same as a relational good, but may be strictly connected. 
If I know and like someone, I usually tend to trust him/her, though the 
converse might not hold, since I can trust someone who is indifferent to 
me. Moreover, if relational goods are created between farmers and con-
sumers, this does not mean that they may not also be created with con-
ventional vendors in a facility where sales, unlike in supermarkets, are 
face-to-face. Rather than being a dichotomy, opportunities for personal 
relationships range in a continuum, from the lowest level in supermarkets 
up to the highest in AFNs.

Overall, the findings from the survey in district markets suggest that in 
such facilities as elsewhere, customers have heterogeneous and multi-
faceted reasons for purchasing directly from producers, from reasons 
linked to intrinsic food quality (taste, freshness) to intangible attributes 
such as environmental friendliness and local origin, or knowing and lik-
ing the vendor.

�The Value of Participating in SPGs

The following empirical investigation concerned Solidarity Purchase 
Groups (SPGs; in Italian, Gruppi di Acquisto Solidale or GAS). SPGs are 
organisations of consumers who join together to buy food and other 
goods collectively and directly from producers, at a price that is fair to 
both parties. In their statements, SPGs typically stress the use of short 
food chains, quality and environmentally friendly food consumption, 
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and support for farmers’ right to fair prices (Saroldi, 2001). Hence, ethi-
cal and solidarity issues, establishing trust relationships between consum-
ers and producers (especially local ones) and getting fresh, seasonal, and 
healthy food figure prominently in their ideology (Novelli & Corsi, 
2018, Chap. 10). In decisions to join SPGs, ethical and political motiva-
tions and social concerns are thus arguably dominant, but more selfish 
and monetary reasons can be nevertheless at work, since members are in 
any case budget-constrained.

Accordingly, we were interested in investigating SPG members’ moti-
vations and in assessing the ethical, social, and environmental reasons on 
the one hand and the self-interested or strictly economic reasons on the 
other. In addition, we wanted to measure the value members attach to 
their participation in the SPG. Again, money is only a metric for measur-
ing preferences.

For this analysis (Corsi & Novelli, 2016), an in-person questionnaire 
was administered to 151 members of four SPGs in the city of Torino 
(Italy) and other neighbouring towns. The four SPGs differed in size, as 
they had 25, 156, 96, and 136 member families or individuals, respec-
tively. The questionnaires were administered during the meetings held to 
distribute the food ordered by members. The questionnaire included a 
first section in which respondents were asked about their participation in 
the SPG, the tasks they performed in the SPG, and their motivations. 
The answers to the questions concerning the tasks performed for the SPG 
were used to construct an indicator of respondents’ commitment to the 
SPG.6 Then, using an approach similar to that used for patrons of urban 
district markets, respondents were asked whether they would still buy 
from the SPG if its prices were to increase by a certain percentage above 
what they currently pay, and the only alternative were to buy at a super-
market. Price increases of 20%, 30%, 40%, and 50% were randomly 
assigned to each questionnaire. Members who responded they would still 
buy from the SPG were then asked to indicate their reasons. The infor-
mation from this question was used to estimate a WTP function and the 
mean and median WTP.

As regards the respondents’ socio-economic characteristics, the major-
ity (64%) were women, the mean age was 48, and the education level was 
quite high (the mean corresponded to some university-level education). 

  A. Corsi and S. Novelli



  73

The majority of respondents were white-collar workers (69%), followed 
by professionals (14%) and self-employed (9%) while manual workers 
were a minority (4%), the rest being unemployed and non-labour force. 
The average monthly household income was about 2500 euros, and the 
average number of household members was 3.2, with 0.8 children under 
14 years old. Interestingly, commitment averaged 12.8 points but varied 
widely (±7.5), so that members performed the activities needed to run 
the SPG quite differently. Another relevant data is that 55% of the 
respondents stated that the prices of fruit and vegetables purchased 
through the SPG were lower than in conventional supermarkets.

Table 4.2 shows the distribution of motivations for participating in the 
SPG (respondents could give up to three reasons). The most frequent 
motivation was “Support for local farmers”; this, together with the other 
social motivations (“Respect for the environment” and “Fighting multi-
nationals and supermarket chains”), accounted for 39.6% of total 
responses.

Responses relating to the intrinsic or symbolic characteristics of food 
(“Quality guarantee”, “Consumption of seasonal products”, 
“Consumption of local food”) added up to another 38%. Strictly mone-
tary considerations (“Price” and “Quality/price ratio”) accounted for only 
12.7%. Lastly, it is interesting to note that explicit social and relational 
motivations (“Participation in a collective action of people with the same 

Table 4.2  Responses to the question about the main reasons for participating in 
the SPG (max 3 items)

N %

Respect for the environment 23 7.2
Support for local farmers 74 23.1
Consumption of seasonal products 36 11.2
Consumption of local food 45 14.0
Fighting multinationals and supermarket chains 30 9.3
Quality guarantee 41 12.8
Price 2 0.6
Quality/price ratio 39 12.1
Participation in a collective action of people with the same ideals 14 4.4
Knowing the producers 17 5.3

321 100.0

  Determinants of Participation in AFNs and Its Value… 



74 

ideals” and “Familiarity with the producers”) accounted for almost 10% 
of total responses.

Different statistical models were estimated for assessing members’ 
WTP to participate in the SPG. The valuation function approach also 
made it possible to assess which variables affected the probability of 
remaining with the SPG even with the indicated price increases. The 
effects of some variables are rather obvious. Price had the predicted nega-
tive effect, but it was quite weak, since a 1% increase in prices reduced the 
probability of remaining with the SPG by only 0.7%. Members who 
stated that the SPG prices were lower than the supermarkets’ were 14% 
more likely to stay with the SPG than other members. This is consistent 
with having a monetary incentive to participate in the SPG.

The commitment variable was statistically significant and positive. For 
each one-point increase in the commitment indicator (the average is 
12.8, with a range from 2 to 33), the probability of staying rose by 1.3%. 
This means that participation provided utility to some participants 
regardless of the monetary incentive. Far from being a cost, work for the 
SPG provided a reward: the satisfaction of engaging in an ethical activity, 
the pleasure of socialising through the initiatives and the activities, and, 
more generally, a psychic reward.

Some characteristics that are typically considered as conducive to par-
ticipation in AFNs, that is, higher income and upper level occupation, 
were not significant in our estimates. Professionals and self-employed 
people did not differ from the non-labour force group (the reference cat-
egory), unlike white-collar and manual workers who were more likely to 
stay. Younger age and higher education were also factors that made 
respondents more willing to stay with the SPG even with higher prices. 
Nevertheless, the effects of these variables were weak: each additional year 
of age decreased the probability by 0.6%, and each additional year of 
education increased it by 2.4%. Lastly, having young children reduced 
the probability of staying with the SPG, because of the tighter income 
constraint faced by households with young children: with each additional 
child, the probability of staying dropped by 10%. Overall, socio-
economic variables did not have a strong effect. One should nevertheless 
consider that the analysis addressed SPG members, rather than the gen-
eral population, and it is not surprising that there should be a certain 
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homogeneity among them. Most SPGs originate from small groups of 
friends or neighbours, and tend to draw on a pool of acquaintances even 
when they grow to a larger size, so it is only to be expected that members 
have some similarities that make it more difficult to identify socio-
economic drivers because of the lack of variation.

Average and median WTP were also estimated using the statistical 
models. The mean WTP according to the valuation function model was 
68.4% (with a standard deviation of 26%), and the median was 66.3%. 
The difference-in-utility model yielded a similar value, a mean and 
median of 77.6%. In other words, a typical member would have contin-
ued to stay with the SPG even with an almost two-thirds increase in 
prices. Even allowing for some hypothetical bias, these results show mem-
bers’ strong commitment to their SPG. We asked respondents who stated 
they would stay with the SPG despite the indicated price increase to 
provide their most important reason for doing so. Answers are shown in 
Table 4.3. Among the reasons, slightly over half of the respondents cite 
the better quality of SPG products and distrust of supermarket offerings, 
while support for farmers, environmental protection, and sociality total 
about 45%.

Though not exactly comparable with the findings from the survey of 
district market patrons, these results suggest a much higher preference for 
the specific chain, which is not surprising, given the self-selection of SPG 
members. Food quality remains a crucial driver of the choice, but altruis-
tic motivations and social concerns have a greater weight. Nevertheless, 
the higher WTP among those SPG members who pay lower prices and 
the negative sign for young children suggest that purely monetary moti-
vations cannot be ruled out.

Table 4.3  Reasons for staying with the SPG even with a price increase (%; n = 85)

Quality is better and/or I don’t trust the quality of supermarket products 51.8
I would be sorry to stop dealing with SPG friends 4.7
For environmental protection reasons 12.9
For reasons linked to respect for farmers 27.1
Other/no response 3.5

100.0
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�Conclusions

One of the first points regarding AFNs’ attractiveness to consumers that 
arises from the literature and from our empirical analysis is that motiva-
tions are highly heterogeneous. There is no single attribute, either of the 
chain or of the food, that exclusively determines the decision to partici-
pate in AFNs. Different people have different motivations and, on the 
other hand, AFNs themselves are far from homogeneous. They certainly 
share the common feature (at least in our concept) of allowing personal 
interactions between producers and consumers, which is not possible (or 
possible only to a very limited extent) in a supermarket. And they make 
it possible to imbue food and its consumption with fresh meaning 
through its links with the local area and to the people who produce it. 
Nevertheless, it goes without saying that having this possibility does not 
mean that everyone takes advantage of it, nor that everyone benefits from 
it in the same way. Moreover, there are differences among AFNs. Some, 
like SPGs or CSAs, are organisations characterised by, and requiring, a 
strong commitment, especially when their members are bound to con-
tribute to the group’s activities. At the other extreme, farmers’ direct sales 
in district markets, though providing a producer-consumer connection, 
do not require any special effort by consumers, and an inattentive con-
sumer might not even know that the vendor is a farmer. Other forms of 
AFNs, like FMs and on-farm direct sales, are somewhere in the middle of 
a continuum.

It is not surprising that the observed determinants for choosing to 
purchase food through AFNs are so diverse. There are two reasons for 
this. On the demand side, consumers look for different attributes. On the 
supply side, different AFNs offer different attributes of the chain itself 
and of the food that consumers can purchase in it. A strong self-selection 
of consumers towards the different types of AFN can explain both the 
socio-economic characteristics found in some literature and the appar-
ently contradictory lack of influence of these characteristics in other lit-
erature. The literature (overwhelmingly dealing with FMs) that compares 
the characteristics of shoppers at AFNs to non-shoppers or to the general 
population generally finds that typical shoppers at FMs are older, better 
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educated, and wealthier. This is consistent with the idea that income 
(with which education and age are positively correlated) is a driver of this 
choice, because a higher income makes it possible to shop for more 
expensive higher quality food, where quality is seen to include all intrin-
sic and intangible attributes of food. Incidentally, it can also explain why 
AFNs were born and grew in developed countries. This is not to say that 
the choice of AFNs is a “radical chic” attitude. Rather, it serves to remind 
us that there is always a budget constraint, which is less binding for 
wealthier people but nevertheless has some impact on average. From this 
point of view, the comparison between prices in AFNs and elsewhere is 
important, since those who are more income-constrained are also more 
interested in AFNs when they offer lower prices. This comparison is nev-
ertheless difficult, since it entails keeping all other things equal, which is 
in contradiction with the intangible values that AFNs in themselves bring 
about.

If AFNs are diverse, people are diverse as well, and so are their prefer-
ences. The intrinsic attributes of the particular chain (such as distance, 
convenience, variety of products, possibility of contact with farmers, etc.) 
may be relevant, as our finding that convenience is the major reason for 
choosing a district market demonstrates. Nevertheless, a desirable attri-
bute of AFN chains is the opportunity to access desirable intangible attri-
butes of food. People who prefer fresh produce and are convinced that 
FMs provide fresher food than conventional chains prefer FMs; those 
preferring local products choose chains they trust as regards the prove-
nance of the produce. Among the preferred attributes of food available in 
AFNs, our investigation as well as the literature indicates that quality 
seems to be the most important. Obviously, quality covers many aspects, 
but the main reference is to the intrinsic characteristics of food, such as 
freshness, healthiness, and taste. Nevertheless, intangible attributes such 
as local origin, support for farmers, and environmental protection are 
frequently cited among the motivations. However, it is difficult to distin-
guish and to assess the relative weight of the different motivations, 
because they are frequently associated with each other, and derive from 
general attitudes or beliefs. For instance, people who want direct contact 
with farmers prefer local products (Giampietri et al., 2016). Among the 
characteristics of the chains, one we stress is the value of human 
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interactions they allow, a value that is not limited to information about 
the products and how they are produced, nor to trust in the quality of the 
products themselves. It is a value stemming from the interaction among 
people in the chain. It can consist in farmers and consumers in the dis-
trict market knowing and liking each other, or in the value that partici-
pating in SPGs has for their members, as shown by our empirical surveys. 
It should also be noted that this value depends on the type of chain: the 
value of participating in SPGs was found to be much higher than the 
value of direct interaction with farmers in district markets. It is quite 
plausible that there is a continuum of situations from this perspective as 
well.

In addition to the characteristics of products and of chains, prices are a 
relevant variable in consumers’ choices, but are frequently overlooked by 
the literature. There are two reasons for this. One is that many surveys are 
conducted among people attending FMs and more generally AFNs. 
These individuals, as we have argued, are self-selected and in general are 
inclined to assign a higher value to the intrinsic and intangible attributes 
of AFN produce than the general public. Hence, in the trade-off between 
price and food attributes, their valuation for the attributes is higher, so 
that prices count less. The second reason is that, in developed countries, 
expenditure for food accounts for a relatively minor share of household 
budgets, so that the effect of food price changes on real income is rather 
limited. That said, the effect of income should not be forgotten, as sug-
gested by our finding that the likelihood of staying with an SPG is 
increased by lower prices. Actually, since lower prices for SPG members 
and paying fair prices to producers are only possible because of the volun-
tary work provided by members (Novelli & Corsi, 2018, Chap. 10), it 
can be argued that members trade off their work for lower purchase prices 
and fair prices for farmers (though it is also possible that they get utility 
from working for the SPG). The importance of income also differs accord-
ing to the specific chain. In some cases, the goal of finding lower prices 
becomes dominant. An example is the Collective Purchasing Groups 
(Gruppi d’Acquisto Collettivo—GAC), promoted by a consumers’ asso-
ciation and supported by the Province of Torino Department for Social 
Policies (Movimento consumatori, 2018). Each week, the association 
buys the products ordered by registered members directly from local or  
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national organic producers and distributes them. Though some of the 
initiative’s motivations are environmental (reduction of food miles), the 
emphasis is on obtaining lower prices by eliminating middlemen and on 
enabling “everyone to access higher quality food, not just people who can 
afford to buy from specialised shops or from farmers who overcharge for 
their products at the market” (Movimento consumatori, 2018). In this 
case, even if it is an organisation outside the conventional chain, the 
“degree of alternativeness” is rather low, since personal relationships 
between producers and consumers are quite irrelevant, as are the links to 
the local area and recovering the meaning of food.

Heterogeneity of preferences across consumers goes along with diver-
sity of preferences within individual consumers. A person may like fresh-
ness of food and at the same time be a supporter of local farmers. When 
preferences for different attributes are compatible, they are mutually rein-
forced. In some cases, though, they might be in opposition. For instance, 
the desire to have contact with farmers and to know how they produce 
would favour on-farm direct sales, which a person who is mindful of the 
environment could be reluctant to choose because of the environmental 
impact of trips to the farm.

All the above considerations help to put the nature of AFNs and their 
strengths and weaknesses in perspective. If we accept that people’s moti-
vations are heterogeneous and that involvement and participation lie 
along a continuum in different types of AFN, then the picture is one of a 
population of different organisational forms, covering different market 
segments and responding to different economic, political, and social 
demands. The vision of AFNs as politically and socially oriented, as sug-
gested by the political economy approach that conceptualises “AFNs as 
movements in constant struggle against a threatening forces of global 
capitalism” (Tregear, 2011), or by the “reflexive localism” perspective 
(Dupuis & Goodman, 2006) that aims at “food systems […] making for 
a more inclusive metropolitan regionalism promoting equitable distribu-
tion of resources and services” (Goodman, Dupuis, & Goodman, 2012), 
is undoubtedly true for some, but not all AFNs. In these forms, that is, 
in subjective intention to change the food system, it concerns some par-
ticularly committed groups of citizens, like the SPGs described by 
Brunori, Rossi, and Guidi (2012), Grasseni (2013), and Fonte (2013), 
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while other forms are mainly motivated by short-sighted and selfish inter-
ests. One might ask whether these movements may nevertheless objec-
tively have the effect of changing the conventional food system. Though 
the question is obviously difficult to answer, the foregoing considerations 
give reason to doubts that they can. From an economic perspective, if 
AFNs are not underpinned by an explicit and intentional strategy for 
creating an alternative to conventional food systems, many other motiva-
tions are simply emerging demands that the conventional chains have not 
yet been able to meet, but can hijack in the future. For example, the 
Carrefour supermarket chain (like other supermarket chains) has created 
a line of quality food sold under its private label (“Terre d’Italia”, Lands 
of Italy) and advertised as being sourced from small producers in speci-
fied geographical areas. Though this is not a line of fresh produce, con-
ventional supermarkets are marketing increasing amounts of produce 
with a Protected Designation of Origin, thus providing the same attri-
butes of freshness and quality now typically offered by AFNs.

In any case, from the efficiency perspective of standard welfare eco-
nomics, AFNs are particular markets matching demand and supply and 
hence increasing overall welfare. According to welfare economics, any 
voluntary transaction represents a Pareto improvement, that is, a change 
in which someone or everyone benefits and no one loses. From this point 
of view, criticisms of AFNs based on their supposed inefficiency and on 
the efficiency superiority of conventional chains are ill-grounded. There 
can be no doubt that AFNs increase their participants’ welfare. This alone 
would be sufficient reason to welcome them, even if there were no other 
points in their favour.

Notes

1.	 Martinez et al. (2010) present the main characteristics of local food chains 
in the USA and add a review of papers dealing with characteristics and 
attitudes associated with local food purchase and willingness to purchase 
and with consumer characteristics associated with willingness to pay more 
for local foods.

2.	 With regard to the district markets, convenience was identified as an atti-
tude if consumers’ stated reasons for choosing a market were “Closeness 
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to home”, “Closeness to workplace, to school, to places where their rela-
tives live”, and “Location on the way between home and workplace”. Price 
attitude corresponded to the answer “Reasonable prices”. Quality attitude 
was identified by the answers “Product quality”, “Wide choice”, and 
“Pleasant ambience”. Attitudes towards the choice of stands were 
Convenience (“Location of the stands in the market”), Price (“Reasonable 
prices”, “Quality/price ratio”), Quality (“Product quality”, “Freshness”, 
“Supply of local products”, “Region of provenance of products”), and 
Trust in the vendor (“Personal acquaintance with the vendor”). 
Respondents could indicate up to three items.

3.	 Since in these statistical models (probit) the marginal effect of the vari-
ables on the probability of the outcome varies according to the value of 
the variable itself and of the other variables, the change in probability is as 
usual calculated at the mean values of the variables.

4.	 Relational goods are discussed in Chap. 2 of this book.
5.	 The exact wording was: “Think of farmers’ stands, in particular of the 

stand where you most frequently buy fruit and vegetables, and think of 
the farmer who usually helps you and with whom you talk while buying. 
Now imagine that tomorrow another farmer opens a stand in this market 
and offers produce that is exactly the same as the produce you buy from 
your regular vendor: same territorial provenance, same quality guarantee, 
and same freshness. The only differences would be the vendor and the price. 
If the new vendor’s price were X% lower than your usual vendor’s price, 
and you wanted to buy the same quantity, from whom would you buy? 
Consider, for instance, that something costing 10 euros from your usual 
vendor would cost X euros at the new stand.”

6.	 Respondents were assigned up to 5 points if they made purchases for their 
household, depending on the frequency (less than 6 times/year; every sec-
ond month; every month; every 15 days; every week); up to 5 points if 
they also made purchases for other households; up to 5 points if they col-
lected products from the farmers and distributed them to the other mem-
bers; 5 points if they prepared the mailing list, the website, and so on; 5 
points if they managed the relationship with the producers; 5 points if 
they handled contacts with participants and collected orders; 5 points if 
they were members of the SPG board; and 1 point if they participated in 
the SPG assembly and social initiatives. The points are obviously arbitrary, 
but they attempt to reflect the time devoted to each activity and, hence, 
the commitment to the SPG, since members are not paid for these 
activities.
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5
Consumers’ Quality Conventions 
in Alternative, Conventional, and 

High-End Food Chains

Filippo Barbera, Joselle Dagnes,  
and Roberto Di Monaco

�Introduction

Alternative Food Networks (AFNs) aim to provide agri-food goods to 
consumers with high standards of accessibility, sustainability, and quality. 
Accessibility refers to the ease of access and participation in AFNs. From 
a spatial point of view, this means that the AFNs are distributed in the 
local area and easily reached by consumers. How accessibility concretely 
occurs depends on the spatial organization of AFN supply chains (see 
Dansero & Pettenati, 2018, Chap. 14). A second important point is 
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related to the sustainability of AFNs from two different perspectives: envi-
ronmental and economic. From the ecological point of view, AFNs are 
sustainable if their polluting emissions and use of natural resources have a 
low impact on the natural environment. Several studies have shown 
that—contrary to common sense—AFNs are not necessarily more eco-
logically sustainable than conventional agri-food goods (see Peano, Tecco, 
& Girgenti, 2018, Chap. 13). AFNs’ sustainability can also be understood 
in the economic sense. Even if the proximity between producers and con-
sumers minimizes the intermediate stages of the distribution, it is difficult 
to bring AFNs’ cost structure to light because of the many implicit costs 
carried by the actors involved in the chain (see Corsi et al., 2018, Chaps. 
4 and 10). This is the case both for farmers—for example, in relation to 
the time dedicated to direct sales—and for consumers, considering, for 
instance, the time and resources involved in organizing a solidarity pur-
chasing group. Lastly, there are no simple indicators and parameters that 
can be assessed for quality. This is particularly interesting to observe in 
AFNs, where quality conventions are not only supply-driven but also 
spread from consumers to producers. In these short market chains, con-
sumers can provide quality specifications to producers, thereby shaping 
the governance of the value chain and its organizational structure.

In connection with accessibility, sustainability, and quality, AFNs are 
often classified as a kind of social innovation toward a better food system 
(De Schutter, 2017). The basic idea of AFNs as social innovation is that 
they are an engine of change rooted in alternative ways of production and 
consumption generated by the response to “unmet social needs”. In this 
regard, AFNs are supposed to bring about social change thanks to their 
“beneficial effects” that should enhance “society’s” ability to act for desir-
able outcomes. Accordingly, the relevance of AFNs originates from the 
potential of citizen-led social innovations:

In the agrifood sector, such innovations include for instance community-
supported agriculture (CSA), in which people contribute to support local 
farmers by entering into direct producer-to-consumer marketing schemes, 
although they might have access to the very same products by less expensive 
and more convenient means; the joint management, by members of the 
same neighbourhood, of collective vegetable gardens; or fair trade schemes 
(…). Depending on the theoretical framework used, these innovations are 
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referred to as social innovations for sustainable development (…), or (in the 
so-called ‘multi-level perspective’ on transition theory) as ‘niche innova-
tions’, that must be nurtured and protected in order to provide alternatives 
to the mainstream regime following a crisis (…). (De Schutter, 2017, p. 721)

AFNs are thus understood as forms of grassroots experiments that aim 
to reorganize the food system along ethical, political, moral, and health 
lines (Honkanen, Verplanken, & Olsen, 2006; Micheletti, Follesdal, & 
Stolle, 2004; Onozaka, Nurse, & McFadden, 2010; Sassatelli, 2015). As 
long as AFNs are assumed to be markedly different from conventional 
food chains, they serve at the macro-level to achieve “systemic” needs, 
and AFN experiences become a positive functional reaction to agro-
industry failures. At the micro-level, the underlying idea is that consump-
tion is a political act: by “eating differently”, people can change the food 
system and the living conditions of all those who are involved. However, 
AFNs can take on many and diverse forms, ranging from completely 
isolated and self-interested experiments to extremely networked and 
community-oriented initiatives (Barbera & Dagnes, 2016, p.  325). 
Moreover, political motivations of “conscientious consumers” are blurred 
with health concerns and status-based practices of highbrow groups.

We do not deny that political consumerism plays a key role in AFN 
consumers’ purchasing habits. Nor do we deny the socially innovative 
features of AFNs, at least in principle. Rather, we argue that the kind of 
social change that AFNs enact does not occur in stages between discrete 
entities (conventional vs. alternative), considered as “complete and coher-
ent” wholes that replace one another over time in meeting “systemic” 
needs (Goldthorpe, 2015). This flawed view of social change, we main-
tain, is deeply rooted in the blueprint of sociology as a “science of transi-
tion” which analyzes feudal society’s transition to modernity (Stark, 1996, 
p. 993). The recent financial crisis and the global challenges that capital-
ism is facing are triggering a similar situation: “transitology” is again à la 
page (Mason, 2016) and the present easily becomes the approximation of 
a designed better future (see Stark, 1996, p. 994 for the original argu-
ment). This is the case, for instance, of those “radical” perspectives on 
AFNs (De Schutter, 2017) that—as inspiring as they could be from the 
normative and political viewpoint—risk an underlying teleology driven 
by an end-state. Similarly, radical perspectives frame AFNs as kinds of 
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social innovations that: “(…) move towards an economic future in which 
decentralised economic activity will bear the marks of a greater freedom” 
(Unger, 2015, p. 245). A sharper analytical view would be to see AFNs as 
being built not on the ruins of the conventional agri-food system, but 
with its ruins (see Stark, 1996 for a broader take on this perspective). For 
instance, supermarket retailers are trying to build on AFNs’ success at 
making profits by promoting their own alternative products and, in some 
cases, AFN supply chains need to rely on the large-scale system in order 
to achieve their goals. Moreover, consumers very rarely buy their food in 
a single food chain; rather, they often mix different sale channels and buy 
from a variety of food chains, both conventional and alternative. In this 
regard, it is key to point out that what underlies AFNs as “social innova-
tion experiences” is not the nature of the social problem to be solved (e.g., 
unmet needs), but the kind of social change they bring about (Santana, 
2014, p. 44).

From these background premises, we will first set out the conceptual 
framework we rely on to analyze AFN consumers’ purchasing habits in 
quality-based markets. In the second part of the chapter, we will illustrate 
the research design, methods, and data on five food chains in Piedmont. 
In the third, we will present and discuss our key empirical findings. Lastly, 
we will conclude by elaborating further on the interplay between alterna-
tive and conventional food networks.

�Consumers’ Quality Conventions in Alternative 
and Conventional Food Chains

The search for high standards of food quality is one of the key aims of 
AFNs. At the same time, however, the very definition of quality is far 
from univocal. In economics, quality is connected to the role of “cre-
dence goods” as key drivers for the so-called quality-based markets 
(Beckert & Aspers, 2011). Consumers need to trust the quality of a prod-
uct, which cannot be assessed just by looking at its price or by experienc-
ing it. For instance, fair-trade coffee is a case in point. We argue that 
general reference to “quality as credence goods” must be integrated with 
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a sociological viewpoint. Credence is a symbolic dimension whose 
explanatory power needs to be accounted for (Beckert, 2009; Karpik, 
2010). As Wolfgang Streeck observes: “A rising share of the goods that 
make today’s capitalist economies grow would not sell if people dreamed 
other dreams than they do” (Streeck, 2016, p.  212). Accordingly, the 
quality conventions approach reveals a more complex scenario.

Boltanski and Thévenot (2006) identified seven different quality con-
ventions that make sense of the meaning structure of the “worlds of qual-
ity”: (1) market/commercial, based on price and commercial value of 
goods; (2) industrial, assessing the compliance with technical standards 
and reliability; (3) domestic, which are related to the concepts of inter-
personal trust and traditional ways of producing; (4) opinion/fame, con-
cerning the importance assigned to trademarks, brands, and expert 
opinion; (5) civic, which refer to the societal and community benefits of 
products; (6) inspirational, based on the value of the personal passion 
embedded in the product; and (7) ecological, relating to the environmen-
tal sustainability of the goods and the production process (Murdoch, 
Marsden, & Banks, 2000). These “worlds of quality” are incessantly open 
to negotiation, compromise, and conflict by the agents in the field, that 
is, producers, distributors, and consumers. As such, the shared ideas of 
what food quality actually is change over time and sometimes disappear 
to be replaced by new ones (Barbera & Audifredi, 2012). Thus, quality is 
not a static feature defined once and for all. Rather, quality is “fluid and 
malleable, and tends to shift as a good passes from one social context to 
another” (Murdoch & Miele, 2004, p. 159) and from one individual to 
another, as a result of the process of qualification carried out by every actor 
involved in the supply chain (Callon, Meadel, & Rabeharisoa, 2002; see 
also Murdoch & Miele, 2004, p. 159).

This standpoint allows us to develop a more apt understanding of the 
social change enacted by AFNs, as well as of the central role played by 
quality in this process. On the one hand, quality is a contested field where 
top-down strategic maneuvering takes place (Boltanski & Thévenot, 
2006; Callon et al., 2002; Negro, Hannan, Rao, & Leung, 2007). Quality 
is strongly connected to the power of the lead firm in a given value chain. 
Lead firms provide quality specifications to their immediate suppliers (or 
buyers) who in turn transmit and translate them further along the value 
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chain (Ponte & Gibbon, 2009). This shapes value-chain governance over 
and above informational and technical parameters which define the com-
plexity of the transaction. On the other hand, consumers can nudge the 
market by addressing specific aspects of quality, both in conventional 
channels and, to an even greater extent, in AFNs. As we stated above, 
quality conventions also travel from consumers to buyers and suppliers.

�Research Design

From the point of view of purchasing habits, AFNs are still a marginal 
part of Italian households’ expenditure. Nonetheless, in recent years the 
purchase of food products related to the world of the AFNs has increased 
(Crea, 2017): for instance, 40% of Italians prefer organic products and 
70% declare that they prefer local food (Ibid.). At the same time, the 
demand for pre-cooked food is growing, as well as the demand for ethnic 
food and gluten-free products. Purchasing habits are thus rapidly chang-
ing in different directions, and food chains are differentiating accordingly 
toward customized services and new food niches. In the national scenario, 
Piedmont is one of the Italian regions where AFNs have spread most and 
where the local setting is particularly favorable for the development of an 
“alternative food culture” (Dansero & Puttilli, 2014). The percentage of 
farms involved in direct sales is higher than the Italian average, as is the 
percentage of off-farm sales. Moreover, about 1000 open-air urban dis-
trict markets are regularly held in the region, most of them on a daily 
basis, while nearly 90 farmers’ markets take place periodically (Pettenati 
& Dansero, 2015). Lastly, there are no fewer than 170 solidarity-based 
purchasing groups operating in Piedmont. To shed light on the quality-
based attitudes of consumers in the agri-food sector, we focused on a 
continuum between conventional and alternative forms. Accordingly, five 
supply chains were singled out for the empirical analysis:

	1.	 Hypermarkets and supermarkets. Previous research has shown that 
the geographical distribution of large-scale retail systems is rather 
uneven in Italy: hypermarkets and supermarkets are more concen-
trated in the North than in the South, even though there are some 
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exceptions (see Arcidiacono, 2016). In this scenario, Piedmont stands 
out due to the large number (nearly 2000) of these outlets, their aver-
age floor area, higher than in the other Italian regions (309  m2 in 
Piedmont compared to 279 m2 for the country as a whole; AGCM, 
2013), and, concurrently, the low market concentration. In fact, here 
the lead retailer controls only about 20% of the regional market, while 
in several other areas, this figure is close to 50% (Arcidiacono, 2016). 
In summary, large-scale retailers in Piedmont are both widely distrib-
uted and highly diversified.

	2.	 High-end food retailers. Piedmont is the birthplace of Eataly, a 
retailer-cum-restaurant specializing in quality food. Its founder, Oscar 
Farinetti, opened the first store in Turin in 2007; in the following 
years, on the strength of this success, several other stores cropped up 
both in Italy and abroad (Germany, Turkey, United Arab Emirates, 
Japan, Korea, U.S.A., Brazil). Eataly is connected with and sponsored 
by Slow Food, a movement devoted to safeguarding local food cul-
tures and traditions which was founded in the 1980s and now has 
more than 100,000 members in 150 countries. Even though Eataly 
benefits from Slow Food’s aura, it is indeed a true for-profit company, 
with 400 million euros in annual revenues and a sales growth of 28% 
in 2015. Since 2014, a merchant bank owns 20% of the company, 
which will be listed on the stock exchange in 2019 with a value of two 
billion euros.

	3.	 Open-air urban district markets. Though the introduction of stricter 
regulations and the spread of large-scale retail systems may have weak-
ened the presence of district markets in some areas, leading to a rela-
tive decline in their numbers, the freshness of the produce they sell 
and a favorable quality-price ratio have encouraged local consumers to 
shop at them. This is especially true in Piedmont, where around 1000 
traditional markets are regularly held, most of them at least on a 
weekly basis.1 The city of Turin, the region’s capital, has more than 40 
daily district markets.

	4.	 Farmers’ markets. Following the growing interest in  locally grown 
food, numerous initiatives have begun to promote direct sales from 
local, small-scale farmers. In addition to on-farm sales, these initia-
tives have involved farmers in traditional district markets and 
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established monthly, ad hoc farmers’ markets, in many cases stimu-
lated by the farmers’ unions Coldiretti and Confederazione Italiana 
Agricoltori (CIA). As mentioned above, the percentage of local farms 
doing direct (off-farm) sales in Piedmont is higher than in Italy’s other 
regions, and nearly 90 open-air districts markets and 11 farmers’ mar-
kets take place regularly (Pettenati & Dansero, 2015).

	5.	 Solidarity purchasing groups (SPGs). These groups are self-organized 
networks of individuals and families who buy food—as well as other 
goods—directly from producers. In general terms, they are a kind of 
community-supported agriculture, which appeared in Italy in the 
mid-1990s and then gradually spread, culminating in over 1000 cases 
in 2011.2 In Piedmont there are no fewer than 170 SPGs, over 130 of 
which are located in the province of Turin (Ibid.).

To investigate purchasing habits, quality conventions, expected quality 
dimensions, and socio-economic features, a questionnaire was adminis-
tered to a sample of consumers (N = 1090) in each of the above five sup-
ply chains. In detail, 385 questionnaires were filled out in large-scale 
retailers (35.3% of the total sample), 251  in high-end retailers (23%), 
216 in district markets (19.8%), 87 in farmers’ markets (8%), and 151 in 
SPGs (13.9%).3 Data collection took place from March 2014 to June 
2015 by trained interviewers supervised by the research group.4 For the 
high-end retailers, data was gathered in Turin’s Eataly store. For district 
markets, 29 daily markets attended by both traditional vendors and 
farmers were identified in Turin using municipal data. Starting from this 
list, we adopted a stratified sampling method, first dividing the 28 smaller 
markets into three strata based on the number of farmers’ stalls, then 
randomly extracting four specific markets from each stratum.5 We then 
added the town’s major market, Porta Palazzo, which is a particular case 
inasmuch as it is the largest district market in Europe, with around 800 
stalls in total, including about 90 farmers’ stalls. We thus obtained a sam-
ple of 13 municipal markets. Lastly, we selected four different SPGs in 
the province of Turin, classified according to location (in the city or in the 
neighboring municipalities) and number of members (small-medium 
groups, up to 50 members, and groups with more than 50 members). 
After obtaining authorization from the managers of each SPG, the 
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interviewers attended the food distribution meetings, where they asked 
the SPG members to fill out the questionnaire.

�Empirical Findings

The final sample consisted of 483 males (44.3%) and 602 females 
(55.2%), with a mean age of 47.6 Adults between 35 and 64 years old 
were predominant (45.8%), followed by young people (18–34 years old, 
24.4%) and the elderly (15%).7 Data about socio-economic status were 
available for 931 interviewees: 40.7% belonged to the employed middle 
class (379 cases), 13.1% to the self-employed middle class, 14.4% to the 
upper class, and 12.9% to the lower class. It was not possible to define the 
occupational class of the remaining 18.9% of respondents, as they were 
not employed at the time of the data collection. With respect to income 
level, a large proportion of respondents (41.3%) earned between 800 and 
1500 euros. Among the others, 37% claimed to have a net income of less 
than 800 euros per month, while 21.8% stated that they had over 1500 
euros per month at their disposal.

As we illustrated, the “worlds of quality” are a first key dimension of 
quality-based markets. In this regard, we measured the level of impor-
tance of seven quality conventions on a 1–10 Likert scale, using two dif-
ferent items for each convention (so that the total score varied from 0 to 
20). The items thus formed two distinct groups, focusing respectively on 
the quality of the product and on the producer/seller, as shown in 
Table 5.1:

The empirical results show that consumers perceive all conventions as 
significant, although the market convention is the least recognized 
(Table 5.2). The environmental quality convention is most important, 
followed by the civic and opinion conventions. Market and inspiration 
conventions show the highest variability, meaning that the consumers 
showed opposite orientations in evaluating these conventions, with some 
assigning low scores and others giving high scores.

How do consumers combine different sale channels in their purchas-
ing habits? Respondents’ choices of supermarkets and district markets are 
shown in Table 5.3. As can be seen, 18.3% declare that they buy fruit and 
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vegetables from both channels (group A). A smaller group (D, 6.1%) 
does not purchase agri-food goods in supermarkets or district markets, 
preferring alternative channels such as small shops, solidarity purchasing 
groups, and on-sale farms. The largest group (B, 61.1%) prefers to source 
food regularly from district markets, while 14.4% (group C) states that 
they buy only from supermarkets.

To a certain extent, purchasing choices are thus far from uniform and 
mix different sale channels. As we argued above, AFN quality conven-
tions also mix and overlap along a continuum with conventional food 
networks. As suggested by Ponte (2016), in fact, the empirical phenom-
ena that we observed frequently cannot be categorized neatly according 
to quality conventions, moral orders, or stabilized compromises. A more 

Table 5.1  Items for quality conventions

Quality 
convention

Product quality Producer/distributor quality

Fruit and vegetables 
can be considered high 
quality when:

Who do you feel comfortable with 
when you buy fruit and vegetables:

Domestic They are grown using 
traditional methods

From people I know personally and 
who I trust

Environmental They are products that 
do not damage the 
environment

From people who respect the 
environment when they produce 
and sell

Civic They are produced by 
many people in a 
geographical area

From people who not only follow 
their own interest but also work for 
society

Opinion/fame They have a solid 
reputation stemming 
from public 
recognition and 
expert opinion

From people who deal in and 
recommend products which are 
generally judged to be of optimum 
quality (recognition, expert 
opinion)

Market/
commercial

They have a high price Those who sell higher cost products

Industrial They have precise rules 
for production and 
working techniques 
from the field to the 
table

Those who sell products with an 
industrial/standardized production 
process

Inspiration The product conveys 
the passion of 
whoever made it

Those who make and believe in their 
products
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accurate perspective would entail examining how consumers and produc-
ers simultaneously interact through multiple quality conventions 
(Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006), as opposed to selectively engaging in sin-
gle “worlds of quality”.

�The Worlds of Quality

As Fig. 5.1 clearly shows, many consumers fall under a high number of 
quality conventions: for the relative majority of consumers, indeed, four 
out of seven conventions are considered to be above median 
importance.

Consumers of AFNs thus focused on a number of quality conven-
tions. But how does this plurality of quality conventions that are consid-
ered to be important relate to the canonical subdivision between 
conventional and alternative agri-food systems? In order to explore this 
aspect, we performed a principal component analysis on the quality con-
vention items. This statistical procedure identifies a smaller number of 
hidden factors that might help shed light on important information. 
Two main conceptions of quality emerged (Fig. 5.2). The first, or “soft 
quality”, focuses on the role of tradition, trust relationships, respect for 
the environment, community values, and the farmers’ passion, thus 
referring to the conditions of the actors involved and the local context. 
The second conception, or “hard quality”, relies on easily identifiable 
external characteristics whereby agri-food quality can be estimated, such 

Table 5.3  Purchasing habits by food chain

Where do you regularly buy fruit and vegetables?

Hypermarkets and supermarkets

Yes No Total

District markets Yes Group A
18.3%

Group B
61.1%

79.4%

No Group C
14.4%

Group D
6.1%

20.6%

Total 32.7% 67.3% 100.0%
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as price, trademarks, and awards. Industrial standards such as “rules of 
production” and technical standards load on both components of 
quality.

To explore the soft and hard quality components in greater depth, we 
can first observe their connection with the supply chains that are the 
consumers’ predominant place of food purchase. Looking at the differ-
ent quality conventions per sale channels, a more detailed picture of “soft 
quality” emerges (Table 5.4). The environment nearly always ranks first 
in all channels and, remarkably, comes second among Eataly consumers. 
In farmers’ markets, “passion”, “trust/tradition”, and the civic dimension 
are key for consumers’ definition of quality. A similar pattern is found in 
district markets, albeit with lower scores. Eataly consumers give impor-
tance to “trust” in their purchasing choices and this, as we will see, opens 
up specific marketing strategies for high-end food chains. Supermarket 

3.6

5.7

9.0

16.0

23.5

20.3

15.5

6.4

0

5

10

15

20

25

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

%
 o

f r
es

po
nd

en
ts

number of conventions of importance to the consumer

Fig. 5.1  Percentage of respondents above the median value (=7) for the number 
of conventions regarded as important. Source: Barbera et al. (2018)
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consumers assign importance to the environment and to the civic dimen-
sion of soft quality. Even mass distribution channel consumers, there-
fore, are concerned with “alternative” quality conventions. Quite 
unexpectedly, solidarity purchasing group consumers consider the “rules 
of production” typical of the industrial convention to be important, 
along with environmental safety. With regard to the “hard quality” com-
ponent (Table 5.5), trademarks and reputation (opinion/fame conven-
tion) are important for all consumers, with Eataly consumers assigning 

Open-air urban district markets Farmers markets

High-end food markets Supermarkets

Tradition and 
local community

Trust and 
passion

Price, standards 
and trademarks

Soft Quality Hard Quality

Tradition and 
passion

Environment 
and community

Trust and local 
products 

Price, standards 
and trademarks

Soft Quality Hard Quality

Environment, 
local products
and passion

Trust, 
environment 

and community

Tradition

Price, standards
and trademarks

Soft Quality Hard Quality

Tradition, trust, 
environment, 

community and
passion

Standards and
trademarks

Price

Soft Quality Hard Quality

Fig. 5.2  Soft and hard quality in the four supply chains. Source: Barbera and 
Dagnes (2016)
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Table 5.5  Hard quality conventions ranking per sale channels

Ranking
Traditional 
local markets

Farmers’ 
markets

High-end 
food retailers 
(Eataly)

Hypermarkets 
and 
supermarkets

Solidarity-
based 
purchasing 
groups

1 Judged to be 
of optimum 
quality

2 Solid 
reputation

3 Solid 
reputation

4 Solid 
reputation

5 Judged to be 
of optimum 
quality

6 Solid 
reputation

7 Judged to  
be of 
optimum 
quality

8 Judged to be 
of optimum 
quality

9 Solid 
reputation

10 Judged to be 
of optimum 
quality

11 Standardized 
productive 
process

12 They have a 
high price

13 Standardized 
productive 
process

14 Standardized 
productive 
process

15 They have a 
high price

16 Who sells 
higher cost 
products

(continued)
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the highest score. The lowest score for this convention is found among 
SPG consumers, who also do not regard prices as an important signal of 
quality. Prices are key for district market consumers, but not for consum-
ers who attend farmers’ markets.

This within-components analysis of soft and hard quality must be 
flanked by a between-components analysis by sale channels. In this 
regard, we can observe that the differences between groups are statistically 
significant (Table 5.6).8 This means that the “chain effect” on soft and 
hard quality is stronger than the effect of individual-level attributes such 
as gender, age, birthplace, social class, and income, that is, the dissimilari-
ties observed in the quality positioning of consumers who choose differ-
ent supply chains are related more to the specific chain quality profile 

Table 5.5  (continued)

Ranking
Traditional 
local markets

Farmers’ 
markets

High-end 
food retailers 
(Eataly)

Hypermarkets 
and 
supermarkets

Solidarity-
based 
purchasing 
groups

17 They have a 
high price

18 Who sells 
higher cost 
products

19 They have a 
high price

20 Who sells 
higher cost 
products

21 Who sells 
higher cost 
products

22 Standardized 
productive 
process

23 They have a 
high price

24 Who sells 
higher cost 
products

25 Standardized 
productive 
process
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than to the consumers’ socio-demographic characteristics. Each chain 
shows a specific ability to attract consumers who have a particular idea of, 
and demand for, quality. Both Eataly and, to a larger extent, farmers’ 
markets are able to attract customers for whom soft quality is important. 
On the opposite side, supermarkets are ineffective in expressing this con-
ception of quality. Both farmers’ markets and, especially, solidarity pur-
chasing groups have a negative effect on the hard quality component, 
while for Eataly and district markets the effects are not statistically signifi-
cant. These results are consistent with the different chains’ positioning in 
the quality space.

Overall, soft quality is undoubtedly more noticeable in AFNs than in 
conventional chains; however, it should be emphasized that supermarket 
consumers also express an idea and, consequently, a certain demand for 
soft quality, even if it is more indefinite than that of AFN consumers. The 
fragmentation of the soft quality conception emerging from the uncon-
ventional system, together with its existence in the mainstream chain, 
thus provides an opening for a “double movement”. On the one hand, 
conventional food chains may have potential for conquering AFNs’ qual-
ity space with specific marketing strategies; on the other hand, AFNs 
could meet the demands of a larger number of consumers by offering 
more agri-food goods characterized by spatial, economic, and/or social 
proximity between producers and consumers.

Table 5.6  Quality dimensions and supply chains (Anova analysis)

Sum of 
squares Df

Mean 
square F Sig.

Soft quality * 
supply chains

Between 
groups

7.163 4 1.791 7.344 0.000

Within 
groups

234.086 960 0.244

Total 241.250 964
Hard quality * 

supply chains
Between 

groups
15.720 4 3.930 17.065 0.000

Within 
groups

221.084 960 0.230

Total 236.804 964

Source: Barbera, Dagnes, and Di Monaco (2018)
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�Mimetic Quality

To determine whether there are supply strategies for dealing with these 
overlapping quality worlds and purchasing habits, we scrutinized con-
sumers’ quality representations for the predominant chain used to source 
food (see Barbera et al., 2018). In fact, if consumers from different supply 
chains show specific quality representations that appear consistent with 
the chain’s profile, this would indicate that operators have a certain ability 
to differentiate their offerings with respect to the “soft” and “hard” 
dimensions of quality. This is exactly what emerges from Fig. 5.3, where 
we see that supply operators differ greatly from one another with respect 
to their consumers’ predominant quality profile. Attributes referring to 
hard quality (public reputation and prices) are prevalent among consum-
ers who regularly shop in supermarkets and traditional local markets, 
with more than 60% of consumers being above the average value. 
Representations centering on soft quality attributes are less important, 
with just over 40% above average. Farmers’ markets maximize the soft 
quality component (nearly 70% of consumers are above average), neglect-
ing hard quality. Solidarity purchasing groups show a different position-
ing: they score well in the soft dimension of quality, underperforming in 
the hard dimension, including public reputation and prices.

Lastly, Eataly’s positioning in Fig. 5.3 is distinctive, since it seems to 
cover both new and traditional quality conventions, thus overcoming 
divisions among different worlds while maintaining a consistent profile. 
This is a case of mimetic strategy, specifically implemented by the so-called 
hybrid organizations. In fact, Eataly leverages both dimensions of qual-
ity: it scores slightly higher than solidarity purchasing groups on the soft 
quality dimension, to some extent outperforming generalist supermar-
kets and district markets on the hard dimension.

These findings are in line with the marketing strategies implemented 
by the individual supply chains in the quality space. As a further step of 
the investigation, we measured consumers’ ratings of expected quality 
through nine items (Table 5.7, score from 1 to 10), following a custom-
ary model for analyzing quality dimensions (Parasuraman, Zeithaml, & 
Berry, 1994). The aim was to shed light on the differences in expected 
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Fig. 5.3  The Quality Space: Hard and Soft Quality. Note: the axis value is the 
percentage of consumers over the mean value of the factor by sale channels. 
Source: Barbera, Dagnes, and Di Monaco (2018)

Table 5.7  Items and key words for expected quality: overall ranking

Expected quality

Ease of access
Communication on products
Competence of the seller
Courtesy of the seller
Credibility and reliability of the seller
Responsiveness of the seller
Security of products
Physical and social appeal of the place of sale
Knowing the customer
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quality among consumers who regularly purchase in the different chains 
and thus determine the competitive advantage of the organizational strat-
egies pursued by each chain. Consumers’ expectations show high and 
homogeneous values for security, credibility, courtesy, and product com-
munication, while greater variability and less homogeneous judgments 
were found for knowing the customer, ease of access, and physical and 
social appeal of the site (Table 5.8).

A further principal component analysis was performed on these items 
in order to identify organizational leverage. Here again, two clearly differ-
ent dimensions emerged. The first factor emphasizes a quality expecta-
tion focusing on the personal relationship with the seller and the latter’s 
expertise and reliability (and for this reason was labelled “the seller mat-
ters”). The second component, labelled “the retail environment matters”, 
highlights the role of ease of access and of the physical and social appeal 
of the retail environment. The dimension relating to the need for person-
alized answers is the only one that cuts across both factors, although it 
performs better on the second component.

Thus, the structure of consumers’ quality expectations can be summa-
rized by referring to these two areas, which highlight different strategies 
put in place by supply chain operators. The first focuses on the seller, the 
other on the retail environment; in both cases, personalized knowledge 
was found to be important. We then analyzed the position of the opera-
tors in the different supply chains as regards the use of these organiza-
tional levers (Fig. 5.4).

Figure 5.4 shows that the supply chains’ positioning along these two 
dimensions—“the seller matters” and “the sales environment matters”—
highlights some differences between the organizational levers. The farm-
ers’ markets and the SPGs have the highest position on the vertical axis, 
with almost 80% and 70% respectively of consumers above average levels 
for importance assigned to the seller. In this case, the lever is thus  
the personal relationship with the seller. By contrast, supermarkets 
underperform on personal relationships, without offering a real alterna-
tive to district markets in terms of sales environment. On these dimen-
sions as well, Eataly has a distinctive position that is consistent with the 
role of the organizational lever used to cope with the score for the soft 
dimension of quality. In fact, Eataly does not appeal to personal devices 
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in order to manage the soft dimension of quality; rather, it uses more 
impersonal and commercial devices, referring to the sales environment. 
As Table 5.9 shows, these positionings are highly statistically significant 
even after controlling for the effect of socio-demographic characteristics. 
Here again, the supply chains’ effect is statistically independent of 
individual-level attributes.

�Conclusions

In this chapter, we analyzed consumer quality conventions in five differ-
ent agri-food supply chains, both conventional and alternative. We first 
showed that consumers tend to judge multiple quality conventions 

Fig. 5.4  Positioning in the expected quality space. Note: the axis value is the 
percentage of consumers over the mean value of the factor by sale channels. 
Source: Barbera, Dagnes, and Di Monaco (2018)
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positively, thus displaying varied and complex quality profiles. Moreover, 
we observed that consumers’ quality positioning does not blindly reflect 
the “conventional-alternative” polarization. In other words, elements 
relating to what we have called soft quality (such as the role of tradition, 
trust relationships, respect for the environment, community values, and 
the farmers’ passion) are found in the quality profiles of both conven-
tional and alternative supply chains, as are features connected to the hard 
quality conception (price, trademarks, and awards).

We then shifted attention to the food supply side, bringing out the 
relationship between consumers’ quality representations and chain qual-
ity profiles. At this point of the analysis, two main results emerge. First, 
consumers maintain that the chains’ quality profiles hinge on two 
different aspects: the role of the seller (expertise and reliability) and the 
role of the sales environment (ease of access and appeal). Second, there is 
a match between consumers’ quality representations and the chains’ qual-
ity profiles, that is, operators use differentiated strategies to manage the 
quality expectations expressed by consumers. Specifically, we showed that 
AFNs rely heavily on quality as a hallmark to set themselves apart from 
the conventional food system, but hybrid organizations such as high-end 
distributors strategically overcome divisions among different worlds of 
quality as a marketing strategy.

District markets, farmers’ markets, and solidarity purchasing groups 
share the importance assigned to the seller, showing high quality expecta-
tions linked to this relationship. But some differences in their positioning 
emerge. In district markets, the centrality of the personal relationship 

Table 5.9  Positioning in the expected quality space (Anova analysis)

Sum of 
squares Df

Mean 
square F Sig.

The seller matters 
× supply chains

Between groups 17.131 3 5.710 25.015 0.000
Within groups 184.445 808 0.228
Total 201.576 811

The sales 
environment 
matters × supply 
chains

Between groups 12.770 3 4.257 20.709 0.000
Within groups 166.092 808 0.206
Total 178.862 811

Source: Barbera, Dagnes, and Di Monaco (2018)
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with the seller and the irrelevance of all the other dimensions embodies 
consumers’ generic quality expectation. In the farmers’ markets, by con-
trast, the seller is perceived as an intermediary and a guarantor of a spe-
cific kind of quality relating to soft elements. Lastly, in solidarity 
purchasing groups, there is a somewhat negative attitude toward hard 
quality. This might be due to these consumers’ low regard for market and 
labels/expert opinion as quality signals that are widespread in “conven-
tional” agri-food chains. At the same time, the personal relationship with 
the seller is crucial for quality expectations.

In this scenario, the case of hybrid organizations such as Eataly is 
unique. Here, quality strategies seem to be designed to combine different 
worlds of quality and judgment devices. Eataly, in fact, responds to soft 
quality expectations by leveraging features of the retail environment. At 
high-end food retailers, in other words, consumers’ expectations about 
soft quality elements are satisfied not by the relationship with a specific 
seller, but by creating a particular sales atmosphere. The retail environment 
is the organizational lever that Eataly relies on to generate the experience 
of soft quality. Eataly thus shows a specific mimetic ability: it makes the 
most of the soft dimension of quality—without relinquishing the hard 
dimension, that is, the visibility accorded to trademarks, awards, and for-
mal certifications—by mimicking the trusting relationship of AFNs 
through impersonal judgment strategies where the atmosphere substitutes 
for the personal relationships with specific sellers. As Eataly’s founder 
Oscar Farinetti has stated: “The street market has been a tremendous 
inspiration for me, I tried to recreate its atmosphere inside Eataly”.9 These 
findings support the idea that—in the consumers’ eyes—Eataly is a new 
large-scale distribution retail format that offers a new food distribution 
paradigm inspired by concepts such as sustainability, sharing, and respon-
sibility (Sebastiani, Montagnini, & Dalli, 2013). More generally, our 
analysis points to the relevance of “organizational hybrids” in the world 
of food, namely those organizations that respond strategically to new 
quality mixes and combine institutional approaches in unprecedented 
ways (Haigh, Walker, Bacq, & Kickul, 2015). In this sense, they are an 
innovation in organizational and business terms rather than in social 
terms.
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Consumers in hybrid food chains seek artisanal quality and food safety 
standards, freshness, and convenience, a link with the land and variety, 
uniqueness, and large quantities. Hybrid models such as Eataly seem to 
be able to meet their consumers’ demand for soft quality. At the same 
time, even if soft quality is more important in AFNs, customers of large-
scale organized distribution chains also have their own particular idea of, 
and demand for, soft quality. This is a broader and less specific concep-
tion compared to ideas in the other distribution channels. However, this 
idea is taken seriously by large-scale distribution, as is crystal clear from 
the marketing strategies employed by supermarkets and hypermarkets to 
meet consumers’ “alternative” quality conventions. The mixing of quality 
worlds thus might be a window of opportunity for strategic marketing 
choices by large-scale distribution and hybrid organizations and could 
also provide space for the further spread of AFNs.

Notes

1.	 Piedmont Region Department of Trade (see: www.regione.piemonte.it/
gestione/commercio/mercati/dynIndex.php).

2.	 Source data: Retegas, Italian network of SPGs (see www.economiasoli-
dale.net). Since online registration is voluntary, Retegas has estimated on 
the basis of several local studies that there are about twice as many unreg-
istered solidarity purchasing groups (Grasseni, 2013).

3.	 The total number of questionnaires refers to valid cases for which the sup-
ply chain where the administration occurred is the predominant, or at 
least habitual, place of food purchase.

4.	 To randomize the survey, in each supply chain the interviewers contacted 
one consumer out of every five, regularly varied the point of administra-
tion (rotating in different locations in the markets or supermarkets), and 
operated on different days of the week (from Monday to Saturday) and 
time slots (morning, afternoon, and evening).

5.	 The three strata included (1) markets with 1–4 farmers’ stalls, (2) markets 
with 5–8 farmers’ stalls, and (3) markets with 9–13 farmers’ stalls.

6.	 Minimum age 19, maximum age 86, standard deviation 16.2. Data were 
missing for five respondents (0.5%).

7.	 With regard to age, data were missing for 162 respondents (14.9%).
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8.	 We estimated the parameters of a linear regression. In the model, the ref-
erence group is that of the large-scale system consumers, with the follow-
ing social profile: working class male, over 65 years old, born in the South 
of Italy, and having a low income.

9.	 R. Fiori, Eataly è unica come Benigni, “La Stampa”, December 21, 2014.
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The Environmental Quality Factors 

Sought by Consumers in Alternative 
and Conventional Market Channels

Nadia Tecco and Cristiana Peano

�Finding Environmental Sustainability, Finding 
Information

In the current food market, consumers are increasingly looking for more 
environmental sustainable products as well for more sustainable forms of 
trade.

This attitude is connected to the wider phenomena of the “quality turn” 
(Goodman, 2003), “concerned consumerism” (Soper, 2007), “civic envi-
ronmentalism” (Wallace & Schroder, 2012), and “political consumption”, 
all of which involve consumers who are increasingly interested in food, in 
how it was produced, where it comes from, and who produced it. The 
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problem of the environmental impacts of the conventional food system, 
which until the 1990s was almost exclusively identified with pollution 
(water, air, soil) caused by farming and livestock production, is now seen as 
much more complex. While the pervasive power of social networks com-
bined with public and environmental health emergencies such as Bovine 
spongiform encephalopathy (BSE), avian influenza, and E. coli with their 
direct consequences on food choices have fuelled anxiety about the safety 
and quality of industrial food, they have also been able to bring consumers 
closer to issues that once seemed far removed from their concerns, making 
them much more aware of the responsibility that their choices involve and 
their role in the supply chain. Consumers’ attention has thus gradually 
been extended to the food chain’s technical functions (transfer of products 
over time and space) and distribution features (the proximity relationship 
between producer and consumer, the range, the ways of provisioning, the 
ability to respond to specific needs, and consumer behaviour).

However, there is still a notable gap between the perception of wanting 
more eco-friendly products and the action of actually purchasing them, 
as the extensive scientific evidence reminds us (Chen & Chai, 2010; 
Hughner, McDonagh, Prothero, Shultz, & Stanton, 2007; Vermeir & 
Verbeke, 2006, 2008).

Several specific studies on consumer behaviour with regard to green 
products indicate that there is a certain degree of inertia to change. 
Although this trend is less evident for food than for other goods (National 
Geographic Society & GlobeScan, 2014), the impediment effect of con-
sumption determinants such as cultural and social factors, environmental 
and contextual influences, personal hedonistic and psychological compo-
nents, and not least the presence of barriers to change (Rey & Ritzer, 
2012) must be taken into account.

One of the factors that is most relevant to the economic component or 
physical accessibility is the lack of clear and adequate information (Connell, 
2010; Padel & Foster, 2015). Information is becoming increasingly impor-
tant in the global economy and all the more so in food transactions. It is 
not by chance that it is commonly defined as “the gold of the twenty-first 
century” and the right to food is also, and perhaps especially in our current 
society, the right to access correct, reliable information (Hassanein, 2003).

The demand for information translates into a search for guarantors, estab-
lishing a relationship of confidence with them. In building confidence in 
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food attributes, signals embedded in food products and signals provided by 
sellers to reinforce quality coexist and interact (Lassoued & Hobbs, 2015).

According to a survey conducted by Nielsen in 2015, brand trust is the 
main driving force behind green purchases for 62% of the interviewed 
consumers (Nielsen, 2015).

And it is precisely in their ability to meet the need to reconvene trust 
between food producers and consumers (Goodman, 2003; Whatmore, 
Stassart, & Renting, 2003) that Alternative Food Networks (AFNs) have 
been able to gain ground on the market, both by filling the deficits of 
disembedded trust from consumers and by making consumers part of the 
act of purchase and not just passive recipients of products (Renting, 
Schermer, & Rossi, 2012).

�How Does Information Matter in AFNs?

AFNs can be viewed as particular flows of food products that connect people 
who care about their health and the environment and are concerned with the 
externalities of the production/consumption practices with people who want 
to produce food without submitting to the market logic and hope to get bet-
ter prices by managing the relationship with the consumer directly. On top 
of this material flow and the exchange of capital, there is also an intangible 
flow, involving the way information exchanges between the parties take place.

Though AFNs establish a direct relationship that narrows the geograph-
ical, social, cultural, and ecological distance between the buyer and the 
seller (this is one of the added values of the relationship between consumer 
and producer), they are not exempt from information asymmetries.

The neoclassical concept of perfect symmetry, despite the value and 
weight of a direct relationship between market agents, does not work in 
AFNs. The information asymmetry concerning the environmental attri-
butes of fruit and vegetables (F&V), product categories at the centre of 
the exchange of alternative forms of food provisioning, is a sensitive issue.

This is particularly relevant for the credence attributes of fruit and 
vegetables, which cannot be verified even after consumption. These 
attributes include aspects such as the local provenance of the product, 
whether it is organic, and the producer’s support and respect for workers’ 
rights. In this case, the consumer’s decision is based solely on how much 
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confidence he or she has in the information on the label, the brand, or 
other elements that help build the product’s reputation by sharing some 
of its extrinsic qualities. As a result, information asymmetry is reduced 
and the credence attribute becomes a search attribute, meaning that some 
information may be known to consumers before they buy, regardless of 
the consumption experience. It follows that the methods of finding and 
managing information in AFNs have a key role in the confidence build-
ing strategy, as well in whether the sources of reliability can be verified.

However, there is little scientific evidence about the mechanisms that 
could bridge the gap of information asymmetry for green F&V attributes 
in alternative and conventional sales channels. We thus decided to explore 
this aspect for three different distribution channels: farmers’ markets 
(FMs), Solidarity Purchase Groups (SPGs), and supermarkets.

We focused primarily on strategies for reducing information asymmetry 
in the three channels and secondly on how different market circumstances 
affect the evaluation of the products’ environmental sustainability.

For greater insight into these aspects, we examined how the relation-
ship between consumer and producer in the three distribution channels 
is organized as regards information flow. We looked at the literature at the 
intersection between actor network theory (Murdoch, 1995, 2000) and 
supply chain management theory (Wilson, 1996).

We also reviewed the numerous case studies in the AFN literature that 
show how the consumer-producer relationship unfolds in practice.

In parallel, a questionnaire was administered in several market settings 
associated with the three distribution channels in Piedmont to investigate 
how the concept of environmental quality related to the purchase of fresh 
fruit and vegetables is defined in the various areas.

�Confidence Building Strategies at Farmers’ 
Markets, SPGs, and Supermarkets

Trust is widely recognized as a key relational principle in the AFN buyer-
seller relationship (Tregear, 2011). While this is a common denominator 
between the composite set of practices that fall under the AFN umbrella 
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concept, each has elaborated its own codes and strategies for filling the 
information gap concerning the environmental sustainability of the 
products marketed in them, with particular reference to transactions 
relating to fresh fruit and vegetables.

Below we will briefly illustrate the strategies adopted in FMs, SPGs, 
and supermarkets. As regards environmental quality, FMs start with a 
comparative advantage over other channels, as they are often naturally 
associated with environmental quality attributes such as the presence of 
organic, fresh, seasonal, and healthy products (Bond, Thilmany, & Bond, 
2008; Holloway & Kneafsey, 2000; Moore, 2006).

In farmers’ markets, information asymmetry is reduced by building a 
horizontal relationship based on trust and cooperation between produc-
ers and consumers. The direct marketing channel makes it possible to 
convey information (Brown, 2002), to enrich it with non-standardized 
and consumer-tailored transactions, thus consolidating interpersonal 
relationships between consumers and producers (Feagan & Morris, 
2009). Face-to-face interaction is the means whereby producers and con-
sumers re-aggregate the process of exchanging products and information 
in a new social relationship (Svenfelt & Carlsson-Kanyama, 2010; 
Thorne, 1996). This tie is generally characterized by direct and repeated 
relationships over time (in most cases) and exchange of information 
about the product (provenance, method of cultivation, variety) and the 
producers (how they manage their agricultural enterprise, their values).

FMs differ from dealers in local markets in how they display and com-
municate goods, which offers an immediate reference to the rural land-
scape, production, diversity, and the distinctive characteristics of the 
products and of the producer.

The challenge for the producer lies in differentiating the product from 
its competitors, communicating to the consumer the qualitative 
characteristics that distinguish his product from others in the same cate-
gory. Products reach the consumer with a set of value-laden information 
that binds the distinctive assets of the product to the producer and to the 
place of production (Renting, Marsden, & Banks, 2003). However, FMs 
are still a type of market activity operated and initiated by producers.

In SPGs, where families who join together to buy products (not just 
food) from selected producers according to fundamental principles which 
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vary from group to group, the active role is played by consumers. SPGs 
create and operate a new system of consumer-producer relations, in an 
interstitial strategy positioned between the market and civic society and 
where the figure of citizen-consumers emerges (Lyson, 2012). Thus, they 
are no longer consumers as autonomous units, but rather nodes of a sys-
tem of relationships based on friendship, sociability, and reciprocity. This 
radically changes the meaning and content of the face-to-face relation-
ship between consumer and producer, which is continuous and repeats 
itself on a more or less fixed basis at the time of delivery. In addition to 
expressing his own interests, the consumer becomes the spokesman of a 
collective interest, which regenerates and is negotiated when products are 
received or during the meetings where producers are selected and product 
pickup and delivery is organized. Beyond direct interaction, the relational 
context is strengthened by other communication patterns such as organi-
zational meetings, e-mailing, events, and in some cases by on-farm visits 
(Brunori, Rossi, & Malandrin, 2010). Cooperating in an SPG makes it 
possible for people with different skills to share knowledge about the 
many choices concerning varieties, production methods, processing tech-
niques, provenance and, more generally, the quality of food. Consequently, 
it enables effective decisions about the supply of food (and other prod-
ucts) to be made (Fonte, Eboli, Maietta, Pinto, & Salvioni, 2011).

Collective action is not limited in most cases to joint buying; it also 
concerns the participation in the SPG’s organizational life, the construc-
tion of networks between the various SPGs at regional and national level, 
and the promotion of social or political initiatives in the local area.

The information about producers and products is collected from mul-
tiple channels, starting from personal contacts, research on the local area, 
and the wider network of SPGs. Producers are surrounded by a series of 
direct and indirect relationships that work to build their reputation and 
encourage them to offer a service meeting SPGs’ needs (which may vary 
from group to group). The interweaving of the network of relationships 
helps reduce the asymmetry between the actors in this consumer-driven 
market and to redistribute knowledge among them. In most cases, the 
trust created in the different communication patterns replaces bargain-
ing, so that certification for organic products is no longer necessary and 
transaction costs are reduced (Brunori et al. 2010).
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Even now that “conventional” distribution channels sell the products 
marketed in AFNs and have in some cases begun to adopt communica-
tional patterns that mimic farmer’s markets (in the arrangement of prod-
ucts, the presence of producers, the way products are narrated, and the 
evidence of local origin), the mechanism for narrowing information 
asymmetry continues to be focused on the key role of the label and certi-
fication schemes adopted by the retailer.

From an ontological perspective, the fact that products sold in AFNs 
have spread to conventional distribution contributes to making the dis-
tinction between “alternative” and “conventional” questionable in prac-
tice, and to converge on a frame of analysis that mostly contemplates 
hybridization and cross-fertilization.

As AFNs have developed in antithesis to the conventional distribution 
channels, in an attempt to put a brake on business models dictated by the 
needs of a standardized market, so has the conventional channel gradu-
ally opened its doors to the AFNs’ products, recognizing their ability to 
attract the consumer’s interest. However, if we consider the mechanisms 
for finding information in each distribution channel, we cannot fail to 
notice that the channels differ widely in how they organize their own 
relational and communication patterns and that the consumer moves 
with a certain fluidity between them.

In supermarkets, the information gap is balanced by a vertical relation-
ship between consumers and producers mediated by the retailer and the 
selected certification scheme. The relationship between producer and 
consumer thus becomes indirect and hinges almost exclusively on the 
information conveyed by labels and in-store or on-pack logos. In this 
case, the information content is necessarily limited and more related to 
single specific issues with objective and measurable characteristics 
(organic production, respect for selected standards). Given the 
competition between products that use the label as a vehicle of sustain-
ability, the risk that emerges on the consumer front is that of generating 
an information overload, which creates confusion instead of bringing out 
the distinctive characteristics of a product (Grunert, 2011; Horne, 2009). 
Even on the label, there is competition between environmental attributes 
and other information about nutritional content and ingredients that 
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risk neutralizing each other (Chatzidakis, Hibbert, & Smith, 2007; 
Grunert, Hieke, & Wills, 2014).

�What Does “Environmental Quality” Mean 
for Fresh Fruit and Vegetables?

Environmental quality is a declared goal for many AFNs and is increas-
ingly sought in conventional food provisioning channels. The attribute of 
environmental quality can be considered a sub-attribute of the broader 
and generally understood concept of quality, while in the theoretical 
frame of reference of conventions theory, ecological quality is one of the 
six conventions relating to the quality of food products (Boltanski & 
Thévenot, 1991; Murdoch, Marsden, & Banks, 2000).

In the specific case of fresh fruit and vegetables, environmental quality 
refers to a myriad of considerations which to be concretely understood 
must necessarily be put in a clear and circumscribed context.

Moreover, while environmental quality is undeniably important in the 
meeting of supply and demand, from the consumer’s point of view, the 
concept also involves many nuances concerning the production method, 
the company’s reputation, geographical origin, appearance, and price 
(Moser, Raffaelli, & Thilmany-McFadden, 2011). From the producers’ 
perspective, quality—environmental and otherwise—has become a pow-
erful lever for communication with the consumer and a fundamental 
factor in companies’ competition and diversification. As described in the 
previous section, different food distribution channels have different ways 
of presenting and displaying (real or presumed) environmental quality, 
and consumers try to find their way between them. After exploring the 
strategies for reducing information asymmetry employed by farmers’ 
markets, SPGs, and supermarkets, we investigated how the criteria for 
evaluating products’ environmental sustainability are organized and 
negotiated in the relationships that arise in the three channels.

To date, little research has assessed how consumers weigh environmen-
tal attributes, and what relative importance is assigned to them in situa-
tions that differ in the strategies used to cope with lack of complete 
information about what is being exchanged.
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In order to capture the “green attributes” of fresh fruit and vegetables, 
a survey was carried out in the three different distribution channels (farm-
ers’ markets, SPGs, and supermarkets) in several areas of Piedmont 
through the direct administration of a questionnaire to consumers at the 
moment of purchase. Farmers’ markets, SPGs, and supermarkets were 
selected so as to be sufficiently representative of Piedmont in terms of 
size, composition of producers, type of consumers, location in large 
urban areas (Turin), and medium-small cities (Cuneo, Alessandria, Asti, 
Avigliana, Alpignano, Grugliasco, Collegno, Condove, Carmagnola).

In Piedmont, the short supply chain is not an entirely new phenome-
non, since the regional agricultural tradition has always been character-
ized by close relations between producers and consumers based on direct 
sales at markets or wineries. What is particularly innovative about farm-
ers’ markets is how much the phenomenon has grown, attracting many 
new producers and consumers in the last 15 years largely through the 
support given by Coldiretti1 to the Campagna Amica initiative.2

The consumers who stated that they visited the sales channel regularly 
and were sensitive to the environmental impacts of the fruit and vegeta-
ble supply chain were asked to rank a number of green attributes (intrin-
sic and extrinsic) that were relevant to their F&V purchases. Green 
attributes were identified through a literature survey of environmental 
quality signals and are listed in Table 6.1. Respondents were asked: “What 
signals do you use to recognize the quality of fresh fruit and vegetables? 
Please rate their importance on a scale of 1 to 5”.

Table 6.1  Fruit and vegetables quality items

1. Provenance from Piedmont (zero kilometres)
2. Small-scale production
3. Confidence in the seller
4. Knowledge of the product’s place of origin
5. Appearance
6. Presence of local F&V varieties
7. Use of environmentally friendly production methods
8. Minimized or recyclable/reusable packaging
9. Knowledge of the producer (personal or mediated)
10. Organic certification
11. Use of organic production method
12. The possibility to choose the needed quantity and avoid waste
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The list of attributes and signals included intrinsic factors such as local 
varieties and packaging, as well as extrinsic aspects such as provenance, 
method of production, knowledge of the producers/vendor, knowledge 
of the place of origin, and the presence of brands and/or certifications. 
Along with these aspects, we collected data on fruit and vegetable buying 
habits (frequency, quantity, type of packaging, seasonality, waste).

The F&V types considered in the questionnaire included apples, 
strawberries, courgettes, and tomatoes. These products were chosen for 
several reasons. First, they are marketed by all vendors, although with 
different types of packaging.3

They are commonly consumed products that exemplify some of the 
features characterizing fruit and vegetables: seasonality, level of perish-
ability and conservation, and average purchase quantity.

A total of 342 interviews were conducted (97 at farmers’ markets, 135 
at SPGs, and 110 at supermarkets). The percentage of regular customers 
was 93% in SPGs, 80% in farmers’ markets, and 50% in supermarkets.

Varimax-rotated Principal Component Analysis (PCA) was performed 
on the data on extrinsic and intrinsic signals sought by each consumer 
group when buying “green F&V”.

The primary purpose of the PCA was to reduce the 12 components to 
a smaller set of latent variables. This was accomplished through a linear 
transformation that projects the original variables onto a new Cartesian 
system where they are arranged in descending order of variance. 
Complexity was reduced by analysing the composition of the new latent 
variables (Fig. 6.1).

In the search for green signals, placeness4 plays the key role at farmers’ 
markets, followed by information about the method of production.5 In 
this case it is significant to note that the environmental quality signals are 
identified from the product, and the producer is the channel for this 
information.

It would thus seem possible that in FMs, consumers equate environ-
mental quality with F&V produced locally using environmentally 
friendly methods, which do not necessarily need to be certified. This 
builds loyalty to the market, rather than to the producer, and a relation-
ship of trust with those who place themselves within the frame of the 
farmers’ market. This interpretation would also seem to be consistent 
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with the information collected from the questionnaires, which indicates 
a loyalty to the market, but not an exclusive relationship with a single 
producer, and where the purchase would also seem to be determined by 
the availability of the product sought or by the attractiveness of the prod-
uct offered.

We could thus say that our findings show that the consumer sees the 
farmers’ market as a source of local and organic (not necessarily certified) 
fruit and vegetables, where it is the context that establishes the conditions 
for a relationship of trust which can be transferred to different producers. 
This representation also seems consistent with the messaging conveyed by 
the producers present in the FMs we analysed.

In fact, all the case studies dealt with farmers’ markets organized by the 
Coldiretti Campagna Amica initiative, which, although located in differ-
ent urban contexts, share common values and visual identity.

Given the uncertainty about the environmental quality of the fruit and 
vegetables offered at the farmers’ market, the ability to supply the expected 
level of quality is guaranteed by the farmers’ market as such and by 
Coldiretti, who is the super-partes guarantor of this quality.

Fig. 6.1  Graphic representation of the concept of environmental quality (accord-
ing to the latent variables obtained through PCA) in the three channels. Source: 
Authors’ calculations
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By contrast with the literature, our case study of farmers’ markets indi-
cated that the most important factor in building trust is not face-face 
mediation, but the guarantee provided by the markets’ distinctive 
signals.

In SPGs, recognition of environmental quality focuses on the pro-
ducer, who is in turn the guarantor of the environmental quality of the 
products he sells. This is particularly relevant for the attributes of product 
naturalness and placeness, which include signals concerning product ori-
gin, production method and company size, and which can be inferred 
from the product’s appearance. The selection process lays the ground-
work for creating a trust base that leads to a constantly renewed confi-
dence and renegotiation through peer control in a dynamic negotiation 
between individual producers and the consumer network.

As the literature also indicates, organic certification appears to be 
superfluous, since information about the production method is already 
conveyed through other means and there is no need for further reinforce-
ment. The creation of the trust relationship between the producers and 
the SPGs is a barrier to entry on the part of producers outside the net-
work. The barrier comes down only if this relationship of trust between 
existing producers and SPG members weakens.

For purchasers of fruit and vegetables at supermarkets, the case studies 
confirmed that the attributes that are recognized as guaranteeing envi-
ronmental quality are the label and knowledge of/confidence in the 
retailer. The search for environmental quality focuses on aspects that can 
be certified or declared on the label, such as the organic production 
method, product origin, and regional provenance. Packaging is another 
attribute that connotes environmental quality at the supermarket, by 
contrast with farmers’ markets and SPGs.

On the one hand, this could be due to the different packaging solu-
tions that the retailer offers for the same category of fruit and vegetable 
product (tray, bag, basket). However, it should be noted that the packag-
ing not only serves to protect/preserve the product, but is also the physi-
cal medium whereby information about the product is conveyed. In the 
case of supermarkets, the survey also shows a more varied picture as 
regards consumers’ socio-demographic characteristics.
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The fact that farmers’ markets are held in certain time slots in the 
morning or afternoon and, for SPGs, the delivery schedules, the time and 
effort that members must commit to the organization, and the type of 
products and criteria involved all mean that the respondents who patron-
ize these channels are more homogeneous by gender composition (mainly 
women), by age group (35–50), and by income (medium-high) than 
supermarket shoppers.

�Socially Embedded Environmental Quality

This chapter has provided empirical insights into the drivers and out-
comes of consumer trust in food, exploring the environmental attributes 
orienting fruit and vegetable purchases in different distribution channels. 
The varying representations of environmental quality in these channels 
shed light on the process of social construction of the relationship between 
the parties and the behavioural strategies used to fill the information gap 
relating to fruit and vegetables.

This mediation leads to an ecological/environmental quality embed-
ded in the complex web of the consumer’s social relations and 
interactions.

In other words, for the environmental/ecological convention, our 
empirical analysis has identified specific norms and interactions for the 
different forms of food provisioning. What consumers seek in terms of 
green F&V attributes seems to be consistent with the different relational 
shape and types of interaction characterizing each channel: the latent 
attributes we identified are in line with the forms of quality communica-
tion that have been developed to differentiate products in each distribu-
tion segment. Farmers’ markets, SPGs, and supermarkets are different 
institutional settings where people apply different evaluation criteria to 
choices.

These findings encourage us to consider the importance of evaluating 
the relationship between environmental sustainability and the distribu-
tion channel from both the technical-economic and the social vantage 
points. For environmental sustainability, on the one hand, it is important 
to consider the distribution channel as a technical-economic path that 
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the product follows as it moves from the producer to the final consumer, 
evaluating the efficiency, the value redistribution mechanisms, and the 
environmental impacts of organizational/logistical processes.

On the other hand, the distribution channel is a relational-contextual 
path whose forms of interaction contribute to different interpretations6 
of environmental quality which do not necessarily take into account the 
technical-economic aspects of supply chain organization, and where 
environmental quality is socially defined by the distribution channel, 
with the risk of overshadowing the real environmental content of the 
marketed product.

These multiple perspectives provide a more nuanced perception of 
each distribution channels’ environmental performance and point to the 
need to combine objective assessments of the various channels (see an 
analysis of this type in Chap. 9) with a reflection on the mechanisms for 
verifying the reliability of information sources.

Despite this more nuanced perception, however, it will continue to be 
difficult for consumers to evaluate the complex consequences stemming 
from the products they purchase and the repercussions of their food con-
sumption choices.

Notes

1.	 Coldiretti is one of the largest farmers’ unions in Italy.
2.	 The Campagna Amica initiative sponsored by Coldiretti promotes direct 

sales by creating farmers’ markets. These markets are governed by an inter-
nal regulation that establishes the conditions and types of products that 
can be sold; the companies participating in them undertake to comply 
with market regulations, subjecting themselves to internal control and 
external control by a third party.

3.	 As the evaluation of the environmental impact of different fruit and veg-
etable products sold through the various distribution channels presented 
in Chap. 9 indicates, packaging (together with production) is one of the 
most significant variables in determining differences between channels.

4.	 Factor identified by the explanatory variables “Provenance from Piedmont” 
and “Knowledge of the product’s place of origin”.
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5.	 Factor identified by the explanatory variables “Use of environmentally 
friendly production methods”, “Possession of organic product certifica-
tion/organic farming”, “Use of organic production method”.

6.	 In the sense of both explanation and performance.
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7
Understanding Alternative Food 

Networks After the Crisis: Testing Four 
Scenarios in Italy

Giovanni Orlando

�Introduction

This chapter looks at the processes through which economic and cultural 
values attached to food are currently being reproduced and contested in the 
agri-food system—both materially and symbolically—as part of the capitalist 
system as a whole, exploring this topic specifically in relation to the changes 
that have taken place in the Italian solidarity economy sector after the crisis of 
2008 and during the period of ensuing austerity. The chapter proposes four 
scenarios to make sense of these changes: (1) the generation of new solidarity 
economy phenomena, (2) the strengthening of existing ones, (3) their obstruc-
tion, and (4) the irrelevance of the crisis to the phenomena in question. The 
chapter examines different aspects of these scenarios through the case study of 
an Italian alternative food network (AFN) called ‘Off The Market’ (OTM).

Over the course of the last thirty years, AFNs have emerged out of the 
contradictions that marked the end of the second food regime, the 
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industrial one. The term ‘food regime’ is used here to indicate the key role 
that food has played in guaranteeing the stability of capitalist accumula-
tion on a world scale since the nineteenth century, a role that has mani-
fested historically in the form of three specific regimes (Bernstein, 2016; 
McMichael, 2009).

The first regime, the colonial one (circa 1870–1929), took shape as a 
result of the industrial revolution and the birth of the European working 
classes through the importation of cereals, meat, and tropical products 
like tea and coffee from the colonies of Western Empires (Mintz, 1986). 
The second regime, the industrial one (circa 1945–1979), was based on 
high-input, energy-intensive agriculture in the North and aimed at the 
export of cereals (wheat, rice, maize) at subsidized prices toward the ex-
colonies of the South. This regime allowed the partial industrialization of 
the South by providing it with cheap food and freeing labour for manu-
facturing, thus guaranteeing new markets for Euro-American capital to 
invest in.

The current regime, the corporate one (circa 1991–present), relies on 
a global division of labour that forces the world’s poor to feed the rich 
both in the advanced capitalist nations of the North and in the emerging 
ones of the South, through a system of commerce—supermarkets—that 
has revolutionized food provision (McMichael & Friedmann, 2007). In 
exchange for the mass-produced calories of the North that still reach the 
four corners of the world, rich regions now receive increasing quantities 
of meat, fish, fruit, and vegetables through highly specialized supply 
chains that guarantee supermarket shelves are stocked 24/7, seven days a 
week. In this regime, financial capital has acquired considerable impor-
tance, partly thanks to the role played by multinational retail corpora-
tions (Burch & Lawrence, 2009). The corporate food regime has witnessed 
the development of two modes of food provisioning that reflect the ten-
dency of world society to bifurcate into transnational classes of rich and 
poor consumers. Perhaps the best example of this tendency is the coexis-
tence of retailers like Walmart and Whole Foods, which copy each other’s 
product lines and discount strategies while defining, at least in practice, 
two markets for opposed classes (Friedmann, 2005).

Although food regimes guarantee stable periods of capitalist accumula-
tion, tensions are always part of the system. Periods of transitions are as 
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important as those of stability because the rules that allow the extraction 
of value are intrinsically social. Economic value is a cultural value, after 
all. As a result, acceptance or contestation of the ‘rules of the game’ rep-
resents a key factor of (in)stability. Two domains are characteristic of con-
testation toward the corporate food regime: food sovereignty and 
environmental sustainability (Friedmann, 1993; McMichael, 2008). 
From the 1970s onwards, social movements have been greatly influential 
in defining these two domains, an influence that has only increased in the 
age of globalization and the Washington Consensus.

On the one hand, then, the current regime rests on what have been 
called “food empires” (van der Ploeg, 2008) built by pushing forward a 
more disembedded model of economy (Polanyi, 1944/2001) where the 
land and labour necessary to bring food from field to table are increas-
ingly subjected to self-regulating markets. On the other, farmers, entre-
preneurs, politicians and citizens have joined forces to combat this 
commodification, which takes the form of higher costs and lower prices 
for farmers (Heatherington, 2011), food insecurity and food scandals for 
consumers, and a polluted environment for almost everyone (Sage, 
2012). As part of this struggle, they have created AFNs inspired by values 
other than those of the market.

�The Question of Value After the Crisis

AFNs are more widespread in the affluent societies of the North, though 
examples can be found also in the South (Gregson & Ferdous, 2014) and 
in the post-socialist world (Jung, Klein, & Caldwell, 2014), something 
which testifies a story that rings true all over the world: growing and eat-
ing food as we have known it after the Second World War is no longer 
possible. These networks comprise a great variety of phenomena: from 
farmer’s markets to solidarity purchase groups, from farm shops to fair 
trade, from community-supported agriculture to web-based companies 
that deliver local food to people’s doorsteps, and much more (Goodman, 
DuPuis, & Goodman, 2012). The empirical and theoretical boundaries 
of these phenomena with the corporate regime are constantly in ques-
tion, signalling the presence of considerable tension in the system.
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At a general level, AFNs can be interpreted as trying to shift the cre-
ation of value toward higher levels of social and environmental protection 
in a rapidly disembedding economy (Graeber, 2001; Pratt & Luetchford, 
2014). Three factors of value creation have historically led to the disem-
bedding of agri-food markets: (1) the social distance between those who 
grow and those who eat food, (2) the durability of industrially produced 
foods, and (3) the cultural construction of food as a commodity 
(Friedmann, 1994; Goody, 1982).1 By favouring transactions with fewer 
intermediaries, from face-to-face to spatially extended ones, AFNs try to 
re-embed food in society (Friedmann & McNair, 2008). By promoting 
what they consider to be less intensive production methods, like the 
organic one, they seek to re-embed food in nature (Kneafsey et al., 2008). 
Finally, by unveiling the negative consequences of the modern world’s 
obsession with cheapness and convenience, they attempt to change the 
representation of food (Petrini, 2005).

Different sorts of AFNs tackle each of these three factors in different 
ways (Marsden, Banks, & Bristow, 2000). In practice, two tendencies 
have emerged over time as a result of the relative importance assigned to 
two elements: product type and system of provision. Some initiatives 
focus on circulating specific ‘quality’ products regardless of the system of 
provision, therefore including conventional ones, even discount stores 
(e.g. Lidl, Aldi) or Amazon (Fonte, 2006), while other initiatives attempt 
to set up ethical systems of provision for food more generally (Luetchford 
& Pratt, 2011). This empirical difference draws from, and at the same 
time feeds into, a semantic slippage in the notion of ‘alternative food 
network’ that hides two possible interpretations: a weak one, alternative 
food networks, and a strong one, alternative food networks (Watts, Ilbery, 
& Maye, 2005). As Wiskerke points out, though, “very often [it is] also 
alternative foods that are produced, processed, distributed and consumed 
in many of these alternative networks” (Wiskerke, 2009, p. 378), compli-
cating the possibility of distinguishing between the two meanings. These 
interpretations are themselves the result of a tension that cuts across all 
types of AFN, and of economic activity more generally: that between 
market and society.

Though we have got used to considering ‘the’ market as a disembodied 
entity whose existence is increasingly virtual, actual markets remain social 
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institutions constructed by power elites under historically specific condi-
tions, following interests, rules, and assumptions about property and 
morality that are subject to change over time, making them intrinsically 
arbitrary (Graeber, 2011; Hann & Hart, 2011). Capitalist markets are 
notable because they set prices in a seemingly impersonal manner through 
supply and demand and rely on general-purpose money (Bohannan & 
Dalton, 1962) for the exchange of all sorts of goods, including food but 
also, crucially, labour. By their very nature, then, they have the potential 
to be applied across social realms and whole societies. The digital revolu-
tion has amplified this potential  tremendously. Herein lies the tension 
between market and society or the tension in the growth of one at the 
expense of the other (Gudeman, 2008).

Looking at this tension from the perspective of how value is created, 
exchanged, and used under the corporate food regime, AFNs appear to 
try to stem the flow of natural resources, money, and cultural meaning 
away from specific places, workers, and citizens toward global markets, 
shareholders, and elites. In other words, they try to create more closed 
economies where a degree of autonomy can be maintained from the 
immensely powerful demands of the open economy (Luetchford, 2014; 
Pratt, 2014). The metaphor of ‘closure’ can raise doubts concerning the 
political nature (in a broad sense) of AFNs, especially in the age of Brexit 
and Donald Trump (Orlando, 2017). The way in which Pratt and 
Luetchford use this metaphor, however, is entirely different from the val-
ues that lie behind the Brexit and Trump phenomena. The two authors’ 
aim is essentially to adapt Polanyi’s (1944/2001) concept of the self-
protection of society to the food economy. Closure is therefore a useful 
metaphor to capture certain empirical processes and their cultural under-
pinnings, bearing in mind that full closure can never actually be achieved. 
Building a more closed food economy means strengthening personal rela-
tions of a non-exploitative kind (or weakening exploitative relations), 
bringing agriculture and urban spaces closer together, guaranteeing a just 
price to farmers and lobbying to raise the wages of those who cannot 
afford to pay for just prices, and favouring social and environmental reg-
ulation (De Neve, Luetchford, & Pratt, 2008). In this way, AFNs seek 
leverage to transform the “food-from-nowhere” economy into a “food-
from-somewhere” one (McMichael, 2002).
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Adapting Carole Counihan’s (2004) concept of food as ‘voice’ of 
modernity, AFNs may thus be seen as representing one voice of the strug-
gle between market and society. It therefore makes sense to ask what the 
effect of the 2008 financial crash has been on them. This is a difficult 
question to answer because of the complexity of the crash and the fact 
that what took place in a global disembodied sphere of exchange—the 
market for subprime mortgages—ended up having very different mate-
rial consequences around the world (Bear, 2015; Hart, 2012; Hsing, 
2012; Loftsdóttir, 2014; Ottone, 2012). In Europe, the rise of neoliberal 
austerity as the dominant political and economic ideology has been the 
main consequence (Varoufakis, 2016). But even austerity has meant very 
different things across the continent. In some countries, mostly southern 
European or peripheral ones, a sovereign debt crisis followed the financial 
crash, bringing with it painful structural adjustment programmes (Knight 
& Stewart, 2016). This has not happened elsewhere. Italy, for example, 
limps on the path to secular stagnation (Carlini, 2015; Furini, 2012; 
Pipyrou, 2014; Sassatelli, Santoro, & Semi, 2015). Countries like the 
UK and Germany, on the contrary, have recovered much more quickly, at 
least in terms of GDP and unemployment. Of course, austerity is not just 
about GDP and employment rates but about income levels, working 
hours, levels of inequality, social care, health care, and much more aside. 
The expression ‘after the crisis,’ then, can be read in many ways, but 
mainly in two, a double interpretation made possible by the fact that the 
crisis is both an event and a process. From the perspective of the event, 
the expression presupposes that the crisis has ended. From the perspective 
of process, the expression allows for the possibility that the crisis is still 
ongoing, regardless of macroeconomic indicators, because the event has 
set in motion a series of long-term phenomena inside which people now 
find themselves operating.

Four scenarios can therefore be imagined in order to make sense of 
how AFNs have changed after the crisis and during austerity: generation, 
strengthening, obstruction, and irrelevance. These scenarios are not 
mutually exclusive, taking place simultaneously across the variegated 
world of AFNs, often within the same initiative. In this chapter I will 
analyse their interplay through the study of a new Italian AFN called ‘Off 
The Market.’
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The chapter is structured as follows. The next section sets out the 
methodology of the research on which the chapter is based. The fourth one 
introduces the main actors through an ethnographic vignette, while the 
fifth discusses how the case illustrates the generation scenario. Section six 
then analyses the values that the actors in question share, highlighting 
strengthening, while section seven discusses the differences among the 
people who make up the network in order to illustrate obstruction and 
irrelevance. The conclusions end the chapter.

�Methodology

This chapter is based on fieldwork carried out primarily in 2015 and 
intermittently thereafter, continuing to the present day.2 The research 
began with a literature review of the topic conducted using academic and 
commercial search engines. The review allowed focusing on the main 
analytical issues discussed in the scientific community. The next step was 
a detailed sampling of relevant initiatives in Italy, carried out primarily 
using the Internet. Having thus built a general picture, the research con-
centrated on the AFN ‘Off The Market’, which was developed initially in 
Lombardy, near the city of Milan. The study of this particular case began 
by collecting as much grey material as possible on it (e.g. newspaper arti-
cles, press releases, audio-visual materials, etc.). Primary data collection 
followed. This phase consisted in participant observation of the network’s 
activities and in a series of semi-structured, qualitative interviews with 
key informants and other actors. All the interviews and a number of sig-
nificant events were audio-recorded. Considering the recent birth of 
OTM and its continuing evolution, the chapter will focus primarily on 
the history of the initiative up to the present.

�‘Off The Market’

In 2015 the city of Milan hosted the 33rd World Expo. Since it was first 
held in London at the height of colonialism, in 1851, the Expo has 
accompanied the history of the modern world system with increasing 
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controversy (Sachs, 2010). The Milan Expo was all about food.3 With the 
slogan of Feeding the planet, energy for life, the event wanted to reflect “the 
huge challenge of finding a balance between the nutrition of man and 
respecting the planet” (Expo, 2015). Praised relentlessly from all quar-
ters, the event nevertheless attracted criticism for the poor social and 
environmental record of many of its partners (Cospe, 2015; Peracchi, 
2015).4 The day after its inauguration, I attended a protest picnic orga-
nized by two activist networks called Genuino Clandestino (‘Illegally 
Genuine’) and Fuori Mercato (‘Off The Market’). The activists spoke 
from a microphone in defence of peasant agriculture and quality food, 
accusing the event’s organizers of having jumped on the food bandwagon 
in order to line their pockets. The elephant in the room was Eataly, out-
side whose flagship store in Milan the picnic took place.

Eataly is a high-end food retailer modelled on Whole Foods Market 
that has made a name for itself by adding gourmet restaurants and edu-
cational spaces to this model. In the vision of its founder Oscar Farinetti 
(2009), people who visit Eataly are able not just to buy quality food but 
also to eat it on the premises and to learn about food through a variety of 
courses and events. From the beginning, Eataly has maintained a close 
relationship with Slow Food, Farinetti being a friend and fellow 
Piedmontese native of Carlo Petrini (Bukowski, 2015). The businessman 
was a vocal supporter of the Milan Expo, something that, alleged his crit-
ics, allowed him to obtain lucrative contracts for the event without going 
through public tender (Ferrarella, 2016). Already a symbol of culinary 
elitism, Eataly was targeted for its barefaced willingness to get cosy with 
the politicians and corporations running the mega-event. But to those 
who knew the retailer’s past, this came as little surprise. Farinetti used to 
own Unieuro, Italy’s biggest chain of electronic goods stores (Sartorio, 
2008). At the beginning of the century, he sold the chain to the group 
Dixons Carphone for £230 million (Stevenson, 2002), using the money 
to establish his new food business. Eataly will soon be listed on the stock 
market thanks to a strong international presence that includes stores in 
New York, Tokyo, and Dubai (Insalaco, 2017). This operation will allow 
shareholders, potentially those in the technology sector, to (re)invest in 
quality food.
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Eataly’s story represents an excellent example of the dynamics that 
characterize the corporate food regime, as outlined in the chapter’s intro-
duction. The protests against it and the Expo denounced the elements of 
this regime. To go back to the distinction in the notion of AFN (that 
between a weak interpretation—alternative food network—and a strong 
one—alternative food network), we may say that Eataly reflects the for-
mer one, as does, for example, organic food sold in supermarkets, while 
Illegally Genuine and OTM reflect the latter. Piero,5 one of the organiz-
ers of the protest, described Farinetti with the following words: “He’s a 
very clever man who is always trying to undermine you. He will tell you 
he’s your friend and then he will neutralize you.”

OTM is an association that was born in 2013 from the collaboration 
between three groups of people: the ex-workers of an automotive factory 
near Milan that closed in 2012, a group of small farmers affiliated to 
Illegally Genuine, and a number of consumers from Milan’s solidarity 
purchase groups.

The workers in question are involved in a project to create a ‘recovered 
enterprise,’ a term used to refer to instances in which failed businesses 
have been restarted without the involvement of their previous owners 
(Bryer, 2012). The term originated in Argentina in 2001, when the mas-
sive economic crisis that took place there at the time led to numerous 
cases of recovery. The Milan workers have not actually restarted producing 
car parts, which would be too expensive, but they have occupied the 
empty plant and use it for a number of activities, one of which is 
OTM. The farmers come from the Illegally Genuine network and the 
wider post-organic movement (Moore, 2006). The network was created 
in 2009 around Bologna, in Emilia Romagna, by a group of people who 
wanted to denounce the European Union’s regulatory framework that 
governs organic farming and processing, which they feel unjustly favours 
agri-business. The initiative quickly became a national campaign (Potito 
& Borghesi, 2015). While these farmers agree with the philosophical 
principles of organic agriculture, they believe that the current EU system 
of regulation, and the retail sector it serves to underwrite, do not embody 
those principles and should therefore be superseded. Because they reject 
official certification, their food is ‘illegally genuine.’ In this sense, they 
represent a post-organic phase in the world of AFNs. OTM also includes 
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a number of solidarity purchase groups who buy food directly from 
organic farmers in order to bypass supermarkets and stop supporting 
their exploitative practices.

�The Generative Crisis

How did the crisis generate OTM? The answer lies in the activation of 
mutualism among the factory workers and among those who have helped 
them find new sources of income since they were laid off. It is this form 
of self-help and help from the ‘outside’—solidarity—that has given rise 
to OTM. The story of the initiative clearly illustrates this.

When the workers decided to occupy the plant at the beginning of 
2013, they realized that they needed to do two things: first, create sup-
port for their illegal action among the local population and political 
classes, and second, use the warehouse to generate income that could 
keep them going. They therefore embarked on a great number of actions, 
of the most different kind, which I will not cover here for reasons of 
space. During this period, one of their local contacts introduced them to 
a couple of members of a solidarity purchase group in Milan, who sug-
gested they could prepare some homemade food and sell it to raise funds 
at one of the many events they were organizing. They also suggested 
buying the ingredients from farms in the neighbouring Agricultural Park, 
a large protected rural area whose boundary lies a short distance from the 
plant. The workers liked the idea and produced several hundred bottles 
of tomato sauce (salsa) and lemon-flavoured liquor (limoncello), common 
homemade foods in Italy.

The purchase group members also advised them to get in touch with a 
community shop in a neighbouring town where locals purchase produce 
directly from farmers of the Agricultural Park. Piero recounted: “One of 
the solidarity purchase groups in the area used to come and visit us to 
support the cause, and they made us realize that we are located right next 
to the Park, literally five hundred meters away from here. In the nearby 
town there’s a nice little shop called Buon Mercato [Good Market], which 
already works with the purchase groups.” The shop is run on a non-profit 
basis by an association and is based on premises owned by the municipal-

  G. Orlando



  147

ity. Through a website, people order what they want and then collect it in 
person at the shop. The people running it suggested to the workers that 
they could try to set up a similar scheme in their own town, using the 
warehouse as delivery point. They would share the shop’s website and its 
contacts, while the workers would help them collect the produce from 
the farmers. Piero again: “Good Market asked us if we could help them 
with the distribution part, with going around and collecting the stuff. For 
the previous two years this job had been done by a guy with his camper-
van, on a voluntary basis, and he was sick of it.” Once again, the workers 
thought this was a good idea and proceeded.

This is when OTM was actually born, essentially as a duplicate of the 
community shop. The name ‘Off The Market’ was adapted from the 
shop’s milder ‘Good Market.’ The agreement went on for several months, 
until it became clear that the new initiative was not attracting enough 
customers to be economically viable, and was shelved. Enzo, one of the 
solidarity purchase group members involved, recalled: “Good Market 
manages to stand on its own feet, they have even created three part-time 
jobs. But their initiative [OTM] never really took off. They never man-
aged to go beyond ten, fifteen orders a week, partly because they didn’t 
put enough effort into it, partly because the area they’re in isn’t the best.”

In the meantime, however, the workers had been put in contact with 
another group, a farmers’ association in the southern Italian region of 
Calabria.6 This association was struggling to send small parcels of food to 
each of the purchase groups it worked with in Milan because of the cost 
involved in terms of time and money. Giacomo is the factory worker who 
first established this contact: “One evening, during one of the many 
events we had organized, a man and a woman showed up. While we were 
chatting, he said: ‘I’m in contact with a group in Rosarno that might be 
interested in collaborating with you. They grow citrus fruits, mainly 
oranges.’ Basically, their problem was how to better organize the distribu-
tion here in Milan.” After discussing the matter, the farmers agreed with 
the workers to use the warehouse as a storage facility and delegated to 
them the managing of the orders. Instead of one group of families in 
Milan ordering, for example, twelve jars of honey directly from the asso-
ciation in Calabria, and twenty other groups doing the same, the families 
would send their orders to the workers, who would collect them and then 

  Understanding Alternative Food Networks After the Crisis… 



148 

make a single order to the association. The farmers would then send the 
whole shipment to the warehouse, where the workers would divide it up 
and deliver it to the families in Milan. This arrangement proved more 
successful than the community shop because the workers did not have to 
build a new customer base from scratch, and has now been in place for 
five years. It represents the core of the OTM project.

Seeing the potential of this form of intermediation, in 2015 the work-
ers started trying to expand it by including local farmers who could diver-
sify the range of food on offer, complementing what was coming from 
Calabria. The formula would be the same, only this time the workers 
could also collect the produce directly from the farmers in Lombardy, 
given the shorter distances involved. In a sense, this project was a revised 
version of the initial one that failed (the community shop), with the addi-
tion of home delivery. To generate interest for it, the workers teamed up 
with the Milan node of Illegally Genuine and with other local activists. 
Together, they started organizing small independent farmer’s markets 
during which they presented OTM. These markets have taken place in 
public squares, but also in squatted social centres and inside the occupied 
factory, usually to accompany cultural events. Alongside home delivery, 
the workers offer customers the possibility of bringing their orders to 
these markets, thus cutting the cost of the service. One of the promoters 
of this enlargement, Marco, described the process with these words:

We began by reasoning that this arrangement [with the farmers in Calabria] 
could be applied also to other groups, as part of a project that links a num-
ber of different initiatives, like squatted social centres, solidarity purchase 
groups, various kinds of cultural associations, all in an effort to put ethical 
consumption at the heart of things.

The attempt to expand OTM has taken place also at the national level, 
once again with the help of Illegally Genuine. On this front, the workers 
have tried to establish new collaborations with farmers affiliated to the 
network all along the Italian peninsula, particularly those who are already 
involved in projects with special ethical connotations, like helping 
migrant farm workers or recovering heirloom plant varieties. In 2015, the 
annual gathering of Illegally Genuine was held at the occupied plant near 
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Milan, where the links between the two groups were strengthened and 
the idea of a national delivery service was officially discussed.

�Food and Economic Values

To understand OTM’s significance, it is particularly useful to reflect on 
the expressions used by its members to describe the problem posed by 
supermarkets and the possible solutions to it. Those involved in OTM 
constantly stress the importance of ‘linking’ the ‘rings’ and ‘closing’ the 
‘circles’ and ‘cycles’ that are left open, or interrupted, by the existence of 
supermarkets. Marco, for example, said: “You try to create an integrated 
system that arrives from the producer to the consumer but which in real-
ity promotes a meeting [of interests], going beyond the classic notions of 
supply and demand.” Enzo spoke of “a closing of the circle of the solidar-
ity economy.” Piero of “building a circle of this kind, in which you can 
include the ARCI [Italy’s biggest non-profit association], the CRAL 
[Italy’s system of recreational workers’ clubs], a canteen, the municipality, 
etcetera. You can build relations for an alternative circuit.” Giacomo 
explained the OTM project with these words:

The ring we want to close is the logistical one. I can be the best producer 
and you can be the best consumer, but in the end we’ve always got to use 
the usual guys for the delivery, DHL or whatever. OTM can become a 
project that connects the whole [Italian] peninsula. It could reach Tuscany 
to collect olive oil, or Umbria to collect lentils, or what have you. The idea 
is precisely to create a closed network that can prefigure an alternative sys-
tem, a completely autonomous system from the supermarket one.

These spatial images convey in a direct manner the notion of a closed 
economy that safeguards against the siphoning off of value by the capital-
ist (open) economy. Through the building of such a closed economy, 
food is taken ‘off the market.’ ‘Market’ here is a synecdoche for supermar-
kets, its complexity having collapsed into a specific form of retail. It is 
only in this narrow sense that avoiding supermarkets can mean that food 
is no longer being sold (‘taking something off the market’ means to stop 
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selling it, after all), even though food is still being exchanged through the 
medium of general-purpose money for a set price—it is still being sold, 
in other words. The classic definition of a commodity is ‘something pro-
duced to be sold,’ so for the OTM people, avoiding supermarkets means 
turning a commodity into its opposite, a commons or a gift. This is ulti-
mately the meaning of the project’s name.

The three groups in question (ex-workers, farmers, and consumers) 
share a critique of the corporate food regime that underscores their col-
laboration. At public events, in press releases, and on the Internet, OTM 
has fiercely criticized intensive agriculture, supermarkets, fast food res-
taurants, and agrochemical companies. The concept of food sovereignty 
has had a strong influence on the project, mainly as a result of the involve-
ment of Illegally Genuine, which is inspired by the Via Campesina move-
ment. Brazil’s landless peasants, the Sem Terra, have also proven a point 
of contact between OTM’s various actors. Also part of Via Campesina, 
the Sem Terra provided Argentina’s recovered factories with their motto 
ocupar, resistir, producir (occupy, resist, produce), a motto which the 
Milan workers have also made their own, partly to recall their more 
famous Argentinean counterparts and partly to justify their collaboration 
with farmers. In Piero’s words: “We’ve become aware of the issue of food 
sovereignty, of issues like those of the Sem Terra, the global justice 
movement, etcetera, which have mixed here with local initiatives we were 
also unaware of, because we used to be metalworkers.” Giacomo explained 
further: “It’s all part of what we’re doing with Illegally Genuine and other 
movements that are involved in the fight for self-determination. We’ve 
organized a series of events. The core idea is to start talking about food 
again, because everyone has to eat.”

One particular area of criticism has been the way in which forms of 
food production and consumption that used to be antagonistic to corpo-
rations, like organic and fair trade, have been turned into avenues for 
profit by those very corporations. Some among the solidarity purchase 
groups have been deeply disappointed by this turn of events, seeing their 
efforts to change the system through short supply chains neutralized by 
the new (at least in Italy) wealth of for-profit schemes that deliver local 
food on people’s doorsteps. Marco’s thoughts on this matter are particu-
larly interesting:
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Every supermarket chain has an organic [food] line. That fight is over. The 
[new] fight is how to break the process that has led agriculture to produce 
not for [human] necessity but for the market. I have to ask myself: “How 
can I substitute production, logistics and consumption along the entire 
chain?” Because if I leave even one of these elements in the hands of the 
supermarkets, everything becomes completely self-referential. The fight 
will only be a residual one. The system will subsume you. The fact that 
everybody has an organic line these days means that they are able to defuse 
the revolutionary aspect of the desire for a different market. The whole 
project has to be—like we’ve called ours—off the market.

The OTM activists believe that to stop corporations from subsuming ever 
more sections of the food economy it is imperative to strengthen the 
relationship between those who grow food in an environmentally and 
socially responsible manner and those who are willing to buy such food. 
‘Strengthening’ from this point of view means primarily organizing food 
provision outside the supermarket sector.

Talk of solidarity toward laid-off workers and the building of a closed 
economy between farmers and city dwellers can give the impression of a 
purposeful and coherent process whose politics are unproblematic and 
whose reach is only limited by the will of those involved in it. Nothing 
could be further from the truth. In the final substantive section, I want to 
discuss what the actors involved in this project of rediscovering the food 
common(s) do not have in common.

�Conflicting Values and Practices of AFNs

The factory workers and the members of the solidarity purchase groups 
are aware that they have met coming from very different backgrounds. 
What led the workers down the path to OTM was the struggle to save 
their jobs. This began much earlier than the collaborations I have 
described thus far, back in 2009, when the company that owned their 
factory went into controlled administration one year into the financial 
crisis. After the company’s clients terminated their contracts, the workers 
were put on benefits and the administrators began looking for a new 
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owner. This period of limbo lasted two years, during which the workers 
embarked on a number of protests to draw attention to their plight and 
force the authorities to find a solution. At the time, their aim was finding 
a new buyer and securing new investments in the plant. Eventually, a 
Polish entrepreneur bought the business, taking advantage of generous 
financial incentives from the Italian state. Unfortunately, he was not 
interested in investing in it, but in acquiring the name, the patents, and 
the machinery. After the mandatory two years he had to wait to honour 
the agreement with the state, he closed the factory, laid off all the work-
ers, and moved everything to Poland. It was at this point that some work-
ers occupied the plant.

Industrial workers’ struggles to save jobs and consumers’ efforts to save 
diets or help farmers have usually little in common. However, when the 
Milan workers began the plant occupation, they announced that they 
wanted to recycle electronic goods. It is unclear to what extent they com-
mitted to this task, considering its complexities in terms of capital, autho-
rizations, and know-how. The idea was probably part of a strategy to 
appear to be doing something good after having taken such a high-profile 
illegal action. The strategy paid off when the workers met the solidarity 
purchase groups, who saw favourably their desire to reconvert the plant 
to a more sustainable form of production. The consumers I spoke to 
often cited this initial impression as a reason to engage in the project, 
showing awareness that a ‘simple’ struggle to find new jobs would not 
have attracted their attention. Enzo, for example, had this to say on the 
matter:

If we look at their initial situation, they decided to restart production on 
the basis of an ecological reconversion [of the plant]. I’m not saying that 
the solidarity purchase groups should not care about saving jobs. They 
should, but in terms of an ecological reconversion [of the economy]. So 
when they [the workers] spoke about recycling electronic appliances, it was 
a sign that they were thinking about environmental protection, which 
overlaps with the aims of a solidarity purchase group.

Still, the relationship with those involved in Milan’s local food scene 
has been difficult. As I discussed earlier, OTM’s first incarnation (the 
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clone of the community shop) failed for lack of local interest. After five 
years, its core business—distributing Calabrian food in Milan—reaches 
only twenty purchase groups out of a total of almost 200 in the area. The 
workers and the consumers who help them complain that the reason for 
this lack of participation is that many purchase groups are not interested 
in the social aspect of local food consumption, but only in the health one. 
They accuse of this especially the newer groups. According to Piero:

They have the most diverse motivations. Some people participate in them 
because they believe that the way you eat reflects your politics. Others say: 
“I want to eat healthily,” but they’re not interested in learning much more 
than this. If the Coop offers them something from its organic line they’ll 
take it. “I trust the Coop, it’s good stuff.”

Even among those solidarity purchase groups that do participate in 
OTM, it is usually only a small number of individuals who push for par-
ticipation, rather than the group as a whole. According to Enzo: “The 
gamble is all about the future of the project, but I’m thinking of some 
inside the purchase groups and some inside the local solidarity economy 
district, rather than of these groups as a whole. This need [to participate 
in the project] is true only for some people inside these initiatives.”

The problem in question appears to be a result of the composite nature 
of Italy’s solidarity economy. The fact that an idea which originated in 
Latin America with strong social connotations blended with the growth 
in concerns for food safety in Europe. On top of this, the activists argue 
that since the financial crisis, ethical consumers have become more price-
conscious and thus unwilling to accept even the small extra cost that 
using OTM entails. Giacomo commented on this obstruction thus: 
“Unfortunately, solidarity purchase groups are often purchase groups, 
without the solidarity. They want to save money like everyone else, while 
it should be the project that’s behind a producer that determines the 
choice of this product instead of that, which perhaps comes from another 
perfectly respectable organic farmer, but costs less than the first one.”

This latter issue spills over into another area of obstruction: the dis-
agreement about whether OTM’s delivery work is at all necessary, or even 
justified. This difficulty stems from the fact that connecting farmers and 
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city dwellers is a form of intermediation, something that is anathema to 
almost everyone in the Italian solidarity economy. Enzo was clearly con-
cerned about this: “If the project really takes off… Of course, some soli-
darity purchase groups will look at it in a bad way, having to say to an 
organic producer who usually brings you the food once a month to bring 
it here [at the plant] twice a year. I’m sure someone will frown on this, 
because it poses some problems in terms of intermediation. There is the 
risk that [OTM] becomes another shop.”

In Italy, fair trade set the tone of the solidarity economy back in the 
1990s, emphasizing direct relations in a domestic context where people 
could actually meet farmers (in contrast to those in the developing world). 
Middlemen have long been fair trade’s archetypal villains. So while this set 
of ideas has had many positive impacts, it has also meant that consumers 
who participate in AFNs largely expect farmers to bring food to the city 
themselves. While the cost of petrol will be included in the farmer’s price, 
the cost of delivery as a form of work usually is not. Furthermore, all the 
paperwork required to make solidarity purchase groups function—receiv-
ing each family’s order, adding everything up, sending it to the farmer, 
and eventually paying him—is usually done on a voluntary basis by mem-
bers of the group themselves. For Giacomo, however, this is problematic: 
“The problem is that, in almost all cases, the purchase groups are run on 
a voluntary basis, which clashes with what is required when dealing with 
orders, shipments, crates, goods that have to be checked, etcetera: preci-
sion and punctuality. Two things you can’t leave to voluntarism.”

The workers and the consumers in OTM are aware of these problems 
and have tried to address them in three ways. First, by pointing out that 
they cannot be considered intermediaries in the pejorative sense that 
applies to middlemen, wholesalers, commercial delivery companies, and 
so on. The comparison would be absurd, they say. Second, they argue 
that the service they offer would considerably simplify the life of both 
farmers and consumers, especially in a heavily urbanized area like Milan, 
thus freeing up energy to help ethical consumption initiatives spread. As 
Enzo explained:

Of course, at one level the short food supply chain should remain in place, 
in terms of visiting producers, of getting to know each other. This [OTM] 
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can free up resources for the groups to do precisely that, not having to do 
all the delivery work themselves. They could invest energies in the more 
political aspects of the solidarity economy. But the need for this isn’t recog-
nized yet.

Thirdly, the ex-workers and (some of ) the consumers have been keen to 
argue that any kind of work should be fairly remunerated, including that 
of bringing food directly from field to table, with all that it entails, from 
dealing with the paperwork to physically driving the van. Giacomo: “On 
a general level we think that work should be remunerated. Behind the 
management of the orders, the shipments, etcetera, there is a huge 
amount of work.” While these are all valid points, they have failed to 
make any noticeable dent in the local solidarity economy. The efforts to 
expand the network of collaborators and supporters that I described ear-
lier are aimed precisely at trying to achieve this.

The relationship with farmers has also been problematic. By their own 
admission, the workers and the consumers know that the farmers give the 
smallest contribution to the decision-making process in the project, 
simply because they are scattered, sometimes a long distance away from 
Milan, and already swamped with work, making them little inclined to 
attend endless meetings. As Piero explained: “The producers are not very 
integrated in the project, it’s mostly the consumers. Possibly by increasing 
the number of producers their point of view will become more central 
and they will help us to fine tune certain aspects, saying for example: 
‘Look, it doesn’t work the way you thought it would, because we’ve got 
also these problems’.”

But there are other issues as well, which pertain more to the material 
and symbolic process of turning a commodity into a commons, or taking 
food ‘off the market.’ The crux of the matter has been the attempt to 
avoid conventional retailers in order to build a closed economy where 
value stays in the hands of those who create it. While the farmers do not 
have a problem with OTM acting as a middleman and delivering their 
produce (in contrast to some consumers, as I have shown), they do have 
a problem when their ethical commitments are questioned because of 
their dealings with retailers. Many of the individuals driving OTM have 
strong political beliefs, a consequence of which has been an attitude than 
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can best be described as ‘boycott.’ Not organized boycotting campaigns, 
but rather a series of decisions about who to collaborate with. One exam-
ple of this attitude was the decision to stop buying the tomatoes to make 
the bottles of sauce for the fundraisers from a local farmer who partici-
pated in the Milan Expo. Another one was the refusal to take part in a day 
of events, which included a farmer’s market, also sponsored by the Expo.

While this strategy might safeguard ethical principles, it creates prob-
lems with farmers who point out that taking food ‘off the market’ is great 
if you can take a farm’s entire production off it, but not so great when this 
operation involves only a small fraction of the produce. If the latter is 
true, they have to find other solutions in order to survive. Marco explained 
this situation well: “It’s at this point that you have a discussion, knowing 
that you don’t have a solution, because at the end of the day they will say 
to you—and perfectly reasonably—‘Ok, if I’ve produced 100 and you, 
after all your talk, can only take away 10, what am I supposed to do with 
the other 90?’.”

Some local farmers who participate in OTM have dealings with the 
high-end retailer Eataly, particularly those who specialize in artisanal 
foods, and this has been another area of friction. According to Marco:

Up to now we’ve been guided by a few core principles: organic production, 
but not necessarily certified, small producers, but not re-sellers [of food 
grown by others], and people who don’t have any links with the supermar-
kets and especially with the Expo. Going forward we’ll have to look again 
at these criteria, because there are critical points. We have relations with 
producers against whom you can’t really say anything bad, but who tell 
you: “Eataly has offered to stock my flour, in theory I’d like to say no to 
them, but I’m not in a position to do so, because I have to keep my busi-
ness going.”

According to Marco, even the farmers’ association in Calabria, which is 
OTM’s biggest partner, sells most of its organic oranges to a local whole-
saler, through which they probably end up on the supermarkets’ shelves. 
“In my opinion you can’t simply say ‘you’re evil because you went with 
the enemy.’ No. You have to take responsibility and say: ‘The ethical con-
sumption movement which I belong to is unable to absorb the whole of 
your production’.”
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�Concluding Thoughts

The ex-workers and the consumers who collaborate with them in OTM 
are aware of the tensions and contradictions discussed in the previous 
section. Their attitude is mostly pragmatic, not radical for its own sake. 
In discussing these matters, they often talk about the state of ‘power rela-
tions’ or ‘relations of force’ to admit that there is little the farmers, and 
themselves, can do about these contradictions. These vivid expressions 
bring us back to the bigger picture of a corporate regime whose centrifu-
gal forces tear open the places where food is grown, processed, distrib-
uted, and consumed. Financialization is a key factor in this process of 
economic opening, which reflects the escalating role that financial services 
play in our world. The crash of 2008 was the biggest wake-up call of this 
role to date, and its consequences are still being felt.

Drawing from a long line of thought in anthropology (Graeber, 2001, 
2011; Gudeman, 2008; Hann & Hart, 2011; Hart, Laville, & Cattani, 
2010; Narotzky & Besnier, 2014; Polanyi, 1944/2001, 1957), I have sug-
gested that one way of approaching austerity is to see it as a planned 
reconfiguration of the boundaries between market and society. These 
boundaries have shifted back and forth many times since the birth of 
capitalism in the nineteenth century, the tension inherent to this process 
surfacing throughout our world. Alternative food networks are one 
example in which the principle of social protection, including the protec-
tion of nature, is applied in concrete experiments to try to contain the 
market principle. In the face of renewed assaults from the latter, four 
scenarios seem possible: generation, strengthening, obstruction, and 
irrelevance. In this chapter I chose to focus on the creation of new initia-
tives without silencing the many obstacles that stand in the way of envi-
sioning, but especially of practising, food as a new commons.

Notes

1.	 By ‘commodity’ I mean the process of turning something into a commod-
ity, not this or that object as (always) a commodity. Particular objects can 
take on different guises, so we should think in terms of processes of com-
modification rather than of objects being permanently commodities.

  Understanding Alternative Food Networks After the Crisis… 



158 

2.	 In 2015 data collection was carried out by the author under the supervi-
sion of Professor Francesca Forno, as part of the Working Group on 
Consumption, Networks and Practices of Sustainable Economies, 
Department of Humanities and Social Sciences, University of Bergamo. 
This part of the research was financed through the Progetto ITALY®—
Azione: Giovani in Ricerca 2014.

3.	 See Teughels and Scholliers (2015) for an analysis of the role of food in 
World Exhibitions.

4.	 For a complete list of the Expo’s partners, see http://www.expo2015.org/
partner/ (last accessed 14 February 2017).

5.	 All the names used in the chapter are pseudonyms.
6.	 For two studies of this association, see Iocco and Siegmann (2017) and 

Oliveri (2015).
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A large part of the literature on Alternative Food Networks (AFNs) deals 
with consumers. This is because the earlier literature focused mainly on 
the new perspectives that AFNs opened for a critique of the globalized 
food system. Much of the criticism, at least in the main political arena, 
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originated from food scandals such as mad cow disease, dioxin chickens, 
and the like, that deeply shocked the public and called “industrial” 
production into question. This was soon followed by a more general con-
cern for the environment and attention to agricultural production tech-
niques and methods, an attention that had been raised by the organic 
movement since its origins. These tendencies, however, were part of a 
long-term trend affecting consumption habits in developed countries, 
with a shift from quantity to quality. Quality is something of an umbrella 
term covering many concepts, from taste to safety to health, to mention 
only those that are most often cited by consumers and without going into 
the intangible attributes. All this explains why academic interest was 
chiefly directed to consumers, especially in the geographic and sociologi-
cal fields. In a way, farmers were often implicitly viewed as beneficiaries 
of a support offered by consumers. Not all research shared this view, 
though. In particular, scholars interested in the operation of Farmers’ 
Markets (FMs) were aware of the interplay between consumers’ and pro-
ducers’ preferences and interests (e.g., Kirwan, 2006).

It is nevertheless interesting to put these consumption trends in per-
spective, because of their links with production. Food availability has his-
torically been a major concern for the public and for governments. 
Famines regularly hit the population in the past, and hunger was wide-
spread even in Europe until the twentieth century, even if it was rarely as 
severe as it was during the Great Famine of the 1840s in Ireland. Thus, 
increasing production was a priority and, since land is scarce, raising yields 
was the way to reach it. The huge increase in land productivity was made 
possible by the technological progress sparked by the application of scien-
tific knowledge to agriculture. Both land-saving (yield-increasing) and 
labour-saving new technologies and inputs were widely employed. Among 
the former, chemical fertilizers and pesticides, as well as improvements in 
agronomic techniques, were the most important. Among the latter, mech-
anization and chemical herbicides were prominent. This technical prog-
ress created economies of scale that, although much lower than in many 
industrial sectors, encouraged agricultural operations to expand and thus 
brought about a decrease in the number of farms and, especially, the 
decline of small and medium-sized farms. The economies of scale are par-
ticularly strong in animal husbandry, which explains why it is the most 
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“industrialized” sector. In economic terms, there has been a major change 
in the input mix, with a drastic reduction in the share of labour and land, 
and a dramatic increase in the share of capital per unit of output, a change 
in its turn driven by the shift in their relative prices. In the half century 
between 1950 and 2000, for instance, Italy’s agricultural output doubled 
in real terms, notwithstanding a 80 per cent decrease in labour and one 
third decrease in farmed land, thanks to an approximately 5000 per cent 
increase in mechanization and a doubling of intermediate inputs (fertil-
izers, pesticides, fuel). The main driver of this change is that in the same 
period the price of labour increased 10 times relative to the price of 
mechanical inputs, 4.6 times relative to the price of land and 8.6 times 
relative to the price of intermediate inputs (Rizzi & Pierani, 2007), so that 
the input mix had changed in favour of the cheapest inputs. This change 
in the input mix (which is common to all developed countries) was thus a 
strong incentive to intensify, and as long as demand centred on undiffer-
entiated agricultural commodities, competition was price-based, which 
reinforced the tendency to reduce costs. Basic food consumption is 
income-inelastic, and Engel’s law predicts (as indeed occurs) a decrease in 
the proportion of total household expenditure spent on food. This steps 
up the competitive pressure on agriculture, which is thus pushed even 
harder to intensify production and exploit any available economies of 
scale. Remembering these facts helps in understanding that there are pow-
erful economic reasons behind the spread of the “industrial” model of 
agriculture and that some of the benefits it brought are undeniable. In a 
way, however, the backlash against “industrial” agriculture was fuelled by 
its own success. Once everyone in developed countries had plenty of 
cheap food and a higher income, consumers could also afford to spend 
more for food. Since some consumers, if not all, prefer variety, they began 
to look for better food. A shift from a vegetable-based diet to a diet rich in 
protein, and animal protein in particular, usually accompanies increases in 
per capita income. However, a shift to a more diversified diet is also com-
mon, since standardized food no longer satisfies consumers. The demand 
for healthier, tastier and more environmentally friendly food grows.

What is farmers’ role in these trends? Farmers differ widely in what they 
produce, in the size of their farms, in their skills and their preferences. 
Arguably, they also differ in their interest, both monetary and non-monetary, 
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in participating in AFNs. Nevertheless, farmers are more constrained in 
their choices by objective, monetary constraints than consumers are. After 
all, farmers can go bankrupt if they make choices that are not compatible 
with the need to recover costs through revenues. And some agricultural 
production is subject to technical constraints that leave little room for dif-
ferent orientations in farm operation. Hence, economic accounting of rev-
enues and costs is undoubtedly part of the decision process for choosing 
whether or not to participate in AFNs. As analysed in Chap. 9, both reve-
nues and costs change with this choice. AFNs usually provide higher prices, 
but they very often entail higher costs as well, so that profitability is not 
guaranteed. Two other warnings, important for their policy implications, 
come from the economic analysis. The first is that shortening the chain does 
not make distribution costs disappear, as some of the rhetoric on AFNs and 
on short chains would have us believe. The second is that, when labour and 
capital for the new distribution chain are provided by farmers, a larger share 
of the value added accruing to them does not necessarily translate into 
higher profitability: for the new chain to be more profitable, the larger share 
of value added must be sufficient to adequately compensate the higher con-
tribution in labour and capital (i.e., farmers must receive a return at least 
equal to the market wage and interest rate).

These considerations bring us to the issue of farmers’ motivations for 
participating in AFNs. Since farms are economic enterprises, income is 
undoubtedly among farmers’ concerns. When directly questioned about 
their motivations, farmers obviously cite higher received prices and 
increased sales (Brunori, Rossi, & Malandrin, 2007; Griffin & Frongillo, 
2003; Hunt, 2007; Kirwan, 2006; Logozar & Schmit, 2009). However, 
these authors have also found other motivations, such as the direct rela-
tionship with customers, pride in raising and marketing one’s own prod-
ucts and cooperation with other vendors. Technical reasons, such as small 
farms’ inability to meet the volume required by wholesalers, may be 
another motive for choosing alternative channels (Gale, 1997).

The role of technical and economic constraints is shown by the analy-
sis of the objective, observable determinants of farmers’ participation in 
direct sales (Chap. 9). For example, it illustrates that not all agricultural 
products lend themselves to direct sales, that the difficulties of agriculture 
in marginal mountain and hilly areas push farmers to engage more in 
direct sales and that geographical proximity to consumers is important 
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not so much because of lower transport costs, but rather in terms of 
potential patrons. Unlike previous studies, our analysis found that farm 
size is not particularly relevant, which supports the argument cited above 
that farms are highly heterogeneous as regards the potential revenues and 
costs of alternative chains. That personal characteristics such as age, gen-
der and education have only a weak influence on the choice of alternative 
chains is also indicative of this heterogeneity, so that idiosyncratic factors 
are very important in this respect. Determinants other than income thus 
come into play. In fact, although earning enough income for the farm to 
survive is a prerequisite for farmers’ choices, a certain degree of freedom 
nevertheless exists in family farms, since family labour is unpaid but its 
reward stems from farm income. Therefore, farmers can trade off a lower 
income for a type of operation, a farm setting or a marketing chain that 
suits their preferences better, and both the literature and our empirical 
analysis show that individual preferences do in fact count. Farmers’ degree 
of adherence to strictly monetary or non-monetary goals differs both 
individually and across farmers supplying different AFNs. Different 
AFNs have different “degrees of alternativeness”, along a continuum that 
sees Solidarity Purchase Groups (SPGs) and Community Supported 
Agriculture (CSA) at one end and district markets at the other. In a small 
sample of farmers selling in urban district markets in Torino, for exam-
ple, Siclari (2017) finds that the highest-rated motivation for attending it 
is profitability, while the opportunity to promote one’s products comes 
second. The rating assigned to the pleasure of personal contact with con-
sumers is much lower, which is consistent with the nature of district mar-
kets, which do not target committed consumers and producers and where 
self-interested and income-oriented behaviour thus plays a larger role.

Social factors strongly shape the operation of AFNs through the farm-
ers’ preferences that determine their participation. They may range from 
enjoying the sociability found in farmers’ markets (Hunt, 2007; Kirwan, 
2006) to professional pride in the quality of one’s products and the desire 
to avoid technical practices imposed by the conventional chain and which 
are at odds with the farmers’ idea of what is right (Chap. 9). But all of 
these factors are connected with the personal producer-consumer rela-
tionships that are the main characteristic of AFNs. The pride fruit growers 
show in their product’s quality stems from the patrons’ recognition and 
praise (Chap. 9), in the same way as farmers selling in the Porta Palazzo 
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market are careful to provide the quality, such as freshness, required by 
consumers (Chap. 11). Indeed, it is around the concept of quality that 
much of the social interplay revolves. The concepts of quality differ across 
consumers, individually and among participants in different chains 
(Chap. 5), while consumers and farmers interact in adapting to each oth-
er’s concepts. Sometimes consumers send signals to producers, who 
update their quality conventions accordingly, abandoning certain prod-
ucts and introducing new ones. Sometimes producers have an educational 
role, teaching consumers to appreciate certain qualities of their products 
or suggesting how to cook them. Complex social interactions also take 
place among farmers, as shown by the modalities of setting prices (Chap. 
11). Competition and cooperation coexist, farmers selling in the market 
feel part of a group, but at the same time are competitors, and must take 
the others’ behaviour into account when setting their prices. Here again, 
we find that monetary and non-monetary considerations both enter the 
equation as drivers of farmers’ behaviour. For farmers participating in 
AFNs, the economic variables seem more a constraint, a precondition for 
other objectives, than an objective per se. These farmers are not profit-
maximizers, they are utility-maximizers. They are aware that their work 
should have an appropriate reward, but often accept that it be under-
remunerated, as a result of economic constraints, such as the price levels 
set by other competitors, in exchange for benefits other than income.

The analysis of how Solidarity Purchase Groups operate also sheds light 
on social ties, personal motivations and economic constraints (Chap. 10). 
SPGs are organizations that connect producers and consumers, actively 
supporting conscious food consumption and favouring small farmers and 
environmentally friendly agriculture (Brunori, Rossi, & Guidi, 2012; 
Saroldi, 2001; Schifani & Migliore, 2011). But they also have an eco-
nomic role, in buying from farmers and selling to end consumers. The 
question of the reconciliation of economic constraints and non-monetary 
objectives arises here too. The SPGs’ solution lies in their members’ vol-
untary work. It is a win-win solution, since it allows SPGs to operate with 
a balanced budget and at the same time satisfies the members’ prefer-
ences. Members are strongly committed to the SPGs (Chap. 4), and the 
voluntary work they provide to the group’s operation can be regarded as 
a measure of their commitment. The analysis of several SPGs’ budgets 
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(Chap. 10) proves that this voluntary work is indeed the key for keeping 
the group viable, paying fair prices to farmers without marking up the 
prices paid by members. Even if members’ motivations can include some 
monetary benefit, as well as self-interested motivations about the intrinsic 
attributes of AFN food (freshness, seasonality, taste, etc.), non-monetary 
motivations are undoubtedly dominant, and socialization among mem-
bers and personal relationships with farmers are among them (Chap. 4). 
While intrinsic food attributes can be also provided by conventional 
chains, socialization and producer-consumer personal relationships can-
not, which makes AFNs distinctive.

Summing up, the findings of the studies presented in this chapter sug-
gest that (1) farmers are heterogeneous as regards the profitability of their 
participation in AFNs and their subjective interest in other intangible 
benefits of participating; (2) as participation in AFNs must be economi-
cally viable, both for farmers and in SPGs, economic and technical con-
straints are always at work; (3) other determinants also motivate farmers 
and SPG members and leaders, including preferences for intangible, self-
interested or altruistic benefits from participation; (4) the strength of 
these determinants is not uniform, but is distributed along a continuum 
that sees the most “militant” AFNs, like SPGs and committed farmers, at 
one end and farmers who are mainly interested in the income they can 
receive from participating at the other; (5) complex social relationships 
govern the interplay between farmers and consumers, as well as between 
farmers; and (6) all social and economic relationships in AFNs share the 
characteristic of being based on personal knowledge and personal relation-
ships, which is what makes these chains alternative.
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From the theoretical point of view, farmers’ choice to participate in an 
AFN is rather simple if it is assumed that their goal is maximising their 
profits and that the production mix and production costs are not affected 
by the choice of marketing chain. If this is the case, then the choice consists 
only of deciding which marketing chain is most profitable, and boils down 
to assessing revenues and costs for all available chains, and then calculating 
which chain offers the greatest difference between revenues and costs.

Revenues depend on quantities and prices. Choosing a different, non-
conventional, chain may entail some difference in quantities produced and 
sold. For example, Verhaegen and Huylenbroeck (2001) cite the slight 
reduction in production of lettuce because of the need to have it throughout 
the season when selling at farmers’ markets (FMs). The main difference is 
nevertheless in prices. There is much uncertainty about whether prices for 
consumers are higher or lower in AFNs. The situations may vary consider-
ably, from higher prices in some FMs to lower ones in some Solidarity 
Purchase Groups (SPGs). But the crucial difference is in the prices received 
by farmers. From this point of view, the consensus is that they are higher 
than in other available chains. Nevertheless, this does not automatically 
translate into higher profits. The price to the end consumer reflects all costs 
entailed in the entire chain, that is, the production costs of the agricultural 
products, plus all costs connected with the subsequent stages of the chain. 
Depending on the product, these stages can include storage, refrigeration, 
sorting, packaging, possibly processing and transformation, transport, sell-
ing, and so on. In each stage of the chain, inputs (capital, labour, intermedi-
ate inputs) are used, the associated costs are incurred, and value is added to 
the product. In a perfectly competitive market, the final price reflects the 
sum of all these costs. Real markets are often different from theoretical ones, 
and it is quite possible that some middlemen have market power, so that they 
collect a rent and the retail-farmgate marketing margin is not fully justified 
by the costs. Direct sales between producers and consumers are frequently 
advocated on the grounds of the large marketing margins between farmgate 
and retail prices. The argument goes on to say that direct sales allow farmers 
to retain a larger share of the chain’s added value (Brunori et  al., 2016; 
Brunori, Rossi, & Guidi, 2012; Schmitt, Keech, Maye, Barjolle, & Kirwan, 
2016). Nevertheless, even if the middlemen are cut out, the distribution 
costs do not disappear. Costs may be different and, above all, they are borne 
by different operators. For instance, a farmer who decides to sell to SPGs 
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instead of to the wholesaler will have to buy a refrigerator for his/her fruit 
and bear the associated cost, which otherwise would be borne by the whole-
saler. Farmers selling at FMs or at urban district markets have to bear the cost 
of transport, the labour cost of the sale hours and the market fees they are 
charged. For on-farm sales, transport costs are borne by consumers, but the 
farmer must still devote labour time to the sales. Value added is the remu-
neration of the primary factors (labour, capital, land) that, in different chains 
and in each stage of the chain, are provided by different operators. Hence, 
for a farmer considering, for instance, whether to start direct sales at an FM, 
the question is not only whether this change will bring an increase in income, 
but also whether this increase provides a sufficient return on the additional 
production factors he/she will have to provide. In particular, the return on 
the additional capital needed should be comparable to the market interest 
rate or to the opportunity cost of alternative investments, and the return on 
the additional labour should be comparable to market wages. Hardesty and 
Leff (2010) show that the higher revenue stemming from higher prices in 
AFNs can be offset by the higher marketing costs that they entail. Hence, the 
claim often made by farmers’ unions to a larger share of the chain’s value 
added, or the larger share of value added as a benefit for farmers (Aguglia, De 
Santis, & Salvioni, 2011; Darby, Batte, Ernst, & Roe, 2008; Monson, 
Mainville, & Kuminoff, 2008) could be misleading if the larger share does 
not sufficiently repay the larger resources provided by farmers.

The return on labour raises a further issue when it is provided by the 
farmers and by their households, that is, when it is unpaid labour in family 
farms. Its remuneration is then its opportunity cost, that is, what farmers 
could gain from an alternative use of their time. Nevertheless, when there 
is no opportunity cost (for instance, because there are no job opportunities 
due to unemployment in the area, or to lack of skills, so that it would be 
impossible for farmers to access other gainful activities), the cost of labour 
becomes a subjective wage and is the minimum return that farmers are will-
ing to accept for working. Since AFNs are typically labour-intensive, it 
would not be surprising if they are more attractive for small farms where 
there is excess labour with low or no opportunity cost and where farmers 
may thus be willing to undertake an additional activity at low returns. This 
is certainly not the case for all farmers participating in AFNs, but it is a part 
of the trend. In addition to the operating costs connected with the different 
stages of the chain, transaction costs must also be considered (Verhaegen & 
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Huylenbroeck, 2001). Transaction costs are the costs incurred in collecting 
the information needed to perform the transaction, negotiating an agree-
ment with the partner, and checking that the agreement is respected. In 
case of a new chain, they can be substantial, particularly for AFNs such as 
SPGs, which involve a rather complicated organisation.

The family labour provided in AFN activities raises a further consider-
ation, connected to farmers’ motivations. Indeed, it cannot be taken for 
granted that farmers are motivated only by the search for profits. In the 
language of economics, farmers try to maximise their utility (their welfare), 
which depends on income and on other variables, subject to constraints. 
There can be many objectives other than income. For example, a fruit 
grower we interviewed said that one of his reasons for joining an SPG was 
his refusal to abide by the strict production rules dictated by the cooperative 
to which he had formerly brought his produce, which in his view did not 
make it possible to convey the real quality of his fruit (Novelli & Corsi, 
2018). This applies to any non-monetary motivation that farmers may have, 
for instance, pride in their work and their products, pleasure from socialis-
ing with customers, environmental concerns, and so on. In such cases, if the 
alternative chain provides a lower income than the previous one, the farmer 
must trade off the psychic benefit with the benefit stemming from higher 
profits. Non-monetary rewards of participation can actually offset monetary 
losses. For instance, Uematsu and Mishra (2011) find a negative impact of 
participation in FMs on farm incomes and suggest that farmers may con-
tinue to participate for a number of reasons: not only can farmers’ markets 
be a risk management tool and provide opportunities to advertise their 
products and increase their entrepreneurial skills, there may also be a non-
monetary benefit like socialisation with other farmers and consumers in the 
community. This justifies the empirical research found in the literature on 
assessing farmers’ motivations for attending AFNs and on identifying char-
acteristics that farmers participating in AFNs have in common.

Regardless of farmers’ motivations, if different chains are available, farm-
ers must decide whether to use only one or a combination. The first choice 
is the most appropriate if the marginal benefit (the additional benefit deriv-
ing from a small increase in the product marketed on the chain, which is 
the additional profit for a farmer who has only monetary motivations) is 
constant or increasing. In these cases, it is better to deliver all the produc-
tion to the chain providing the highest profit. If, by contrast, marginal 
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profits are diminishing (for instance, because costs increase more than pro-
portionally with the marketed quantity), then sending the production to a 
combination of chains is more profitable. Another rationale for the fre-
quently observed behaviour of utilising a conventional chain in addition to 
the alternative one is that there may be a maximum limit to the quantities 
the AFN can absorb, so that the rest of the production is sent to the con-
ventional chain. This is what happens when, for instance, farmers cannot 
sell their entire production at FMs, and the remainder is sold to wholesalers 
or at auction. In addition, products sent to the conventional chain must 
often meet pack and grade standards, so that a part of the produce is sorted 
out and is unpaid, but can still be sold through direct marketing channels 
(Hardesty & Leff, 2010). Profitability (profits per dollar of revenue) never-
theless depends on production costs, and because of the different weight of 
marketing costs on total costs, profitability can be higher in the wholesale 
chain for low levels of production costs and lower in the opposite case.

This theoretical discussion cannot end without mentioning a further 
issue, the consequences for farms of attending AFNs. Very often, starting 
to sell at an FM or to SPGs forces a change in the farm setting, in order 
to meet demand. For instance, fruit growers are pressed to grow a wider 
range of types and cultivars to satisfy consumers’ taste for variety and to 
extend the selling season, while vegetable growers similarly have to grow 
different crops through the seasons (Novelli & Corsi, 2018). In general, 
the changes tend to favour polyculture and reduce specialisation. Hence, 
farmers can lose some economies of scale brought by specialised produc-
tion. If this is the case, then considering only the distribution costs of the 
goods produced would not be sufficient in order to make a rational choice 
of the chain. The appropriate comparison would be between the benefits 
and costs of alternative farm settings, one designed for the AFN and the 
other for the conventional chain, both considering the whole process 
from production to the product’s final destination.

�Farmers’ Motivations

A number of studies have investigated farmers’ motivations for attending 
AFNs, though not as many as those concerning consumers’ motivations. 
The few direct surveys of farmers have found, obviously, that motivations 
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include higher received prices and increased sales (Brunori, Rossi, & 
Malandrin, 2011; Griffin & Frongillo, 2003; Hunt, 2007; Kirwan, 2006; 
Logozar & Schmit, 2009). However, non-monetary motivations are 
often indicated. The same authors cite the direct relationship with cus-
tomers as an important reason expressed by farmers for attending AFNs. 
Pride in raising and marketing one’s own products, working together 
with other farmer-vendors, and providing customers with honest infor-
mation is reported by Griffin and Frongillo (2003), while Logozar and 
Schmit (2009) mention the satisfaction in having customers return. 
Brunori et al. (2011) find in general that farmers who join an SPG “are 
motivated by a combination of ‘push’ motivations (political and ethical 
commitments, the search for farming styles that are consistent with their 
own values, unsatisfactory remuneration of prices from conventional 
channels, the search for better quality of life) and ‘pull’ motivations 
(opportunities emerging from contacts activated by GAS [the Italian 
acronym for SPG] or initiatives started by other farmers)”. At times, 
technical reasons are indicated as determining the choice of direct sales. 
Gale (1997) suggests that small farms may choose this channel because 
they are unable to meet the volume required by wholesalers.

These studies show that there is no unique motivation for joining alter-
native chains and that monetary and non-monetary motivations can 
coexist. This is consistent with the often mixed use of different chains by 
farmers, who frequently “‘dip in and out’ of different conventional nodes 
[…] several ‘alternative’ producers are either obliged, or choose, to make 
use of conventional channels” (Ilbery & Maye, 2005).

�Characteristics of Farmers and Farms Engaged 
in AFNs

Another stream of literature examines the characteristics of farms and 
farmers participating in AFNs. On the basis of US Agricultural Census 
data, Martinez et  al. (2010) show that most farms that sell directly to 
consumers are small and that direct sales are mostly practised by produce 
farms, often in combination with other activities. In France (Aubert, 
2015) and in Italy (Aguglia et al., 2011), farms that practise direct sales 
are smaller in size than those that do not.

  A. Corsi et al.



  179

Apart from descriptive data, the characteristics of farmers and farms 
that are most conducive to direct selling or other AFNs are typically 
assessed using discrete choice statistical models (Aguglia et  al., 2011; 
Aubert, 2015; Bonanno, Pascucci, Caracciolo, & Cembalo, 2014; Capt 
& Wavresky, 2014; Corsini, Randelli, Rocchi, & Giampaolo, 2018; 
Detre, Mark, Mishra, & Adhikari, 2011; Dimitri, 2011; Low & Vogel, 
2011; Monson et  al., 2008; Sage & Goldberger, 2012; Uematsu & 
Mishra, 2011). One common finding is that direct sales are favoured by 
small farm size. There are several reasons for this outcome. It can be dif-
ficult for small farmers to overcome the entry barriers to supplying super-
markets, due to minimum-volume, quality, or certification requirements, 
while large farms can reduce marketing costs by selling large quantities to 
few buyers (Gandee, Brown, & D’Souza, 2003; Monson et al., 2008). 
Small farms with excess family labour can advantageously employ it in an 
additional gainful activity (Aguglia et al., 2011), so that the number of 
family members is found to favour direct or short chain sales (Aubert, 
2015). High-value or specific crops (vegetables, fruits, wine, and olives, 
depending on the country) and organic farming are also generally associ-
ated with a higher probability of direct sales (Aguglia et al., 2011; Aubert, 
2015; Bonanno et  al., 2014; Capt & Wavresky, 2014; Corsini et  al., 
2018; Detre et  al., 2011; Low & Vogel, 2011; Uematsu & Mishra, 
2011).1 This is partly due to demand factors (consumers in AFNs are 
usually more interested in fresh fruit and vegetables and organic produce) 
and partly to small farms’ tendency to grow higher value crops to relax 
the land constraint. Also in connection with both supply and demand 
factors, several of the papers cited above find a positive effect of vicinity 
to urban centres, as do county-level studies (Low & Vogel, 2011). Metro 
areas offer a large number of potential customers and, from the supply 
side, closeness to these areas reduces farmers’ transport costs. With the 
exception of Detre et al. (2011), these papers suggest that younger opera-
tors are more likely to opt for direct sales, which could be explained by 
the longer time horizon for returns on the investments in physical and 
human capital needed to adopt a new marketing strategy. The change to 
alternative chains is also favoured by agricultural education (Aubert, 
2015; Corsini et al., 2018).

Some authors attempt to classify different groups of farmers participat-
ing in AFNs. Brunori et al. (2011) find that farmers supplying SPGs in 
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Tuscany belong to two different types, viz., “neo-peasants” (“the most 
important players in the ‘rural renaissance’ in this region, as they have 
been the pioneers of organic farming and of the multifunctional agricul-
tural business model”) and “local farmers”, people with an agricultural 
family background who are strongly integrated with the local commu-
nity. Cicatiello and Pancino (2012) conducted a survey of 158 farmers 
attending 13 Italian FMs, identifying three typologies through a cluster 
analysis: “traditionalist producers”, mainly selling non-organic fresh pro-
duce and encouraged to participate by farmers’ associations; “processing 
producers”, large size farms mainly selling processed food, 40 per cent of 
which is organic; and “alternative producers”, mostly organic, who diver-
sify their supply and also look for other channels. In general, however, it 
is difficult to infer the rationale behind producers’ participation and their 
monetary and non-monetary motivations from typologies.

�Effects of Participation on Farm Income

Few papers have investigated the effect of participating in AFNs on farm 
income. Verhaegen and Huylenbroeck (2001) examine a series of inno-
vative chains (including several cooperatives and AFNs) and compare 
their benefits and costs to those of the conventional chain. The analysis 
is qualitative, since many costs, especially transaction costs, are difficult 
to quantify, and for all six case studies, the conclusion is that higher costs 
are compensated for by higher revenues resulting from higher prices, 
higher turnover, and reduced uncertainty. Hardesty and Leff (2010) find 
poor performance for FMs in three case studies of organic farms of dif-
ferent sizes in California. They measure all costs (labour, purchased 
goods and services, and capital assets) associated with different chains 
(wholesale, FMs, Community Supported Agriculture—CSAs) and find 
significant variation in marketing costs across them, with the lowest 
marketing cost per dollar of revenue in the wholesale chain and the high-
est in FMs. Uematsu and Mishra (2011) performed an econometric 
analysis to estimate the effect of the predicted number of direct market-
ing strategies (DMSs), of the individual direct strategies, and of a set of 
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other explanatory variables on gross cash farm income. They find that 
while the number of DMSs is not significant, adoption of individual 
DMSs showed some significant impact. Roadside stores have a negative 
and significant effect at some quantiles, while farm stores have a positive 
impact except for the highest quantile, and FMs’ impact is negative and 
significant at all quantiles. Park, Mishra, and Wozniak (2014) and Park 
(2015) also model the effect of direct marketing on sales and find a nega-
tive impact, which is larger for smaller farms. According to Uematsu and 
Mishra (2011), the negative effect of FMs on sales can be explained by 
the higher competition in FMs as compared to farm stores and CSA, so 
that farmers are forced to reduce their selling prices, and by the fact that 
participating in FMs involves high costs but may not generate high 
revenue.

�Determinants of On-Farm and Off-Farm Direct 
Sales in Piedmont

The foregoing considerations and short review of the literature point to 
the need for further investigation of the factors that favour or impede 
farmers’ participation in AFNs. Some motivations found in the literature 
are linked to strictly monetary objectives, namely, income goals. Given 
that farms are an economic enterprise, this is not surprising and reveals 
the force of objective constraints on operators’ behaviour. On the other 
hand, subjective factors, based on preferences other than income, are also 
widely cited. Both categories of motivation can move the same individu-
als. Our empirical investigation sought to address these issues in greater 
detail using two approaches. The first approach is based on observable 
data and thus focusses on the objective variables that may influence farm-
ers’ decision to participate in an AFN and, more specifically, to engage in 
direct sales. Working with observable data, however, does not make it 
possible to assess subjective motivations, except for the admittedly weak 
portion that can be proxied by observable individual socio-economic 
characteristics. Moreover, since our data were cross-sectional, it was 
impossible to ascertain what changes participation in AFNs brought 
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about in the farm operation. To overcome these limitations, the second 
approach investigated the subjective motivations of a group of farmers 
who chose at least one alternative channel, and the subsequent changes 
introduced in their farming setting.

The first study (Corsi, Novelli, & Pettenati, 2018) concerns all family 
farms in Piedmont recorded in the 2010 Agricultural Census. After drop-
ping farms belonging to joint stock companies, cooperatives and public 
administrations as well as farms with zero gross sales (hobby farmers), the 
sample consisted of 58,304 farms. From the individual farm records, it 
was possible to determine whether the farm was engaged in direct selling 
activities, separately for on-farm and off-farm direct sales. This distinc-
tion is in our view important, since, as we argued, the distribution costs 
differ and, more importantly, are borne by different operators in the two 
cases. For instance, transport costs are borne by consumers in on-farm 
sales and by the farmers in the opposite case. The labour time required for 
the two forms is also different, and so are the investments they require.

Among the variables that could affect the choice to engage in either 
form of direct sale, we included the economic size of the farm, as mea-
sured by the Standard Output (SO),2 to test the frequent claim that direct 
sales are an especially good opportunity for small farms (Cheng, Bills, & 
Uva, 2011; Feenstra, Lewis, Hinrichs, Gillespie Jr, & Hilchey, 2003; 
Morgan & Alipoe, 2001; Uva, 2002). A second important determinant 
was the type of farming (TF) as determined according to the EU meth-
odology,3 to represent the technical feasibility of selling directly, which 
differs according to the product concerned (e.g., some products require 
processing and cannot be sold directly unless this processing is carried out 
on the farm). We also included other product characteristics: organic 
farming, Protected Designation of Origin (PDO), or Protected 
Geographical Indication (PGI). Other farm activities (agro-tourism, on-
farm recreational activities) were included because they entail relation-
ships with customers that may favour direct sales (more so for on-farm 
direct sales, as is obvious when agro-tourism includes food and beverage 
sales). Lastly, farm location was arguably an important variable involving 
several different factors. One such factor (proxied by altitude, mountains, 
hills, and plains) relates to the job opportunities available in different 
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areas, the lack of which may put pressure on small farms to find alterna-
tive employment for excess family labour through direct sales. A second 
factor concerns the transport costs associated with off-farm direct sales, 
which are lower the closer the location of sale. This factor was represented 
by the number of main commercial cities at a half-hour driving distance 
from the farm. Third, location can be important in terms of potential 
customers visiting the farm, and we therefore included the population 
living within a 45-minute driving distance from the farm.

Only a small proportion of farms in Piedmont engage in direct sales. 
Those selling on-farm accounted for 14 per cent of the total and those 
selling off the farm 8.1 per cent. These percentages include the cases (3.5 
per cent of the total number of farms) in which both channels were used. 
The shares are rather different across TFs, ranging from 5 per cent for 
field crops to 24.4 per cent for mixed types for on-farm sales and from 
2.7 per cent for specialist cattle to 16.1 per cent for specialist horticulture 
for off-farm sales (Table 9.1).

Table 9.1  Percentage of farms practising direct sales by type of farming

Type of farming (European Commission 
Regulation (EC) No 1242/2008) Number

Direct market (%)

On-farm Off-farm

Field crops (specialist cereals—rice inclusive—
and general field cropping)

18,220 5.0 3.5

Specialist horticulture 1544 13.2 16.1
Specialist vineyards 11,938 24.3 13.6
Other permanent crops (specialist fruit, olives, 

and various permanent crops combined)
8809 15.3 8.6

Specialist dairying 2228 13.5 5.6
Specialist cattle (rearing and fattening and 

dairying, rearing and fattening combined)
5363 7.5 2.7

Specialist sheep, goats, and other grazing 
livestock

2087 14.1 4.7

Specialist granivores (pigs, poultry, and various 
combined)

927 8.3 4.4

Mixed typesa 7188 24.4 14.7
Total 58,304 14.0 8.1

Source: 2010 Agricultural Census, authors’ calculations
aMixed cropping, mixed livestock, field crops and grazing livestock combined, 

various crops and livestock combined
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The type of farming undoubtedly has a strong influence on the adop-
tion of the direct sales channel, and mixed TF and horticulture are most 
conducive to it. Also noteworthy is the high proportion of viticultural 
farms that sell on-farm, a typical feature of a renowned wine-producing 
area such as Langhe which attracts sizable numbers of tourists.

An analysis of the geographical distribution of the farms selling directly 
suggested that those engaging in off-farm direct sales were mostly con-
centrated in specific clusters: the hilly wine-growing areas of Langhe and 
Monferrato (agro-tourism areas), the hilly belt surrounding Torino (the 
main town of the region, and thus an attractive outlet for sales), and some 
low Alpine valleys in the province of Torino. Farms engaged in on-farm 
sales were more widespread. If the percentage of farms engaged in direct 
sales in each municipality is considered, relatively high shares are also 
found in the mountain areas.

A more formal statistical analysis was performed with probit models, 
estimating separately the effect of the variables listed above on the prob-
ability of adopting on-farm and off-farm sales.

First, given the apparent influence of TFs on farmers’ choice, we tested 
whether belonging to a particular TF simply increased or decreased the 
probability of adopting direct sales or modified the effect of the other 
variables. A statistical test proved that the latter was true. In other words, 
the effect of, say, farm size or of operator’s education on the probability of 
direct sales differs according to the particular TF. Hence, the picture is 
quite diversified, since some variables are significant for some TFs but not 
for others, and some variables have a positive effect on the probability of 
direct sales in some TFs and a negative one in others.

Here, we will present only the general results for the most interesting 
TFs (Table 9.2; for a full analysis, see Corsi et  al., 2018). Only agro-
tourism had a positive, significant, and strong effect on on-farm direct 
sales for all TFs, though there were differences in the effects. Having an 
agro-tourism activity increased the probability of on-farm sales in a range 
from 14 per cent (for dairying) to 36 per cent (for horticulture). In any 
case, the link between agro-tourism and on-farm sales is quite obvious, 
since it is very likely that people eating or lodging on the farm will also 
buy farm products. It is interesting to note that agro-tourism also has a 
significant and positive effect on off-farm sales for some TFs (viticulture, 
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Table 9.2  Selected estimates of marginal effects of the determinants of on-farm 
and off-farm direct sales

Type of farming
Mixed 
crops

Field 
crops Horticulture Vineyards Fruits Dairying

On-farm direct sales
Operator’s age 

(years)
−0.001c −0.001c −0.001 0.000 0.000 −0.001

Operator’s gender 
(1 = M)

0.009 −0.009c −0.033 0.059c 0.014a −0.022

Operator’s 
schooling  
(years)

0.009c 0.000 −0.003 0.003c 0.006c 0.009c

Op.’s ag. school (1 
= yes)

0.039 0.013a −0.063c 0.181c 0.012 −0.041a

Op.’s profess. 
training (1 = yes)

0.108c 0.019b 0.010 0.019 0.076c 0.065b

Hills (1 = yes) 0.156c 0.064c −0.010 0.127c 0.018a 0.046a

Mountains (1 = 
yes)

0.254c 0.147c 0.009 0.166c 0.046c 0.150c

Standard Output 
(0,000 €)

−0.001 0.000 0.000 0.003c 0.000 0.002c

Agro-tourism (1 = 
yes)

0.273c 0.160c 0.364c 0.281c 0.328c 0.140a

Organic farming 
(1 = yes)

0.109c 0.070c 0.212c 0.231c −0.011 0.023

PDO-PGI (1 = yes) −0.068b 0.022 0.019 −0.072c −0.057c

# commercial 
poles within 1/2 
h driving 
distance

−0.002 0.000 −0.005 0.011c −0.013c −0.011c

Population living 
within 45 min. 
driving distance 
(000)

0.019b 0.003 0.031b 0.116c 0.074c 0.007

Off-farm direct sales
Operator’s age 

(years)
−0.002c −0.001c −0.001 −0.001c −0.001b −0.001a

Operator’s gender 
(1=M)

−0.005 −0.007c −0.080c 0.046c −0.001 −0.002

Operator’s 
schooling  
(years)

0.004b 0.000 −0.011c 0.002c 0.000 0.005b

Op.’s ag. school (1 
= yes)

−0.005 0.006 −0.096c 0.045c 0.011 −0.030c

Op.’s profess. 
training (1 = yes)

0.063c 0.011a 0.007 0.049c 0.036b 0.009

(continued)
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fruits, and mixed crops), which can be interpreted either as a sign that 
their operators are particularly inclined to explore alternative chains or as 
an “advertising effect”, whereby customers of the agro-tourism discover 
that the farm’s products can also be bought in town.

Product quality signals differ in their effects. Organic farming favours 
direct sales on the farm (especially for horticulture and vineyards) and, to 
a lesser extent, off-farm direct sales as well. By contrast, PDO or PGI 
labelling generally has a negative effect, possibly because these products 
can be put to better advantage in other marketing channels. Contrary to 
many studies cited before, we found no evidence that direct sales are 
more likely for small farms. When significant, the associated estimates 
were positive, indicating that the probability increased with farm size. In 
these cases, however, the effect was so weak that we can conclude that 

Table 9.2  (continued)

Type of farming
Mixed 
crops

Field 
crops Horticulture Vineyards Fruits Dairying

Hills (1 = yes) 0.103c 0.048c 0.052b 0.056c 0.029c 0.038b

Mountains  
(1 = yes)

0.065c 0.062c −0.029 0.080a 0.007 0.098c

Standard Output 
(0,000 €)

−0.001 0.000 −0.001 0.002c 0.001c 0.001c

Agro-tourism  
(1 = yes)

−0.033a 0.027 −0.009 0.085c 0.082b 0.050

Organic farming 
(1 = yes)

0.102c 0.060c 0.178b 0.168c 0.026b 0.029

PDO-PGI (1 = yes) −0.074c 0.049a −0.017 −0.041c −0.025c

# commercial 
poles within 1/2 
h driving 
distance

0.013c 0.003c 0.000 0.004 −0.005b 0.001

Population living 
within 45 min. 
driving distance 
(000)

0.025c 0.005c 0.068c 0.036c 0.049c 0.019c

Source: Corsi et al. (2018)
Note: Marginal effects estimated at the mean values of the variables (at the 

median for dummy variables)
aSignificant at 10%
bSignificant at 5%
cSignificant at 1%
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farm size was not relevant in practical terms (e.g., a 100,000 euro increase 
in Standard Output produced only a 3 per cent increase in the probabil-
ity of on-farm sales for vineyards, and in the other TFs, the results were 
similar).

Some interesting results concerned farm location. Farm location in 
the hills or in the mountains favoured both on- and off-farm direct 
sales. The effect (significant for most TFs) was stronger for mountains. 
The lower profitability of farming in these areas pushes farmers to look 
for alternative and more profitable outlets, but since these are also tour-
ist areas, farmers have more opportunities to sell directly. The stronger 
effect of these locations on on-farm rather than on off-farm direct sales 
suggests that the latter effect is stronger. That the number of potential 
customers is an important factor was confirmed by the effect of the 
other location variables. The estimates suggest that each additional 
thousand inhabitants within the 45-minute drive increased the proba-
bility of on-farm direct sales by 2 to 11.6 per cent, depending on the TF, 
at the mean values of the variables. More interestingly, the effect of the 
population variable was also significant and positive for off-farm sales. 
By contrast, the farm’s distance from commercial poles was either non-
significant or negative for on-farm direct sales (which was in line with 
expectations, since it should measure transport cost for farmers), but 
was also non-significant for some TFs, or positive and significant but 
with a very weak effect in others. This supports the view that farm-to-
market transport costs are not a crucial determinant for the choice of 
selling off the farm, while the opportunities for finding customers are 
much more important.

Operator’s personal characteristics (age, education) either were not sig-
nificant, or had a very weak effect. Gender had a contradictory effect 
since, for example, operators’ male gender was found to favour on- and 
off-farm sales in viticulture, and to discourage direct sales in field crops 
and horticulture. All this suggests that observable characteristics did not 
effectively represent individual idiosyncratic preferences and that there 
was a large variability in subjective preferences. A major limitation of this 
study is indeed the lack of information on subjective motivations of par-
ticipants in direct sales. This is why we decided to survey farmers directly 
about their motivations for participating in AFNs.
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�Subjective Motivations for Farmers’ 
Participation in AFNs in Piedmont

Quantitative analysis of the determinants of direct selling based on cen-
sus data shed light on which farm structure characteristics and which 
observable socio-demographic traits of farmers, if any, were more condu-
cive to direct sales. Still, the weak and at times difficult to interpret effects 
of farmers’ observable characteristics (e.g., gender, age, and education) 
suggest that subjective motivations and non-observable traits of partici-
pants in direct sales could play a relevant role in farmers’ choices. The 
literature also shows that subjective motivations differ among partici-
pants in different types of alternative distribution channels (e.g., 
Mastronardi, Marino, Cavallo, & Giannelli, 2015).

To explore the role of farmers’ attitudes and preferences in explaining 
part of the unexplained producers’ behaviour, we carried out an in-depth 
qualitative analysis of producers’ individual motivations (Novelli & 
Corsi, 2018). We set up a focus group discussion involving seven farmers 
operating in a hilly area located about 40 kilometres southwest of Torino. 
The congenial climate of this area is particularly favourable to quality 
fruit farming, with local farmers producing apples, kiwis, peaches, pears, 
and berry fruits. All focus group participants chose to engage in at least 
one alternative distribution channel to complement conventional chan-
nels (commercial and industrial firms or cooperatives). Four participants 
are fruit growers. The largest of the participants’ farms (28 hectares of 
Utilised Agricultural Area, UAA) specialises in supplying SPGs and sell-
ing on-farm, while the smaller ones (under 3.5 hectares of UAA) chose to 
sell directly, mainly off-farm. Two of the participants produce both fruit 
and vegetables and use a mix of alternative channels, and one—specialis-
ing in horticulture—sells its produce exclusively off-farm.

The main objectives of the analysis were to solicit feedback on the per-
sonal motivations that led the participants to sell directly and to ascertain 
whether the use of this market channel was conducive to changes in farm 
management and organisation.

Regarding the first topic, participants’ motivations, the group discus-
sion brought out a general need for “freedom of choice”. The decision to 
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sell in part directly stems basically from the farmers’ need to make their 
own management and production choices, without third party influ-
ences. In discussing this issue, group members underscored three main 
aspects. The first concerns the agronomic practices required by middle-
men in order to meet the conventional chains’ marketing standards (e.g., 
size, general appearance or defects, state of maturity, fruit colour). Some 
practices, like picking produce while still green, the use of fruit ripening 
gases and other chemicals, or the use of reflective cloth, were commonly 
considered improper and at times “extreme”. Above all, such practices 
were considered to be far from their idea of high-quality agriculture. 
Hence, all participants were no longer willing to be bound by conven-
tional market requirements that are at odds with their personal idea of 
quality. The second aspect concerns the dissatisfaction with conventional 
market prices and the payment terms set by middlemen. All the partici-
pants claimed the freedom to set their prices according to the costs they 
bear and to the quality standard they offer. Therefore, they consider direct 
marketing as an opportunity to obtain higher prices, along with the 
chance to have more control over the other financial aspects of the trade, 
for example, to avoid long waits for payment by middlemen. Lastly, a 
need to build and maintain a relationship of trust with customers 
emerged. As mentioned, the participants’ beliefs concerning quality are 
quite different from those held in conventional channels. In the farmers’ 
opinion, being true to these values and beliefs is important in order to 
maintain their reputation for high-quality produce. The consequent posi-
tive feedback from customers is a source of gratification to which the 
participants attach a value that goes beyond the higher prices consumers 
are willing to pay for their produce.

To characterise the attitude behind the stated motivations, we could 
say that the group members are “product oriented” rather than “market 
oriented”. This attitude seems to be the main motive behind farmers’ 
choice to participate in AFNs and implicitly refers to their concept of 
quality. With reference to the three main points that emerged through 
the discussion, the participants’ personal notion of quality seems to be 
their criterion for evaluating their skills and professionalism and for 
assigning a value to their produce and work, as well as being a source of 
satisfaction when it is recognised by the consumers.
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Discussion on the second topic confirmed that the conversion to direct 
selling—even though partial—was conducive to changes in asset endow-
ments and in farm structure and organisation. Moreover, new cost items 
appeared in the farm budget.

Of course, new investments were necessary (e.g., cold stores, sheds, 
packaging machinery and materials, etc.), but major changes were 
made in the entire production chain. In accordance with one of the 
main motivations for selling directly, that is, the pursuit of different 
quality standards, all the participants changed their practices to organic. 
In addition, they extended the range of produce they cultivate in order 
to guarantee continuity of supply, extend the selling season, and meet 
consumers’ taste for variety. For the same reasons, one of the group 
members who had produced a single type of fruit (berries) was able to 
diversify production and began to process his produce and market 
juices and other goods (e.g., gift baskets). For all participants, direct 
marketing significantly affected the farm organisation as well, espe-
cially in terms of farm labour management. Group members unani-
mously considered direct channels more labour-intensive than 
wholesale channels and stated that the availability of labour is one of 
the major difficulties they face day by day to strike a balance between 
production and distribution activities. In this connection, the group 
stressed that strictly marketing-related activities (e.g., packing, trans-
portation, selling, and administration) are only a fraction of the extra 
labour required by direct selling. The consequent changes in agricul-
tural practices are more time-consuming than the conventional prac-
tices, for example, weeding operations in organic farming, picking the 
produce gradually as it ripens, growing a wider range of fruit and/or 
vegetables, and so on. Since—regardless of the channel—labour is the 
major marketing cost for farms (Hardesty & Leff, 2010; LeRoux, 
Schmit, Roth, & Streeter, 2010; Uva, 2002), it is arguably one of the 
main extra costs the group members incurred when they started to 
market their produce directly.

Although some differences were found between on-farm and off-farm 
sales, our analysis confirms that adopting these alternative market chan-
nels brings about changes in farm assets, leads to higher costs, and requires 
higher skills and experience in cost and labour management. In spite of 
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these constraints, the motivations expressed by the group members were 
rather strong, to the point that all participants would like to increase the 
share of produce sold through AFNs.

�Conclusions

Both the literature review and the empirical analyses in Piedmont indi-
cate that objective, monetary factors are important for farmers’ choice of 
AFNs as a marketing channel. This is not surprising, since farmers are 
economic operators and are strongly constrained by market forces to 
operate in a way that is sufficiently profitable to enable them to survive. 
From this point of view, the higher prices fetched in AFNs are doubtless 
attractive, but they are not sufficient to make the AFN the most profit-
able choice. Choosing an alternative marketing channel involves a differ-
ent distribution of marketing costs among the operators in the chain, so 
that farmers may incur many costs they would not otherwise bear. This is 
why it is not always profitable for farmers to engage in AFN sales and 
much depends on individual situations. Moreover, technical constraints 
may be strong, particularly the type of production farmers are engaged 
in, since only some products are suitable for selling in AFNs, and chang-
ing the production mix can be difficult and costly. A rather new finding 
of our empirical study is that geographical proximity to consumers does 
not seem to be a strong impediment because of transport cost. Rather, it 
is important in terms of potential patrons, not only for on-farm sales (as 
was expected) but also for off-farm sales. Among the characteristics that 
may influence the choice of AFNs, we find that farm size is not particu-
larly relevant. This departs from previous findings, but given the hetero-
geneity of situations among farms, the different findings may depend on 
the local situations. The advantages of AFNs for small farms hinge on the 
latter’s difficulty in meeting the volume and quality standards required by 
other chains and on making good use of excess family labour. In other 
cases, however, it might be difficult or unprofitable for small farms to 
invest capital and labour in accessing the alternative chain. From this 
point of view, it is telling that fewer farms engage in the more costly off-
farm direct sales than in on-farm direct sales.
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While objective economic factors are important in the choice of AFN 
marketing channels, subjective motivations count too. This is an area that 
has received little attention in the literature. In our survey of producers 
supplying different AFNs, in addition to profitability (seen more as a 
pre-requisite than as a goal), the main stated motivation was farmers’ 
freedom to make their own production choices, without having to sub-
mit to the standards required by conventional chains, which were consid-
ered to threaten product quality and interfere with good practice. AFNs 
thus restore meaning to farmers’ work, in terms of pride in what they 
produce and consumer recognition of their products’ quality. This is con-
sistent with the alternative nature of AFNs, which are not simply places 
where anonymous commodities are exchanged for money, since personal 
relationships, recognition, and reciprocal knowledge are also part of the 
exchange.

A further element that has been somewhat neglected in the literature 
concerns the changes that participating in AFNs brings about in the 
farm setting. That making direct sales calls for a certain farm configura-
tion can be inferred even from the mere observation of the census data 
showing that direct sales are more common in specific types of farming 
(especially mixed ones). The personal interviews with farmers confirm 
this hypothesis. New investments are needed, and a production mix 
that meets the demand for variety and year-round availability must be 
introduced. Managing labour requirements for this new activity is even 
more important, as it may be in competition with the production activ-
ities. Many of the fixed costs entailed by the alternative chain are sunk 
costs, either for the materials used for direct sales or the investment in 
human capital needed to start the activity (e.g., information about the 
legal requirements). Therefore, giving up the alternative chain would 
mean losing the investment. Economists insist that sunk costs should 
not affect decisions, but in real life many operators are reluctant to 
adopt this view, and reconverting the farm can in any case be costly. 
Hence, the choice of engaging in direct sales is probably a long-term 
one, the more so the bigger the investments made for entering the alter-
native chain, which is probably more the case for off-farm than for on-
farm direct sales.

  A. Corsi et al.



  193

Notes

1.	 Only Monson et al. (2008) find a negative effect of growing fruit on par-
ticipation in FMs and a positive effect of non-certified organic farming.

2.	 The Standard Output is a standard measure of the economic size of a farm 
calculated in the European Union Farm Accounting Data Network 
(FADN). It is computed as the sum of unit standard values of production, 
determined for the different crops and livestock within each region, times 
the quantities involved.

3.	 The type of farming as contemplated by Regulation (EC) No. 1242/2008 
classifies farms on the basis of the relative contribution of the Standard 
Output of specific crops or livestock to the farm’s total Standard 
Output.
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When food and agriculture systems are viewed in a whole-systems context, 
sustainability should be defined comprehensively, following environmentally 
sound, economically viable, and socially responsible paths (Allen, Van 
Dusen, Lundy, & Gliessman, 1991). In its broadest accepted meaning, the 
economic dimension of sustainability deals with the maintenance of non-
negative net economic benefits to society. In this sense, the economic issues 
that are commonly considered central to sustainability in food networks 
include the incomes and livelihoods of the producers and other subjects 
involved in the network, as well as employment creation and local economic 
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development, particularly in rural areas (Forssell & Lankoski, 2015). 
However, as Alternative Food Networks (AFNs) are alternative food provi-
sioning practices operating within the general food system, the minimum 
condition for their existence, and consequently for maintaining the flow of 
social and public benefits they produce, is their ability to succeed and be 
competitive in the markets. From this standpoint, the strictly economic via-
bility of AFNs cannot be taken for granted. Economic viability deals with an 
organization’s capacity to produce revenues that are sufficient to at least bal-
ance all operating costs and to achieve positive profits in the short to medium 
term. Viability becomes sustainable where continuity in balanced inflows 
and outflows is reasonably achievable in the longer term under changing 
conditions. By comparison with other dimensions of sustainability, however, 
little research has examined the economic performance of AFNs by focussing 
on the costs that producers incur when they engage in direct marketing and 
the profitability of these channels (Hardesty & Leff, 2010; King et al., 2010).

Producers operating in AFNs can charge higher prices than when selling 
wholesale and thus receive higher revenues, but they may also have to bear 
higher distribution and marketing costs (Corsi, Novelli, & Pettenati, 2018, 
Chap. 9). Several authors have analysed the net benefit to producers engaged 
in direct selling (Hardesty & Leff, 2010; Ilbery & Maye, 2005; Jarosz, 2008; 
King et  al., 2010; LeRoux, Schmit, Roth, & Streed, 2009; Milestad, 
Westberg, Geber, & Björklund, 2010; Uematsu & Mishra, 2011; Verhaegen 
& Huylenbroeck, 2001),1 suggesting that profitability—though strongly 
depending on the type of channel used, type of product, farm size, or loca-
tion—may not always live up to theory and that efficient market strategies 
call for flexibility in combining alternative and conventional channels. In 
particular, common findings suggest that direct selling activities require sig-
nificant financial resources and are time-consuming for producers. Marketing-
related activities (e.g., processing, travel, selling, administration, promotion 
of products/channel etc.) are especially labour intensive and require a reliable 
and continuous labour supply. Hence, labour costs seem to be a central issue 
for AFNs’ economic viability. Concerning this issue, LeRoux et al. (2009) 
warn of ‘hidden operator costs’. Comparing the profitability of various chan-
nels, producers sometimes fail to account for their family’s unpaid labour 
contribution to distribution activities. Consequently, they may select chan-
nels that reduce the farm’s overall economic performance, because of miscon-
ceptions regarding the economic profit of the different channels.
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Although AFNs are not always sufficiently profitable to encourage pro-
ducers to leave conventional channels and to justify the adoption of the 
alternative strategy alone, engaging in alternative channels may improve 
farm economic performance by leveraging other important determinants 
of viability. In many contexts, direct market approaches may play an 
important role as risk management tools rather than profit-maximizing 
strategies (Hardesty & Leff, 2010; Uematsu & Mishra, 2011). Diversifying 
market channels increases the number of marketing options available for 
farmers, enabling them, for example, to allocate surpluses and apply dif-
ferent quality standards to different market channels. Accessing different 
distribution channels also mitigates the impact of price volatility in the 
wholesale market. In addition, forms of co-operation among farmers and 
collective initiatives decrease transaction costs and require less investment 
in labour or capital (Verhaegen & Huylenbroeck, 2001). Other network-
ing benefits with an indirect impact on farm performance have been 
emphasized in farmers’ markets (Brown & Miller, 2008; Feenstra & 
Lewis, 1999; Feenstra, Lewis, Hinrichs, Gillespie, & Hilchey, 2003). 
Farmers’ markets may be used to promote other farm activities or to enter 
new businesses (e.g., agro-tourism, Community Supported Agriculture, 
on-farm sales, etc.). Moreover, they help producers socialize with con-
sumers and other farmers, improving their skills in customer relations, 
production, and pricing, as well as increasing their business 
self-confidence.

In general, economic viability issues are approached by focusing on 
primary producers, given that in many AFNs—for example, farmers’ 
markets and on-farm sales—they make up the entire supply side of the 
market. Nonetheless, new forms of market governance such as 
Community Supported Agriculture also involve consumers in produc-
tion, purchasing, or marketing. These socially innovative approaches are 
based on the notion of redistributing power in the food network and 
sharing economic risks and/or resources (Forssell & Lankoski, 2015). 
Such forms of governance include the Solidarity Purchase Groups (Gruppi 
di Acquisto Solidale), an all-Italian phenomenon in which consumers take 
part actively in the distribution process and co-produce economic value 
with farmers. The ability of such complex organizations to work success-
fully in the long-term is an issue that deserves to be addressed from an 
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economic perspective in order to shed light on the factors affecting their 
efficiency and to assess the economic implications of consumers’ 
participation.

�Values and Organizational Issues of Solidarity 
Purchase Groups

Solidarity Purchase Groups (SPGs) are a collective practice for food pro-
visioning that arose in Italy in relatively recent years, that is, in the mid-
1990s (Schifani & Migliore, 2011). About 1000 SPGs are currently 
registered throughout the country but, given their often informal nature, 
it is estimated that there may be at least twice as many (Economia 
Solidale, 2018).

Such groups are set up by citizen-consumers who cooperate in order to 
buy food and other commonly used goods directly from producers, at a 
price that is fair to both parties.2 Even though our research suggests that 
purely monetary motivations for participation are not to be ruled out 
either for consumers (Corsi & Novelli, 2018, Chap. 4) or for producers 
(Corsi et al., 2018, Chap. 9), SPGs’ distinguishing feature is that they are 
not simply interested in cost savings. The major difference from buying 
groups, whose main objective is the economic advantage of collective 
buying for utilitarian purposes (e.g., lower prices or convenience), is the 
principle of solidarity that guides participants in the choice of products 
and in relations with producers. From this standpoint, SPGs are consid-
ered one of the most significant expressions of the solidarity economy 
(Hankins & Grasseni, 2014). In the recent literature, they are also pre-
sented as new forms of the trust economy (Sage, 2007), since trust is a 
condition for solidarity (Grasseni, 2014), and of political participation, 
as they are hybrid organizations that can go beyond conventional forms 
of political consumerism by adopting innovative organizational and par-
ticipatory tools (Graziano & Forno, 2012).

The general aim of SPGs is to gain control over the food they consume 
and of the associated production practices, through active re-appropriation 
on the part of the consumer (Saroldi, 2001). The main principles that 
shape their strategy are consciousness about food consumption, socializa-
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tion, solidarity within the group and between group members and pro-
ducers to guarantee fair prices and working conditions, trust relationships 
with producers (especially local ones), social justice, environmental sus-
tainability, and alternative quality standards (Brunori, Rossi, & Guidi, 
2012; Saroldi, 2001; Schifani & Migliore, 2011). These principles are 
put into practice not only through a critical approach to food consump-
tion choices, such as supporting local and/or marginal farms, buying 
fresh products based on seasonality, choosing organic produce, or reduc-
ing packaging. Going beyond ethical consumerism, a more innovative 
approach to the solidarity economy has rethought the concept of food 
production, introducing the notion of co-production (Grasseni, 2014; 
Martino, Pampanini, & Giacchè, 2013). Participating in SPGs not only 
calls for establishing new direct channels but also for adopting farming 
styles that reflect the group’s principles (Brunori, Rossi, & Malandrin, 
2011). Through co-production between SPGs and farmers, some of the 
decision rights are shifted from the farmers to the SPGs, for example, the 
right to decide agricultural practices, quality features, or the time prod-
ucts are delivered (Martino, Giacchè, & Rossetti, 2016). On the farmer’s 
side, the rationale for co-production is grounded in the monetary and 
non-monetary benefits gained in meeting this emerging demand (Corsi 
et al., 2018, Chap. 9). The common decision process requires negotiation 
both within the group, to establish a consensus on the group’s principles 
and criteria, and between the SPG and the producers, in order to agree 
on protocols of production, prices, logistics, delivery frequency, and so 
on. The negotiation process is time-consuming and the associated trans-
action costs borne by the SPGs, especially in dealing with the farmers, 
may be sizable.

As for the governance of SPGs, the groups are run as formal or, more 
frequently, informal non-profit organizations. The principle of solidarity 
also defines the organizational form of SPGs, as their operations typically 
rely on occasional or regular volunteers. The organizational structure and 
operational aspects may vary from group to group. Nevertheless, SPGs 
usually appoint a group of co-ordinators who deal with specific products 
or producers and are tasked with liaising and negotiating with producers, 
making periodical calls for orders, collecting and placing the orders, and 
supervising delivery logistics. Producers usually deliver the orders to a 
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point of collection where the SPG members pick up their products. 
Occasional or regular volunteers, as well as co-ordinators, help with the 
distribution operations at the meetings where members collect their 
orders. In formal groups, the SPGs appoint a board of directors who are 
in charge of the participatory process, administration, and accounting 
activities. It appears that the time demand on SPG volunteers is consider-
able and that distribution activities call for continuous commitment. The 
SPG approach may thus be more labour intensive in terms of organiza-
tion than many other direct channels, but usually requires smaller capital 
investments (Hankins & Grasseni, 2014).

From the economic standpoint, the use of voluntary work has two 
main consequences. First, distribution costs are cut, so higher prices can 
be paid to producers than in conventional distribution channels. Also, as 
voluntary labour is the core of SPGs’ non-profit nature, the groups can 
distribute products without having to mark up the price in order to bal-
ance their budgets. Hence, the economic viability of SPGs arguably 
depends on labour costs that are not borne directly. In economic terms, 
the cost of labour for SPGs is an implicit cost, that is, it is an opportunity 
cost that arises as the organization allocates internal resources to an activ-
ity without any explicit compensation for their utilization.

From this perspective, SPG members’ participation is not just an ele-
ment of the group’s social sustainability but, by providing voluntary 
labour, it is also the key to the group’s economic viability. Moreover, the 
value of volunteers’ labour can be considered as a measure of the value 
that members assign to their participation, or in other words, a measure 
of the strength of their motivations. Attaching a monetary value to this 
voluntary labour can thus be helpful in assessing these distribution chan-
nels’ long-term sustainability. Furthermore, this value can be interpreted 
as an indicator of the groups’ adherence to the solidarity principles 
espoused by SPGs. As mentioned above, since labour cost in SPGs is an 
implicit cost item, it cannot be estimated on the basis of actual expendi-
ture at market prices, but requires the use of indirect methods. For that 
reason, we analyse both explicit and implicit costs in SPGs in order to 
estimate the value of volunteers’ participation and bring new insights to 
the issue of SPGs’ economic viability.
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�The Value of Voluntary Labour in Solidarity 
Purchase Groups

An empirical analysis was conducted through individual in-depth inter-
views with the representatives of four SPGs in Torino (Italy) and other 
neighbouring towns (Novelli & Corsi, 2016). The general focus of the 
interviews was on the groups’ governance framework and organizational 
aspects. The specific aim was to analyse the structure of their distribution 
costs and assess how these costs impacted their final balance. Particular 
attention was devoted to the implicit cost of voluntary work, for two main 
reasons. As mentioned earlier, since labour costs account for the majority 
of the total costs borne by AFNs, they are one of the key factors for these 
distribution channels’ economic viability and possibly that of SPGs as 
well. Moreover, for SPGs the value of voluntary labour can be interpreted 
as a proxy indicator of the strength of their members’ motivations.3

In detail, the information gathered through the interviews concerned 
the group’s governance and general organization (structure, number of 
members, administration, etc.), the number of producers involved, the 
type and quantity of products distributed in a reference year, the value of 
the distributed products, the division of labour within the group, the 
time devoted to each operation, and the explicit costs borne by the group 
(e.g., any rents for private or public places used to stock and distribute 
food products, transportation and packaging costs—when borne by the 
groups—web and management software costs, etc.).

For the estimation we referred to the economic theory of production 
cost. We estimated both explicit and implicit costs and calculated the 
SPGs’ balance between total costs and revenues. In economic terms, we 
estimated the SPGs’ economic profit. In the matter in question, talking 
about ‘profits’ and ‘revenues’ may sound strange, since SPGs are not 
commercial channels and they do not actually sell any goods. It is thus 
necessary to stress that the analysis does not intend to consider SPGs as 
gainful activities. As mentioned, the aim of the evaluation is to assess 
whether (and to what extent) the costs of both external and internal 
inputs can affect the SPGs’ economic viability. Clearly, the accounting 
profit—calculated by including only the explicit costs in the balance—is 
equal to zero for SPGs,4 as is normally the case for non-profit organizations.
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Among implicit costs, the cost of labour was clearly the most difficult 
to estimate from both a theoretical and a methodological point of view, 
since there is no market price for volunteer labour and its economic value 
must be assigned. We adopted an input-focussed approach to estimate 
the monetary value of volunteer time. Input approaches estimate the 
value of labour by assigning a monetary value to the time and labour that 
a volunteer donates.5 From this group of approaches, we chose the 
replacement wage method. This method centres on the value of the task 
performed6 and assumes that the value of the volunteer’s time equals the 
amount that it would cost the organization to pay someone to do the 
same task. There are thus two main assumptions: (1) that volunteers and 
paid labour are substitutes and (2) that the two resources are perfect one-
for-one substitutes (Bowman, 2009; Orlowski & Wicker, 2015). In many 
non-profit organizations, volunteers and paid workers are used together, 
so the substitute assumption is invalidated since, from a theoretical stand-
point, two resources cannot be substitutes and complements at the same 
time. In SPGs, the volunteers carry out all the group’s activities, so the 
replaceability condition is validated. Perfect substitution means that a 
paid employee is exactly the productive equivalent of a full-time volun-
teer. This condition is difficult to achieve, as volunteers normally have 
neither the formal training nor the experience of paid workers (Handy & 
Srinivasan, 2005). Accordingly, the work of an untrained generalist 
should be valued less than the work of a professional operator (Ironmonger, 
2000). This could be the case of SPGs, especially for the most complex 
activities, for example, finding and selecting producers that reflect the 
group’s values, negotiating with farmers about production techniques 
and food quality, and performing administrative and accounting tasks. 
As a consequence, the replacement wage method could overstate the 
value of the volunteered time, even when—as in this case—volunteers 
and paid workers are substitutable. Therefore, the results of our estima-
tion should be considered as an upper bound on the economic value of 
voluntary labour to SPGs.

To impute labour costs, we considered mean hourly wage data from 
the Italian National Institute of Statistics (ISTAT, 2010). We used data 
for the market services sector in the northwestern area of the country, 
assigning the gross hourly wage of executives/employees to the board of 
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directors, if established, and regular volunteers (i.e., co-ordinators in 
charge of collecting and placing orders), and the gross hourly wage of 
manual workers to the occasional volunteers appointed on a rotating 
basis for distribution at the point of collection. Other implicit costs 
included in the balance were rents, when waived, and other possible cost 
items borne by individual members and not shared within the group 
(e.g., transportation costs). These costs were estimated at market prices.

Table 10.1 shows general information about the four SPGs, the 
implicit costs borne by the groups and their balance.

Three out of the four groups are rather large SPGs, both in terms of the 
number of households (around or higher than 100 units) and of the value 
of the distributed products (over 150,000 euro/year). The number of 
producers supplying the groups is also sizable (more than 80 for the larger 
group). Just one group, the smallest, is an informal group. The others are 
recognized associations with a more highly organized governance struc-
ture based on a board of directors, a permanent group of co-ordinators 
appointed for specific products or producers, and a system of internal 
rules for managing the contribution of the occasional volunteers.

In absolute terms, implicit costs vary between around 5000 euro/year 
for the smallest group to 47,000 euro/year for the largest. As expected, 
voluntary labour is the major implicit cost item for all SPGs, accounting 
for 93 per cent of the implicit costs for Group C, 96 per cent for Group 
D, and all implicit costs for the two groups with the largest number of 
suppliers (A and B). In practical terms, implicit costs in the four SPGs 
analysed can be totally ascribed to labour costs (the other implicit costs 
are unpaid rents for sites provided free by members or public bodies for 
product distribution). Labour costs range from 9 per cent (Group C) to 
22 per cent (Group A) of the total costs borne by the groups (which 
include the purchase of products from farmers). Considering that, apart 
from the costs of buying the goods from farmers, the other explicit and 
implicit costs borne by the SPGs are negligible, the analysis confirms that 
the SPGs’ organizational model is labour intensive and that the cost of 
labour is the main implicit economic indicator of the groups’ viability.

These findings also suggest that the SPGs’ labour costs are mainly 
related to the number of suppliers rather than to the number of house-
holds. Evidently, building and maintaining the relations between a large 
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number of co-ordinators (usually each co-ordinator deals with one par-
ticular set of products or with a particular farmer) and the farmers require 
a large amount of time.

With regard to the SPGs’ balance, if labour costs were accounted for, 
costs would exceed revenue by a large margin in all groups7 (the balance 
is always negative). Labour costs per 1000 euros of distributed goods vary 
between 104 (Group C) and 286 euros (Group A). In an efficient system, 
this ratio should decrease as the value (and the associated volume) of the 
distributed products increase, since increased output leads to cost advan-
tages due to the scale of operation and to fixed costs. This phenomenon 
does not always occur in the observed SPGs. Especially in Group A, one 
of the largest in terms of value of the distributed products, the cost of 
labour per unit of distributed goods is particularly high, indicating that 
diseconomies of scale occur. A possible explanation is that, unlike the 
other groups, all members of Group A are appointed on a rotating basis 
for the distribution task at the point of collection. Due to the large num-
ber of households and to the considerable volume of distributed prod-
ucts, at least two members of the group are required to volunteer at the 
distribution meetings, otherwise their membership is not renewed. This 
sort of free-riding control system seems to be paid for in terms of the 
group’s economic efficiency (much higher labour costs).

The membership fees currently paid in the four SPGs are rather low, 
5–10 euro/year (Table  10.2), but more than enough to cover explicit 
costs. The balance considering only explicit costs is indeed positive for all 
SPGs. To balance the budget when implicit costs (labour costs) as well as 
explicit costs are accounted for, the annual membership fees would have 

Table 10.2  Hypotheses for balancing explicit and labour costs

SPGs
Membership 
fee (€/year)

Average 
expenditure per 
household (€/year)

Total cost coverage

Through 
membership fee 
(€/year)

Through annual 
expenditure (%)

A 10 1056.81 311 + 29.5
B 10 1572.92 263 + 16.7
C 5 1428.67 146 + 10.2
D 10 927.92 171 + 18.4
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to be from 17 (Group D) to 31 times (Group A) higher than they cur-
rently are. For Group A, the membership fee would rise from 10 to more 
than 300 euros. Of course, balancing the budget through membership 
fees assumes that the implicit costs are borne equally by all members. The 
amount of the annual membership fees needed to balance the budget 
when implicit costs (labour costs) are also taken into account can be 
interpreted as the monetary value of the volunteers’ time supplied annu-
ally by the SPG members, if it were supplied equally by all members.

Alternatively, total costs could be covered by raising the prices paid by 
the groups’ members. The average annual expenditure for the member 
families varies from 928 euros (Group D) to 1573 euros (Group B). To 
balance the budget by marking up prices to cover costs, the annual expen-
diture would have to be from 10 per cent (Group C) to 29 per cent 
(Group A) higher.

�Conclusions

In food and agriculture systems, economic viability is a necessary prereq-
uisite for achieving sustainable systems that can provide profits as well as 
public goods and positive economic externalities. For alternative food 
provisioning practices, profitability depends on many contingent aspects 
(e.g., type of distribution channel, type of product, farm size and endow-
ments, location, etc.). Nevertheless, labour is typically the highest mar-
keting cost item that producers have to bear when engaging in AFNs, 
and, arguably, the cost and availability of labour is the major item affect-
ing the adoption of the alternative channel and the resulting economic 
performance.

Even in distribution channels based on more complex form of gover-
nance, this cost item plays an important role. In SPGs, the cost of labour 
refers to the implicit cost of volunteers’ time and was estimated to be 
sizable. Large groups, such as those we surveyed, are difficult to manage, 
and the participatory process becomes complicated: in cases where the 
groups become too large, they split into independent spin-offs to keep 
management easy (Brunori et al., 2012; Hankins & Grasseni, 2014). In 
our experience, however, the implicit cost of labour seems to depend on 
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the number of producers, rather than on group size, suggesting that the 
typical SPG’s process of relating with farmers may result in organizational 
inefficiencies. Such inefficiencies are emphasized in larger groups, who 
implement strategies to limit free-rider behaviour. The heavy demands 
put on regular volunteers raises some concerns about these groups’ long-
term sustainability. The representatives of the larger groups complain 
about the difficult turnover of volunteers with formal and administrative 
roles and of co-ordinators and the difficulties in motivating the occasional 
volunteers. Usually, when there are insufficient volunteers and no one is 
willing to act as co-ordinator, these groups disband. Evidently, only 
groups showing strong motivations and internal relationships succeed 
despite organizational inefficiencies and the disadvantages of remaining 
intact.

For the SPGs, the monetary value of labour is an explicit cost savings 
that enables the groups to pay higher prices to producers without mark-
ing up the prices charged to members. From the group members’ subjec-
tive perspective, the value of volunteers’ time is a measure of the value 
they attach to their participation in SPGs, an indicator of the strength of 
their motivations and thus of the groups’ resilience. This value is consid-
erable, and assuming a high opportunity cost of the volunteers’ time, it 
suggests that the individual ethical and ideological motivations are strong. 
However, participants could also derive some economic benefit from the 
participation. Possibly, participants who pay lower prices in SPGs than in 
conventional channels could trade off some of the costs they save with the 
value of the work they supply. On the other hand, for participants paying 
higher prices in SPGs, the value of participation estimated on the basis of 
what it would cost to hire a worker to perform the tasks would be under-
estimated, because in addition to their work contribution, they are will-
ing to pay higher prices. This last consideration would appear to confirm 
the force of individual motivations and provide stronger grounds for con-
cluding that non-monetary reasons for participating predominate. To 
gain more insight into the value of volunteers’ participation, alternative 
estimation methods should be tested in order to quantify the subjective 
benefits that the volunteers receive in exchange for their work.

In conclusion, members’ willingness to provide unpaid work to enable 
SPGs to operate constitutes the groups’ strength, insofar as the monetary 
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and non-monetary benefits members receive (lower prices, satisfaction 
from ethical and relational outputs) are linked precisely to personal par-
ticipation. At the same time, this may be a long-term threat to SPGs’ 
viability, since the enthusiasm of the initial phase of SPGs can fade and 
free-riding problems (members benefitting from others’ work without 
contributing) can arise, which might lead to the failure of the group. 
SPGs’ leaders should be aware of this risk, and plan measures to avoid it.

Notes

1.	 The estimates found in the literature usually include the costs of market-
ing-related activities, omitting possible changes in the structure of the 
production costs related to the adoption of alternative channels. In other 
words, production costs are considered to be independent of the choice of 
the marketing channel. The results of our qualitative survey conducted 
with a group of farmers engaged in direct selling (Corsi et al., 2018, Chap. 
9) seem to confute this assumption and indicate that production costs 
may also arise when a direct market channel is adopted. Thus, omitting 
production costs when comparing profits in conventional and alternative 
channels may cause the latter to be overestimated.

2.	 The approach is similar to that of Community Supported Agriculture 
(CSA) in the direct contact established with farmers. However, SPGs dif-
fer from CSA in three major respects: they (1) do not share the produc-
tion risks with farmers, since no payment is made at the beginning of the 
crop year; (2) do not apply systematic budgeting to the production pro-
cess; and (3) emphasize the opportunity to practise citizenship, rather 
than the benefits for accessing the land or directly contributing to the 
establishment of a local food system (Martino et al., 2016).

3.	 An alternative approach to estimating the value of members’ participation 
is based on their own statements, using stated preferences methods (Corsi 
& Novelli, 2018, Chap. 4).

4.	 As an example, the major explicit cost item in SPGs is the cost of the 
goods to be distributed. This cost equals the revenue, since the goods are 
distributed without any mark-up.

5.	 Output approaches, on the other hand, focus on how the outputs of vol-
untary work (e.g., social benefits) are valued by the beneficiaries or on the 
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value of volunteering, that is, the value of the benefit that the volunteers 
receive in exchange for their time and effort (see Orlowski & Wicker, 
2015; Salamon, Sokolowski, & Haddock, 2011 for a framework of volun-
tary labour monetization approaches).

6.	 Other input approaches, such as the opportunity cost method, are indi-
vidual-centred (i.e., they assess the value of an individual’s time) (Orlowski 
& Wicker, 2015).

7.	 The revenue item includes membership fees, possible donations, and the 
revenue from ‘sale’ (the value) of the distributed goods (equal to the cost 
of buying them from farmers).
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Quality and Price Setting by Producers 

in AFNs

Filippo Barbera, Joselle Dagnes, and 
Roberto Di Monaco

�Introduction

Prices are a key dimension of economic exchange in market-based econo-
mies. Economics and sociology offer both alternative (Chiffoleau & 
Laporte, 2004) and complementary (Fillieule, 2010) perspectives on price-
formation mechanisms. Sociologists (see Baker, 1984; Podolny, 1993; Uzzi 
& Lancaster, 2004) are eager to show that the economic approach is unfit 
to explain why prices emerge, stabilize, and change. Economists reply that 
sociological variables may doubtless count in the explanation of prices, but 
the mechanisms that enlighten them are still economic. In this chapter, we 
will first illustrate three key attempts of sociologists to build an alternative 
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view of prices and the reply that economics offers to these attempts. Second, 
we will argue that the explanations of prices depend on the different idea of 
markets the two disciplines support and more specifically on the interplay 
between economic and non-economic motives. We will then apply this 
view to the analysis of price-formation mechanisms in Alternative Food 
Networks (AFNs), showing why and how prices are set by producers at the 
intersection of different quality conventions.

�Prices and the Embeddedness of Economic 
Exchange

Economics argues that if the competitive market holds, equilibrium 
prices emerge from the law of demand and supply and the law of produc-
tion costs. In competitive markets agents are atomized price-takers: 
namely, they operate in isolation from one another and they cannot influ-
ence aggregate market outcomes. The law of production costs says that 
the price of a good is determined by the sum of the cost of the resources 
that went into making it. The cost can comprise any of the factors of 
production (including labor, capital, or land) and taxation. Sociology is 
interested in showing how social forces influence prices as deviations 
from competitive equilibrium and production costs. Conceptually, these 
“social forces” fall under the heading of “embeddedness”:

In market economies, prices are the result of supply and demand. But are 
they really? (…) I (…) argue instead that prices result from the embedded-
ness of market transactions in institutions, social networks, and culturally 
anchored frames of meaning. This does not deny that supply and demand 
play a role in price changes, but proposes that supply and demand are 
shaped by the social and political forces operating in market fields as well 
as the social and cultural contexts forming the preferences of actors. Price 
changes can only be explained independently from the embeddedness of 
economic transactions if the underlying shifts in supply and demand occur 
while this embeddedness remains constant. (Beckert, 2011, p. 1)

Economic action, exchange, and prices are always embedded in ongo-
ing social relations and “thick” institutional contexts. Agents, in this per-
spective, are never isolated from one another and their “web of ties” 
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influences the key dimensions of economic exchange. This point is in 
striking contrast with the economic assumption that—to be really com-
petitive—markets require social atomization (Granovetter, 2017, p. 13). 
Economists are quite ready to accept the relevance of non-economic fac-
tors and dimensions in shaping prices, but they are more skeptical of the 
claim that the fundamental laws of economics (i.e., demand and supply, 
production costs) do not play a key role even in “embedded markets” 
(Fillieule, 2010).

To illustrate the point, let us first consider the research of Wayne Baker 
(1984) on how social structure influences equilibrium prices in two stock 
option markets. The key research question is simple and straightforward: 
how does social structure influence the volatility of prices? Is this influ-
ence in line with the assumption that the higher the number of agents, 
the less volatile the prices? Economics postulates that, all other things 
being equal, equilibrium prices are very likely to be highest with a large 
number of traders. Baker’s answer is negative, and he reaches this conclu-
sion by claiming that markets are kinds of social structures and identify-
ing two different types of social structure, each with a different influence 
on the volatility of equilibrium prices. The first type is a small, dense 
social structure, while the second is made up of a greater number of actors 
separated into distinct subgroups. Baker shows that, contrary to the pre-
dictions of economic theory, prices do not reach the point of equilibrium 
as the number of agents increases, but are more stable in smaller and 
denser groups:

When a market increases in size, and thus when the number of participants 
rises, the actors come up against the limits of their ability to process and 
communicate information. They no longer have time to explore all the 
opportunities for trading in order to discover the most advantageous one. 
Furthermore, the increase in market size gives problems of trust: the actors 
know each other less well and they have more and more reasons to be wary 
of possible opportunistic behaviors (…). The personal relations that each 
actor maintains with a fairly small number of other participants may to 
some extent offer protection against this opportunism. Thus when market 
size increases, the bounds of rationality and the risk of opportunism lead 
participants to reduce the number of actors with whom they trade, which 
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tends to fragment the market, cause cliques to emerge and thus increase 
price volatility. (Fillieule, 2010, p. 673)

Is this a rebuttal of economic reasoning? Renaud Fillieule (2010) shows 
this is not the case, since if the market splits, then the pricing margins will 
tend to move apart, the interval will widen and the price set within this 
interval will vary to a greater degree, which is why volatility increases: “Far 
from having refuted the economic argument, Baker here is offering a good 
illustration of it”. (Fillieule, 2010, p. 681)

The second example is Uzzi and Lancaster’s (2004) analysis of the 
prices of legal services and how they are regulated by the embeddedness 
of exchange within ongoing social relations (Granovetter, 1985), which 
may be family, friendship, or trust-based. These exchanges refer to 
“embedded ties” (Uzzi, 1997), namely those long-lasting social ties which 
reduce transaction costs. Interpersonal ties such as these are far from 
anonymous and allow the firm and its client to reach agreement on 
potentially contentious issues such as what to charge for knowledge 
developed for previous clients and applied to the present case (Granovetter, 
2005, p. 38). Accordingly, the hourly rates of legal services are influenced 
by the embeddedness of exchange: the longer the actors have known each 
other, and have thus been able to develop shared expectations, interper-
sonal trust, and norms of reciprocity, the lower the price of legal services 
will be:

Embedded relations between a law firm and its client companies tend to 
give rise to mutual trust and shared norms between the actors, which in 
turn facilitates the exchange of private information and limits the risks of 
opportunism. This results in a reduction in transaction costs, that is, a 
reduction in the hourly cost of producing the legal service, which tends to 
bring prices down. (Fillieule, 2010, p. 674)

Does this account offer an alternative perspective to economics? The 
effect of embeddedness would appear to be perfectly in line with the “law 
of costs” and the role of competition (Fillieule, 2010). As for the law of 
the costs, mutual ties breed key knowledge of the needs of the customer 
and thus reduce the hourly cost of producing the service required. Legal 
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services deal with contentious cases and often call for applying knowl-
edge and expertise developed in cases other than the one at hand: this 
“translation” is far easier if it is mediated by “embedded ties”. Since we 
know your needs well, the reasoning goes, the costs of customizing the 
legal service are much lower. As for the role of competition, it has been 
argued that it is flawed to think that corporate actors such as law firms are 
making a “gift” to the customers with whom they share past social ties. 
Ongoing social relations also mean that the transaction will happen again 
in the future and hence: “They act in this way in order to avoid possible 
reductions in revenue due to the loss of clients. Law firms have to attract 
and retain their clients” (Fillieule, 2010, p. 680).

The third and last example refers to how a producer’s status in the 
market influences its choices about product quality and the economic 
outcomes in terms of prices that result. Benjamin and Podolny (1999) 
deal with Californian wine producers and how actors occupying high-
status positions obtain greater benefit from subsequent high-status affili-
ations than do actors occupying lower-status positions. Status is measured 
through “appellations of origin”: the larger the number of producers from 
a different region who use the appellation, the higher its status. Quality 
is measured through the ratings awarded by wine-tasting experts in the 
Connoisseur’s Guide to California Wine, where data on prices are given as 
well. Benjamin and Podolny’s analysis shows that status is positively cor-
related with an increase in prices, irrespectively of quality and production 
costs, even after control variables are taken into account. However, in this 
example as well, the sociological account does not reject the economical 
one:

Podolny (…) neglects to explain to us why higher demand should be 
reflected in a price increase. He then implicitly uses—and this is the argu-
ment we are advancing—the “law of supply and demand”: the price tends 
to be fixed at the value that equalizes the quantities offered and those 
demanded (“law of supply and demand”), demand increases, the supply is 
assumed to remain constant, and thus the (equilibrium) price rises. (…) 
The sociological specificity, and the value of Podolny’s study, is that account 
is taken of status, which is disregarded by economists but that, as he 
demonstrates convincingly, influences price formation. On the other hand, 
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his explanatory theory cannot dispense with the most standard of all eco-
nomic models. (Fillieule, 2010, p. 679)

Mark Granovetter (2005) summarizes the different understanding of 
markets in economics and sociology by the difference between auction 
markets and customer markets. “Customer markets” are based on 
repeated purchases, while auction markets are not (Okun, 1980, p. 148). 
In customer markets, prices rarely equal marginal costs and customers 
pay premium prices to well-known sellers for their products, in return for 
quality. Trading only with a subset of sellers strengthens social relations 
and the embeddedness of economic exchange in non-economic dimen-
sions thereof. This makes prices “sticky”, since changing sellers would also 
mean “breaking old relations and forming new ones” (Granovetter, 2005, 
p. 38). Accordingly, markets tend to stabilize as niches with specific roles 
and ties, where economic and non-economic dimensions are strongly 
intertwined and generate new kinds of actions. In this line, Norkus 
(2000, p. 273) identified 15 possible combinations of social action, where 
the rational, value-driven, traditional, and affective elements combine 
and generate more complex empirical actions.

�The Market for AFNs

With regard to price-formation mechanisms, as Mark Granovetter argues, 
the theoretical issue is often not one of economic and sociological argu-
ments conflicting, but rather “of the weakness of both in understanding 
how actors with simultaneous economic and non-economic motives will 
act” (Granovetter, 2005, p. 38). Sociologists state that power, status, and 
social forces work as non-economic motives in shaping prices, while 
economists say that—even in embedded markets—the actors use their 
social relations for economic purposes. What both perspectives fail to 
acknowledge is the interplay between economic and non-economic 
motives. This interplay casts doubt on “the classical separability assump-
tion that incentives and moral sentiments are simply additive in the 
implementation of desirable outcomes” (Bowles, 2016, p.  41). 
Accordingly, prices might be “sticky” or exceed the marginal cost because 
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they are markers for the social identity of producers, or because they are 
means of avoiding fierce competition in given niches, or because they are 
signals for the “right” quality levels to competent consumers. Markets, in 
other words, are complex social structures where economic and non-
economic motives intersect in many ways and jointly motivate action and 
shape outcomes.

The specific forms of these intersections and their effect on prices are 
strongly influenced by the worlds of AFN quality conventions (Boltanski 
& Thévenot, 2006) and the social devices that channel them (Karpik, 
2010). Among the six “worlds” of legitimate common welfare (inspira-
tional, domestic, opinion/fame, civic, market, and industrial worlds), 
which enable actors to reduce semantic uncertainty and facilitate coordi-
nation, AFNs are characterized by a mix of domestic, civic, and inspira-
tional conventions. In domestic coordination, uncertainty about quality 
is solved through customs, traditions, and local knowledge. In civic coor-
dination there is commitment to welfare and/or public interest. In the 
inspirational world, what is worthy is what cannot be controlled, what is 
felt in inner experience, manifested by feelings and passions, and what 
rejects habits and routines (Ponte, 2009). AFNs producers need first and 
foremost to justify their action within a frame grounded on these conven-
tions. This is far from frictionless, since it requires compromises among 
conflicting principles: for instance, while domestic coordination empha-
sizes traditions and habits, the inspirational world points to novelty and 
the rejection of routines. Second, as we have illustrated elsewhere (see 
Barbera, Dagnes, & Di Monaco, 2018), the industrial world with its 
quest for efficiency, the market world governed by the law of costs and 
demand/supply, and the opinion-based world ruled by external markers 
of reputation pose a challenge for AFNs since large-scale distribution 
might “imitate” these conventions as a marketing strategy. As a conse-
quence, for sellers as well as for consumers: “clear distinctions cannot be 
made between definitions of quality and (…) boundaries between cate-
gories are often blurred” (Sage, 2003, p. 7). It is fair to say that quality 
conventions/orders of worth combine differently in different worlds of 
food/worlds of production (Salais & Storper, 1992; Storper & Salais, 
1997). As Stefano Ponte argued (Ponte, 2016, p. 16), analytically, the 
literature has developed along two distinct (but sometimes overlapping) 
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approaches: a first approach that engages with an agro-food adaptation of 
the “worlds of production” framework and a second that applies the 
“orders of worth” approach of Boltanski and Thévenot (2006) and fur-
ther elaborations of “quality conventions” (Eymard-Duvernay, 1989; 
Sylvander, 1995; Thévenot, 1995). Orders of worth and worlds of pro-
duction mutually influence each other: for instance, the industrial world 
requires standardized goods (e.g., apples of the same size), which conflicts 
with the conventions of AFN markets. The influence can travel from 
consumers to producers as well (see Barbera et al., 2018), as when pro-
ducers need to translate specific “aesthetics” (say, the consumers’ predilec-
tion for freshness and flavor) into particular growing techniques in the 
field.

The social devices that channel quality conventions in AFN markets 
consist of networks of interpersonal relationships based on the personal 
and multiple interpretations of reality that are generated in the interac-
tion. In AFNs, the seller matters and the expectation of quality is focused 
on the personal relationship with the seller, on the trust in her expertise 
and reliability. The characteristics of the sales environment, that is, the 
ease of access and the physical and social appeal of the shop or of the 
market stall, play a minor role. Trust is “an important lubricant of a social 
system. It is extremely efficient; it saves a lot of trouble to have a fair 
degree of reliance on other people’s word” (Arrow, 1974, p. 23). The lit-
erature on trust converges on defining it as the belief that another person 
with whom you might interact will not cause you harm even though he 
or she is in a position to do so (Gambetta, 1988; Granovetter, 2017). The 
intersection between economic and non-economic motives casts doubt 
on the role of “interests-driven” trust, as when the decision not to cause 
harm is governed by something to be gained. Sellers/producers in AFNs 
seem to act in trustworthy ways because of their conceptions of who they 
are, the “logic of appropriateness” they rely on (March & Olsen, 1995, 
pp. 30–31). The appropriateness of rules of action includes both cogni-
tive and normative components. Actors seek to fulfill the obligations 
encapsulated in a role, an identity, a membership in a group (Pizzorno, 
2006): “one undertakes to see the world as others do—not because the 
benefit of doing so outweighs the cost, but because that is the way of 
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being in the world with these people” (Loury, 2002, p. 44). As we will 
illustrate below, trust, reputation, identities, and instrumental rationality 
jointly motivate and shape price-setting decisions. Neither instrumental 
rationality nor expressive motivations act on their own and in isolation 
from one another.

�Research Design

To explore the mechanisms underlying price formation in AFNs, we car-
ried out a study of the farmers engaged in direct sales in Porta Palazzo, the 
biggest open-air urban district market in Turin and one of the largest in 
Europe.

The Porta Palazzo farmers’ market is held in a specific area of the dis-
trict market (see Fig. 11.1) protected by a historical iron shed. It hosts 

Fig. 11.1  Map of Porta Palazzo market in Turin (farmers’ market area circled in 
black). Source: https://scopriportapalazzo.com
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almost 100 small-scale farmers from neighboring rural areas, in almost all 
cases within 150 km from Turin, directly selling fresh fruit and vegeta-
bles, dairy goods, and cold cuts (Black, 2005, 2012). Starting from the 
list of producers provided by the municipal offices and verified during 
market days (from Monday to Saturday), we randomly selected a sample 
of 27 farmers, almost one third of the total, to whom we administered a 
semi-structured interview. Data collection took place from March to July 
2015 by trained interviewers supervised by the research group. The inter-
view addressed specific aspects of the farmer’s profile and activity through 
an informal dialogue between the interviewer and the interviewee, start-
ing from a list of open questions. Topics covered included the character-
istics of the farm (farm name, location, foundation year, products, 
method of cultivation and/or breeding, area under cultivation, number 
of workers, annual turnover, and trend in the last three years), the sales 
methods (on-farm and off-farm), and the characteristics of the farmer 
(age, place of birth, educational qualifications). Respondents were also 
asked about the path they took to become a farmer, what kind of custom-
ers they have, whether they sell through middlemen, and their personal 
conception of quality.

To explore how small-scale agro-food producers set prices and qual-
ity conventions, we focused on the different logics behind the market 
strategies that farmers employ to establish prices and represent the 
quality of their products. Our hypothesis, in fact, is that the farmers do 
not act in the market following an exclusively “economic” logic, where 
the price is the only indicator of product quality. To test this hypothe-
sis, we investigated the farmers’ representations, attitudes, and behav-
ior in the light of conventions theory and the judgment devices 
embedded in social ties. These findings will be elaborated along two 
specific dimensions:

	1.	 The degree of control exercised by the producers over the quality of 
their own products;

	2.	 The degree of recourse to market mechanisms in establishing and 
adjusting the sales price.
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�Quality Conventions and Price Setting in AFNs

The AFNs producers we interviewed run small-scale family businesses 
that have been active for generations. Some have always been located in 
the same place, while others moved from Southern Italy to Piedmont. 
Close family members such as children and spouses play a key role in 
business organization, either permanently or only for a limited period of 
time. Their help is often contingent on having “free time” during the 
weekends or on school holidays. More recently established businesses are 
mainly run by immigrants who have transformed know-how gained in 
their country of origin into a job here or young people who after being 
laid off from a job started to work on family land that had been aban-
doned for years.

We’ve been farmers since the 16th century. Even if we went to school, our 
love for the land makes us come back to our origins. My daughter is study-
ing at the moment, but my son works the land with me. He did a thousand 
jobs and then said “Mom, I’m coming with you to work in the fields again”. 
(Interview number 3)

It’s only me and my mother who work but I have two little brothers who 
will soon come to help us. I am 29 years old, I was an electrician until 
5  years ago then I left home and I decided to work with my mother. 
(Interview number 5)

Family bonds, local identity, personal passion, and the pride in being 
part of a “tradition” are the key social resources that overlap with the 
economic organization of the business. These resources are crucial in 
dealing with economic problems and market hardships: labor thus costs 
less and informal ties among family members provide the required flexi-
bility. Many farmers complain that their turnover has dropped in recent 
years or, at most, has remained stagnant. Things are a bit better for those 
producers who take part in ad hoc farmers’ markets, where a superior 
quality level and a “loyal” demand guarantee better margins even in hard 
times.
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Customers who go to a farmers’ market are particular customers, let’s say 
they are looking for a human touch. (Interview number 5)

When the product is truly excellent, you attract customers; when you have 
the chance to produce an excellent product, then there are people who call 
you all the time to book the strawberries. When you have an ordinary 
product, people forget that you exist and go wherever is most convenient. 
It is truly a pursuit of quality in our case. (Interview number 8)

In the beginning most of our customers are just regular customers. Then a 
friendship is established. The only thing is that you have to be honest. 
Don’t see the customer as somebody to gouge money from. You have to 
give them something that you know they will appreciate that’ll bring them 
back the next day. (Interview number 2)

As in the early analysis of “industrial districts”, the economic perfor-
mance of producers is closely linked to “communitarian” characteristics 
such as trust, reciprocity, and a shared collective identity. At the same 
time, the “invisible handshake” between supply and demand (Okun, 
1980) builds an implicit agreement not to take advantage of market con-
ditions by raising prices even when demand increases. Long-term stabil-
ity and constant flux are thus preferred over short-term benefits. This 
view of price rigidity is in line with the idea that “prices should be more 
rigid in markets in which customers and firms interact repeatedly. There 
is a direct experimental evidence to this effect” (Nakamura & Steinsson, 
2011, p. 222).

Sales channels are thus governed by different logics, and mixing 
them—as some producers do—requires a well-defined market compe-
tence. In addition to selling their products in the farmers’ area in Porta 
Palazzo, the majority of the interviewees also sell in daily district markets, 
monthly ad hoc farmers’ markets, on-farm, and/or at the wholesale mar-
ket. In addition, some of them directly manage grocery stores, while a 
minority rely on e-commerce and Solidarity Purchase Groups. Producers 
who “travel” across different sale channels enact different selling strategies 
accordingly. This would appear to be a specific skill that is not equally 
distributed among AFN producers. For instance, some growers had gone 
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wholesale, but the tiny margins and the excessive demand for product 
standardization made them return to the market stalls. Some decided to 
sell certain products wholesale and to keep others for district markets and 
farmers’ markets. The wholesale market’s industrial quality convention 
requires standardized parameters that are at odds with those of small-
scale producers.

Now we are back here [at the market] because in wholesale in the last few 
years we didn’t have a margin any more […]. To sell to the general markets, 
the fruit had to have a standard shape and size, so we were forced to throw 
the rest away. (Interview number 7)

Switching from the wholesale market to district markets isn’t easy. You are 
used to another type of work and find yourself reduced to a smaller com-
pany. At first, I felt that being here with this little stall was a come-down, 
you know, I was used to clearing pallets and pallets of stuff with 4 or 5 
workers helping me every day. And now I find myself with a box of this and 
a box of that … I can understand that some people maybe don’t even want 
to take this step. (Interview number 5)

�Quality in the Eyes of Producers

As we have just outlined, the direct trust relationship between demand 
and supply is a constitutive rule of the economic exchange in AFN mar-
kets. Along with trust, quality is also a key dimension of these markets. 
For AFN producers, quality is first and foremost linked to notions of 
“freshness”, “seasonality”, “genuineness”, and “farm-to-table”.

People know that they pay a little more but it’s good stuff. Here you find 
the earliest ripe fruit and seasonal products. In a supermarket you can find 
everything all year long, just 50 meters from here. (Interview number 8)

People who come to the farmers come because they want a fresh product 
and because they want to look at the person who produces it. […] the 
human relationship is very important because trust is created. (Interview 
number 1)
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AFN producers also show a specific aesthetic conception of the prod-
uct they sell: in a nutshell, vegetables and fruits have to be beautiful with-
out being perfect. Irregularities, imperfections, and “asymmetries” are 
key features of a “beautiful product”, while uniformity, smoothness, and 
symmetry are regarded as “industrial” parameters of beauty.

For me quality means giving a fresh product, harvested the very day before. 
A quality product must be a good, genuine product and picked fresh the 
day before. Because this is the issue: from the producer to the consumer. 
(Interview number 7)

The role of the domestic convention by no means excludes innovation 
and careful application of agronomic knowledge. AFN producers are 
constantly striving for a balanced mix between tradition and innovation, 
both for the quality of the product and—above all—for the producer’s 
quality of life and to contain production costs. Innovation is primarily 
aimed at optimizing the production process: this target is pursued both 
by “backward innovation”—namely by improving and updating a tradi-
tional solution in a new context—as well as by the use of once-innovative 
techniques that have now become “part of the tradition” (e.g., 
greenhouses).

Traditional techniques need to be integrated with new technologies because 
the past is gone … Avoiding extremes on one side or the other is the best 
solution, because if we go to use all the possible technologies we go right 
down the middle. We need to take advantage of technologies to work in 
the tradition, or better, to improve the working system and quality of life, 
because if you spend the whole day tearing out weeds … I think you have 
to find the right way, in between tradition and innovation. (Interview 
number 10)

Innovation helps the grower to achieve greater productivity; […] labour 
costs a lot, so where you can modernize and use new techniques it turns out 
to be helpful … pay a person for a week to plant twenty thousand cabbages 
and cauliflowers, when you can pay a person for a day and a half with 
mechanized planting. […] You can’t keep up with the times if you don’t 
mechanize. (Interview number 3)
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What about organic production methods? On this subject, there is no 
agreement among the farmers. In fact, some think that being “organic” 
simply means following tradition, “doing things the way they were done 
in the past”, while others see organic methods as truly innovative:

Many people understand organic as a traditional method, but it isn’t. 
Organic production is highly technological, it just uses special technologies 
that are not used if you use chemicals. (Interview number 7)

The complex relationship between tradition and innovation is also 
reflected in a pragmatic and nuanced judgment of the role of standards 
and efficiency, as in the case of the “industrial convention”:

For quality, standardization is certainly not the best thing, not at all. At the 
same time, let’s say that in my opinion there’s a need for a good balance … 
a minimum of standardization is needed, because otherwise the produc-
tion process takes too long. There must be a good combination and in any 
case standardization should not be carried so far that it’s at the expense of 
quality. (Interview number 2)

The environmental convention displays a very close pattern: the envi-
ronment is certainly a key consideration for AFNs farmers, but their 
grasp on it is highly “pragmatic”. In terms of selling strategies, environ-
mental safety is a central dimension for customers, but the knowledge 
and representation they have of environmental safety may be quite 
“naïve”. In this regard, producers often report that their customers want 
to be reassured about their use of eco-friendly products, not realizing that 
the production process may in some cases require some chemical 
treatments.

We must make people understand that in any case it is a matter of treat-
ment, but there’s a whole heap of products that are “zero-residue”. It 
means that you do your own treatment and then leave it. There is a 
whole data sheet that tells you how many days when you can still find 
residues on the fruit. It means that if you allow 7 days, from the eighth 
day you can eat the fruit safely and it will always be clean. (Interview 
number 9)
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The link with the local area also has a pragmatic slant. First of all, the 
local area is where embedded ties and reciprocal exchanges take place, 
where informal support and mutual recognition grow in support of the 
economic activity. We could say that the “social capital” embedded in the 
local web of ties and social norms reduces transaction costs and enables 
market behavior to be to some extent communitarian instead of “indi-
vidualistic” (Bagnasco, 1988; Trigilia, 1986).

We have a fiscal system that allows us to integrate our products with the 
products of other producers, the new tax systems for agriculture allow you 
to keep up to 50% of products that are not yours. These peppers, for 
instance, are from a farm that produces a lot of them, and since we produce 
so many peaches we barter them. We go back in order to go forward. 
(Interview number 11)

We come from a small place where we all know each other, if you need 
something you can ask your neighbor. And at the agricultural level you can 
ask the neighbor quietly: there is cooperation and the community dimen-
sion is positively perceived. (Interview number 15)

We all help each other, we were born there. If someone’s tractor breaks 
down, somebody else lends one to him, things like that … (Interview 
number 13)

At the same time, these community bonds are far from deterministic, 
and they leave room for producers to behave opportunistically, especially 
when they face off on the urban market. Consumers can very rarely tell 
the difference between real and fake farmers and this uncertainty is 
exploited by some sellers. Moral suasion and informal sanctioning mech-
anisms are not enough as a means of controlling opportunism.

I think everyone here looks after himself. When someone needs a hand, I 
give it to him, but then there are few who reciprocate. This is an anarchist 
place. Everyone does what he wants but looks only to his own interests. For 
example, we can integrate up to 50% but you must declare it and have a 
cash register. But they don’t keep records of anything, so they can afford to 
buy and sell whatever they want. (Interview number 4)
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This one behind gives away a lot of things, but because he is not working 
properly. At 11 o’clock he has already finished everything because he sells 
at lower prices than ours and ruins our market. It isn’t honest. (Interview 
number 13)

Though the price of fruit and vegetables certainly matters (cf. next sec-
tion for price-setting mechanisms), it is not the only factor in consumers’ 
purchasing choices. As stated above, the relationship of trust that can be 
established between the farmer and his customers is at least as important, 
because it is seen as a guarantee of product quality.

People need to trust, they need to know that you are an honest person and 
then they trust you. Yes, because you might say that the product is organic 
when it isn’t … (Interview number 20)

In my experience I see that [the brand] has very little effect, because it’s the 
person and therefore the relationship of trust that matters. (Interview 
number 14)

In fact, the reputation conveyed by trademarks and quality schemes 
for foodstuffs—such as the Protected Designation of Origin (PDO), the 
Protected Geographical Indication (PGI), and the Traditional Specialty 
Guaranteed (TSG) labels—do not seem to be very effective among the 
market stalls, even if producers express diverging opinions on this point. 
As can reasonably be expected, in fact, those who directly benefit from 
labelling—for example, those who have organic certification for their 
agricultural products—tend to emphasize the importance of the brands 
and their relationship with the product quality, while the others tend to 
downplay their relevance.

People are a little like that, they don’t know, they only look at trademarks 
and certifications. But in my opinion that is another thing, a joke, because 
many still say that if it doesn’t have that label the product isn’t any good … 
It isn’t true, the product is good too. (Interview number 14)

By contrast, there is unanimous agreement among the interviewees 
about the importance of their intrinsic motivation, both for obtaining a 
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quality product and for job satisfaction. In fact, the farmers’ effort—and 
hence their labor—is not seen merely as a factor of production, but rather 
as being meaningful for their self-identity.

Passion affects our effort, because as in all activities, if there’s no passion 
you struggle and you don’t succeed! (Interview number 5)

Passion is key. The more passion you put into what you do, the more the 
stuff you produce is good. (Interview number 6)

�The Price-Setting Mechanisms

Quality conventions influence price-formation mechanisms quite clearly. 
Prices and producers’ market-like behavior are deeply intertwined with 
the rules and norms illustrated above.

In order to determinate the market value of foodstuffs, namely the 
price, producers must first of all take their production costs into consid-
eration, including the costs for raw materials, work equipment, farm 
maintenance, transport, energy, and so on. Labor seems to be another 
issue, since family-based farmers usually consider only the external work-
force as a cost item, but do not count their own work or that of family 
members.

I calculate the costs of production and then I add something … because if 
I had to count my own hours … it’s like I’d pay myself for one or two hours 
of work a day, no more. (Interview number 14)

Additional factors to be taken into consideration refer to both the 
supply-side and the demand-side. On the supply-side, the total amount 
of production, by the single farmer as well as by an entire area, obviously 
affects the end price of agricultural products. This dynamic is exacerbated 
by the seasonal nature of agro-food and the fact that agro-food process-
ing—making preserves, jams, and marmalades, for example—is not par-
ticularly common on farms.
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When you have overproduction you can afford to lower the price (…). If 
you are a direct farmer, the moment arrives when you can find yourself 
with 30 or 40 crates of spinach to sell every day because then the season 
ends. If you first sold it at 3, now you can sell it at 1. (Interview number 8)

On the demand-side, the price adjustment depending on the purchase 
preferences shown by consumers can be almost immediate, even leading 
to several price changes on the same day. Expanding the observed time 
period, several fluctuations emerge during the week, according to the 
specific type of clientele and the demand they express. On Saturdays, for 
instance, the market attracts a larger number of shoppers, in some cases 
looking for foodstuffs with qualitative and quantitative characteristics 
that differ from those sought by daily visitors. As a result, prices are higher 
on Saturday than on weekdays.

Prices along the week vary. More zucchini are sold on Fridays and Saturdays, 
so the price changes depending on the day. (Interview number 21)

I obviously regulate myself based on sales … if I see that in a day I don’t sell 
a product, the following day I cut the price. (Interview number 12)

I evaluate on a case-by-case basis, if it is hard to sell a product then I lower 
the price a bit … prices change sometimes in the same day. Saturdays are a 
bit higher, but personally I try to keep them unchanged because then peo-
ple remember, I have regular customers. (Interview number 3)

In determining the price, a major role is also played by comparison 
with other market actors. In this regard, there are two important aspects 
that should be highlighted. The first is that this comparison takes place 
not only with other farmers but also with district markets and large retail-
ers. On the one hand, the farmers know that their production methods, 
their cost structure, and their final products are very different from those 
that can be found in other channels. But on the other hand, they are also 
aware that, unless they can carve out a quality niche market, they must 
compete for consumer preference in a wide arena populated by many 
possible suppliers. Second, the comparison does not only serve to set the 
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end points of the price scale that the farmers use to optimize their sales 
strategies to be as competitive as possible on the market. In fact, it is part 
of a more articulated system of relations that refers to embedded ties 
defining—and in turn defined by—community social norms. This is of 
course particularly true in the farmers’ market, where everyone knows 
each other and free riders are stigmatized (see previous section). Thus, 
farmers try to avoid competition on price, relying instead on customer 
loyalty built through personal relationship and trust.

We look at each other, you can’t sell at much more expensive prices than 
the others. You stay at the same level as everybody in the square, so as to 
not kill each other too. (Interview number 12)

I come from (the name of a specific area) and we all have more or less the 
same prices, we know what we’re doing … (Interview number 14)

In a market with so much competition, you look at the others’ prices. 
Nevertheless, I have higher prices because in my opinion my stuff is higher 
quality, is better treated and is cleaner. I work differently from many of the 
others who work here, look at how my table is arranged, how neat it is. I 
offer few products but they’re special, I pick the zucchini when they are still 
small so I sell them at higher prices for example. So I have more expensive 
products but in a market niche. (Interview number 25)

Also for these reasons, producers do not always conceive of the price 
they set as a direct expression of product quality. Paradoxically, in some 
cases the downward rigidity in prices is affected by the idea of quality 
held by the consumer, who ignores the supply-demand mechanism and 
introduces expectations about the link between price and quality. This is 
the case, for example, of organic products. Lacking other signals known 
to be reliable—because organic labelling is absent, for instance, or because 
there is little trust in these quality certifications—price must reflect the 
consumer’s idea of quality.

For the organic stuff, the price is very marginal, indeed sometimes if the 
price is too low it isn’t credible and consumers don’t buy the product. 
(Interview number 16)
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�Conclusions

In this chapter we have explored the conception of quality according to 
producers and how the specific ideas of quality expressed both by produc-
ers and consumers affect the price set in AFNs, specifically in farmers’ 
markets. In this last section, we will first present our main findings, focus-
ing on the non-linear construction processes of a fuzzy and sometimes 
contested market, where producers and consumers continually influence 
each other. Then, after summarizing the major price-setting mechanisms 
we have identified, we will elaborate on the nexus between price and 
quality as a marketing strategy.

Articulating the concept of quality from the farmers’ point of view, we 
have observed that some conflicts emerge in the definition of quality 
dimensions. For example, this is the case of the domestic convention, 
relating to the role of tradition in cultivation practices. The search for a 
balance between traditional ways of producing and the introduction of 
innovations might be complex and subject to continuous reshaping, with 
some farmers who are more oriented towards working the land in the old 
peasant way and others who are more interested in experimenting with 
novelty.

Tradition is important, but it must also be innovative … If you produce 
nowadays doing what my grandfather did in the past, you don’t get the 
quality you need. (Interview number 6)

A similar conflict—and a similar search for balance—stems from the 
dichotomy between by artisanal and standardized production, referring 
to the industrial convention and compliance with technical standards 
and reliability. In fact, there is no agreement among farmers about 
whether standardization is necessary to ensure a constant level of quality, 
or whether an artisanal approach makes it possible to better interpret and 
transform agricultural products.

Standardization is important in order to guarantee the quality of the end 
product. Once you have found the right recipe or the right way to cultivate 
something, changing it can be risky. (Interview number 16)
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Too much standardization can lead to a product that’s too uniform. What 
matters most is the producer’s touch. The product must be recognized, 
taste can change … The highest quality, of course, but with personality. 
(Interview number 5)

While the attitude towards traditional/innovative and artisanal/stan-
dardized production touches directly on the issue of quality, the ecologi-
cal convention seems to serve a more pragmatic and in some cases 
instrumental function. Since environmental concerns are central for con-
sumers, they also become key for farmers wishing to satisfy the concept 
of quality expressed by the customer. And even when the producers share 
these ecological values, the link with the quality of the agricultural prod-
ucts appears much more nuanced than in the mind of the consumers.

I don’t think that the focus on the environment itself has a significant 
impact on my product. My company is organic because of my personal 
sensitivity to the environment, which has nothing to do with the quality of 
my product. (Interview number 26)

We do organic products for a marketing reason. The customer wants 
organic products, they think they are safer, better. I personally do not really 
believe in organic methods. (Interview number 1)

The importance assigned to trademarks and brands as an indication of 
quality varies among farmers for a different reason. In general terms, 
those who do not directly benefit from them tend to express skepticism 
about the certification process and, even more, about the ways expert 
opinion influences consumers’ opinions.

Official schemes—such as PDO, PGI and so on—are serious, they are a 
guarantee. I can’t say the same about experts and critics. They often pro-
mote one thing or reject another out of personal choice, a liking, acquain-
tance, money … (Interview number 9)

The intersections and conflicts between different quality concepts—
and quality signals—found in the farmers’ market highlight the mutual 
influence between producers and consumers. From the general analytical 
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perspective we have assumed for this entire book, AFNs enact a specific 
kind of exchange between producers and consumers. Consumers thus 
send signals to producers on a daily basis, and producers update their 
quality conventions accordingly. This happens both in a negative way—
as when producers abandon certain products that are no longer required—
and in a positive one—as when they introduce new products and/or 
change their supply. These changes also affect the production and conser-
vation methods.

We are the first to ask the customer to enlighten us on anything, on how to 
improve what we do. (Interview number 17)

Crops changed according to the people who arrived in Turin, the immi-
grants for example. We were among the first to introduce turnip greens and 
hot peppers. (Interview number 4)

It’s a continuous adjustment, you always have to give what customers ask 
for. For example, small onions, small potatoes, special kinds of strawberries 
… (Interview number 8)

The same interplay appears in price setting, which is affected by both 
economic and non-economic dimensions. In a nutshell, price setting 
depends on:

	1.	 Production costs (without labor cost)
	2.	 Total production
	3.	 Average prices for retail outlets and other farmers
	4.	 Product sales (price changes even during the same day)
	5.	 Specific day (prices in the market are the highest on Saturday)
	6.	 The attempt to avoid competition with neighbors by adopting similar 

prices
	7.	 The quality idea expressed by the consumer (e.g., about organic 

products)

But what can we highlight about the nexus between price and quality? 
Drawing conclusions from the evidences collected among the farmers, we 
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propose a two-dimensions scheme based on the degree of control over 
quality and the degree of recourse to market mechanisms in setting and 
adjusting sales prices. Summarizing (see Fig. 11.2), we can identify four 
typical situations, which may help to capture different sales conditions 
and mechanisms for establishing quality and price, showing the complex 
influences of social relations on these dimensions.

The two axes of the scheme show some implications in the experiences 
of the producers. The horizontal axis distinguishes the relations promoted 
by the producers, characterized by the attempt to ‘individualize’ the price 

Degree of control over quality

4
Individualized price

Known and managed quality
Trust as a strategy for recovering value

Strategy of transparency in small islands to 
reduce uncertainty

(Inspirational, domestic, civic, opinion
conventions to embedded identity and

bilateral credibility)
Use of relational devices

1
Market price

Known and managed quality
Trust as a hope for fair exchange

Strategy of response
(Market and industrial convention

as rules forimproving adhesion, the other 
conventions for distinction and qualification)

Use of relational devices

Degree of recourse to market 
mechanisms for sales price

3
Individualized price 
Undefined quality

Trust as a rhetoric of seduction / conquest
Strategy of personalized manipulation to 

use uncertainty
(Inspirational, domestic, civic, opinion

conventions to simulate identity)
Use of relational devices

2
Market price

Undefined quality
Trust as a tension for personal recognition

Strategy of split-up and relativization
(Inspirational, domestic, civic, opinion

conventions to customize identity)
Use of relational devices

Fig. 11.2  Two-dimensions scheme for degree of control over quality and price
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(establishing a special price for their customer), versus recourse to a mar-
ket mechanism (current price in a similar stall). From this perspective, 
the producers declare that prices are in general highly opaque and vari-
able, since they move without reference criteria. They state that these 
idiosyncratic factors concern all sales segments, including district mar-
kets, wholesale and large-scale retail distribution. Production costs are 
also considered opaque and very difficult—if not impossible—to 
calculate.

The vertical axis distinguishes the relationships promoted by the pro-
ducers, which, in their statements, are associated with a low ability to 
control the intrinsic quality of their products and to limit the ability to 
meet their customers’ quality expectations. In particular, for many pro-
ducers, the technical treatments are under the control and the expertise 
of external specialists. Consequently, their knowledge of and control and 
control over their products are subject to certain limits, which are greater 
for products obtained from other producers, whether farmers or 
non-farmers.

Moreover, the producers find it difficult, if not impossible, to satisfy 
many of their customers’ quality demands. This is true both because 
demand-side requirements may be “unattainable” (out-of-season prod-
ucts, products with non-achievable characteristics, impossible produc-
tion methods, etc.) and because of prejudices and rigidity on the 
supply-side (e.g., producers may consider their customers’ requests to be 
absurd or resulting from a lack of knowledge). The intersection of the two 
axes highlights four typical situations that emerged from our research, 
which have one shared trait and several differences.

The shared trait is the importance attributed, in all situations, to the 
relationship with customers, and in particular to gaining their trust, 
which is essential for qualifying the sales relationship and for influencing 
the representation of quality and price. However, trust, although central, 
appears to be quite undefined in the producers’ representation. Very dif-
ferent ideas exist about the ways to gain trust, about its connection with 
the real quality of the product and with the degree of adaptation to the 
customer’s requirements, even when they are considered inappropriate.

The difficulty in managing the relationship with the customer in a 
trust framework thus emerges, fluctuating between transparency and 
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opacity, between narratives and rhetoric both about the product and the 
production practices. In particular, dilemmas exist with respect to the 
more or less strategic use of the information given to the customer, which 
may respond to a principle of transparency or of opportunistic construc-
tion of consistency between the product and the customer’s quality 
expectations. This orientation is sometimes justified by disparaging the 
customers’ beliefs and assuming a somewhat “didactic” attitude towards 
them. In these cases trust is essential, because it is only through trust that 
the customer’s beliefs about quality, price, and the product can be 
influenced.

The differences between the four areas are thus of a strategic nature, as 
they describe situations in which the producers may use the relationship 
with the customer to achieve different objectives. In the first quadrant, 
where the price is more exposed to competition and the capacity for 
effective quality control is greater, trust relationships are interpreted as 
the means of achieving a fair exchange. The prevailing strategy is oriented 
towards bringing the qualitative and quantitative characteristics of the 
supply into line with demand, bringing the producer as close as possible 
to a tense flow, namely to an adequate response to the customer’s demand. 
The customer, in this sense, has the task of driving the exchange. The 
relational devices and the conventional meanings are used to smooth this 
response and to orient the uncertainty on quality.

In the second quadrant, there is less capacity for effective quality con-
trol, both because there is less attention to production processes and 
because products from other farmers are also being sold. In this relational 
situation, trust is assigned to the producer and is oriented towards achiev-
ing maximum personal recognition. It is thus a strategy that aims to sepa-
rate the attribution of quality from the actual characteristics of the process 
and of the product, relativizing the importance and significance of any 
discrepancies. In this operation, the judgmental devices based on the rela-
tionship and the conventional meanings of quality are fundamental.

Even in the situations represented in the third quadrant, quality con-
trol is reduced, but the producer’s effort to increase the separation between 
price setting and market mechanisms is greater. Trust in the relationship 
with the customer is fundamental for this purpose, as it conveys a rheto-
ric of seduction that aims to endow the product with unique meaning. 
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We can define this operation as a strategy of personalized manipulation, 
as it builds shared meanings that go beyond uncertainty within the social 
relationship. Here again, the full range of conventional meanings is used 
to construct adequate representations towards the customer.

Lastly, the situations described in the fourth quadrant show an effort 
to individualize the price by relying on the perception that the market is 
inadequate in recognizing the product’s actual specificity. In particular, 
the trust relationship strives to recover value, on the basis of production 
practices and product characteristics. This strategy focuses on transpar-
ency and communication, drawing on conventional meanings, conveyed 
in the personal relationship with the individual customer or with small 
groups.

The different situations that we have illustrated acknowledge that con-
sumers are driven by very different and nuanced quality beliefs, partly 
conditioned from outside. However, they show different response strate-
gies, where trust and personal relationship are a common vehicle. These 
strategies are not necessarily related to real changes in production pro-
cesses, but in some situations (quadrants 2 and 3) they tend to support it 
more with words than with deeds. In these cases the producer needs to 
take as much control as possible in the process of conventional definition 
of quality and communication flows.

Once again, the relationship between product characteristics, quality, 
and price turns out to be a complex game in which both consumers and 
producers play a key role.
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AFNs have several implications for the environment and the territory. 
Environmental concerns have been a major driver behind the intensifica-
tion of agricultural production and the use of chemical fertilizers and 
creation of AFNs. Among the criticisms of the conventional food system 
that were at the origin of several AFNs was the idea that it had provided 
cheap food at the expense of the environment, encouraging the pesticides, 
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as well as causing a significant environmental impact by transporting 
food over long distances. Local food and environmental-friendly produc-
tion techniques such as organic cultivation were thus proposed in order 
to reduce this impact. The emphasis on local food, and especially its 
advantages in terms of transport, was popularized by the “food miles” 
argument (Paxton, 1994) and attracted the interest of certain sectors of 
consumers, which also fuelled the debate on “locavores” (e.g., Desrochers 
& Shimizu, 2012; Scharber & Dancs, 2016).

However, the tenet of AFNs’ environmental superiority over conven-
tional chains has come under scrutiny. The issue is complicated because 
the generic term “environmental impact” covers several different aspects 
and calls for a number of caveats. First, an activity can impact the envi-
ronment in different ways, for example, by producing greenhouse gases 
or consuming energy. Second, the boundaries of the analysis obviously 
influence the results. Some analyses focus mainly on the farm level 
(“cradle-to-gate”), others also involve the distribution and marketing 
stage (“cradle-to-market”), while rarer studies assess impacts up to the 
consumer stage (“cradle-to-use”). Third, the chains’ settings and hence 
their environmental impact differ according to the individual product, as 
they involve different types of storage (with or without refrigeration), 
storage periods, shelf lives, and consumption habits. Most of these stud-
ies have cast doubt on the food miles argument, suggesting that environ-
mental superiority should be assessed on a case-by-case basis and that 
evaluations are only valid for the specific indicator of the environmental 
impact (e.g., Coley, Howard, & Winter, 2009). Based on these premises, 
in Chap. 13 Peano, Tecco, and Girgenti reflect critically on AFNs’ poten-
tial and limits in reducing environmental impact and present a compara-
tive assessment of the environmental impact of alternative and 
conventional chains. The assessment is based on a “cradle-to-use” Life 
Cycle Assessment comparing a conventional chain (supermarket) to three 
different AFNs, namely, farmers’ stands at urban district markets, farm-
ers’ markets, and Solidarity Purchase Groups. The assessment concerns 
different types of fruit and vegetables and considers different packaging 
formats, since the latter can have major effects on the impact assessment. 
In line with previous literature, the study concludes that AFNs are not 
necessarily superior to conventional chains in terms of lower environ-
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mental impact and, more importantly, that the modalities of operation 
are more relevant than transportation in this regard.

That AFNs have implications on the food system located in the territory 
is self-evident. The issue of “local food” itself is strictly related to how food 
is delivered from the producer to the consumer. The (physical) distance 
between production and consumption is one dimension of the problem and 
as we have seen is mostly related to the environmental concerns. But it is not 
only a question of physical distance between producers and consumers. 
Much more is at stake. Among the criticisms of the conventional and glo-
balized food system, deterritorialization, that is, the loss of the link between 
food consumption and food production and the territory, is an important 
concern. It is on this link that a meaning of food consumption and also a 
specific configuration of the territory and of the networks in it are based.

On the theoretical side, this gave rise to support for different spatial 
configurations: relocalization (based on spatial extension, see Kremer & 
DeLiberty, 2011; Sonnino & Marsden, 2006); re-regionalization 
(Kneafsey, 2010), based on the concept of foodsheds; re-embeddedness 
of food in places (Sonnino & Marsden, 2006), local ecologies (Murdoch, 
Marsden, & Banks, 2000); and social networks (Sage, 2003).

In Chap. 14, Dansero and Pettenati analyze AFNs from three perspec-
tives, namely, spatial distribution, reterritorialization (Dansero & Puttilli, 
2013), and proximity (Dansero & Pettenati, 2015). In the first perspective, 
they analyze Piedmont, and the Turin metropolitan area in particular, to 
shed light on the connections between the spatial distribution of the differ-
ent types of alternative food network and the characteristics of the places 
where they take place and which they connect. In the second perspective, 
territorialization is understood as opposed to the deterritorialization which 
characterizes practices associated with the conventional system (Morgan, 
Marsden, & Murdoch, 2006). They consider AFNs starting from three 
complementary dimensions, namely, spaces, resources, and relationships, 
and locate the chains, in particular those in Piedmont, on the axes of rela-
tionships and of spaces. In the third perspective, they break down the spa-
tial dimension into the three categories of physical, network, and cognitive 
proximity that characterize the AFNs in Piedmont to varying extents. The 
conclusion is that proximity in its different meanings plays an important 
role, but that AFNs are not homogeneous in this regard, since the different 
types attach importance to different meanings of proximity.
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Applied Environmental Sustainability 
of Fruit and Vegetables in Different 

Distribution Channels (AFNs and 
Large-Scale Retail)

Cristiana Peano, Nadia Tecco, and Vincenzo Girgenti

�Introduction

The globalized food system’s social and environmental costs raise ques-
tions about its sustainability, and many possible alternatives (technical, 
social, and economic) have been explored by several authors in recent 
years (Feenstra, 2002; Goodman, 2004; Schönhart, Penker, & Schmid, 
2008; Wezel et al., 2009). In this context, initiatives such as AFNs that 
aim both to reduce the number of intermediaries in the food system and 
geographically relocalize production and consumption have become 
increasingly worthy of consideration (Bruce & Som Castellano, 2017; 
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Goodman, 2004; Mariola, 2008; O’Hara & Stagl, 2001; Vávra, Daněk, 
& Jehlička, 2018).

AFNs share the ambition of meeting the various criteria of a sustain-
able food system, and it is mainly for this reason that localness seems to 
have a significant appeal for consumers. However, there are discrepancies 
between different countries and products in the propensity to buy local 
which may be due to diet habits, seasonality, consumers’ preferences for 
local brands (Grunert, Hieke, & Wills, 2014) and to farmers’ markets 
(Hinrichs, 2015; Pettinger, Holdsworth, & Gerber, 2008).

“Fruit and vegetables” is a category that includes many products with 
different roles in local cultural and agricultural landscapes (Clément, 1999; 
Mazoyer & Roudart, 1997), as well as on menus. Even if local is not the 
same as alternative (Corsi, Novelli, & Pettenati, 2018, Chap. 6), the deci-
sion to buy in Alternative Food Networks (AFNs) is often linked to a desire 
to support farmers and local economies. Local food, moreover, is funda-
mental to people’s sense of identity, intimately linked to the notions of 
gender, class, and ethnicity, and is also important in symbolic as well as 
material terms (Probyn, 2000). Localness, in the case of fruit and vegetables 
as in many others, deserves attention because of the number of effects it can 
have on environmental sustainability and social wellbeing. Local is a con-
cept that, at the very least, relates to the distance between the place where 
produce is grown and the place where it is consumed (Feldmann & Hamm, 
2015). Even considering only this spatial dimension, the effects of local 
food consumption can thus be different. The economic perspective empha-
sizes the redistribution of increased value for farmers, the relocalization of 
economic flows, and a reduced reliance on non-renewable resources. From 
a social perspective, local food chains seem more equitable and fair, as they 
give renewed meaning to farm work and the social links between city and 
country (Hinrichs, 2000). From an environmental perspective, a number 
of authors have explored local food chains’ ability to preserve natural 
resources (Hiroki, Garnevska, & McLaren, 2016) and to balance the links 
in the rural and urban ecosystem (Ghisellini, Cialani, & Ulgiati, 2016; 
Rothwell, Ridoutt, Page, & Bellotti, 2016).

While local food supply can have significant impacts on the sustainabil-
ity of production processes, an increase in alternative distribution networks 
can also be important in helping to realize unexpressed local potential.
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From a policy perspective in particular, having a clear idea of the main 
characteristics, strengths, weaknesses, and enabling factors of local fruit and 
vegetables and of what their main (positive and negative) impacts could be 
will help decision makers design effective measures to address the chal-
lenges involved in shortening the food supply chain. From the consumers’ 
perspective, clearly communicated information about the impacts of local 
fruit and vegetables can improve the understanding of the issues connected 
with food consumption and the use of natural resources (Coley, Howard, 
& Winter, 2009; Syrovátková, Hrabák, & Spilková, 2015).

�Why Life Cycle Assessment?

The term “ecology of food” refers to the study of the complex links 
between food and the environment (Djekic et al., 2018). In the last 16 
years, several environmental assessment methods have been developed 
and applied to various food products (meat, dairy products, fish, fruit 
and vegetables, wine, beverages), mainly in order to furnish producers 
and industry with tools for improving food production from the environ-
mental standpoint and identifying ‘hotspots’ in greenhouse gas emissions 
(O’Rourke, 2014). These methods have also been applied to food supply 
chains (Goucher-Lambert, Moss, & Cagan, 2017). For food companies, 
using Life Cycle Assessment (LCA) and, more generally, modeling the 
environmental impacts of their products and processing methods has 
become increasingly attractive as a means of obtaining environmental 
labels for the foods they produce. Grunert et  al. (2014) found that 
although sustainability labels still do not play a major role in consumers’ 
food choices, but whether these labels’ use will be effective in the future 
will depend on consumers’ general concerns about sustainability issues.

Many methods and models (Djekic et al., 2018) have been specifically 
developed and adapted to farm-to-retail-to-table planning, processing, 
and control, but only a few adopt a consumption-oriented approach to 
assess the impact of the food supply chain.

Life Cycle Assessment is the main scientific method used to measure 
products’ environmental impact and has been applied to an increasing 
number of products in the agro-food sector (Arzoumanidis, Salomone, 
Petti, Mondello, & Raggi, 2017; Jacquemin, Pontalier, & Sablayrolles, 
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2012). As outlined in ISO 14040, the method consists of the following 
steps: mapping the process, setting the scope and boundaries, collecting 
data, and calculating, evaluating, and interpreting the results with a view 
to recommending environmental improvements.

Mapping the process and setting the scope and the boundaries are 
important in order to clarify parts of the food chain analyzed from the 
“farm to fork” perspective. In fact, most LCAs for food products apply 
‘cradle-to-gate’ system boundaries, that is, they focus mainly on the farm 
level. However, other system boundaries are applied in the literature, 
such as ‘cradle-to-market’ in which the distribution and marketing stage 
is also involved or the more rarely cited ‘cradle-to-use’ LCAs, which assess 
impacts from the consumer stage.

A generic model of the food product’s life cycle system boundaries is 
presented in Fig. 13.1. In this chapter, we have focused on fruit and veg-
etables because high-value or specific crops cultivated using organic farm-
ing methods in peri-urban areas are generally associated with a higher 
probability of direct sales (Corsi et al., 2018, Chap. 9).

In this case, the analyzed system is divided into four subsystems:
Subsystem 1—‘Farm’ includes the nursery phase and all activities 

which take place in the orchard (for perennial crops such as fruit trees, 
the impacts of the entire field cycle were calculated by taking the early 
field phase into consideration and then adding the subsequent adult pro-
ductive phase).

Subsystem 2—‘Warehouse’ consists of further processing (storage, 
refrigeration, packaging).

Subsystem 3—‘Retail’ consists of activities that take place where food 
products are sold. These sales outlets may be supermarkets and grocery 
stores, or may be specialized shops and possibly AFNs.

Subsystem 4—‘Household use’ includes refrigeration, food prepara-
tion, and cooking.

In recent years, the literature has presented several LCA studies on the 
production of fruit such as apples, strawberries, raspberries, blueberries, 
and oranges (Cerutti et al., 2014; Girgenti, Peano, Bounous, & Baudino, 
2013). In addition, an increasing number of studies have focused on veg-
etable crops such as beans (Abeliotis, Detsis, & Pappia, 2013), cauli-
flower (Martínez-Blanco, Anton, Rieradevall, Castellari, & Munoz, 
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2011), potatoes (Mattsson & Wallen, 2003), tomatoes (Cellura, Longo, 
& Mistretta, 2012), and lettuce (Romero-Gamez, Audsley, & Suarez-
Rey, 2014).

In addition to agricultural production, the subsequent stages of supply 
chains have also been investigated in LCAs of vegetable crops (Cellura 
et al., 2012). As part of the debate on local food and food miles, several 
studies have compared the environmental performance of the supply chains 
for local and imported vegetable products (Rothwell et al., 2016). AFNs 
and other alternative approaches to fruit and vegetable sales and delivery to 
the end consumer have also been investigated. The latter studies mainly 
address the approaches’ energy and climate change performance (Coley 

Fig. 13.1  Generic system boundaries of fruit and vegetable life cycle with four 
subsystems (modified from Djekic et al., 2018)
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et al., 2009). To date, very few LCA studies have focused on alternative 
forms of vegetable distribution and/or packaging while accounting for the 
entire supply chain from producers to consumers and for a variety of impact 
categories. For instance, Markussen, Kulak, Smith, Nemecek, and 
Østergård (2014) compare the production and small-scale supply of mixed 
organic vegetables through a box scheme with their supply via supermar-
kets in the UK. Some studies have questioned the assumption that the local 
dimension of the production and distribution system is necessarily better 
from an environmental point of view, demonstrating that there is a gap 
between theoretical assertions and empirical findings (Coley et al., 2009).

�Research Design

AFNs have been proposed by food activists as a feasible alternative to 
traditional sales channels because of their ability to ensure a higher level 
of environmental sustainability as a result of their different organizational 
form, which almost by definition makes them “natural allies to local sus-
tainability policies” (Geissler, 2015). AFNs are very much part of the 
ongoing debate on the local food system and whether it is better than a 
mass retail system at minimizing the farm to fork environmental impacts 
of fruit and vegetables, especially in terms of sink function. This debate 
has often claimed that there is a direct link between local food and envi-
ronmental sustainability, though no specific correlation with environ-
mental accounting studies of production and distribution chains using 
methods such as LCA has been made.

We thus chose to combine a theoretical approach with a group of case 
studies in order to critically evaluate the impacts of distribution models 
starting from the basis on which these relationships are established and 
the effects of these choices, where the scale becomes the system’s bound-
ary rather than its intrinsic purpose.

Starting from the need for co-production of knowledge by the stake-
holders operating in  local food systems that has been noted by several 
authors (Marsden, 2013), the study’s objective, as regards the environ-
mental aspect, was to propose an interpretative approach to analyzing 
how meanings and goals are shared among the actors in AFNs and to 
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evaluating the environmental impact of fresh fruit and vegetables pur-
chased at AFNs (local markets, farmers’ markets) and large-scale retailers. 
In the past, considerations based solely on the scale as such have contrib-
uted to a rhetoric of the local as more environmentally friendly by defini-
tion. We could almost say that, paradoxically, the reflection on AFNs has 
long been caught in the local trap (Born & Purcell, 2006). This is why 
this section of our study regards the local scale as the boundary of the 
analyzed food systems, rather than their intrinsic purpose.

Specifically, the case investigated in this chapter covered two different 
systems (supply chains):

1.  Large-scale retailers: as mentioned by Barbera et al. (2018, Chap. 
5), large-scale retailers are more concentrated in Northern Italy than in 
the southern areas of the country. Several of them have endorsed the ‘buy 
local’ movement through pledges and commitments to source local pro-
duce. The Coop and Conad supermarket chains, for example, have 
increased the supply of produce from Italian producers in recent years, 
and in particular have stated that they hope to be able to source all of 
their fruit and vegetables locally. This situation is similar to what is hap-
pening in the UK with many British retailers such as Marks & Spencer 
and Tesco. In addition, a variety of environmental labels and local brands 
appear on products in Italian supermarkets as a consequence of the envi-
ronmental impact issue. Through these initiatives, Italian retailers seek to 
respond to consumers’ preferences for local foods.

2.  Direct sales (AFNs): in addition to on-farm sales, this category 
includes open-air urban district markets. More than 40 daily district 
markets take place in the city of Turin, where farmers’ markets are also 
held on a weekly or monthly basis, and are mainly promoted by the farm-
ers’ unions. The category also includes Solidarity Purchase Groups 
(SPGs), that is, self-organized networks of individuals and families who 
buy food—as well as other goods—directly from producers. There are no 
fewer than 170 SPGs in Piedmont, over 130 of which are located in the 
province of Turin (Pettenati & Dansero, 2018, Chap. 14).

We used the life cycle thinking approach, selecting LCA as a meth-
odological tool for breaking down the different supply chains at differ-
ent stages to determine how the internal organization of technical and 
distribution functions affects the products’ environmental impact and 
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thus understand the weight of individual factors in each supply chain. 
Though a cradle-to-grave LCA was conducted for the supply chains of 
a number of different types of fruit and vegetables (Fig. 13.2), this chap-
ter will present our findings for apples, strawberries, and tomatoes, three 
locally produced products that have a prominent place in the eating 

Fig. 13.2  Theoretical framework for assessing environmental impacts applied to 
different products in our study. The framework is limited to the first three subsys-
tems shown in Fig. 13.1
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habits of consumers in Piedmont and are on the market for several 
months each year.

Apples have a long product life (even in consumers’ homes), while 
strawberries and tomatoes have a short shelf life and thus higher purchase 
frequencies (Tecco & Peano, 2018, Chap. 6).

Each product supply chain for the different sales channels was recon-
structed by examining and collecting data from actual operating systems 
in Piedmont, from production to consumption and post-consumption 
practices (three for each product supply chain). For the production phase, 
two different production protocols were considered: the integrated sys-
tem that follows the regional regulations for integrated farming (Piedmont 
Region Integrated Pest Management program) and the protocol for 
organic farming. In the case of organic farming, we considered only 
products that are in fact certified and not those from producers who 
claim to adopt ‘natural’, ‘sustainable’, or ‘biological’ methods of cultiva-
tion but do not follow EU organic farming regulations and are not 
certified.

LCA was conducted according the four-phase approach contemplated 
by ISO 14040 and 14044.

We identified different functional units according to the sales channel 
and the most common packaging system used in it. For apples, for exam-
ple, different functional units were defined in each distribution channel, 
as different sales formats are used (4-cell plastic tray, 2 kg plastic bag, 
unpackaged apples with the CPR reusable box system).

The different functional units were used as a reference to compile the 
inventory of environmental burdens and then to calculate the respective 
impacts. The Ecoinvent 2.2 and LCA Food databases were used for the 
inventory. Assessment was carried out with SimaPro 7.3 software pro-
duced by PRé Consultants. For each production chain, data were stan-
dardized using mass balance methods and were subsequently organized in 
two impact categories: GWP (global warming potential) IPCC 100 (kg 
CO2 eq.) and consumption of non-renewable energy resources, calculated 
from the energy content of the required resources (non-renewable pri-
mary energy in MJ eq.). As noted by Goossens et al. (2017), the product 
environmental footprint and International Life Cycle Data (ILCD) 
assessment method involves 16 impact categories. In our case, we based 
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our selection of impact categories on the literature, focusing our analysis 
on two impact categories chosen in order to provide an evaluation of the 
examined production’s impact on climate change that can be readily com-
municated to and understood by stakeholders. The non-renewable energy 
source category was selected to provide a view of the impacts on emissions 
and consumption, as the latter is considered to be one of the most critical 
issues in the primary sector.

We compared the carbon emissions resulting from a large-scale vegeta-
ble supply chain with those from a supply system where the customer 
buys from an AFN channel.

Data was interpreted for each fruit and vegetable product across the 
distribution channels taken into account.

�Findings

The LCA analyses performed on different types of fruit and vegetables 
(data not shown) indicate that for berry fruits (including strawberries) 
and lettuce, the irrigation system and the operations carried out in the 
nursery have the highest environmental impact. It should also be noted 
that field operations have a decidedly greater impact than the warehouse 
and distribution phases (including transport). This finding, which is con-
firmed by the literature, is undoubtedly related to the products’ short 
shelf life (a few days) (Peano, Girgenti, Baudino, & Giuggioli, 2017). For 
fruits like peaches, plums, and cherries, the greatest impacts in the field 
phase are due to fertilization and disease control treatments (integrated 
production), while in the warehouse phase, even though medium-term 
cold storage (1–2 weeks) involves higher energy consumption, the great-
est impact is from packaging. For vegetables, however, fertigation of red 
cabbage and zucchini and the plastic used for mulching (even if consist-
ing of bio-based material) peppers and lettuce have a significant effect on 
the environment. For all these products, the limited duration of storage 
(1 week) and the type of packaging mean that impacts in the warehouse 
phase are not high. In general, no difference was found between the 
overall impact of conventional and organic cultivation techniques for any 
given product. Though organic cultivation reduces the use of synthetic 
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fertilizers and pesticides, significant quantities of other products such as 
copper are employed, while both techniques often rely on the same 
approaches to mulching, irrigation, and so on.

If we look at the LCA results for the three products selected for this 
chapter (apples, strawberries, and tomatoes), considering, for example, 
the lowest and the highest environmental impact score (both in terms of 
kg CO2 eq. and non-renewable primary energy in MJ eq.), we see that 
there are no trends common to all three products or to the two sales 
channels and the two production methods (Tables 13.1, 13.2, and 13.3).

However, the magnitude of the differences varies, and is greater in the 
case of strawberries in plastic baskets sold in the direct sales system and 
supermarkets (Δ = 0.602 kg CO2 eq.), more modest in the case of apples 
sold at supermarkets in plastic bags/trays or unpackaged (Δ = 0.15 kg 
CO2 eq.), or for organic tomatoes sold unpackaged at the supermarkets 
compared to tomatoes in wooden boxes at AFNs (Δ = 0.117 kg CO2 
eq.). To determine whether or not the factors intrinsic to the various 
organizational and logistical functions of alternative vs conventional 
socio-technical systems can reduce their environmental impact, it seems 
more interesting to break down the impact score by the individual phases 
rather than analyzing the final score. Breaking down the impacts into 
phases shows that the impact of the individual phases can vary signifi-
cantly, depending on how the distribution system is organized (the pro-
duction system, the logistics, the packaging system). The findings thus 
indicate that each channel has its own peculiarities, and neither channel 
can be considered more environmental friendly than the other.

The extent to which a supply chain is alternative and has the potential 
to reduce environmental impact is thus strictly related to the trade-offs 
among phases and attributes of the analyzed system (e.g., between pro-
duction and centralized transport components, including logistics system 
km and efficiency, type of primary and secondary packaging, etc.).

If, for example, we take the case of apples sold at supermarkets, it is 
clear that the different packaging formats—the 4-cell plastic tray, the 
20 kg plastic bag, and unpackaged apples with reusable CPR box—are 
crucial to impacts in the distribution phase, which in this case are the 
impacts that make a difference to the end result. Depending on packag-
ing format, this phase’s contribution ranges from 65% to 55% and drops 
to 8% for unpackaged apples.
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If we take the same 250 g plastic basket of strawberries sold directly 
and at supermarkets, here the difference in impacts occurs in the field. 
However, if we change packaging format and use a wooden box, the AFN 
channel’s environmental impact increases and exceeds that of strawberries 
sold at supermarkets (Table 13.2).

In fact, the wooden boxes and plastic baskets are not reusable, as they 
are required to comply with EU Regulations 1935/04 and 2023/06 gov-
erning health and hygiene issues and thus must be disposed of after a 
single use.

In other cases, several factors concur in determining differences in 
impact. For unpackaged tomatoes sold through SPGs compared to 
unpackaged tomatoes sold at supermarkets, the loss of efficiency in the 
transport phase in conjunction with the type of packaging used in trans-
port and sale resulted in a higher final score. In any case, the findings 
show that food packaging technologies are the most significant polluter 
in the food chain, as emphasized by Manfredi and Vignali (2015).

Probably the solution does not lie in zero packaging, which often 
reduces the shelf life of fruit and vegetables and exposes them to the risk 
of damage, but will depend on innovations in food packaging and in 
particular on combining behavioral sciences (related to retailer and con-
sumer behavior) with LCA to improve packaging and provide valuable 
insights into eco-design (Williams & Wikstrom, 2011).

Evaluating the environmental burdens of these chains is thus a com-
plex task. Consumers cannot be expected to make this type of assess-
ment, and even after a more accurate analysis such as that carried out in 
this study, it is not possible to say that one marketing channel is more 
environmentally friendly than another. But what we can say is that differ-
ent practices involved in production, transport, and distribution models 
across the supply chains selected as case studies can reduce their environ-
mental impact.

Obviously, “it’s the sum that makes the total”, as one of Italy’s best-
known comic actors was wont to say, but apart from the fact that what 
counts in the end is the total environmental impact, using this type of 
LCA provided us with insights concerning the weight of single factors in 
the supply chain and enabled us to understand where there is room for 
improvement and how and where the ‘local’ can be environmental friendly.
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�Conclusions

In this chapter, we analyzed the environmental impact of three products 
in different agro-food supply chains, both conventional (integrated pro-
duction and large-scale retail) and alternative (organic production and 
AFN). The supposed advantages of ‘eating locally’ for energy consump-
tion (and greenhouse gas emissions) have already been studied by many 
researchers (Edwards-Jones et al., 2008; Mariola, 2008; Milà i Canals, 
Cowell, Sim, & Basson, 2007; Rizet et al., 2008; Saunders, Barber, & 
Taylor, 2006; Schlich & Fleissner, 2005).

One of the first conclusions that can be drawn from our study’s obser-
vations along the entire farm to fork supply chain is that local food chains 
have significant potential for logistical optimization. These chains are 
accumulating logistics experience, and they have levers for improvement 
which could significantly improve their performance (Blanquart et  al., 
2010; Van Hauwermeiren, Coene, Engelen, & Mathijs, 2007; Wallgren, 
2006). Indeed, the findings show that gains in efficiency are still possible, 
since in most cases the logistics are rather simple and affected by the loca-
tion of distribution sites and the distance between farms and consumers. 
This indicates that agricultural spaces in urban peripheries could play a 
decisive role in the energy performance of local food chains. It is also 
important to emphasize that simply measuring energy efficiency (or 
greenhouse gas emissions) does not enable us to gauge the true extent of 
the set of economic and social benefits provided by consuming local 
products in local sales chains, and—as has been noted by Mariola (2008) 
and Kruse, Flysjö, Kasperczyk, and Scholz (2009)—their sustainability 
cannot be measured by means of a single indicator.

In view of the plurality of benefits that may accrue from relocalizing 
food consumption, we have attempted to go beyond considering energy 
efficiency as the sole criterion for sustainability which takes all local sales 
chain actors and modes of food distribution into account. Observing 
producers’ and consumers’ actual practices shows that building a network 
can improve the food system, for example, through careful choice of 
place of distribution, mutualizing transportation, and ensuring that there 
is a plurality of reasons for making a trip. It is in any case important to 
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emphasize, as Sonnino and Marsden (2006) have done, that it is a mis-
take to see ‘alternative’ and ‘conventional’ food networks as separate 
spheres. Rather, there is a range of competing agro-food geographies built 
upon “different sets of quality and commercial conventions and different 
degrees of horizontal and vertical embeddedness”.

The food consumer is not faced simply with a choice between ‘local’ 
and ‘global’. As our data show, purchasing the most geographically local 
produce does not necessarily mean the lowest carbon impact.

In addition to greenhouses emissions, many other factors are involved 
in evaluating the impact of purchasing decisions. We must also factor in 
the implications for biodiversity and landscape, for local employment, 
for fair trade, and for social justice. Lastly, Coley et al. (2009) remind us 
that we cannot expect consumers to take the life cycle analysis of every 
product they buy into account, and it is thus important to base public 
debate on food systems on strategic case studies of specific retail systems, 
including AFNs. In conclusion, the interpretative approach developed 
here could also include the other social and economic dimensions of sus-
tainability in a hierarchical structure where each of the three dimensions 
corresponds to specific measurement variables in the framework of Life 
Cycle Sustainability Analysis combining LCA, s-LCA, and LCC (Tecco, 
Baudino, Girgenti, & Peano, 2016).
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Reterritorialization, Proximity, 

and Urban Food Planning: Research 
Perspectives on AFNs

Egidio Dansero and Giacomo Pettenati

�Introduction

This chapter presents some of the work carried out since 2011 by a group 
of geographers at the University of Turin, coordinated by Egidio Dansero. 
Starting from a research project on Alternative Food Networks (AFNs) in 
Turin and Piedmont (Dansero & Puttilli, 2013), we gradually enlarged 
our research focus with the “Atlante del cibo” (Atlas of Food) project, 
conducted together with other research groups from the University of 
Turin, the Polytechnic of Turin, and the University of Gastronomic 
Sciences. The aim of the Atlas is to provide a comprehensive view of the 
characteristics and dynamics of the food system in the Turin metropoli-
tan area (Dansero, Pettenati, & Toldo, 2015).
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In addition to the aspects of AFNs discussed in this chapter, the topics 
explored by the research group include urban food policies in the world’s 
North (Calori, Dansero, Pettenati, & Toldo, 2017) and South (Bini, 
Dansero, Magarini, & Nicolarea, 2017); the role of social actors in con-
sidering food as a field of political action (Pettenati & Dansero, 2018); 
food and urban poverty (Toldo, 2018); and the relationships between 
food supply chains and development that arise at different scales (Pettenati 
& Toldo, 2018).

Alternative Food Networks have been among the group’s main research 
topics from the beginning. The first significant contribution, which was 
the starting point for the work, carried out as part of the project entitled 
Alternative Food Networks: an Interdisciplinary Approach (AFNIA), a 
proposed interpretation of AFNs’ territoriality developed by Dansero and 
Puttilli (2013), which laid the foundations for part of the theoretical 
framework used during the project. Drawing on the huge Italian and 
French literature about the relationships between actors and territory that 
define territoriality (Raffestin, 2012), we identify three dimensions that 
can be used to analyze and describe AFNs’ territoriality, considering both 
the functional and substantial aspects: space, resources, and relations.

Starting from this territorial perspective on AFNs, which will be 
expanded below, this chapter presents the main geographic findings 
emerging from the broad framework of the AFNIA project, where several 
research questions were posed.

The first question concerns the spatial distribution of AFNs in 
Piedmont and of the Turin metropolitan area in particular and attempted 
to shed light on the connections between the spatial distribution of the 
different types of Alternative Food Network and the characteristics of the 
places where they take place and which they connect.

The second research question is related to the role that these practices can 
play in a potential reterritorialization of the food system at different scales.

Thirdly, we tried to understand the adequacy and congruity of the 
concept of proximity as a lens for interpreting and integrating the three 
dimensions of AFNs’ territoriality indicated above.

In conclusion, we reflected on the role that the practices that fall within 
the broad category of AFNs play and can play in the framework of urban 
food planning.
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The information provided by this chapter comes from various sources 
and from the wide range of methodologies used during three years of 
engagement with the vibrant AFN scene in Turin and Piedmont: quanti-
tative data analysis, participant observation, surveys, and interviews with 
experts and key informants. Most of all, however, we benefited from 
many formal and informal relationships that we were able to cultivate in 
these years with many actors involved in different types of AFN in the 
area.

�The Spatial Distribution of AFNs in the Turin 
Metropolitan Area1

The mapping activities indicated that AFNs are mainly urban practices. 
The major types of AFN considered in the study (farmers’ markets and 
GASs or solidarity purchase groups2) are concentrated in Piedmont’s 
larger urban areas. The Turin metropolitan area hosts over three quarters 
of the region’s AFNs, with around half of the total in the city of Turin 
alone. In addition, most of the AFNs are located in the main regional 
cities, such as Cuneo, Asti, and Novara, while some of the most interest-
ing initiatives are in medium-sized towns such as Pinerolo and Ivrea. 
However, as the geographical analysis of AFNs shows, the different types 
of AFN correspond to different spatial distributions.

As can be seen from the distribution of farmers’ markets (FMs) in the 
Turin metropolitan area, there is a clear difference between the two main 
types of farmers’ market in the region (Fig. 14.1).

The first type is represented by the sections reserved for local agricul-
tural producers in the “ordinary” city markets that take place at least once 
a week in the region’s main municipalities. In the city of Turin alone, 42 
food markets are organized every day, 38 of which host farmers’ stalls 
where local producers sell seasonal fruit and vegetables, cheese, honey, 
and eggs.

At the provincial scale, 209 municipalities out of a total of 316 orga-
nize at least one farmers’ market, in some cases more than once a week. 
The areas where this kind of FM is absent are chiefly small municipalities 
in mountain areas.
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The second type consists of periodic markets organized by various 
groups in order to promote locally produced fresh food. The main role 
here is played by farmers’ organizations, in particular Coldiretti, which 
through its Campagna Amica program organizes more than 600 markets 
throughout Italy. In Turin, there are about 15 farmers’ markets of this 
type, most of them organized by Coldiretti. Other organizers of signifi-
cant interest are Slow Food (with the “Mercati della Terra”), the Italian 
Confederation of Agriculture (CIA), and other more radically alternative 
networks (e.g., Associazione Solidarietà Campagna Italiana (ASCI) or 
Genuino Clandestino). This second type of FM is mainly concentrated in 
the area’s chief urban centers, particularly in Turin and in its suburbs (the 
towns of Moncalieri, Rivoli, Venaria Reale, Chieri, etc.), while their den-
sity decreases in rural areas and around smaller cities.

The concentration in urban areas is even more marked for the GASs 
(solidarity purchase groups). Out of approximately 175 GASs in 

Fig. 14.1  Distribution of farmers’ markets in the Turin metropolitan area munici-
palities (2016)
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Piedmont (the exact number is very difficult to determine, due to the 
high rate of “hidden” informal GASs), about 70 are located within the 
boundaries of the city of Turin and almost 50 are in the city’s surrounding 
suburbs (Fig. 14.2).

A few words are in order concerning the reasons behind AFNs’ 
concentration.

The main explanation is related to the connection between AFNs and 
the typically urban nature of many forms of political activism, such as the 
practices promoted by the creative and sharing economies and the quality 
turn in the choice of food. From the outset, the debate about alternative 
ways of providing food from producers to consumers recognized their 
prevailingly urban nature, and identified the city as “the space, place, and 
scale where interesting new forms of extrafirm relationships are emerging” 

Fig. 14.2  Distribution of GASs in the Turin metropolitan area (2016)
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and “where demand is also greatest for alternative food products.” (Donald 
& Blay-Palmer, 2006, pp.  1902 and 1904). Urbanization and rural 
restructuring in metropolitan areas can be seen as drivers for the emer-
gence of AFNs, creating demand and opportunities for consumers 
(wealthy or middle-class urban dwellers seeking quality food) and pro-
ducers at small-scale farms (Jarosz, 2008).

Despite the largely urban nature of AFNs, rural areas are also involved 
in their spatial articulation, not only as places of production but also 
because many interesting initiatives are based in rural and/or mountain 
areas.3

AFNs are also promoted by a number of projects initiated by small 
cities in order to reconnect rural and urban areas by engaging urban con-
sumers in supporting sustainable small-scale local agriculture and the 
local economy. The most interesting example analyzed during the study 
is that of the project Ecoredia in the urban area of Ivrea, north of Turin, 
which promotes relationships between GAS consumers and local produc-
ers and works together with local government in sustainable local devel-
opment projects (e.g., promoting local food in school canteens) (Dansero 
& Puttilli, 2013).

So far, our considerations have mostly taken a consumer-based 
perspective.

Shifting from the consumers’ point of view to the producers’, another 
key spatial issue that was investigated in order to understand AFNs’ ter-
ritoriality in Piedmont is the provenance of producers participating in 
FMs and GASs in the city of Turin.

The importance assigned to producers’ origin varies significantly 
according to the characteristics of individual consumers and type of 
AFN. It is probably at its highest for GASs, where direct knowledge of 
the producers is central to the buying experience (Grasseni, 2013).

The fundamental role of farm location is demonstrated by the visibility 
given to place of production in many AFNs, for example, through 
descriptive cards placed on the sales counters in many farmers’ markets.

Nevertheless, there are no complete official lists of producers supplying 
the individual alternative agro-food networks based in Turin. This makes 
it difficult to carry out an exhaustive analysis of the spatial extension and 
organizational characteristics of these networks and shows that there is 
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still a lack of the clear connections between food and its producers and 
places of origin that could enable direct sales to reach their full 
potential.

The extensive fieldwork carried out during the AFNIA project, how-
ever, made it possible to build a database—not exhaustive but signifi-
cant—of about 650 agro-food producers who in the last five years sold 
their products through one or more of Turin’s AFNs, farmers’ markets, 
and GASs in particular.

As Fig. 14.3 (limited to Piedmont-based producers) shows, most of 
these farmers are from an area within 50 km of Turin, confirming the 
importance assigned to the local provenance of products sold through the 
AFNs, over and above their processes of production.

The highest concentrations of producers are found in three areas:

	1.	 The hilly region surrounding Turin on the eastern and southeastern 
side of the metropolitan area, especially along the Po river (e.g., the 
municipalities of Castiglione Torinese, Gassino Torinese, San Mauro 
Torinese, and Moncalieri, which are particularly notable for 
horticulture.

	2.	 The Roero hill region, about 40–50  km south of Turin (fruit and 
vegetables).

	3.	 The areas between Turin and the Alpine valleys of Susa, Chisone, and 
Pellice (fruit, vegetables, and dairy products).

These three sub-regions are very different as regards their agricultural 
and economic structure and their relationships with the city of Turin. It 
is thus instructive to scrutinize why so many of the producers participat-
ing in Alternative Food Networks are located in these areas, in order to 
understand if this concentration is related to the development of a new 
relationship between urban and rural, possibly through the reterritorial-
ization of food practices and networks.

The study found a substantial absence of projects that are territorial in 
scope, that is, which attempt to leverage strong connections between pro-
ducers from these regions and urban consumers. So far, in fact, any such 
connections have mostly been due to individual entrepreneurial choices.
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Generally speaking, the GASs’ foodshed is broader than that of farm-
ers’ markets, as the “shopping basket” of consumers participating in col-
lective purchase schemes commonly contains products coming from 
other regions and even other countries. In this case, the main motivation 
for choosing such products is not their local provenance, but the fact that 

Fig. 14.3  The distribution of Piedmont-based producers participating in farmers’ 
markets and GASs in the city of Turin (2016)
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they are representative of an alternative model of food production and 
distribution. With the exception of olive oil, which mostly comes from 
Liguria—the closest region to Piedmont where it is produced—products 
that cannot be found locally are to a large extent chosen on the basis of 
ethical or environmental considerations, such as sustainable fishing prac-
tices (fish from the Tyrrhenian Sea), support for the people of Emilia-
Romagna after the 2012 earthquake (Parmigiano Reggiano cheese 
produced in the areas devastated by the event), or support for organiza-
tions (e.g., Libera) that fight the mafia in Southern Italy by cultivating 
land confiscated from the criminal organizations.

�Alternative Food Networks 
and the Reterritorialization of the Food 
System4

�Theoretical Framework

Today’s dominant globalized food system can be seen as characterized at 
every scale by a productivistic, market-oriented approach, ruled by a few 
powerful economic actors, usually transnational corporations (Morgan, 
Marsden, & Murdoch, 2006). This scenario has led to what can be 
termed the deterritorialization of food, which can be broken down into 
the disconnection between production and consumption, the disembed-
ding of food from its places of production, and the disentwining of the 
stages of the food chain and the dimensions of food (Wiskerke, 2009). 
The notion of deterritorialization harks back to the debate on territorial-
ity, used by geographers to describe the cycles of production and repro-
duction of territory through the action of the networks of actors operating 
in it (Raffestin, 1980, 2012). The Italian planner Alberto Magnaghi 
(2010) considers deterritorialization as a structural factor of the present 
economic system, based on efficiency, resulting in a sprawled urbaniza-
tion and weakened relations between societies and places, territories, 
landscapes, the environment—and food.
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The power relations that sustain this system are highly unbalanced, as 
a very few powerful political and economic actors make most of the deci-
sions affecting the system, and there is a significant loss of power on the 
part of both producers and consumers.

Despite the important role that rural areas still play as spaces of pro-
duction, they have lost much of their cultural and economic stature: no 
longer considered as complex places in their own right, they are little 
more than neutral supports for industrial agriculture.

This system produces “placeless foodscapes” (Ilbery & Kneafsey, 2000), 
where the relationships between food and the place where it is produced 
are broken, and the food most people eat is the homogeneous and stan-
dardized product of a globalized non-place-based value chain.

A system of this kind optimizes the food chain’s efficiency and produc-
tion costs, but yields several negative externalities: downward pressure on 
farm incomes and the consequent loss of jobs, skills, expertise, and 
knowledge in the agricultural sector; an increase in environmental pollu-
tion in the form of waste, dependence on fossil fuels, greenhouse gas 
emissions, and increased consumption of water resources for production; 
loss of agricultural and natural biodiversity; decline in the organoleptic 
quality and diversity of products; increased competition for land, land 
grabbing, and new forms of food colonialism; and an increase of diseases 
related to obesity and poor eating habits, notably in the lowest-income 
population groups (Wiskerke, 2009).

As one of the pillars of an imagined and practiced “alternative food 
geography” (Wiskerke, 2009), AFNs contribute to redefining the spatial 
and network organization of food systems, sometimes as the specific aim 
of their promoters and participants, in other cases as an unintended side 
effect.

In summarizing the prolific debate about the food geographies pro-
duced by alternative agro-food networks, we can identify different spatial 
configurations.

The first is the relocalization of the food system (Hendrickson & 
Heffernan, 2002), often considered as a reduction of the food miles and 
an increase in the market share of local food. The relocalization of food 
can be imagined starting from an idea of “local” based purely on spatial 
extension (e.g., by identifying an optimal circular area within which food 
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can be considered “local”), or with a more complex understanding of 
“local” as a variable scale, produced by relationships between people, 
places, and resources (Kremer & DeLiberty, 2011; Sonnino & Marsden, 
2006).

The relationships between AFNs and the relocalization of the food 
system must be approached from a critical perspective to avoid falling 
into the so-called local trap (Born & Purcell, 2006) or unreflexive local-
ism (DuPuis & Goodman, 2005) of judging local food as inherently 
“better”. Even localized systems can reproduce the dynamics of socio-
spatial injustice (DuPuis & Goodman, 2005), and it is necessary to define 
precisely which negative aspects of the conventional system can be at least 
partially solved by small-scale alternative models (Allen, 2010). The risk 
of uncritically assigning positive value at the local scale is also that of 
denying the political dimension of the local, failing to recognize the 
scale’s multidimensionality and underestimating both the role of power-
ful supra-local actors in orienting local dynamics and practices (DuPuis 
& Goodman, 2005) and the possibility that some local actors may have 
reactionary defensive attitudes (Hinrichs, 2003). Increasing the physical 
proximity between producers and consumers and between stages of the 
supply chain does not necessarily contribute to improving the food sys-
tem (Casey, 2001; Feagan, 2007).

The idea of the short food supply chain, which sometimes overlaps or 
complements the notion of AFN (Marsden, Banks, & Bristow, 2000; 
Renting, Marsden, & Banks, 2003), then, should not be limited to its 
spatial interpretation, but must encompass a wider understanding of 
proximity as discussed below.

A second spatial shift of the food system which is often mentioned in 
the debate is its re-regionalization (Kneafsey, 2010). One of the key 
dimensions of the spatial perspective in studying food systems is the anal-
ysis of the foodshed of a city or an area (Kremer & DeLiberty, 2011), that 
is, the set of (usually not contiguous) areas where the food consumed in 
a place comes from. While analyzing the foodshed can be seen as an 
assessment of existing dynamics, the idea of regionalization (or re-
regionalization) usually has regulatory connotations, as it applies to 
attempts to define what areas food (and not only local food) should 
mostly come from, in order to achieve more sustainable or just food 
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systems. As the difference between relocalization and regionalization is 
decidedly nuanced, regionalization can be considered an upper scale pro-
cess that connects different “locals” in a complex and open territorial 
food system (Clancy & Ruhf, 2010).

A third concept, which supports and enriches relocalization and re-
regionalization, is the re-embeddedness of food in places (Sonnino & 
Marsden, 2006), local ecologies (Murdoch, Marsden, & Banks, 2000) 
and social networks (Sage, 2003). This is potentially a very useful 
analytical category because it includes the spheres of the cultural, social, 
and political environment (horizontal dimension) and the institutional 
sphere (vertical dimension) of food systems (Sonnino & Marsden, 2006).

The theoretical thrust of this chapter is that the concept of reterritori-
alization, understood as opposed to the deterritorialization which charac-
terizes practices associated with the conventional system (Morgan et al., 
2006), could more effectively synthesize and describe the characteristics 
of alternative geographies of food and AFNs. As suggested by Dansero 
and Puttilli (2013), the geographical and territorial approach is particu-
larly valuable for studying AFNs for two reasons. First, because these 
practices can be seen as a redefinition of the relationship between food 
and territory, the reaffirmation of social relationships, and a new eco-
nomic and cultural relation between places, producers, and consumers. 
Second, the concepts of territory and territoriality can offer a new ana-
lytical perspective for food networks, with particular reference to their 
spatial configurations. We propose to consider AFNs starting from three 
complementary dimensions (Fig. 14.4):

	a.	 Spaces: the organization of AFNs in space, specifically the physical and 
functional distance between the actors participating in the network. 
The focus is on both the spaces of production—whence a new urban-
rural linkage can be developed—and the spaces of sale and consump-
tion, which often become new spaces of socialization.

	b.	 Resources: the type of resources used in AFNs. These resources can be 
quite varied: at one extreme, they can be highly locally specific, 
unavailable or unreproducible elsewhere, while at the other extreme, 
they can be standardized resources, reproducible anywhere. Is the food 
sold in AFNs the expression of a specific place or a specific network of 
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actors? To what extent do the relational, cultural, and material 
resources mobilized through the network come from the milieu of 
specific places?

	c.	 Relationships: the type of social relations between the actors who 
belong to the AFN.  At one side, we can find experiences with an 
explicit community dimension, based on face-to-face relations and 
trust, on the other side more structured, market-oriented, organiza-
tional models. What is the AFNs’ main aim? A new market space for 
economic activities? A new space of social relationships? Supporting 
development of a weak area? How do these different aims mix together 
in each AFN?

�The Role of Piedmont’s AFNs in the Reterritorialization 
of the Food System

Figure 14.5 breaks down the most common types of AFN in Turin, using 
a theoretical framework that draws on the dimensions of AFNs’ territori-
ality proposed by Dansero and Puttilli (2013).

Dansero and Puttilli’s “relations” dimension is shown on the Cartesian 
x-axis, with a market-oriented approach of the food network on the right 
and a community-/territory-oriented approach on the left. The y-axis is 

Absolute proximity Increasing distance

Specific

Space

Resources

Relations

Standardized

Communitarian Market oriented

Fig. 14.4  Dimensions of AFNs’ territoriality (Dansero & Puttilli, 2013). Source: 
Dansero and Puttilli (2013)
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based on the “space” dimension, with spatially extended networks at the 
bottom of the graph and locally embedded networks at the top.

The four quadrants deriving from the intersection of the four axes rep-
resent four different fields of development and practice of (alternative) 
food networks:

•	 In the lower right quadrant, we have the conventional food system based 
on market-oriented spatially extended networks that sometimes use 
mimetic strategies of “AFN-washing”, such as local food shelves in 
supermarkets or marketing strategies for providing geographical infor-
mation about food.

•	 In the lower left quadrant, we have spatially extended networks ani-
mated by a community-oriented approach, which aim at re-humanizing 
(or re-moralizing) food systems. This is the case of fair trade networks, 
whose labels guarantee that food arriving on consumers’ tables—often 
from far away—is produced and transported in accordance with ethi-
cal and environmental criteria. GASs also fall into this quadrant to 

Fig. 14.5  Interpretive framework for AFNs’ territoriality (Dansero & Pettenati, 
2015). Source: Dansero and Pettenati (2015)
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some extent, as some of the food products they carry travel along spa-
tially extended networks, but are chosen according to criteria of ethics 
and sustainability.

•	 In the upper right quadrant, we have locally embedded market-
oriented networks, whose general aim is the relocalization of the food 
system, represented by practices that sell local food, often through 
face-to-face interactions, but do not radically subvert economic 
exchange relationships between producers and consumers.

•	 In the upper left quadrant is the only real example of potential reter-
ritorialization of the food system, represented by practices that radi-
cally overcome the idea of food as a market good and the traditional 
contraposition of producers and consumers. This is the case of 
Community Supported Agriculture (CSA), a term that denotes dif-
ferent forms of agreement between producers and consumers, where 
the latter commit to purchasing products for a set period of time, 
paying for them in advance. Producers, for their part, undertake to 
supply consumers with the agreed quantities of products, usually in 
the form of baskets whose composition varies according to season 
and availability, and to guarantee a sufficient variety to meet con-
sumers’ needs. Through these practices, producers and consumers 
are no longer bound by a competitive relationship that aims at 
achieving an economic advantage, but share risks and benefits of 
production, contributing concretely to co-producing the food sys-
tem according to a shared vision (Galt, 2013) and the mutual under-
standing of the food system as a commons (Pettenati, Toldo, & 
Ferrando, 2018). The AFNIA project found that there were no CSA 
initiatives in Piedmont at the time of the survey. However, some of 
the projects and practices that were investigated aim at developing 
close new relationships between consumers and producers through 
box schemes (such as those developed by the cooperatives 
Agricoopecetto in Pecetto Torinese and Il frutto permesso in Bibiana) 
that guarantee regular support to producers from consumers, based 
not only on commercial exchange but also on mutual trust (Guadagno 
& Cavallo, 2016).
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�Proximity as a Conceptual Framework 
for Analyzing and Understanding Alternative 
Food Networks5

�Theoretical Framework: For a Conceptual Definition 
of Proximity

Proximity—and its opposite, distance—have always been two of the 
main concepts guiding theoretical and applied research in geography and 
territorial studies. One of the main theorists of the role of the proximity/
distance combination in social life is Jacques Lévy (1997), according to 
whom the goal of geography can be summarized by the understanding of 
the role of distance in the functioning and evolution of societies, starting 
from the idea that proximity, that is, the absence of distance, is a condi-
tion of existence of all social life.

Many studies hinge on a dual conception of geographical and orga-
nized proximities (Rallet & Torre, 2004). In our research, drawing on 
Boschma’s (2005) theories, we used a slightly different taxonomy of prox-
imity that in addition to spatial proximity introduces an organizational—
or network—proximity between the actors participating in a process and 
a cognitive—or values—proximity linked to the actors’ sharing of knowl-
edge or values.

On a spatial level, this categorization reflects the division proposed by 
David Harvey (2006), who identifies: (a) absolute space, Cartesian, con-
tinuous, geometrically measurable, whose points are separated and related 
according to distance and linear proximity; (b) relative space, topological 
space of the networks, measurable with nonlinear metrics, which deform 
the continuous space by using the characteristics of the relations between 
the points which constitute it (network proximity); (c) relational space, 
defined by values (material and immaterial) given by the actors who 
inhabit and transform it, through social, cultural, and economic pro-
cesses (cognitive proximity).

In summary, this chapter will consider three broad categories of prox-
imity, closely related to each other:
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	1.	 A spatial and physical proximity, which characterizes the coexistence of 
subjects or phenomena in the same spatial context, on a variable scale.

	2.	 A network proximity, linked to the mutual position of the nodes of an 
organization.

	3.	 A cognitive proximity, linked to the sharing of values, knowledge, and 
perspectives between different actors.

�Spatial Proximity

The spatial proximity between the actors is one of the factors that charac-
terize the examples of AFNs analyzed during the study and can be con-
sidered from various perspectives.

First, spatial proximity between producers and consumers is one of the 
criteria that characterize the interactions of most AFNs. For example, 
520 of the almost 600 producers who supply the AFNs in Turin (farmers’ 
markets and GASs) come from the surrounding region, and 374 of them 
are based in the Turin metropolitan area. The local provenance of the 
producers is almost total in farmers’ markets, which mostly focus on local 
food, whereas the origin of the products is more varied in the case of the 
GASs, which also buy food from producers based in other regions and 
even other countries.

Second, spatial proximity can be considered as a means of fostering 
interactions between the actors participating in AFNs. This is clear if we 
consider the importance vested in the physical space where AFNs take 
place. Farmers’ markets, for example, are thought of and frequented not 
only as places to sell and buy food but also as meeting places and places 
of exchange.

Third, spatial proximity between consumers seems to be crucial for the 
emergence of some types of AFN, such as GASs. Many of the partici-
pants in GASs are people who live in the same neighborhood, and even 
their name often evokes their location (in Turin, e.g., the San Salva Gas 
is located in the San Salvario neighborhood, while the Vanchiglia neigh-
borhood is home to the Gas Vanchiglia).
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Fourth, spatial proximity between producers could be a factor of coop-
eration and an incentive for territorial projects that aim at sustaining new 
relationships between urban and rural areas, often based on AFNs.6 Some 
sub-regional sustainable local development projects where AFNs play a 
crucial role seem to confirm this hypothesis. An example is Ivrea’s Ecoredia 
project, even if it is still an exception in Piedmont.

�Network Proximity

Alternative Food Networks do not only shorten the food chain in terms 
of the origin of products but also through the desire to establish direct 
face-to-face relations between producers and consumers (Marsden et al., 
2000; Renting et al., 2003).

The need to consider the multiple dimensions of short food supply 
chains is well described by Renting et al. (2003), who explore the various 
“proximities” of AFNs that go beyond the reduction of food miles.

The different types of AFN examined in Piedmont have very different 
levels of network proximity.

For farmers’ markets, the clearest example is probably that of those set up 
by farmers’ organizations (e.g., Coldiretti), where only producers belonging 
to the organization can participate. Network proximity is mixed with the 
other dimensions in the case of FMs organized according to different crite-
ria: for example, spatial proximity for markets that generally target local 
producers and cognitive proximity in the case of the more “political” mar-
kets, where producers share common visions of agro-food production.

In the case of the GASs, network proximity is present from different 
points of view. First, most GASs spring from existing associations or net-
works (e.g., neighborhood associations, sports, cultural and religious orga-
nizations, or groups of work colleagues, students, roommates, or parents), 
whose participants decide to cooperate in the purchase of food, often seen 
as a civic/political field of action. Second, the activity of a GAS contributes 
to increasing the complexity of local networks and to creating new network 
proximity among actors. Third, there is a “second-level” network proxim-
ity, made up of the relationships between different GASs that cooperate on 
specific issues. Despite their very horizontal structure, in fact, many GASs 
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belong to higher-level networks that aim to increase their efficiency through 
coordinated actions of small-scale logistics or shared purchases.7

�Cognitive Proximity

Together with issues like distrust in industrial food, the general demand 
for “quality food”, and other individual or pragmatic reasons (e.g., costs, 
desire for specific food, time) (Tregear, 2011), the principal motivations 
of some consumers who participate in AFNs include the will to oppose 
the globalized industrial agro-food system, perceived as unsustainable 
and unfair, and to sustain alternative models of rural development 
(Goodman, Du Puis, & Goodman, 2012).

These practices would thus appear to be linked to a desire for critical 
consumption and civic engagement (Grasseni, 2013; Graziano & Forno, 
2012) in a shared vision of the values that should characterize the food 
system and that are associated with food consumption (environmental sus-
tainability, social justice, etc.). Food purchase becomes a field of political 
and civic action, where actors are connected by cognitive proximity, based 
on sharing common values and a common idea of the food system.

The analysis of producers involved in Turin-based AFNs shows that 
when non-local producers are selected, the choice is mainly based on cri-
teria relating to cognitive proximity. Most of these producers belong to—
or are explicitly connected with—organizations or networks engaged in 
political or social initiatives and actions whose values are shared by the 
consumers, notably in the case of GASs. This is clear in the cases men-
tioned above of producers in southern Italy who belong to the Libera anti-
mafia network or producers of Parmigiano Reggiano cheese in the areas 
affected by the 2012 earthquake and supported by GASs throughout the 
country. The desire to associate civic engagement with food consumption 
is reflected in the many activities that some GASs add to the purchase of 
products, such as organizing meetings with producers or with experts on 
specific topics related to food, self-production workshops, and so on.

Value proximity between the actors participating in the AFN appears to 
be weaker for farmers’ markets (Marino & Cicatiello, 2012), with the 
exception of the more radical ones that are explicitly engaged in opposition 
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to the dominant system (in Turin, this is the case of markets organized 
locally by the nationwide Genuino Clandestino network).

�A Fruitful Interpretative Category

Proximity appears to be a fruitful interpretative category for analyzing 
food systems from a geographical and territorial point of view. The capi-
talist and globalized agro-industrial system can be interpreted as charac-
terized by a loss of proximity, while the movements and practices of 
“alternative food geography” can be seen as an attempt to reconstruct 
relations of proximity, variously understood.

In practices falling into the broad category of Alternative Food 
Networks, proximity plays a decisive role, with its three dimensions: spa-
tial proximity (reconstruction of local food systems), cognitive proximity 
(transformation to food systems based on shared values), and network 
proximity (to move towards more inclusive food systems).

The AFNIA project’s findings confirm the importance of proximity as 
a characterization of alternative production, distribution, and consump-
tion practices.

Using the three dimensions of proximity as an interpretive framework 
for two families of AFNs (farmers’ markets and GASs) shed light on the 
main differences between them. In the case of farmers’ markets, the main 
role is played by spatial proximity (local producers) and network proxim-
ity (if the markets are organized by professional associations). For GASs, 
network proximity seems to be important (the GASs were created by exist-
ing associations or groups), as is cognitive proximity (selection of produc-
ers and participation in the GAS deriving from a common understanding 
of how producers and consumers should interact in the food system).

�Alternative Food Networks and Urban Food 
Planning: Convergence Fields

Urban food policies (UFP) or urban food strategies are heterogeneous 
sets of objectives, forms of governance, content, and actions, initially 
developed in the United States and Canada as a response to negative 
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externalities (connected in particular to public health problems and 
access to food) generated by the dominant food system, which have 
repercussions at local level and whose consequences tend to intensify in 
urban nodes (Morgan & Sonnino, 2010). In more general terms, they are 
voluntary policies which share some aspects of strategic planning, such as 
the presence of shared visions, integrated objectives, mixed partnerships, 
and stakeholder involvement (Calori et al., 2017).

Most UFPs take a systemic approach to the theme of food (Sonnino, 
2016; Sonnino & Spayde, 2014), which translates into policies aimed at 
integrating and connecting the multiple dimensions of food (environ-
ment, production activities, logistics and transport, education and train-
ing, economic and employment development, health and social welfare 
aspects, culture and tourism); the different phases of the agro-food supply 
chain; geographical scales and related levels of territorial governance; 
urban and rural areas; and public sector, private sector, and civil society.

Arriving at a definition of urban food policies that brings all this com-
plexity together is far from easy. Some authors regard UFPs as processes 
of change in cities’ food systems (Sonnino, 2016), which influence the 
ways in which food is produced, purchased, consumed, and disposed of 
by those who live there. Concretely, UFPs capitalize on existing experi-
ences and networks and propose complex strategies that aggregate and 
provide a framework for different interventions and policies (urban agri-
culture, alternative forms of distribution, food education, fight against 
waste, etc.). The general aim is to guarantee that everyone—and the 
weakest groups in particular—has access to healthy, nutritious, socially 
just, environmentally compatible, and culturally appropriate food 
(Sonnino, 2009). Recurring and interrelated strategies for achieving these 
general objectives include the relocation of production and consumption 
and the reconnection of urban and rural (Sonnino, 2009), the “remit-
tance” of food systems, and education and training programs aimed at 
changing habits and lifestyles.

According to Matacena (2016, p. 55), “Urban food policies and alter-
native food networks appear as the two sides of the same coin, both prod-
ucts of the general recognition of the unsustainability attached to the 
food system, and both intended to generate mechanisms to cope with 
those ‘failures of coordination’ (Lang, Rayner, Rayner, Barling, & 
Millstone, 2005) that created the space for a corporate-controlled 
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productivist model to establish as the only available development para-
digm for the food system”.

Actually, most of the actions that existing UFPs single out as essential 
in order to achieve their purposes are examples of AFNs: farmers’ markets, 
urban gardens, community shops, CSAs, purchasing groups, and so on.

UFPs can thus be the political framework for supporting existing 
AFNs (in an outscale and/or upscale perspective) or promoting the emer-
gence of new ones.

Despite local actors’ engagement in initiatives to establish a Turin food 
policy, no such tool has yet been formally approved in Piedmont (Calori 
et al., 2017). If we look at the “food assembly” of actors involved in these 
processes, however, it is clear that many of them are involved in  local 
AFNs as organizers or coordinators of farmers’ markets, GASs, urban 
gardens, or other innovative, sustainable, or socially inclusive initiatives 
(Bottiglieri, Pettenati, & Toldo, 2016; Pettenati & Dansero, 2018).

Interesting attempts to integrate AFNs in an UFPs framework are now 
taking place in several rural areas surrounding small cities, but function-
ally connected to Turin through commuter movements and flows of eco-
nomic goods. Many of these efforts have set up AFNs conveying local 
fresh food. The area around the small city of Chieri (with a population of 
about 35,000) on the eastern side of the Turin hills, for example, has 
begun to engage local actors in formulating food policies and establishing 
up a “food district” (see note 6), where AFNs play a crucial role (Pettenati 
& Vittone, 2018).

�Concluding Remarks

This chapter summarized the different research paths explored during the 
AFNIA project by the geography research group, in close interaction 
with project members from other disciplines.

The analysis of AFNs’ spatial distribution showed that they are a highly 
place-based phenomenon whose characteristics differ according to the 
territorial context. Specifically, they assume a different articulation and 
meaning in urban and rural contexts. In urban areas, where they are more 
widespread, AFNs often seem to be an expression of the desire of a part 
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of the urban population (critical consumers) to have a different relation-
ship with food supply, as the AFN literature cited in this volume 
suggests.

In rural areas, however, the contemporary agro-industrial system’s sep-
aration of production and consumption is mitigated by physical proxim-
ity between producers and consumers, who are often part of the same 
local networks where physical proximity and cognitive proximity coin-
cide (see above). This co-incidence, however, is threatened by the city’s 
steady encroachment on peri-urban agricultural areas, where lifestyles are 
becoming increasingly similar to those of inner cities and where “urban” 
AFNs are more and more common.

The second research question that guided the work of geographers in 
the AFNIA project concerned the potential role of AFNs in reterritorial-
izing globalized and deterritorialized food systems. Analysis of the differ-
ent types of AFNs in Piedmont shows that they deal with only some of 
the dimensions of a real reterritorialization (relocation or re-
humanization), while examples of practices such as CSA that aim to truly 
overcome the economic and relational logics of the dominant food sys-
tem are almost unknown.

Third, the heuristic and interpretative potential of the concept of prox-
imity, in its various dimensions—spatial, network, and cognitive—was 
confirmed through an analysis and interpretation of AFNs’ spatial and 
social articulation, demonstrating that it can fruitfully explain the ratio-
nalities and the dynamics of different types of AFN.

Fourth, we highlighted the importance that AFNs have in many urban 
food planning and urban food policies, which aim to integrate food poli-
cies, in increasing environmental sustainability, social justice, and the 
economic competitiveness of food systems. From this perspective, it 
should be emphasized that in Turin, as in many other cities, AFNs pre-
exist urban food policies and are important area of politics, networking, 
and practice that can and should constitute the foundations of processes 
for developing and implementing integrated local food policies at any 
scale.

To conclude, the spatial and geographical analyses of AFNs summa-
rized in this chapter found major differences between the various types of 
Alternative Food Network. Farmers’ markets, GASs, CSA, and other 
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practices have different relationships with and effects on the territorial 
context where they develop. The category of Alternative Food Networks—
as well as other similar umbrella definitions such as Short Food Supply 
Chain (Marsden et  al., 2000; Renting et  al., 2003) or Civic Food 
Networks (Renting, Schermer, & Rossi, 2012)—is useful in describing 
the general turns of food-related social, economic, and political behav-
iors, but probably encompasses practices that are too dissimilar to be 
treated as a whole in studies aiming at a better understanding of how 
such practices work and how they can affect people, places, and food 
systems.

Notes

1.	 In 2015, the  Turin metropolitan area replaced the  Province of  Turin 
as the NUTS-3 level of government, following the local administration 
reform pursuant to national law 56/2014. It covers 6830 km2, has a popu-
lation of about 2.3 million, and is divided into 316 municipalities.

2.	 For a deeper understanding of the role of GASs as Alternative Food 
Networks in Italy, see Grasseni (2013).

3.	 This is the case of two networks based in the Susa valley (west of Turin). 
The first is “Genuino Valsusino”, a network of commercial and non-com-
mercial producers linked to the national grassroots network Genuino 
Clandestino and to the local movement opposing the Turin-Lyon high-
speed railway line. The second is “Etinomia”, a network of self-defined 
ethical businesses, cooperating for sustainable and fair local 
development.

4.	 Part of  this section was presented at the 7th AESOP Sustainable Food 
Planning Conference that took place in Turin in 2015 and was published 
in the conference proceedings (Cinà & Dansero, 2015).

5.	 Part of this section was presented at the Colloque International “Construire 
le proximités dans un monde global”—8me Journées de la Proximité 
(Tours, May 20–22, 2015) and was published in the conference proceed-
ings (Dansero, Pettenati, & Toldo, 2016).

6.	 Italian national law 205/2017 established the “distretti del cibo” (food dis-
tricts), that is, groups of local authorities and businesses that cooperate to 
promote local development, social cohesion and inclusion, food security, 
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environmental sustainability, landscape protection, and so on through 
agro-food activities. One of the possible food district models is based on 
local productive systems relying heavily on direct sales of agro-food prod-
ucts through solidarity economy networks (e.g., GASs, etc.), thus con-
firming AFNs’ potential for promoting and sustaining new models of 
territorial development that are potentially more sustainable.

7.	 The most important case is that of GAS Torino, which gathers together 
most of the Turin-based groups.
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�A General Assessment

In this chapter, we will summarize the main findings of our research, 
discussing the contribution it has made as well as the areas in which it has 
confirmed the received literature or called it into question.

Both theoretically and empirically, our research has adopted a conception 
of the “alternativeness” of food chains that departs somewhat from those 
currently found in the literature. The definition of “alternative” we propose 
is based on the kind of exchange among operators: namely, we propose to 
shift the analytical emphasis from the product to the exchange relationship 
and its correlates (e.g., value-chain organization, multiple forms of embed-
dedness, environmental consequences, quality conventions, mixed motiva-
tions, etc.). In fact, several intrinsic and intangible attributes that are 
normally considered as constitutive of Alternative Food Network (AFN) 
products, such as freshness, taste, healthiness, and localness, can also be pro-
vided by conventional chains like supermarkets, as they increasingly are. 
Walmart starting to sell local products and supermarket chains like Carrefour 
creating lines of high-quality locally designated products under their private 
labels are examples in point. But AFNs are also dealing with large-scale dis-
tribution systems to reach a larger number of consumers.

Originally, in fact, these chains were defined as alternative largely on the 
basis of the characteristics of food that could be found there, in addition to 
the type of organization. Food in supermarkets was considered to be anony-
mous, fungible, tasteless, and damaging to health and the environment. 
Accordingly, food that had different qualities—since it came from different 
sources—was considered as an alternative, thus also acquiring a social and 
political meaning of opposition to the globalized food system. From this 
standpoint, the food system’s local organization and its degree of globaliza-
tion clearly affected the perception of the “alternative” chains when they 
originated and, consequently, the theorization of the academic research on 
the issue. For instance, farmers’ markets (FMs) in the UK and in the USA 
were perceived—and theorized—as “alternative” exactly because they were 
new and drastically different from the conventional chains. In Italy and in 
France, by contrast, forms of direct sales by farmers to consumers in urban 
markets were not new at all. They had survived from time-honoured forms 
of urban provision, when farmers brought their produce from the country-
side to town to sell. In Italy, farmers’ markets as a means of fighting interme-
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diation and of bringing producers and consumers into contact have only 
recently been promoted by farmers’ unions, mainly as an economic initiative 
intended to save a larger share of value added for farmers. But direct sales by 
farmers in urban open-air district markets are customary and—as we have 
illustrated—Torino is exemplary in this respect, both in its home region of 
Piedmont and nationwide. Hence, in some areas, AFNs are not really “new”, 
but they nevertheless allow a personal acquaintance and relationship to 
develop between consumers and producers. Of course, other chains, such as 
Solidarity Purchase Groups (SPGs), are often in intentional and declared 
opposition to the conventional chain, though not all of them take such a 
strong stance. But all build “embedded ties” between producers and consum-
ers, so that the act of purchasing is not simply an exchange of money for 
commodities. Mindful of Sage’s remarks (Sage, 2003) on the relations of 
“regard”, we maintain that “alternativeness” hinges on the different quality of 
the exchange and that all these chains to some extent entail an addition to the 
trade itself, namely, a psychic benefit from the very modalities of the exchange.

It is not by chance that we say “to some extent”. One of the findings of 
our work, which confirms much of the received literature, is that alterna-
tiveness is a continuum and not a dichotomy (Hinrichs, 2000; Tregear, 
2011) and its borders are blurred. This also holds for the related concept 
of “local food”, for which it is difficult to find precise definitions (Brunori 
et al., 2016). AFNs involve a complex interplay of motives, both con-
summatory and instrumental, which are intertwined with the kind of 
social relations that characterize AFNs. These two dimensions—the mix 
of motives and interpersonal relations—are the real constitutive dimen-
sions of AFNs, and they act both as a resource and a constraint. In this 
continuum, consumers and producers are highly heterogeneous in their 
preferences. Moreover, it is crystal clear that preferences and motivations 
coexist in each consumer and producer.

Our empirical findings strongly support this concept of alternativeness 
as a continuum rather than a dichotomy. The empirical research design 
we favoured over conceptual elaboration per se added significantly to the 
state of knowledge on AFNs. First, our analysis showed that the strength 
of the preferences for AFNs differed according to the type of 
AFN.  Consumers’ average willingness-to-pay (WTP) for staying with 
their favourite farmer vendor in district markets was less than SPG mem-
bers’ average WTP to stay with their SPG, and the value of voluntary 
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work provided by SPG members is high and is the key factor in these 
groups’ economic viability. This also suggests that consumers self-select in 
attending the chain that best reflects their preferences. Our analyses con-
cern chains ranging from urban district markets—traditional facilities 
that are not particularly committed to alternative food culture—to orga-
nizations like the “Off The Market” chains presented in Chap. 7, which 
are openly political in orientation and strongly opposed to the current 
food system. The differentiation and self-selection of consumers into dif-
ferent chains might also hold when comparing consumers’ concept of 
quality (and hence preferences) between conventional and alternative 
chains (Chap. 5), as well as when determining the environmental attri-
butes that consumers in different chains attach to food (Chap. 6).

One reason for the existence of different “degrees of alternativeness” is 
thus consumers’ heterogeneous preferences for the chains, and whether 
they are more or less explicitly opposed to the food system and the mass 
food models. A second reason is the coexistence in individual consumers 
of different motivations for participating in AFNs and for the food char-
acteristics they can find in each of them. In accordance with much of the 
literature, we find that intrinsic characteristics of food are the main driv-
ers of the choice, as “quality” in general was the most widely cited reason 
for buying at farmers’ stands and at SPGs. If these hedonistic and self-
interested motivations are dominant and concern food as a private good, 
other motivations are at work as well, concerning food as a public good. 
Hence, concern for the environment and for local farmers is also cited, as 
is typically found in the literature. These intangible characteristics of 
AFN food are not in contrast with its intrinsic quality (freshness, season-
ality, safety). They can nevertheless be at odds with monetary concerns, if 
food in AFNs is more expensive than elsewhere, or they operate together 
with these concerns if it is cheaper. One contribution of our study is in 
drawing attention to the trivial but frequently overlooked fact that all 
consumers are budget-constrained, though in differing degrees. How 
tight this constraint is depends mainly on consumers’ income, which 
explains why the literature frequently finds that consumers attending 
AFNs are wealthier (note that this applies in situations where AFN food 
is more expensive than food in the conventional chain). Monetary moti-
vations coexist to varying extents with the other motivations, but are 
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always present. For example, consumers at district markets who are con-
cerned with prices are less willing to continue buying from farmers at 
higher prices (though not to a statistically significant degree), and those 
members who state they enjoy lower prices in their SPG than in the 
supermarkets are also more reluctant to leave it if prices increase. 
Nevertheless, AFNs are operating in developed countries with relatively 
high average incomes and where the expenditure for food accounts for a 
small share of consumers’ household outlays. It is thus unsurprising that 
strictly monetary concerns are secondary to the preferences for the intrin-
sic and intangible attributes of food.

Also consistent with the existing literature is our finding that no clear-
cut division can be made between the environmental impacts of conven-
tional and alternative chains (Chap. 9). Here, our analysis concludes that 
when looking at the chain in its entirety, most of the environmental 
impact may occur in the agricultural production phase, with neither 
organic nor conventional agriculture being consistently superior to the 
other in terms of its impact. Even if we look only at the distribution 
phase, much of the environmental impact depends on specific modalities 
of each particular chain (packaging, for instance), rather than on the 
nature of the chain. This reinforces the findings in the literature that there 
is no clear superiority of AFNs over conventional chains in this respect 
(Coley, Howard, & Winter, 2009; Markussen, Kulak, Smith, Nemecek, 
& Østergård, 2014) and that food miles are a poor indicator of environ-
mental impact (Coley et al., 2009; DEFRA, 2005; Edwards-Jones et al., 
2008; Van Passel, 2013).

The idea of different motivations coexisting across operators and in the 
same operators also holds among producers. The determinants of pro-
ducers’ participation in AFNs have been investigated rather less than 
those of consumers. Farmers selling directly are a minority. The objective 
constraints, not surprisingly, were found to be more binding for them 
than for consumers (Chap. 4). Constraints are both technical and eco-
nomic. From the technical standpoint, the type of farming was shown to 
be strongly associated with the choice of selling directly to consumers, 
both on- and off-farm. This clearly is because many agricultural products 
need processing before they can be sold, and on-farm processing is defi-
nitely unprofitable when there are strong economies of scale in process-
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ing, as is true for milling, slaughtering, and pasteurization. Selling directly, 
in addition, requires that production be diversified, both seasonally and as 
regards products. Farmers selling in farmers’ markets or to SPGs need to 
have a variety of products and to provide them year-round. This is the 
reason why mixed types of farming lend themselves more than others to 
direct sales. There are differences and exceptions, though. Fruit growers 
supplying SPGs are often specialized farmers, and the variety in their case 
means different types of fruit. Wine growers are another category that is 
particularly interested in on-farm direct sales, due to the widespread wine 
tourism in Piedmont’s famous vineyard areas. Unlike much of the previ-
ous literature, we do not find evidence that small farms are more likely to 
practise direct sales. This might be a particular feature of the region, but 
there are reasons why this might occur. Direct sales require an investment 
(higher for off-farm sales than for on-farm sales) both in terms of capital 
and—more importantly—in labour. It is quite possible that the fixed 
costs involved are such that the investments are not profitable for very 
small farms, since fixed costs are distributed over small quantities. In addi-
tion, the labour required for sales activities—which can hardly be dele-
gated to waged workers—may interfere with farm activities or be excessive 
for small part-time farmers. On the other hand, large farms might find it 
difficult to sell their entire production on the alternative chain. There is a 
wide heterogeneity among farmers concerning these determinants, with 
some finding it profitable to adopt the alternative chain, at least for part 
of their production, while others remain with the conventional chains. 
This heterogeneity might explain our finding that farm size is in practice 
irrelevant to the likelihood that a farm will adopt direct sales.

Farmers’ subjective motivations for supplying AFNs are another field 
where the literature is rather scanty. Our survey of a group of producers 
selling to different AFNs (Chap. 4) confirmed that income motivations 
are, obviously, one of the main determinants, but at the same time that 
farmers’ motivations also include personal preferences. Among these pref-
erences, one that was unanimously indicated was linked to the defence of 
their personal professional skills and to their idea of product quality, in 
opposition to the standard practices imposed by conventional chains. 
Their idea of quality went hand in hand with consumers’ recognition of 
quality. Farmers’ pride in the quality of their products derived from the 
praise they personally received and the satisfaction it gave. This is further 
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proof that personal knowledge and relationships are at the core of AFNs 
and give meaning and recognition to the producers’ work, as well as to 
food consumption by consumers. Of course, the strength of these motiva-
tions can differ across individuals and across different food chains. Just as 
consumers have different motivations for purchasing at AFNs, farmers 
can differ in the strength of their non-monetary motivations. In some 
cases, simple profitability can be their reason for choosing the alternative 
chain, more so when the “degree of alternativeness” of the particular chain 
is low. Again, a continuum of motivations and of strength in the relation-
ship between consumers and producers, and the coexistence of monetary 
and non-monetary determinants, also emerges for the producers.

The heterogeneity of motivations and preferences, and of their strength, 
along a continuum, can be rationalized with sociological and economic 
concepts. According to a sociological discourse (Block, 1990; Hinrichs, 
2000), transactions take place along opposing levels of marketness and 
embeddedness. Marketness indicates the relevance of price in the transac-
tion, with a high level meaning that price is the only or dominant driver 
of the transaction. At lower levels of marketness, the transaction becomes 
more and more embedded in a web of social relationships. Marketness is 
strictly related to instrumentalism, that is, the subjective motivation, and 
high levels of instrumentalism are equivalent to strict self-interest, while 
low levels are tantamount to a great interest in non-economic goals and 
concerns (friendship, social ties, ethics). Hinrichs rightly argues that 
prices have a role in every transaction and that social embeddedness does 
not exclude instrumentalism and marketness. Hinrichs nevertheless 
equates high instrumentalism with prioritization of price. However, self-
interest is not necessarily limited to concern with price. It may encompass 
all food attributes that are personally and exclusively enjoyed. Participants 
in FMs or SPGs may only be interested in having fresh, seasonal, tasty 
produce, while all other attributes (local farmers, environmental friendli-
ness) may be purely instrumental to the goal of getting the kind of food 
they want. Put in economic terms, the crucial distinction is between 
attributes that are private goods and those that are public or club goods, 
that is, attributes that are rival or non-rival (rival goods are those goods 
whose consumption by one person precludes consumption by anyone 
else, while for non-rival goods this does not apply). Intrinsic food quality 
is a rival good, insofar as no one else can consume the same food.  
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By contrast, intangible attributes such as support for local farmers or 
environmental protection are non-rival, since someone else can benefit 
from the same effect of the consumption of AFN food.

The continuum along the population of chains can thus be interpreted 
along two related dimensions. One is the degree of consumers’ prefer-
ences for rival vs non-rival goods, equivalent to higher or lower levels of 
instrumentalism; the other is the relevance of personal relationships, 
which may add meaning to the transactions via social and/or affective 
relationships. To a certain extent, this differentiation is also linked to the 
subjective opposition to the existing food system, since some AFNs 
(CSAs, SPGs) display open rejection of the existing chain and of the 
existing eating models. At the opposite end, patronizing district markets 
and FMs may not entail any socio-political criticism and may simply 
spring from a different attitude towards food consumption.

These considerations help put in perspective our findings about the 
different structure of preferences in the different chains and the strategic 
mimicry employed by supermarkets and high-end food retailers. District 
markets, farmers’ markets, and Solidarity Purchase Groups all assign con-
siderable importance to the seller, showing high-quality expectations for 
the relationship with a specific seller. In district markets, the centrality of 
the personal relationship with the seller channels a generic quality expec-
tation on the part of consumers. In farmers’ markets, the seller is per-
ceived as an intermediary and a guarantor of a specific kind of quality 
grounded on intangible dimensions of food. In Solidarity Purchase 
Groups, the personal relationship with the seller is crucial for quality 
expectations of consumers, who have a somewhat negative attitude 
towards the dimensions of quality which are key in large-scale distribu-
tion (prices and trademarks). In the case of hybrid organizations such as 
Eataly, quality strategies combine different worlds of quality. Eataly, in 
fact, combines the ability to respond to soft quality expectations and to 
leverage features of the retail environment. In other words, consumers at 
high-end retailers are not looking for a specific seller, but for a particular 
sales atmosphere. The retail environment is the organizational lever that 
Eataly relies on to generate the experience of soft quality. Eataly mimics 
the trusting relationship between consumers and sellers in AFNs through 
impersonal judgment strategies where the atmosphere substitutes for the 
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personal relationships with specific sellers. What is interesting to under-
line is that there seems to be a “chain-effect” on quality conventions 
which is independent of individual level attributes. This opens onto two 
interpretations. One is that quality conventions are not psychological 
traits of consumers, but rather are enacted by the specific setting of the 
chain. For instance, the atmospheric dimensions of farmers’ markets dif-
fer from those of supermarkets and encourage consumers to value quali-
ties like freshness, taste, and so on. A different interpretation is that 
consumers self-select in different food chains, so that those interested in 
freshness and taste attend FMs and those who do not are more inclined 
to go to the supermarket. Whatever the preferred interpretation, different 
quality conventions have distinctive effects on the working of food chains.

For instance, they explain our findings on the mechanisms underlying 
the operation of SPGs. The economic sustainability of SPGs, that is, their 
ability to pay fair prices to producers and charge their members reason-
able prices while balancing the SPG’s budget, clearly depends on the 
unpaid labour contributed by members. This contribution is possible 
because of the members’ strong commitment to the SPG, which is shown 
by their high willingness-to-pay, that is, to remain with the SPG even if it 
charges much higher prices. In other words, it is explained by the mem-
bers’ strong preferences for the SPG itself. The commitment has both 
selfish and altruistic determinants (different levels of instrumentalism), 
since the stated motivations for preferring to purchase in the SPG include 
food quality and distrust of food available in supermarkets, as well as non-
rival attributes such as environmental protection and concern for farmers. 
In addition, for some members it is also important to pay lower prices 
than elsewhere, as shown by the statistical analysis. Therefore, SPG mem-
bers thus make an implicit trade-off between their labour contribution to 
the SPG’s operation and what they receive in return, that is, food charac-
terized by intrinsic and intangible attributes, and for some, lower prices. 
For many members, contributing labour is not a cost, but a benefit, since 
they enjoy cooperating with the other members in running the SPG. To 
use sociological terminology, they are at a low level of instrumentalism 
and a high level of embeddedness. This is a characteristic of “committed 
AFNs” and similar results would be probably found for Community 
Supported Agriculture, though the latter is almost absent in Italy.
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�Interdisciplinarity and Understanding AFNs

Did the interdisciplinary approach taken by this research actually help in 
understanding and assessing AFNs? We are convinced that it did. The 
main advantage is that adopting different disciplinary lenses allowed us 
to look at AFNs from different vantage points and thus calibrate and bal-
ance out the emphasis on particular aspects that each discipline tends to 
give.

The economic approach tries to find common behavioural patterns 
and to model their underlying mechanisms. It is mainly deductive, 
assuming a behavioural model which it attempts to verify or falsify with 
empirical data. Specificities, both local and individual, are seen as statisti-
cal variations of the assumed behaviour. The economic approach also 
stresses the objective income constraint that sets limits to individual pref-
erences and, more generally, tries to detect the incentives that influence 
individual behaviour. The sociological and anthropological approaches 
are more deductive-oriented. Though they too refer to theoretical mod-
els, they give greater emphasis to individual behaviour and stress the dif-
ferences as the main objects of analysis. They focus on the symbolic and 
intangible attributes of food in AFNs, and the social relationships con-
nected with economic life. The geographical approach draws from both, 
giving more emphasis to the territorial implications. In a way, there is a 
trade-off between a higher level of abstraction that illuminates the 
underlying mechanisms and a more detailed analysis that more accurately 
reflects the multiple facets of reality.

Contrasting these approaches was reciprocally fruitful. Economists 
became more aware of the social implications of transactions and were thus 
spurred to explicitly include symbolic and intangible attributes of food as 
determinants of consumers’ preferences in their empirical models (to be 
sure, contrary to a widespread view, economists do not only deal with 
monetary variables). Second, economists also became aware of a distinctive 
feature of exchanges in AFNs, namely, the fact that the modalities of the 
transaction may yield a benefit, that is, that the transaction itself provides 
utility. This was included in a model of consumer behaviour that made it 
possible to estimate the WTP for this benefit (Corsi & Novelli, 2015), thus 
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adding to the understanding of the mechanism underlying the chain’s 
operation. Likewise, understanding and assessing the non-monetary moti-
vations of SPG members shed light on the groups’ economic operation and 
provided insights into their resilience. Sociologist and anthropologists were 
reminded of the sad reality of the monetary constraints that, though to a 
lesser extent than social determinants, influence individuals’ behaviour. 
Both producers’ and consumers’ choices in AFNs take the role of monetary 
constraints on their behaviour into account. It would be meaningless to 
simply think that the “alternativeness” of AFNs does not contemplate any 
role for time, money, and costs. Why should that be so? The key point is to 
shed light on how economic constraints and social dimensions jointly 
shape producers’ and consumers’ choices. Even the most radical forms of 
AFN (such as SPGs) must be economically sustainable in the long term. 
Scaling-up dynamics, the role of new technologies and efficient logistics are 
inescapable challenges AFNs need to come to grips with. The crucial issue 
is to understand how the intrinsic motivations that support AFNs can be 
sustained even when face-to-face interaction and “militancy” against the 
conventional food system tend to decrease for whatever reason.

A final result of the interdisciplinary approach was that it helped reduce 
the risk of an ideological bias that is always present when dealing with a 
socially and politically sensitive issue like AFNs. The literature on AFNs 
is permeated with value judgements—sometimes explicit, more fre-
quently implicit—on their desirability. Legitimate as they may be, they 
risk obscuring the analysis. For all their internal differences, the disci-
plines also have certain general attitudes, with anthropological, sociologi-
cal, and geographical scholars most frequently tending to judge the 
existence and role of AFNs favourably while taking a generally critical 
view of the food system. For them, the risk is that of not considering the 
AFNs weaknesses and exaggerating their positive effects. Economists and 
environmental scientists are more attentive to objective facts and con-
straints and tend to have a more sceptical view. For them, the risk is the 
opposite, that of not considering the positive social and environmental 
effects of AFNs and hence of downplaying their importance and their 
prospects. The exchange of views between the disciplines was stimulating 
and, by smoothing out the differences in the emphasis given to positive 
and negative features, allowed for a more nuanced and balanced analysis.
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�The Future Prospects for AFNs

Our assessment of AFNs leads in the end to the question of their future. 
Will they scale up and shift from a niche sector to a larger share of the 
food market? Will they maintain their alternativeness? Will they be able 
to change the food system?

A short recapitulation of some of the main facts concerning AFNs will 
help put the issue in perspective. Participants in AFNs are a minority of 
consumers. This is particularly true for the most “committed” AFNs, like 
SPGs and CSAs. Pettenati and Dansero (2015) estimated that there are 
about 170 SPGs in Piedmont, and assuming, over-generously, that each 
has 200 participants gives 34,000 consumers out of a population of about 
4.4 million. Patrons of FMs in the region are also relatively few, since 87 
FMs take place periodically (typically once or twice a month) as against 
about 1000 open-air urban markets, most of which are held on a daily 
basis. The share of consumers who buy from farmers in district markets 
is relatively high (in our survey, one third of the respondents stated they 
bought predominantly from farmers), but this is also the channel that 
departs least from the conventional chain and where farmers sell side by 
side with conventional vendors. We are not aware of data on the weight 
of AFNs in other countries, but we can be reasonably certain that the 
numbers cannot be much higher. This fact in itself might simply be due 
to a lack of supply, so that one might argue that, if there were more FMs 
or SPGs, the share of consumers participating in AFNs would be much 
higher. Our data show that the preference for “alternative” quality con-
ventions is widespread among consumers, even those who buy their food 
mainly in large-scale distribution. This continuum and the ubiquity of 
preferences for “non-standard” food could lead to two distinct possibili-
ties: on the one hand, AFNs may expand and reach more consumers, 
since the preferences for “good, clean and fair” food are widespread and 
growing. On the other hand, conventional chains are exploiting the con-
tinuum to mimic some of AFNs’ characteristics, and this trend could 
gain more ground.

In line with much of the literature, a second point that came to light is 
that consumers’ motivations are heterogeneous, and different motiva-
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tions can coexist in the same consumers. Motivations linked to the intrin-
sic attributes of food are dominant, which is consistent with the growing 
numbers of people who seek non-anonymous, tasty, safe, and environ-
mentally friendly food. Frequently, stated motivations include intangible 
attributes, but a distinction should be made among them on the basis of 
whether or not they can be provided by the conventional chain. Product 
attributes such as low environmental impact or local origin can also be 
provided by food in supermarkets; a personal relationship with the farmer 
cannot. This distinction between those food attributes that could be pro-
vided by conventional chains and those that could not is crucial, because 
the former can simply be considered as a new demand that the conven-
tional chain has not yet been able to meet, or to meet in full. This distinc-
tion is, for instance, at the core of the difficulties that the most politically 
committed AFNs, such as those discussed in Chap. 7, have in reconciling 
their opposition to supermarkets with the fact that some members’ 
demand centres mainly on healthy food, so that they see no harm in buy-
ing it in supermarkets. In fact, the conventional chains are making efforts 
to meet the new demand. Walmart starting to sell local products and 
Carrefour creating a line of high-quality local products are examples in 
point, not to mention the organic food lines that virtually all supermar-
kets have introduced, scandalizing the purists of the original organic 
movement. And Eataly mimicking the atmosphere of popular markets 
(Chap. 5) is a further example of how certain intangible attributes can 
also be offered in conventional chains, precisely in order to satisfy par-
ticular consumer preferences.

The AFNs which resist this mimetic capability on the part of the con-
ventional food system are those, like SPGs, that are most solidly based on 
the “value” of personal relationships in themselves. In such cases, what 
matters is not so much a preference for the intangible dimensions of 
food, but rather a shared feeling against the conventional food system, 
whose meaning is deeply intertwined with the interpersonal relationships 
within SPGs. Here we see a trade-off: to attract more consumers, AFNs 
must face the problem of better distribution and prices, which is a matter 
of spatial and economic scale. But this would appear to detract from the 
very value of AFNs, which are rooted in intrinsic motivations, political 
consumerism “against”, and interpersonal ties.
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Overall, the foregoing considerations lead us to conclude that the 
probability that growth in AFNs can bring about profound changes in 
the nature of food chains is rather low. It seems very unlikely that AFNs 
could compete with the conventional chains by scaling up, that is, grow-
ing in size and covering a larger share of total consumption, given these 
chains’ superiority in logistics, economies of scale, and management 
skills. AFNs’ current superiority in providing desired intrinsic attributes 
of food is threatened as the conventional chains make up for their delay 
in responding to new consumer demand. It is most likely a repetition of 
the process that affected organic farming, whose very success meant that 
it was subsumed into the mainstream economy, so that the movement 
lost its original oppositional and alternative nature (Guthman, 2014).

A different possibility for AFNs is scaling out, that is, increasing the 
network connecting AFNs to each other and to producers and consum-
ers. Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs) provide great 
technical opportunities in this respect, and online orders are a common 
practice among SPGs. Online sales are also widely used by individual 
farmers. But online connections between consumers and producers are 
not equivalent to face-to-face relationships and cannot fully replicate the 
AFN experience (Bos & Owen, 2016). In addition, commercial firms are 
also mimicking SPGs. The Food Assembly (in French La ruche qui dit 
oui), a French firm that has now spread to several other European coun-
tries, provides an Internet platform where local organizers can manage 
sales by having consumers place orders with local farmers, who weekly 
bring their products for collection by buyers at a specified time and place. 
While the Food Assembly operates in the same way as an SPG, and also 
emphasizes local food and local farmers, it is an economic enterprise in 
which farmers pay a commission (16.7% in France, 20% in other coun-
tries) that is shared equally between the central firm and the local orga-
nizer. It is evident that such an organization follows a logic of 
instrumentalism (intrinsic characteristics of food and low prices for con-
sumers, higher received prices for farmers compared to delivery to super-
markets) but, like supermarkets, cannot provide certain specific 
transaction characteristics that AFNs allow, namely, the personal 
producer-consumer relationship. Radical forms of AFN such as SPGs 
and the like will certainly survive, but more as spaces of radical civic participa-
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tion than as economic competitors of the conventional food chains. As 
such, they might provide fertile ground for aspirations towards a “good 
life” in a “fair society”, connecting everyday needs to large-scale aspira-
tions and collective projects. Their effectiveness as food producers and 
distributors “for the masses” should not be taken for granted on norma-
tive basis.

Overall, the conclusion is that AFNs, if seen as food distribution orga-
nizations that consistently and openly aim to change the food system, 
will likely remain a niche. Their importance is more a matter of civic and 
political participation—a key problem indeed—than of offering a feasi-
ble alternative to the current food system. Radical AFNs are spaces for 
“activist citizens”: “interested in challenging routine, understandings, and 
practices, which makes theirs a political project versus politics as usual” 
(Carolan, 2017, 198).

Much of the growth of the new chains as alternatives to the globalized 
food system stemmed from a combination of two factors: many consum-
ers desired food having certain attributes and these attributes were not 
available in the food provided by the conventional chain. With this coin-
cidence, the search for fresh, tasty, seasonal, and local food came to be 
associated with a critique of the existing food system. As supermarkets 
and the conventional distribution chains in general gradually cover this 
section of demand, the association between new food preferences and 
critical consumption is likely to fade. AFNs thus have the historic merit 
of pushing conventional chains to give more consideration to certain 
food attributes. Consequently, AFNs through their very existence have 
indirectly improved the intrinsic quality of food and its environmental 
impact by creating an incentive for the conventional chains to cover a 
further segment of the market. Nevertheless, conventional chains cannot 
hope to provide the personal relationships that are the crucial character-
istic (though to differing extents) of AFNs, so there will still be room for 
AFNs to survive. Their survival and expansion is linked to the spread of 
conscious and explicit criticism of the food system and to the rejection of 
the impersonal and anonymous modalities of food provisioning that this 
entails.

A final note concerns the role of producers. Those who deliver to AFNs 
are a minority, and AFNs are often not the exclusive outlet for their prod-
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ucts. The alternative chain is not automatically profitable for farmers, not 
necessarily even for small farmers, since it depends on the difference 
between the higher revenue and the higher costs normally entailed by 
AFNs. The growing demand for food with intrinsic quality characteris-
tics and of local provenance will cause prices to rise, both in the direct 
sales channel and indirectly when large-scale retailers decide to address 
this demand segment. This may be followed by a shift in supply if other 
producers react to growing prices by entering these areas of production, 
so that the final outcome may be a larger quantity of quality products but 
not necessarily higher prices. In any case, AFNs may afford a segment of 
producers with an opportunity not only to increase their income but also 
to increase the satisfaction and pride in their product, through recogni-
tion from consumers they interact with personally, a recognition that 
anonymous and fungible delivery to conventional chains cannot 
provide.
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