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Abstract. Meat production and consumption as currently configured in developed 
countries is seen by a growing number of actors as compromising food system 
sustainability, with the situation likely to worsen as globally meat consumption 
is predicted to double by 2050. This article undertakes an initial investigation of 
less meat initiatives (LMIs), which have recently emerged to encourage a reduc-
tion in meat eating at a number of different sites and scales. Prominent examples 
include Meat Free Mondays and Meatless Mondays, which have originated in the 
UK and the US respectively. Drawing on the socio-technical transitions literature, 
the article conceptualizes the notion of eating less meat as a predominantly civic-
based social innovation, focused on diet, with LMIs representing socially innova-
tive niche projects that have the potential to facilitate a transition towards a more 
sustainable regime of meat provisioning. Initial empirical evidence derived from 
primary and secondary sources is used to examine the ‘diffusion’ of LMIs, both 
in the UK and internationally. A key conclusion is that although LMIs are both 
replicating and scaling-up they are not translating the idea of eating less meat 
in any significant way into the mainstream, principally because their demands 
are too radical. A further conclusion is that while commercial organizations, the 
media and the state continue to promote high and unsustainable levels of meat 
consumption, the ability of LMIs to facilitate the diffusion of an innovative social 
practice – eating less meat – is likely to be limited. Nevertheless, LMIs do have the 
potential for raising awareness of and fostering debate about meat eating and the 
arguments for reducing overall levels of meat consumption.

Introduction
The recent controversy in the UK over the ‘contamination’ with horse meat of pro-
cessed meals purportedly made from beef is the latest in a long line of scandals of 
meat provisioning, with the outbreak of bovine spongiform encephalopathy (BSE) 
in cattle and the contamination of ground beef with the bacteria Escherichia coli rep-
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resenting other crisis episodes in the UK and US respectively. Such events speak to 
the idea that meat is a particularly controversial food, albeit periodically.1 This arti-
cle explores a new way in which meat is being (re-)politicized that has only recently 
begun to receive attention from agri-food scholars (Bakker and Dagevos, 2012; Vin-
nari and Tapio, 2012; Lombardini and Lankoski, 2013; Vanhonacker et al., 2013; Sage, 
2014), associated with a series of intersectional concerns about the current configura-
tion of meat provisioning in the developed world. Increasing numbers of actors have 
identified livestock production as a major contributor to climate change through 
greenhouse gas emissions, and an inefficient use of natural resources (Steinfeld et 
al., 2006). Alongside these environmental concerns excessive levels of meat eating 
have been associated with various chronic diseases. Although meat consumption 
levels vary between countries in the developed world, overall it is in excess of 220 
gr. per person per day, leading health experts to recommend a decrease by more 
than half (McMichael et al., 2007). Meanwhile meat production, particularly in its 
most intensive forms, has long been the target of animal rights and welfare groups. 
Taken together, these meat consumption and production impacts have been con-
ceptualized by some commentators as a ‘meat crisis’ (D’Silva and Webster, 2010), 
which is likely to worsen as meat consumption is predicted to double globally in 
a business as usual scenario by 2050 (Steinfeld et al., 2006). As such, a reduction in 
the consumption of meat has been highlighted as likely to have the most significant 
and immediate impact on making diets more sustainable (Garnett et al., 2013), i.e. 
socially just, environmentally benign,2 and economically sound.

This recommendation, however, ignores a number of highly significant counter 
tendencies. First, there is a growing recognition that different meats and different 
meat production systems vary substantially in terms of their environmental impacts: 
for example, in relation to their feed conversion ratios, or whether animals have 
been fattened on imported concentrates or are grass fed (Hamerschlag, 2011). Like-
wise, changes in breeding practices, including the use of genetic modification and 
the development of new technologies such as in vitro meat, might help to reduce 
the environmental impacts of meat production (Beddington, 2010), thereby lessen-
ing the imperative to eat less meat. Second, meat retains a potent symbolic status in 
western culinary and nutritional culture (Fiddes, 1991), suggesting that directives 
to reduce the amount of meat consumed are likely to face some, if not considerable, 
resistance from individual meat eaters. Third, and perhaps most significant, are the 
institutional barriers associated with the considerable economic capital tied up in 
the meat and livestock industry (D’Silva and Tansey, 1999). This is demonstrated 
very powerfully in Robinson Simon’s (2013) recent analysis of ‘the rigged econom-
ics’ of the US meat and dairy industry. The ‘meatonomic’ system, Robinson Simon 
argues, encourages both an overproduction and overconsumption of animal foods 
– for example, through the high levels of public subsidy to livestock agriculture and 
the undue influence of the livestock industry on the regulation of the food system.

Nevertheless, steps are being taken to address the apparent excess of meat pro-
duction and consumption. This article focuses on one of them, ‘less meat initiatives’ 
(LMIs). LMIs are organized and formalized efforts that are attempting to mobilize 
action to reduce meat eating at a number of different sites and scales. Prominent 
examples include Meat Free Mondays and Meatless Mondays, which have origi-
nated in the UK and the US respectively and are having an influence beyond their 
original geographical contexts, and the Belgium town of Ghent’s pioneering weekly 
meat-free day. Although a recent phenomenon, LMIs are growing in number, are 
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attracting increasing media attention and have characteristics that distinguish them 
from more established initiatives that organize to eliminate meat and other animal 
products from the diet, such as vegetarianism and veganism (Maurer, 2002; Morris 
and Kirwan, 2006).

Drawing on primary and secondary information sources, the aim of this article 
is to undertake an initial investigation of LMIs in order to explore their potential to 
contribute to a transition towards a more sustainable system of meat provisioning. 
In framing the rationale for our task in this way, we draw on a particular branch of 
the socio-technical transitions literature, namely strategic niche management (SNM) 
(Schot and Geels, 2008), which has been mobilized increasingly to explore various 
means of effecting governance’ of transitions to greater sustainability. More specifi-
cally, the concept of ‘grass-roots innovations’ enables a focus on the development of 
social innovations within civil society contexts (Seyfang and Haxeltine, 2012). The 
article argues that this approach can be employed to conceptualize the notion of eat-
ing less meat as a predominantly civic-based social innovation, focused on diet, with 
LMIs representing socially innovative niche projects that may facilitate a transition 
towards a more sustainable regime of meat provisioning. The remainder of the arti-
cle is structured as follows. The next section discusses the sustainability transitions 
literature and a particular dimension of this that focuses on the growth and diffusion 
of innovative niches and their projects into wider society. After describing briefly 
the methods employed to produce information about LMIs, the article then utilizes 
aspects of the empirical evidence to elaborate how eating less meat can be framed 
as a social innovation, with LMIs as innovative niche projects. Drawing on other 
parts of the empirical material the diffusion of LMIs, both in the UK and internation-
ally, are then explored in terms of their ‘replication’, ‘scaling-up’ and ‘translation’ of 
the ideas underpinning these niche projects. In concluding, the article argues that 
although there is evidence for the first two dimensions of diffusion, LMIs do not 
appear to be contributing in any significant way to the translation of the idea of eat-
ing less meat into the mainstream, because their demands are too radical. However, 
in spite of the conflicts and contestations associated with this social innovation, the 
article suggests that LMIs do have a useful role to play in raising awareness of and 
fostering debate about meat eating and the arguments for reducing overall levels of 
meat consumption. Further, in particular spatially delimited sites such as schools 
and other institutions, LMIs can also provide an introduction to the practices of eat-
ing less meat. Finally, suggestions are made for further research into this significant 
sustainability challenge.

Socio-technical Regimes, Green Niches and Grass-roots Social Innovations
Debate about how to improve the sustainability of modern industrial societies has 
led to a growing interest in how such transitions can be governed in practice. In this 
respect, the work of Geels and Schot (2007), amongst others (e.g. Rip and Kemp, 
1998; Wiskerke, 2003; Geels, 2005; Lawhon and Murphy, 2011), provides a useful 
starting point in helping to understand the complexity of governance’ of transitions 
to greater sustainability, through developing the notions of a multilevel perspective 
(MLP) and socio-technical transitions (STT). In this approach, transitions are defined 
as being changes from one socio-technical regime to another, involving different ac-
tors aligning their interests in order to stabilize their activities within a particular 
regime of operation. The notion of socio-technical highlights that a regime is a com-
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plex assemblage of both technical artefacts and social relations (Smith, 2007). Geels 
and Schot (2007) identify three key elements within the MLP: the socio-technical 
landscape, the socio-technical regime, and niche innovations. Within the context of 
this article, the socio-technical landscape represents pressures that are exogenous to the 
specific context of meat provisioning and yet have an influence on it – for example, 
concerns about climate change and resource use. Not all of these pressures may be 
focused directly on meat provisioning, and yet are increasingly creating an impera-
tive for change. The socio-technical regime of meat provisioning can be thought of as 
being the existing mode of operation, or status quo, which includes how issues are 
framed, normalised practices, and the way in which the regime is embedded within 
particular institutions and governance mechanisms (as illustrated by Robinson Si-
mon, 2013). This constellation has stabilized over time, making it difficult for new 
modes of organization, such as diets based on lower levels of meat eating, to develop 
and bring about change. The third element, niche innovations, can be understood as 
small-scale initiatives that at present may not be putting pressure directly on the so-
cio-technical regime to change, and yet have the potential to do so. They are usually 
developed from the bottom up rather than being imposed from the top down, and 
they are the likely source of ‘revolutionary’ change as opposed to the ‘incremental 
and path dependent’ changes taking place within the regime (Smith, 2007).

The relationship between niches and regimes is key to understanding the nature 
of transitions to greater sustainability, notwithstanding that pressures may also be 
exerted on an existing regime from the landscape level. In this respect, the notion of 
‘transition’ to a different socio-technical regime is helpful, as well as a recognition 
that it is highly contingent on a range of processes and constituent parts, not least the 
‘multilevel dynamics’ that are likely to be involved (Wiskerke, 2003). In practice, the 
outcome of the interaction between a given regime and niche innovations is depend-
ent upon the relative strength and stability of each. For example, how much pressure 
is the existing regime under to become more sustainable? How well developed is 
the niche, and how much financial, institutional and political support does it have? 
Unless niches secure this support, they are likely to have little impact (Smith, 2007). 
This signals the role of power and the politics of transitions, issues that Lawhon and 
Murphy (2011) argue have been given insufficient attention in transition research, 
but which can be understood through a language-based approach, i.e. the discourses 
mobilized by actors as they seek to effect or block change.

A number of further perceived weaknesses have been identified in the STT ap-
proach, including an overemphasis on technological artefacts as agents of change, 
rather than examining the social context and behavioural response that results from 
the pressures for change. The framework has also been criticized for failing to ad-
dress the spatialities of transition and for focusing on those actors who are responsi-
ble for developing policy changes, rather than on those who may be directly affected 
by them or actually need to implement them in their daily lives in order to make 
the transition towards a more sustainable lifestyle (Lawhon and Murphy, 2011). In 
response, Seyfang and Smith (2007, p. 585) introduce the concept of ‘grass-roots in-
novations’, which they define as ‘networks of activists and organisations… experi-
menting with social innovations’ in order to develop innovative niche-based ap-
proaches that offer a more sustainable alternative to the mainstream. The inclusion 
of the social dimension is distinctive, which Seyfang and Haxeltine (2012, p. 382) 
argue ‘provides a conceptual framework for examining the role of a civic society 
in the emergence and governance’ of transitions to greater sustainability. Although 
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some authors express concern about the ‘fuzziness’ of the term social innovation (e.g. 
Bock, 2012; Neumeier, 2012), there is a broad consensus that it involves new forms of 
organization both at institutional and personal levels. Key to such transformations is 
the development of ‘green niches’, described by Seyfang and Smith (2007, p. 589) as 
‘sustainability experiments in society in which participation is widespread and the 
focus is on social learning’.

Building on this perspective, the article argues that the idea of eating less meat 
can be conceptualized as a social innovation with LMIs as green niche projects based 
on this innovation. Such projects have the potential to bring about change or trans-
formation in the dominant regime of meat provisioning, to make it more sustainable. 
Further, this article utilizes a particular branch of the socio-technical transitions lit-
erature, namely strategic niche management (SNM) (Schot and Geels, 2008), which 
is concerned with understanding how innovations, with the potential to contribute 
to sustainable development, can become established and lead to change in the over-
arching regime (Kemp et al., 1998). In their application of SNM to the analysis of 
the Transition Town movement, Seyfang and Haxeltine (2012, p. 384) argue that it 
is important to realize that grass-roots innovations are distinctive from the techno-
logical, market-based innovations more usually associated with the SNM literature. 
In this respect, the innovation is intent on ‘developing new ideas and practices; ex-
perimenting with new systems of provision; enabling people to express “alterna-
tive” green and progressive values; and the tangible achievement of sustainability 
improvements, albeit on a small scale’. This is highly pertinent to the examination 
of LMIs, as elaborated in the following section. In seeking to understand how such 
niche projects can facilitate the diffusion of innovative socio-technical practices, the 
literature suggests that it can be achieved through one or more of the following 
ways: by replication of the project or initiative involved; through growing it in terms 
of scale by attracting more participants; or by translating the key ideas underpinning 
the niche into mainstream thinking (Seyfang and Haxeltine, 2012, p. 384). Here, the 
focus is on the extent to which individual LMI projects are being replicated (both 
geographically and institutionally), the evidence for up-scaling of these projects 
through the enrolment of more participants, and the translation of the eating less 
meat idea into mainstream settings, such as by its promotion by mainstream actors.

In considering the challenges faced by LMIs as they diffuse and seek to effect 
changes in the regime, the analysis also draws on Smith’s (2006) proposition that 
innovative socio-technical niches need to combine ‘radical’ and ‘reforming’ char-
acteristics. In other words, niches must be both at radical odds with the incumbent 
socio-technical regime and demonstrate some compatibility with that regime, even 
though such compatibility blunts the innovative potential of the niche (Smith, 2006). 
In practice, this implies that there must be niche elements that can be appropriated 
easily by the mainstream, leading towards mildly more sustainable reforms. Mean-
while, the more radical practices of the niche can and will continue to be pursued 
by committed actors within a renewed niche who remain advocates for more radical 
systems innovations. In the following section we discuss the operationalization of 
this conceptual framework through the use of a number of methods.

Methods
The data discussed in the subsequent sections of the article were derived from a 
combination of secondary and primary research strategies. In the first instance, the 
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aim was to try to scope the range of LMIs both nationally and internationally. In 
order to do this, an online ‘snowballing’ approach was taken to the identification 
of LMIs between mid-May and mid-June 2011, starting with the websites of high 
profile LMIs that were widely discussed in the media at that time, such as Meatless 
Monday in the US and Meat Free Mondays in the UK. From these websites, it was 
possible to identify the websites of other LMIs with which they had connections but 
also organizations who were in some way engaged in or interested in the develop-
ment of initiatives to eat less meat. This process continued until no further leads 
were found. In addition, a Google search was undertaken to produce further data 
that may have been missed by the above approach. The choice of Google as a search 
engine is justified by previous studies that have established search engine accuracy 
(Thelwall, 2008; Weaver and Bimber 2008). It is acknowledged, however, that ‘any 
search engine provides access to only a portion of the Web’ (Bryman, 2012, p. 655). A 
variety of search terms were employed, including ‘less meat’, ‘meatless’, ‘meat less’ 
and ‘meat reduction and climate change’. This search revealed little new data, which 
in itself was a helpful confirmation of the approach taken. The procedures were re-
peated in the same period in 2013, in order to ascertain whether LMIs were still in 
operation, how they had developed and whether new initiatives had emerged. This 
revealed only very limited changes to the picture established in 2011. For example, 
two additional activities based in the UK were identified and an evolution in some 
existing LMIs, e.g. the London-based Dulwich vegan and vegetarian societies’ meat-
free day identified in 2011 had been incorporated into the London vegan societies’ 
meat-free day in 2013. In a small number of other cases an LMI identified in 2011 
was no longer active, e.g. the UK’s Vegetarian Society no longer carried a link to 
MFM and the proposal to implement meat-free menus in the UK’s National Health 
Service had made no further progress. All relevant information from LMI websites 
was downloaded into a Word document to enable thematic analysis of the text. It 
is acknowledged that this type of approach is limited to those LMIs with a web 
presence and that communicate in English. At the very least it has been possible to 
identify the presence of an LMI in countries that are not English speaking (e.g. Brazil), 
because reference is made to them by LMIs located in an English-speaking context. A 
detailed understanding, however, of these LMIs has not been possible through this 
methodological approach.

In addition to this secondary research, primary research was undertaken into the 
most high-profile initiative in the UK: Meat Free Mondays (MFM). It is also the LMI 
that is referred to most frequently by LMIs based in other countries. The research 
approach involved an online questionnaire survey of 48 MFM participants recruited 
via the MFM’s Facebook page, with support from the MFM campaign manager who 
posted a link to the questionnaire. This approach generated an ‘availability sample’ 
as respondents were self-selecting and limited to those who regularly use the Inter-
net (Cloke et al., 2004). In addition, 14 semi-structured interviews were conducted 
with people closely linked to or involved in MFM, forming a ‘judgemental sample’, 
including two MFM representatives, a catering company involved in delivering 
MFM in schools, two UK Members of Parliament, and students from universities 
in the UK and Hong Kong, where MFM projects have been implemented. Finally, 
to gain an understanding of how MFM is being portrayed in the media, 95 articles 
from UK-based regional and national newspapers containing the phrase ‘Meat Free 
Monday’ were identified for analysis, from the database Lexis Nexis.
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Less Meat Initiatives as Socially Innovative Niche Projects
In this section, by drawing on aspects of the empirical evidence, we elaborate how 
the idea of eating less meat can be framed as a social innovation with LMIs as in-
novative niche projects. The idea of eating no meat is an ancient one, albeit more 
recently promulgated by the modern vegetarian and vegan movements (Maurer, 
2002). Notwithstanding the US wartime initiative of Meatless Monday (MLM), the 
concept of eating less meat in order to make meat provisioning more sustainable 
has come to prominence only since the turn of the century. One of the first LMIs 
to be established, in 2003, is Meatless Monday. It is a US-based project of the not-
for-profit Monday Campaigns, in association with the Johns Hopkins Bloomberg 
School of Public Health and its Center for a Livable Future. Described as a ‘public 
health awareness programme’ and endorsed by 20 Schools of Public Health, Meat-
less Monday aims to reduce the risk of preventable diseases in the American popula-
tion by reducing the consumption of saturated fat, while at the same time reducing 
carbon footprints and saving resources like fresh water and fossil fuel. The initiative 
provides information and recipes for healthy, environmentally friendly, meat-free 
meals. The most prominent LMI in the UK is Meat Free Monday, established in 2009 
by the former Beatle Paul McCartney and his family. Based in London, the primary 
aim of this not-for-profit initiative is ‘to raise awareness of the environmental impact 
of meat eating and encourage people to meaningfully reduce their greenhouse gas 
emissions by having at least one meat-free day every week’ (McCartney, 2009). In 
addition to these two national level awareness-raising and information-providing 
LMIs, individual towns and cities such as San Francisco, Ghent, Cape Town and Sao 
Paolo have instituted meat-free days (MFDs), typically at the behest of the town or 
city council, but with the support of a range of other organizations in the non-gov-
ernmental, public (e.g. hospitals and schools) and private sectors (e.g. restaurants). 
These examples demonstrate how LMI projects of this type enrol actors from differ-
ent parts of society into the meat reduction agenda.

LMIs typically take the form of MFDs with Monday being the preferred day of 
action.3 This temporality has been explained in historical terms, as successful US-
based campaigns during the First and Second World Wars to encourage less meat 
consumption were organised on a Monday, along with ‘wheatless Wednesdays’ 
(Foodwise, 2013a). Another reason for the Monday focus is that for many this is 
the beginning of the working week and the start of a weekly routine, which the 
Monday Campaigns has demonstrated ‘positively affect[s] a range of healthy behav-
iors’ (Monday Campaigns, 2013). Another, less prominent type of LMI project is the 
meat-free menus offered by both public and commercial institutions. For example, 
the Sustainable Development Unit of the UK’s National Health Service proposed, 
as part of its carbon-reduction strategy, that meat-free menus should be introduced 
into hospitals in 2009. At the time of writing, this remains a proposal and is indica-
tive of the barriers that exist to this social innovation, which are discussed below.

The websites of LMI projects typically feature lists of organizations that have 
endorsed the initiative, amongst which environmental, animal rights/welfare, and 
diet-based NGOs feature strongly. Alongside this support from the non-governmen-
tal sector, celebrity endorsements of some LMIs such as MFM and MLM are very 
pronounced. For example, TV presenter Oprah Winfrey is reported as playing a key 
role in raising public awareness of MLM in the US (Scott-Thomas, 2011). These con-
nections between LMIs and other organizations and individuals are part of the pro-
cess of their legitimization, which is also evidenced in the discursive connections 
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that LMIs make to past campaigns that have encouraged a reduction in a particular 
aspect of consumption. The wartime meat-reduction campaigns have already been 
mentioned, but the San Francisco based MFD provides a further illustration. This 
LMI has been initiated by the city’s Board of Supervisors, which formally recognizes 
the city’s Vegetarian Society’s ‘Meat Out’ day:

‘The idea for the Great American Meat Out is based on The Great American 
Smoke Out of years ago, encouraging smokers to go without smoking one 
day. ‘Now we encourage people to go without meat one day in hopes they 
will kick the ‘meat habit’ and replace it with good food and good health’ 
(Lee, 2011).

An explicit connection is made between ‘meat out’ and ‘smoke out’, to help make 
the former both more familiar, i.e. this sort of action has been taken before so there 
is nothing to fear, and more meaningful, i.e. it is for a good cause, benefitting the 
participant (the smoker/meat-eater) and others (the second-hand smoker/societal 
and environmental health).

LMIs comprise, therefore, networks of people, most of which originate within 
the civic sphere. They are intent on developing new ways of engaging with meat, 
and in particular reducing the total amount that is eaten. In doing so they are non-
conformist since they contest the dominant diet, which has meat at its centre, in 
Europe and North America and, increasingly, other ‘westernized’ countries, argu-
ing that dietary practices with respect to animal proteins need to be thought about 
and carried out differently. The focus is on changing the perceptions, attitudes and 
practices of those involved, both at an LMI level and, more broadly, within the meat-
provisioning regime, thereby highlighting the social nature of this innovation (Neu-
meier, 2012). Enabling the expression of alternative, green and progressive values is 
another feature of social innovations and in the case of LMIs this is revealed in the 
main arguments they advance for reducing meat consumption. Four are particularly 
prominent. First, the assertion is made that it will benefit the global environment 
with the dominant discourse here being the relationship between meat production–
consumption and climate change. Reference within this context is often made to the 
2006 FAO Livestock’s Long Shadow report (Steinfeld et al., 2006), which is concerned 
with the resource-use implications (especially for water, land and fossil fuels), de-
forestation and climate change of escalating levels of meat production. Meat Free 
Mondays, for example, states that ‘We’re not asking you to give up meat completely, 
we’re encouraging you to do your bit to help protect our planet. By joining together 
in having one meat-free day each week we’ll be making great steps towards reducing 
the environmental problems associated with the meat industry’ (<http://www.meatfree
mondays.com>, emphasis added). Likewise, in the case of the animal rights NGO 
Animal Aid’s Meat Free Monday campaign, the emphasis is placed on the environ-
mental possibilities of meat reduction with comparison being made to road trans-
port: ‘If everyone in the UK adopted Meat-Free Monday, it would result in greater 
carbon savings than taking five million cars off the road’ (Animal Aid, 2011).

Second, it is claimed that reducing meat consumption is good for your health, 
with a number of LMIs stressing that in countries such as Australia, Canada and the 
UK we eat more meat than is good for us, leading to higher levels of some forms of 
cancer, heart disease, obesity and diabetes. Australia’s Meatless Monday initiative 
highlights the health arguments of eating less meat, as well as the climate benefits:
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‘MFMs is a campaign encouraging Australians to go meat free for one day 
a week, for the good of their health and the good of their planet… It has 
long dominated our dinner plates and taken centre stage in the very idea 
of being Australian. The problem is, our love of meat has begun to take 
a big toll on both our health and the health of our planet… That’s where 
we come in. MFMs is a fun, positive and powerful way to raise awareness 
about the personal health and environmental benefits of reducing our meat 
consumption’ (Foodwise, 2013b).

Third, LMIs argue that animal suffering will be reduced and/or animal welfare will 
be improved either through reducing the amount of meat consumed (and, by impli-
cation, requiring fewer animals be slaughtered) or through eating less meat that is 
of a higher quality in terms of its production practices. In the case of PETA’s (People 
for the Ethical Treatment of Animals) promotion of a meat-free day, reducing ani-
mal suffering is given particular prominence: ‘Intensive farming and the transport-
ing and slaughter of animals cause animals fear, pain and stress… By reducing our 
meat… consumption, we can decrease the number of animals who endure traumatic 
experiences’ (PETA Education, 2013).

The fourth argument mobilized by LMIs concerns the alleviation of world hun-
ger, linked to the quantity of plant protein fed to animals (rather than directly to 
humans) and the relatively poor conversion ratio of plant to animal protein. For 
example, in launching its Meat-free Day campaign the city of Cape Town highlights 
the ‘intensely energy intensive’ nature of beef farming:

‘as is demonstrated by the fact that it takes the equivalent of a seven-min-
ute shower each day over six months to produce just 500 grams of beef. Ac-
cording to the United Nations, every day a billion people go to bed hungry, 
whilst the Western world diverts a third of the world’s grain harvest to feed 
livestock’ (City of Capetown, 2013).

In spite of a broadly common agenda, it is clear that the principal arguments are 
not given equal emphasis across LMIs, reflecting the interests of the organization 
that has established the LMI (e.g. an animal NGO is more likely to emphasize the 
animal welfare gains of eating less meat) and the sociocultural and political contexts 
in which it is operating (e.g. in the US the health arguments of MLM are probably 
perceived to resonate more strongly than those concerning climate change, although 
this particular LMI has its roots in public health).

Another aspect to consider is who is being encouraged to act, i.e. to be enrolled 
into specific LMI projects. This is not always made explicit, and needs to be inter-
preted in relation to the nature of the LMI organizer(s) and the discourses employed. 
The primary actor emphasized is the citizen, albeit identified at different scales, i.e. 
the citizen of a city, nation state or the globe. For example, in promoting MFM in 
schools, PETA refers to this as ‘an exciting cross-curricular global citizenship pro-
ject’ (PETA Education, 2013). Meanwhile, MFM itself asserts that ‘the best hope for 
change lies in average people becoming more aware of the true costs of industrial 
meat production and taking action themselves’ (<http://www.meatfreemondays
.com>). The consumer is a subjectivity that also features in LMI discourse, e.g. as 
purchasers of a company’s meat-free foods to satisfy their own desires, as in the case 
of the promotion of MFM by Goodlife Foods. That the consumer is the subject of in-
terest is also evident in the fact that although the message is on reducing the amount 
of meat that is consumed, this is quite often framed in terms of providing more menu 
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options, or even greater choice, as well as being an aspiration rather than an imposi-
tion. Such notions fit very clearly into the prevailing discourse of consumerism. At 
times a hybrid subjectivity of the consumer–citizen (Johnston, 2008) appears to be 
the target of mobilization, when participants are urged to purchase meat-free foods 
to satisfy themselves but also to achieve wider socioecological benefits, i.e. improve-
ments for the environment, animals and human welfare. In the case of some LMIs, 
individuals (either as consumers and/or citizens) are left to act alone albeit encour-
aged and supported by the campaign, e.g. MLM Canada and Australia, and Cape 
Town’s meat-free day. Meanwhile, in other LMIs, food provisioning institutions and 
organizations are enrolled by the initiative to assist participants in making meat-free 
choices, e.g. Ghent’s meat-free Thursday involves the provision of meat-free menus 
by restaurants, shops and hospitals. In such cases the emphasis is clearly collective 
local-level action that includes individuals and organizations working together to 
facilitate a reduction in meat consumption. This is captured in the US MLM’s aim to 
create ‘a broad-based, grassroots movement that spans all borders and demographic 
groups’ (Meatless Monday, 2013).

Since the ultimate aim of the LMI green niche is to enable a transition to greater 
sustainability within the meat-provisioning regime, it can be understood as pre-
dominantly ‘strategic’ in character concerned with realizing ‘diffusion’ benefits that 
value the niche as a means to an end. However, appeals to the personal health ben-
efits of reducing meat consumption within some LMI projects signal that it also has 
a ‘simple’ quality in the terms of Seyfang and Smith (2007), i.e. focused on ‘intrinsic’ 
benefits that value the niche for its own sake and are not seeking regime change. 
In adopting a social innovations approach to the conceptualization and analysis of 
LMIs, we recognize that niches on their own will not lead to regime change, but 
that they are sites where ideas can be developed as to what can be done differently; 
furthermore, that they will have little impact unless they are supported in some way, 
either financially, institutionally or in terms of policy (Kemp et al., 1998; Seyfang and 
Haxeltine, 2012).

The Diffusion of Less Meat Initiatives

Having made the case for understanding the idea of eating less meat as a social 
innovation with LMIs as niche projects that express alternative, green values and 
that seek to encourage new attitudes, perceptions and practices in relation to meat 
consumption both individually and institutionally, the article moves on to examine 
the diffusion of this niche and the politics of this process. As the literature suggests, 
this can be achieved through one or more of the following: replication, scaling up, 
and translation, each of which is now considered in turn. We draw on both the pri-
mary and secondary sources of information analysed in order to provide evidence 
for each of these dimensions of diffusion.

Replication
There is clear evidence to suggest that LMIs are being replicated, with the web-based 
research revealing activity in many countries, including within Europe (UK, France, 
Belgium, Finland, Spain, Germany, Croatia), North and South America (US, Canada, 
Brazil), South Africa, the Middle East (Israel), Asia (Singapore, Taiwan, Hong Kong 
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and Japan) and Australia. However, this may be an underestimation of the spatial 
reach of LMIs as the MLM initiative claims it has now been implemented in 23 coun-
tries. We interpret replication as taking place both through adoption of an LMI pro-
ject, entailing its implementation within specific institutions and the reshaping of 
their practices and procedures, and also through the promotion of an LMI project. Ex-
amples of adoption include the proposal to implement MFMs in the catering outlets 
of the UK’s House of Commons, and the actual implementation of MFMs in schools, 
colleges and universities across the UK. In 2010, for example, it was reported that 
three Oxford University colleges ‘have made meat free meals the default Monday 
option for students’ (Griffin, 2010). An MFM representative claimed in interview 
that it is ‘active in schools all over the country’, with Preston Manor School in Wem-
bley, London providing a detailed account of its engagement with MFM on its own 
website. The primary research on MFM suggests that replication is more likely to 
occur when institutions ‘opt in’ to an LMI project and take ownership of the notion 
of reducing the amount of meat in the diet, rather than this being imposed from 
above (see section on translation below). In schools, for example, the young people 
involved in MFM have been seen as more willing to do this on the grounds of trying 
something new, as well as feeling part of something exciting and in which they have 
a say. MLM in the US also claims to have been adopted widely by schools, colleges, 
universities, restaurants, and hospitals across the country and these are listed on 
the website of this LMI. Although, as the theory of social innovations suggests, the 
majority of actors involved in establishing LMIs are from within civil society; food 
companies – manufacturers, caterers and restaurants – also feature in the adoption 
of LMIs.

LMIs are also promoted by a wide range of organizations. While it is acknowl-
edged that this is not the same as implementing a meat-reduction project in a spe-
cific institutional or individual context, promotional activities can be seen as a form 
of replication as they take the meat-reduction agenda beyond the organizations that 
have actually initiated an LMI project. Some of the organizations that are promot-
ing an LMI are concerned with animal rights, e.g. Animal Aid and PETA both pro-
mote MFM. Others are mobilizing for dietary change that involves the reduction 
or elimination of animal foods. In the case of the latter, national vegetarian (e.g. 
France, Singapore, UK) and vegan societies (e.g. the US-based ‘Meatout’ organiza-
tion is associated with Tel Aviv University’s Meat Free Day) appear to be playing an 
influential role, although they are by no means the only actors. As such, the less meat 
agenda should not be interpreted as driven wholly by vegetarian and vegan inter-
ests. Environmental NGOs, including the Young People’s Trust for the Environment, 
Friends of the Earth UK and Earthsave Canada also feature as promoters of LMIs. 
The majority of organizations that promote LMIs are within the non-governmental 
sector. However, commercial promotion of an LMI project is also evident albeit to 
a relatively limited extent, e.g. Goodlife Foods and Linda McCartney Foods, both 
manufacturers of meat-free products, promote MFM.

Scaling Up
The presence of LMIs in multiple locations across the globe and in diverse institu-
tions within any one country provides one indication of the diffusion of this social 
innovation. It is also necessary to establish the extent and nature of participation in 
these LMIs in order to assess the degree of ‘scaling up’.
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Although the information is preliminary, LMIs in both the UK and the US are 
attracting growing numbers of participants with social media playing a crucial role 
in this process. The main focus of communication for MFM is through its website, 
as well as through Facebook and Twitter. The survey of its Facebook members re-
vealed that over two-thirds had first heard about MFM through social media and, 
once involved with MFM, nearly all of their communication with fellow participants 
was via the Internet. In terms of the numbers of participants, reporting on his blog 
in July 2009, The Guardian newspaper’s ethical living and environmental journalist 
Leo Hickman commented ‘I see that [MFM’s] Facebook page has more than 3,600 
followers’, suggesting that a process of scaling up is underway. However, Hickman 
goes on to reflect ‘but is anyone out there really giving up their bacon sarnies on 
Monday mornings?’ (Hickman, 2009); the implication being that scaling up is not 
necessarily indicative of changes being made to the diets of individuals. Evidence 
from the US appears to be a little more conclusive. A 2011 online poll revealed that 
50.22% of 2,000 American adults in a nationally representative sample were aware 
of MLM, and up from 30% awareness six months before that (Scott-Thomas, 2011). 
In response to the survey results, the initiative stated on its website: ‘This is aston-
ishing given that the campaign has no paid media or even pro bono advertising 
typical of public service campaigns.’ Instead, it is claimed that awareness is being 
driven by viral Internet campaigns and the participation of key organizations, such 
as the catering company Sodexo,4 and influential individuals in the media, including 
Oprah Winfrey. The poll also revealed that among those who said they were aware 
of the MLM initiative, 27% claimed that it had influenced their decision to cut back 
on meat, suggesting that the LMI is already attracting a not insignificant number of 
participants.

Translation
In this section we explore how and the extent to which the key idea underpinning 
the LMI niche – eating less meat – is being translated into mainstream thinking. 
This is a more challenging dimension of diffusion to evidence and requires inter-
pretation of a range of secondary sources, including media commentary. Important 
here is a consideration of the ways in which the idea of eating less meat is being 
contested as this will reveal the barriers to its translation. Meat eating comprises an 
important dimension of recently published reports by mainstream actors such as the 
FAO (Steinfeld et al., 2006), the UK government’s advisor on sustainability issues 
the Sustainable Development Commission (SDC, 2009), and financial organizations 
such as the Deutsche Bank (Deutsche Bank Research, 2009). This demonstrates that 
at the very least there is a debate taking place about eating less meat in an increas-
ing number of arenas. Further, recent market research has claimed that meat sales in 
Europe and North America have slowed considerably and that there is a ‘growing 
trend towards meat-free or meat-reduced diets’ (FoodAndDrinkEurope.com, 2011). 
A Mintel survey of 2,000 US adults reported that 39% of participants claimed to be 
eating less beef in 2013 than in 2012 (Taylor, 2014). A variety of reasons for this shift 
are identified, including health, environmental, animal welfare and financial, rea-
sons that are advanced by the LMIs themselves. While FoodAndDrinkEurope.com 
(2011) argues that government public health initiatives that encourage citizens to 
reduce their salt intake or increase their consumption of fruit and vegetables ‘have 
all impacted meat consumption’, it also suggests (but provides no supporting evi-
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dence) that LMIs, identified within the report as ‘celebrity-led campaigns’, are also 
contributing to the reduction in meat eating. Such claims about broad changes in 
meat consumption provide an early indication of the translation of the idea of eating 
less meat into the mainstream.

The 2011 poll (on awareness of MLM and associated dietary change) referred to 
in the previous section is reported by an organization that represents the meat pro-
cessing industry and the report goes on to say: ‘Commenting on the MLM initia-
tive’s potential impact on the meat industry, communications director of the Animal 
Agriculture Alliance Sarah Hubbart said it is “something to watch” but added that 
97% of Americans choose to include meat, milk and eggs as part of their diet’ (Scott-
Thomas, 2011). This suggests that economic actors within the mainstream meat-pro-
visioning system in the US, while aware of LMIs, are not unduly perturbed by their 
emergence. In the UK, however, parts of the farming industry, particularly those 
associated with the livestock sector, have contested LMIs. For example, Rees Rob-
erts, Chairman of Meat Promotion Wales, July 2009, is reported by the BBC to have 
argued that: ‘We’ve had celebrities calling for meat-free Mondays and even a town 
in Belgian trying to ban meat one day a week. The more extreme elements go further, 
accusing livestock farmers and meat eaters of killing the planet and heaping all the 
woes of climate change onto our shoulders’ (Hickman, 2009).

Likewise, a Welsh MP and Liberal Democrat rural affairs spokesperson con-
demned the NHS’s proposal to introduce meat-free menus on the grounds ‘that it 
would deal a “significant blow” to the livestock industry and have limited environ-
mental benefits’ (MeatInfo.co.uk, 2009). That livestock farmers and their representa-
tives should express concern about LMIs is perhaps to be anticipated, although as 
the coordinator of the Cape Town’s meat-free day points out, eating less meat can 
provide opportunities for the producers of welfare-friendly meat as the initiative: 
‘[It] encourages everyone to eat less but better meat – preferably free range meat 
products. Eliminating meat from your diet for one day a week will result in a sav-
ing… That saving can be used to buy healthier and more humane free-range meat’ 
(Pollack, 2010).

Similarly, in its promotion of MFMs the Young People’s Trust for the Environment 
(YPTE) asserts that a reduction in meat intake need not have negative consequences 
for farmers:

‘After all, our population is rising, so the demand will still be there, even 
if we all do eat less. But hopefully we can reduce our reliance on large 
scale industrial farming systems and instead give our support to the farm-
ers who are operating on a less industrial scale. If we all eat less meat, but 
choose better quality meat when we do buy it, rather than cheap imported 
meat, we will be supporting our own farmers and helping to promote good 
animal welfare’ (YPTE, 2013).

Both of these quotes suggest that the relationship between the agendas of LMIs and 
meat producers is not as straightforward as some meat industry commentators sug-
gest.

This contrasts with the sometimes vehement resistance to LMIs that has been 
evident in both local and national government contexts in the UK. The most widely 
reported case of local level contestation occurred in Brighton, Sussex, a town on the 
coast of Southern England that is popularly known for its ‘alternative’ culture and 
the first parliamentary constituency in the UK to elect a Green Party member of par-
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liament (MP) following its local electoral success. In its 2011 election manifesto, the 
Green Party pledged to introduce MFMs in all of the town council’s catering outlets. 
A pilot MFM project was implemented in selected council departments, but proved 
to be so unpopular with the refuse collectors based in a particular city council de-
pot that it was abandoned almost immediately. One national newspaper reported 
how a protest had been ‘staged by “disgusted” workers when their canteen had 
removed bacon butties and lamb chops from the menu’ (Daily Mail Reporter, 2011). 
The town’s council viewed the failed pilot as ‘disappointing’, but said that it would 
‘work to communicate the benefits better and work more closely with the workforce 
in any future plans’ (Daily Mail Reporter, 2011), suggesting that a MFD may yet ma-
terialize within council premises.

Elsewhere, the efforts of other town councils have also failed to implement an 
LMI, both in the UK (e.g. MFM at Manchester City Council) and in Espoo, Finland, 
for example, where the focus was school meals (Helsingin Sanomat, 2010). Again, 
this provides evidence of the problems of translation that this diet-focused social 
innovation is encountering. Alexis Rowell, a councillor and leader of a sustainabil-
ity task-force group from Camden Borough Council in London, attempted in 2009 
to ‘put less but better meat’ (Hampstead and Highgate Express, 2013) on the menus 
in the council’s canteens. An earlier attempt to provide meat-free menus had been 
‘laughed off in the borough’ according to the local press, blocked by Conservative 
councillors. Although the campaign was reinvigorated by the NHS’s announcement 
in January 2009 that it planned to reduce the amount of meat on its hospital menus,5 
it was immediately criticized by Conservative councillor Martin Davis, head of the 
borough’s health strategy, who is reported to have said that:

‘My opposition to this comes from the fact that I want people to have choice. 
I don’t want us to say what people can and can’t do. There should be meat 
options and non-meat options so if people want they can choose to not eat 
meat for environmental reasons’ (Hampstead and Highgate Express, 2009).

The initiative was subsequently abandoned by the council (Alexis Rowell, former 
Liberal Democrat councillor at Camden Borough Council, personal communication, 
10 March 2014).

Although most of the instances of resistance to LMIs by mainstream actors are 
evident in the context of local government, attempts to encourage less meat eating in 
the UK’s national parliament have also been challenged, providing further evidence 
of the barriers to translation. Here, three MPs (Green, Labour and Liberal Democrat) 
attempted to introduce MFM into the House of Commons catering facilities. Hav-
ing made their request to the Director and Head of Catering and Retail Services 
in the Houses of Commons and Lords respectively, they received a negative email 
response in October 2010 from the former who said: ‘I fear that it would be deeply 
divisive and disruptive to enforce an eating regime – even for one day – that denied 
our customers the opportunity to eat meat if they so choose.’ The Green Party  MP – 
Caroline Lucas – subsequently provided written evidence, including the email from 
the Director of Catering and Retail Services, to the Administration Committee of the 
House of Commons requesting that the Committee consider two proposals to help 
reduce the carbon footprint of the catering department. One of the proposals was 
the introduction of MFM with the argument made by Lucas that ‘Parliament could 
send a powerful message and set a great example by designating one day a week 
as meat-free’ (House of Commons Catering and Retail Services, 2011). Further steps 
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were taken by John Leech MP (Liberal Democrats) to try to implement MFM in all 
cafeterias in the Houses of Parliament by tabling an early day motion (EDM) on 6 
September 2010. The EDM was signed by 33 MPs, of which the majority were from 
the Labour Party, eight from the Liberal Democratics and two from other minority 
parties. No Conservative Party MPs were signatories (House of Commons Early Day 
Motion, 2010). The EDM was unsuccessful. More recently, in the period leading up 
to the September 2013 general election in Germany, it was reported that the Green 
Party’s proposal to institute a ‘veggie day’, in which canteens would be obliged to 
offer only vegetarian meals on one day of every week, had contributed to a slump in 
the polls and limited the Party’s chances of electoral success (Connolly, 2013).

Discussion and Conclusions
This article has undertaken an initial examination of LMIs, a recent development 
that seeks to effect dietary change as a means of contributing to a transition to a 
more sustainable regime of meat provisioning. The field of agri-food studies has 
been rather slow to engage with the wider debate about eating less meat and so 
one of the contributions of this article has been to extend this engagement through 
analysis of LMIs and their international development. The application of aspects 
of the STT literature to the examination of LMIs is also novel and, in turn, enables 
important questions to be raised about the less meat agenda. The article has argued 
that the new engagements with meat that LMIs are attempting to foster, notably the 
idea that eating less meat is desirable environmentally, socially and economically, 
can be understood as socially innovative in the terms of STT. Through activities and 
projects that arise mostly within civil society, LMIs are mobilizing to change the 
perceptions, attitudes and practices towards the consumption of meat, both at the 
level of individual participants but also within institutions in the meat provisioning 
regime. Further, LMIs express alternative, green and progressive values through the 
arguments that they make about why less meat should be eaten, emphasizing the 
benefits to the global environment, animal welfare, human health and social justice.

The major concern of the article has been to examine LMIs through the lens of the 
STT literature rather than to scrutinize an aspect of that literature using LMIs as the 
empirical vehicle for doing so. Nevertheless, by utilizing this literature to explore 
LMIs the article has extended its empirical scope to incorporate issues of dietary 
practice, which to date has been neglected in this body of work even though it is be-
ginning to be actively and productively utilized in other food provisioning contexts 
(e.g. Smith, 2006, 2007; Kirwan et al., 2013). Likewise, related scholarship that argues 
for a focus on civil society lead food provisioning activities from the perspective of 
‘civic food networks’ (CFN) has been similarly neglectful of diet, it being notable 
by its omission from the list of characteristics of CFNs discussed by Renting et al. 
(2012), similarly in those concerning alternative food networks (Maye and Kirwan, 
2010). This is the case in spite of occasional calls by agri-food scholars to incorporate 
diet into analysis of these distinctive forms of food provisioning (e.g. Weatherell et 
al., 2003; Morris and Kirwan, 2006, 2007) and the recognition of a need to develop 
thinking on sustainable diets within policy debate (e.g. SDC, 2009).

The main conclusion of the article is that although the initial empirical evidence 
presented herein suggests that LMIs are both replicating and scaling up, they do 
not appear to be contributing in any significant way to the translation of the idea of 
eating less meat into the mainstream. LMIs are being implemented, particularly in a 
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number of public places and sites such as individual schools, universities, town and 
city authorities and to a lesser extent in businesses. However, there is compelling 
evidence that considerable resistance exists to these innovative niche projects and 
the idea that they are trying to advance, as illustrated by the case of the attempt to in-
troduce a meat-free day into the local authority canteens within Brighton and Hove 
and the catering outlets of the UK’s House of Parliament. The process of translating 
the idea of eating less meat into mainstream settings is clearly highly contested, 
reflecting the more general point about the politics of transitions having ‘uneven 
consequences for different stakeholders’ (Lawhon and Murphy, 2011, p. 364). Dis-
cursively, this is apparent in all of the cases of resistance to LMIs where there is 
pronounced use of a language of ‘imposition’ and ‘enforcement’, ‘bans’ and ‘denial’, 
and most prominently of all the removal of choice. This is in stark opposition to LMI 
discourses of ‘encouragement’, ‘empowerment’, ‘aspiration’, ‘fun’ and, paradoxical-
ly, greater choice. The politics of diffusing the idea of eating less meat is also party 
political since the evidence demonstrates that LMI supporters are more likely to be 
from the political left, centre or green, and detractors from the political right. Ghent’s 
city council, for example, was able to implement the city’s MFD when under control 
of a Liberal–Labour coalition. That the party-political landscape matters when steps 
are taken by public bodies to implement an LMI supports Smith’s (2006) assertion of 
the need to consider the relationship between an innovative niche and the existing 
mainstream regime when trying to analyse the progress of the former.

In understanding the politics of the transition to a more sustainable meat provi-
sioning regime it is helpful to return to Smith’s (2006) propositions about the char-
acter of innovative niches as either radical and/or reforming. LMIs are demand-
ing the eating of less meat, making these niches much more ‘reformist’ in character 
when compared with the ‘no meat’ and ‘no animal food’ positions of the vegetarian 
and vegan movements respectively. However, niches, so Smith suggests, must com-
bine successfully reformist and radical characteristics to make progress. The radical 
character of LMIs, it is suggested, has two closely interrelated dimensions. First, 
their emphasis on ‘less’ meat eating is a direct and unwelcome challenge to political-
economic interests within the meat provisioning regime. It is also fundamentally 
at odds with dominant economic thinking and discourse that emphasizes ‘more’ 
or growth. Second, the perception among the actors who contest LMIs is that they 
represent an unacceptable form of social control, particularly when a meat-free day 
is viewed as an imposition and denial of choice (Lombardini and Lankoski, 2013). 
Removing choice is fundamentally antithetical to the neo-liberal market economies 
that operate in the contexts in which the evidence for contestation is particularly 
pronounced, e.g. in the UK. It is argued, therefore, that LMIs are actually far too 
radical in character to enable the translation of the idea of eating less meat into main-
stream settings.

A further conclusion of this article is that while commercial organizations, the 
media and the state continue to promote high and unsustainable levels of meat 
consumption (Robinson Simon, 2013), the ability of the LMI niche to facilitate ef-
fectively the diffusion of an innovative social practice – eating less meat – is likely 
to be limited. Indeed, both the SDC, in their work on sustainable diets (2009), and 
the recently launched ‘Eating Better’ campaign (2013) in its promotion of ‘eating 
less and better’ meat, argue that the UK government has paid insufficient atten-
tion in policy to dietary change (and reducing the consumption of both meat and 
dairy products in particular) as a low cost contribution to reducing climate change 
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impacts, while at the same time accepting that the notion of eating less meat is a 
sensitive issue for politicians and the food and farming industry. And yet, it is this 
sensitivity, together with the fact that eating less meat is a new idea for most that 
suggests that LMIs need to be recognized as having an important role in raising 
awareness of and fostering debate about meat eating and the arguments for reduc-
ing overall levels of meat consumption. Furthermore, when implemented in specific 
sites such as schools and universities LMIs can help to familiarize their constituent 
communities with the practices of eating less meat, which includes of course eating 
more plant-based foods (Lombardini and Lankoski, 2013). What follows in terms 
of recommendations for future research is that attention needs to be given to the 
structural barriers and opportunities surrounding the meat-reduction agenda, e.g. 
in the form of policy and regulation as Vinnari (2008) and Robinson Simon (2013) 
begin to outline in their discussion about taxes on animal products and the modi-
fication of the agricultural subsidy regime to disincentivize unsustainable forms of 
livestock production. Research also needs to attend to the ways in which individuals 
and their meat-eating practices are being influenced through their engagement with 
LMIs. As Smith (2007) argues, niches and the mainstream regime are in a dialectical 
relationship, developments in each will be carried out with reference to the other, 
implying that any further work on LMIs must necessarily be conducted in relation 
to the mainstream meat provisioning regime.

Future research might also consider the engagement of LMIs with food produc-
ers and, in so doing, respond to another aspect of SNM that is concerned with a 
number of ‘niche processes’, including ‘building social networks’ (Seyfang and Hax-
eltine, 2012). For the most part it appears that LMIs have not engaged producers or 
involved building relationships between LMI participants and producers. Excep-
tions do exist, e.g. the acknowledgement of the role of more humane meat eating by 
Cape Town’s MFD, but they are just this, exceptions within the broader landscape 
of efforts that are concerned, first and foremost, with reducing meat consumption 
rather than tackling production. In seeking to better engage producers in their activi-
ties, LMIs may need to consider making more of an attempt to differentiate within 
the category of ‘meat’, because as one of the major arguments for reducing meat 
consumption concerns resource use, some forms of meat production may actually 
compare quite favourably with other forms of protein production. This could be an 
opportunity for local producers of ‘greener’ and animal welfare friendly meat, not to 
mention the horticulture industry, and finds support, for example, in the US-based 
Environmental Working Group’s argument to eat ‘less, greener and healthier meat’ 
(Hamerschlag, 2011, p. 19). In turn, this suggests that research needs to explore how 
new engagements with meat could be made in different, more compelling and inclu-
sive ways than is currently being asserted by LMIs with their focus simply on ‘less’.

Notes
1. For some groups and individuals meat, and other animal foods, have always been and will remain 

controversial. Analysis herein is concerned with the ‘conventional’ food provisioning system in which 
eating meat is regarded as a dietary norm.

2. We include meat producing animals in this dimension of sustainability, although as discussed by 
Buller and Morris (2008) this positioning is by no means straightforward and agricultural animals, 
meat producing and otherwise, remain something of an awkward case for the discourses and practices 
of sustainable development.

3. Singapore has opted for ‘Veggie Thursday’ and Ghent’s meat-free day is also on Thursday.
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4. Sodexo is an institutional food provider who announced in January 2011 that it would support the 900 
hospitals in its network with the materials to participate in Meatless Mondays Sodexo (2011). A few 
months later in April 2011 Sodexo extended this provision to more than 2,000 corporate and govern-
ment client locations in North America, including Toyota, Northern Trust Bank and the US Depart-
ment of the Interior (PRNewsWire, 2011).

5. A proposal that appears to have been shelved, providing further evidence of how an LMI has been 
‘scrapped due to unfavourable media and public reaction’ (SDU, 2013).
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Abstract. The purpose of this article is to find empirical evidence that can verify 
the seemingly new and growing interest in local food in Denmark, and shed light 
on what meanings the concept of local food holds in Danish print media. A content 
analysis of Danish print media is undertaken of articles reporting on local food 
over a 10-year period. A total of 993 articles are collected from national, region-
al and local newspapers as well as trade journals and magazines. Incorporating 
print media as agents in the construction of meanings of local food is a relatively 
understudied field of research. The article finds six major themes, which are cen-
tral to the understanding of local food in Danish print media, namely ‘local food 
networks’, ‘food values’, ‘food system’, ‘food tourism’, ‘food events’ and ‘local 
food in supermarkets’. It concludes that there are important differences between 
print media sources; nationwide dailies portray national imaginaries, apart from 
local imaginaries portrayed in regional dailies and local weeklies. This said, local 
food cannot be understood without reference to the local scale. However, at the 
same time, both culinary globalization and culinary nationalism have resulted in 
the strong push for local food. Keeping with this, it is argued that the increasing 
interest in local food by mainstream supermarkets blurs the lines between the 
marginal and mainstream. Thus, local food can be understood both as flow and 
friction between dualisms of local–global and marginal–mainstream.

Introduction
The study of food can be motivated from many different perspectives. The one cho-
sen here is to assess whether it is possible to find any empirical evidence that could 
verify the seemingly new and growing interest in local food in Denmark, and shed 
light on what meanings the concept of local food holds in Danish print media. Domi-
nated by a highly industrialized, export-oriented agriculture, Denmark provides an 
especially instructive case regarding the meaning of local food.

For decades, Danish food culture has generally been assigned a low measure of 
culinary self-consciousness (DeSoucey, 2010). Studies have found that Danes are not 
particularly interested in food and do not have a highly developed food culture 
(Askegaard and Madsen, 1995). Others have claimed that Danish cuisine is an oxy-
moron (Christensen et al., 2006). However, cuisines are never static, as Bentley (2004) 
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points out, but are constantly evolving and are reshaped. In recent years, Denmark 
(along with the other Scandinavian countries) has become recognized for the new 
Nordic cuisine (Byrkjeflot et al., 2013), which some argue has reinvented Nordic, 
and thereby Danish, culinary traditions (Manniche and Larsen, 2013). Against this 
background, the study of food in Denmark is experiencing a significant growth in 
scope. However, compared with the US and the UK (see Hinrichs and Charles, 2012) 
research on local food in Denmark is currently lacking. This article seeks to address 
this gap by investigating the ways in which local food is represented in Danish print 
media. In other words, it looks at the way meanings are constructed through texts 
(Tonkiss, 1998). There are many complex and conflicting meanings tied up in the 
discourse of local food (see Ostrom, 2006; Futamura, 2007; Fonte, 2008). Local food 
means different things to different people in different contexts (Eriksen, 2013). We 
know that ‘food conveys meaning as well as calories and nutrients’ (Bentley, 2004, p. 
215). This article will further this statement by examining which meanings. That is, 
meanings refer to the particular ways of talking about and understanding local food. 
Hence, the article should be seen as a first attempt and a basis for further research.

A content analysis of Danish print media is undertaken of articles reporting on 
local food. It is based on an examination of 993 newspaper articles published from 
2003 to 2013. The focus is on entries from this time frame to ensure that the findings 
are contemporary and relevant. Incorporating print media as agents in the construc-
tion of meanings of local food is a relatively understudied field of research. Yet there 
has been some work in the area of local food and discourse analysis (see Johnston 
et al., 2009; Germov et al., 2011; Kurtz et al., 2013); however, not in a Danish context. 
The underlying assumption is that focusing on texts about local food can contribute 
with new insights. Clearly local food has always existed. From this point of view, all 
food is by definition local (Montanari, 2006). Yet the re-localization (Hinrichs, 2003),1 
branding and commercial promotion associated with contemporary local food 
seems to be a new feature in Denmark. This repositioning is interesting in terms of 
understanding and theorizing about the dynamics of these new patterns of place-
based growing, selling and eating.

The article proceeds as follows. The next section gives a brief review of the dif-
ferent meanings local food holds in the food studies literature. The third section 
outlines the research method and empirical data utilized for the research. The fourth 
section presents the main findings from the content analysis by descriptively trac-
ing major themes on local food in Danish print media. The fifth section discusses 
the findings informed by theoretical perspectives. Finally, some concluding remarks.

Review of the Literature
This section directs the attention to the literature on local food originating primar-
ily in North America and Western Europe. Whereas the US literature typically has a 
strong normative commitment to food-related social movements (located under dif-
ferent headings, cf. Feagan, 2007, p. 24) contesting the hegemony of the conventional 
industrial food system, the European literature tends to focus on rural development 
(see Goodman and Goodman, 2009; Hinrichs and Charles, 2012). Drawing on a 
range of sources, the following reviews the many complex and conflicting meanings 
tied up in the discourse of local food. Before moving unto this, it is, as Pearson et al. 
(2011) stress, important to recognize that there is no widely accepted definition of 
what constitutes local food.
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Some scholars define local food ‘on the basis of the distance that the food trav-
els from production to consumption’ (Pearson et al., 2011, p. 888). For their study, 
Rose et al. (2008, p. 271) define local food as ‘produced within 100 miles of an in-
dividual’s residence’. Martinez et al. (2010, p. iii) point out that definitions ‘related 
to geographic distance between production and sales vary by regions, companies, 
consumers, and local food markets’. Besides distance, most definitions are based 
on political boundaries such as a region in a country (Edwards-Jones, 2010). For the 
purpose of their analysis, Schönhart et al. (2008, p. 244) follow a narrow definition of 
local food ‘in which all activities of the food supply chain – from agricultural food 
production to consumption – are located within the same geographic region’. Also 
Bosona and Gebresenbet (2011, p. 294) refer to local food from a geographical per-
spective; that is, food produced, retailed and consumed in a specific area. Fonte and 
Papadopoulos (2010) associate local food not only with geographical locations, but 
also with particular communities, histories and institutions.

Other scholars, such as Gracia et al. (2012), point out that local food has a social di-
mension, which refers to the social relationships between the actors, i.e. consumers 
and producers, in the local food system. Reflecting this understanding of local food, 
scholars have examined the social ties fostered by relational proximity between pro-
ducers and consumers (see Bowen and Mutersbaugh, 2014). Futamura (2007, p. 222) 
argues that local food not only refers to commodities produced in proximate sites, 
but ‘also implies that consumers believe that locally grown food products are likely 
to present desired qualities’. Localness is often associated with specialty, traditional 
and/or quality foods (Morris and Buller, 2003, p. 560). Delind (2006) claims that 
there are two major arguments concerning the value or virtue inherent in local food: 
1. local food as a development (or redevelopment) tool and, 2. local food as a vehi-
cle for personal improvement. According to the second view, local food is seen as 
fresher, riper and healthier than its long-distance counterpart. Blake et al. (2010, p. 
411) argue that the diverse understandings of local food are unified by the ‘associa-
tion of “local” with trust, shared norms and values, heritage, quality, stewardship, 
familiarity, simplicity, artisanal and community, which construct an alternative to 
the industrialized food systems’. Ostrom (2006) points out that local food is closely 
intertwined with positive associations. Along these lines, Born and Purcell (2006) 
warn against the local trap, the tendency to assume something inherently good about 
the local scale. They argue that there is nothing inherent about any scale.

Ostrom (2006) found that while there were many complex variations in the way 
local food is constructed, there seems to be consensus about the relevance of the 
term. What all of these different meanings have in common is a sense that local food 
is values based, geographically and relationally determined and that proximity is 
important (see Eriksen, 2013). This said, there is still a need to continue to uncover 
the nuances in meanings of local food. The intent of this article is to further the con-
ceptual development of local food by extending the debate by utilizing a content 
analysis of Danish print media’s usage of the term local food.

Method
This article reports findings from an inductive study of an explorative nature, in the 
sense that the aim is to look for patterns in the data material of what meanings of the 
concept ‘local food’ are developing in Denmark. The article uses a content analysis 
methodology to reveal the way meanings of local food are produced and repro-
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duced in Danish print media. In search of meanings of local food, a content analysis 
of 993 articles is conducted.

Content analysis is one of numerous methods to analyse texts and has a long his-
tory in research within communication, sociology, psychology, business, etc. Content 
analysis is well-suited to analyse the multifaceted characteristics of local food. An 
advantage of the method is that large volumes of textual data and different textual 
sources can be dealt with. Content analysis is a research method used for making 
replicable and valid inferences from texts to their contexts (Krippendorff, 2012). In 
this article, content analysis is defined as ‘the subjective interpretation of the content 
of text data through the systematic classification process of coding and identifying 
themes or patterns’ (Hsieh and Shannon, 2005, p. 1278). There are various techniques 
that make up the research methodology of content analysis. This article takes a sum-
mative approach to qualitative content analysis (ibid.). Qualitative content analysis 
has much in common with discourse analysis, which provides insights into the way 
texts both help to shape and reproduce meanings and forms of knowledge (Tonkiss, 
2004). The summative approach involves counting keywords and interpreting their 
contextual meaning. The initial part of the summative approach is quantitative, but 
its goal is to explore the qualitative usage of keywords in an inductive manner. Bor-
rowing from Krippendorff (2012, p. 22) ‘all reading of texts is qualitative, even when 
certain characteristics of a text are later converted into numbers’. The summative 
approach to qualitative content analysis starts with quantification and moves on 
to interpretation. The purpose of the quantification is to identify and count the fre-
quency of codes in the textual material (Hsieh and Shannon, 2005). A central aspect 
is that the many codes are classified into fewer categories (Weber, 1990). Catego-
ries are themes that are expressed in the text or derived from text through analysis. 
Credibility of research findings requires that the researcher can form categories that 
reflect the subject of study in a reliable manner.

The data cover the 10-year period from 2003 to 2013. The chosen time period was 
based on estimation that a 10-year period would be sufficient to reveal enough mate-
rial for the study. Data consists of texts, namely collected news articles on local food 
in Danish. The data are accumulated from Infomedia, the largest Danish electronic 
media database of full-text media sources containing over 50 million articles over 
the past 20 years. Collected data include the following sources; nationwide dailies, 
regional dailies, local weeklies and trade journals and magazines (Infomedia, 2014). 
To manage the amount of data, the search is limited to print media articles, and 
so it does not include cookbooks, web sources, Radio and TV spots, social media 
sources or the like. The keywords local food (lokal mad) and local food products (lokale 
fødevarer) facilitated the search. In the Danish language there are two terms for 
local food: 1. lokal mad, which directly can be translated to local food; and 2. lokale 
fødevarer, which can be translated to local food products. In the following, the term 
local food will be used to refer to both terms unless otherwise specified.

Between 2003 and 2013, Infomedia has a total of 1,610 articles containing the key-
word local food. The number of articles on local food makes up about 1% of the total 
number of articles on food in Infomedia over the whole period.2 To compare, articles 
on organic food makes up about 5% of the total amount of articles in Infomedia on 
food. In comparison, the previous 10 years, from 1993 to 2003, show that whereas 
local food makes up about 0% of all articles on food in Infomedia, articles on organic 
food are somewhat constant (about 5%). Figure 1 graphically illustrates an upward 
movement in articles containing the keyword local food from 2003 to 2013. This de-
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velopment is consistent with other discussions about the new Nordic cuisine (e.g. 
Byrkjeflot et al., 2013). Note also the increase despite the recession. The interest in 
local food is growing steadily during the 2008–2011 financial crisis.

Figure 1 demonstrates the total sample. The rationale for delimitation aims to 
produce a sample that, in line with Tonkiss (2004), is relevant to the research prob-
lem, representative of the field of interest and manageable to analyse in detail. As 
such, it is important to note that not all references on local food over the sampling 
period are about local food in Denmark, which is the focus of this article. In fact, 
about half of the articles on local food (lokal mad) are related to traveling, tourism 
and eating experiences abroad. This is not the case in regard to the articles on local 
food products (lokale fødevarer). It is beyond the scope of this article to examine the 

Figure 1. The number of total and relevant retrieved articles with ’local food’ and 
’local food products’ in it from 2003–2013.

Source: Infomedia, December 2013.

Figure 2. Relevant retrieved articles divided on source from 2003-2013.
Source: Infomedia, December 2013.
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role tourism plays in the reproduction and expansion of ideas about local food in a 
non-Danish context. As such these articles are excluded. Note also that articles with 
identical content and date published in different sources are only counted once. Tak-
ing this into account, the total number of articles is reduced to 993 relevant articles. 
As shown in Figure 1 there are no relevant articles retrieved from 2003.

Figure 2 shows the number of relevant articles divided by source: nationwide dai-
lies, regional dailies, local weeklies, and trade journals and magazines. As the figure 
demonstrates, regional dailies and local weeklies make up the largest amount of 
articles. Print media convey information on a mass scale. The national and regional 
dailies are read every week by 84% of the Danish population and play a crucial role 
in news coverage in Denmark (Minke, 2009). The local weeklies are read by about 
80% of the population every week (ibid.). They are considered relevant because of 
the hyper-local i.e. geographically based and community-oriented (Metzgar et al., 
2011) content. Trade journals and magazines are periodicals containing news and 
items of interest concerning a particular topic, trade or industry. This raises the ques-
tion whether the article sources portray different aspects of local food, e.g. to what 
extent are the ways that nationwide dailies talk about local food different from the 
ways local weeklies talk about local food? This aspect will be addressed later. How-
ever, first the coding of the data needs to be clarified.

The data analysis in this article begins with identifying codes. Frequency counts 
for each identified code were calculated, and the source was also identified. The 
aim was to understand the frequency of codes used to refer to local food but also to 
understand the underlying contexts for the use of the concept, e.g. by reporting how 
the usage differed by source. Counting was used to identify patterns in the data, and 
it allowed for interpretation of the context associated with the concept of local food. 
The attempt was to explore the range of meanings related to local food. Within each 
article, the sentences containing the term ‘local food’ and/or ‘local food products’ 
were highlighted and used to determine central codes. From the textual content, the 
researcher identified 39 codes, see Table 1.

Compiling the codes into central categories transforms the 39 codes into six cat-
egories. This is illustrated in Table 2. Classification is used to group elements with 
common traits, as well as to distinguish between elements considered to differ in 
one or more central aspects (Bowker and Star, 1999) (see also Bailey, 1994, pp. 12–16, 
who lists both advantages and disadvantages of classification). Codes classified in 
the same category are presumed to have similar meanings. The identification of the 
categories is subjective and the result of an analysis of how they relate with the 
codes. The meaning thereof remains open to interpretation. The categories are not 
mutually exclusive, and specific codes can fall into more than one of the six catego-
ries. However, this categorization is useful when seeking to draw a representative 
sample of codes for more detailed analysis.

Note that more than one code, from any of the categories, may appear in each ar-
ticle. The article now turns to the empirical findings in order to explore what mean-
ings of local food are developing in Danish print media.

Findings

This section provides a summary of the main findings from the content analysis. 
Given the large amount of codes (n=39), the findings presented are related to the 
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most frequently used code across sources within each of the six categories (c.f. the 
codes in italics in Table 2), which involve different but related meanings of local food.

The category Actor refers to any agent, perceptible at the level of discourse, who 
plays a part in a text (Buchanan, 2010). Based on the content analysis seven codes 
or groups of actors were identified. It appears that the most frequently used code 
across sources in this category is local food networks, which refers to the social connec-
tion of actors within specific regional geographies. Articles with content on local food 
networks appear primarily in regional dailies, local weeklies and trade journals and 
magazines. In contrast, nationwide dailies more often portray celebrity chefs. Further 
content analysis shows that the number of articles referring to local food networks 
increased rapidly around 2008 and continued to grow throughout 2013. Moreover, 
about 50 different local food networks are mentioned in the articles. The networks 
are geographically spread all over Denmark, but typically anchored locally. They 
include producer-controlled networks (usually named after the specific municipal-
ity or region they are located in) and consumer-controlled networks (usually named 

1. Access 2. Branding 3. Chef
4. Direct relations 5. E-commerce 6. Financial crisis
7. Event where local food is part 8. Experience economy 9. Farmers market
10. Farm shops 11. Food trend 12. Food tourism
13. Food values  14. Funding 15. Grassroots movement (social 

movement)
16. Local development 17. Local food and art 18. Local food and culture
19. Local food event 20. Local food in supermarkets 21. Local food and kids (youth)
22. Local food labelling (certifi-
cation)

23. Local food on TV 24. Food policy

25. Local food price 26. Local food project 27. Local food resource/food 
product

28. Local food system 29. Local food network 30. Local food production/dis-
tribution

31. New Nordic cuisine 32. Organic food 33. Project where local food is 
a part

34. Public institutions 35. Public/private canteens 36. Public procurement
37. Recipes/food writer (blog-
ging)

38. Restaurant 39. Small and medium sized 
enterprises (SMEs)

Table 1. The 39 codes in alphabetical order.

Table 2. Overview of the main categories and the related codes.
Categories Codes

Actors Chef; Grassroots movement (social movement); Local food and kids (youth); Local 
food network; Recipes/food writer (blogger); Restaurant; SMEs

Food culture Food trend; Food values; Local food and art; Local food and culture; Local food on 
TV; New Nordic Cuisine; Organic food

Food issues Financial crisis; Food system; Food policy; Local food labelling (certification); Price; 
Public/private canteens; Public institutions; Public procurement; 

Local devel-
opment 

Experience economy; Local development; Food tourism; Funding 

Events and 
projects

Event where food  is part; Food event; Food project; Project of which food  is a part

Marketing 
and Sales

Access; Branding and marketing; E-commerce; Farmers market; Farm shops; Local 
food in supermarkets; Local food production/distribution; Local food resource/prod-
ucts.
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after the city they are located in). A couple of the networks are national (named after 
the country) in the sense that they include food producers or networks from all over 
Denmark.

The category Food Culture refers to a myriad of facets (cf. Table 2). Based on the 
content analysis, it appears that the most frequently used code in this category is 
food values. Food values are here understood, not merely as nutritional value, but 
also as a matter of symbolic value such as positive associations, ethical considera-
tions and qualitative meanings of local food. Articles referring to food values appear 
across sources. Additionally, trade journals and magazines have a high frequency 
in references to organic food and nationwide dailies to new Nordic cuisine. There 
are a number of different values attached to local food. In general these are health, 
reduced CO2 emissions from transport, quality, and sustainability, but also values 
such as authenticity, food security and safety, taste, origin and season are mentioned 
throughout the articles. References to values associated with local food frequently 
highlight that consumers want food with meaning. Organic food and local food are 
portrayed as good examples of this. Consumers want quality food, and are willing 
to pay more for a good story, less environmental impact and exciting taste experi-
ences. At the same time, the interest in quality food is described as increasing in 
recent years along with the interests in healthy and local food.

The category Food Issues spans multiple subjects and includes a number of codes. 
Based on the content analysis, it appears that the most frequently used code in this 
category is food system. Articles referring to food system appear broadly across sources. 
Further content analysis shows that local food is considered a new ideology about 
better food. It is seen as an important component to stop the monopolization of food 
production, which is controlled by multinational companies and cause a standardi-
zation of food cultures. Politicians must support small, local food producers. In the 
globalized market the large food giants have huge political power. Bureaucracy for 
example makes it expensive to be small. Moreover, there is a greater interest in local 
speciality products as a backlash to discount the wave. It is a development that parts 
of the retail market are supporting. The world has become so globalized that many 
begin to ‘return’ to the local.

The category Local Development includes a number of codes. Based on the con-
tent analysis, it appears that the most frequently used code in this category is food 
tourism. Articles referring to food tourism appear across sources. The articles gener-
ally support the notion that a focus on local food and small-scale food production 
attracts tourists (from home and abroad) and makes it more appealing to live and 
work in the local area. Most articles emphasize that tourism must be taken seri-
ously as a profit- and job-creating business in rural areas. The same applies to local 
food. So, it appears that tourism and local food should come together to promote the 
tangible and edible products together with abstract products, such as destinations. 
Food tourism is, among other things, about developing ‘experiential attractions’, 
which can strengthen a region’s profile – for example, through local food. Danish 
regions and municipalities use local food to tell positive stories about the area. The 
way to a good reputation, it is claimed, is through the stomach. Overall, the goal is 
to create local development.

The category Events and Projects refers to any occurrence (event), which may be 
recurrent, annually or more frequently, or may be a ‘one-off’ (Beaver, 2012), or a set 
of activities (project) intended to produce a specific output, which has a definite be-
ginning and end (Law, 2009). Based on the content analysis, it appears that the most 
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frequently used code in this category is food event. Articles referring to food events 
appear primarily in regional dailies and local weeklies. The main food events de-
scribed in the articles are geographically based food markets and food festivals. The 
majority of appearances cover 2011–2013. The food markets are generally described 
as opportunities to present food produced in and around a specific region, but gener-
ally spread across the country. Food markets and food festivals are recognized usu-
ally as unique opportunities for bringing together small producers to promote local 
food products associated with the local area. Other central food events are cooking 
competitions between chefs, communal eating and soup kitchens, as well as meet-
ings and conferences where local food is served; appearances cover the 2010–2013 
period. The food events are used as a means to promote local foods through local 
dishes made from local produce.

The category Marketing and Sales includes a number of codes. Based on the content 
analysis, it appears that the most frequently used code in this category is local food 
in supermarkets. Articles containing the code local food in supermarkets appear across 
sources. The number of articles refering to local food in supermarkets increases rap-
idly in 2013. A common characteristic is the assumption that consumer demand for 
local food is growing. Some of the Danish supermarket chains are using this trend 
to sell local food in their local stores. It is not new that supermarkets sell local food. 
What is new, however, is that it is becoming more formalized and visible that they 
are doing so. The most frequently mentioned case is Coop Denmark,3 and more spe-
cifically the supermarket chain SuperBrugsen, which in 2013 launched a campaign 
to systematize its efforts to sell more local food in its local shops. The campaign is 
part of an overall strategy by Coop Denmark to strengthen the chain’s local profile. 
The goal is to become the Danish local food supermarket, partly because in this way 
it can differentiate itself from the larger international chains, and partly because it 
wants to meet an emerging demand for more unique food products.

Discussion

To recapitulate, the findings paint a broad picture that integrate a diversity of mean-
ings and captures how Danish print media portray local food over the sampling 
period. Six major codes or themes have been identified: local food networks, food 
values, food system, food tourism, food events and local food in supermarkets. In re-
flecting on what local food means, this section is restricted to these themes informed 
by theoretical perspectives on local food. Thus, it travels back and forth between 
findings and theory.

Local Food Networks: New Food Initiatives
The findings suggest that when local food is referred to in Danish print media, there 
is a tendency to associate it with local food networks. The findings show an increase 
in the reporting on local food networks in Denmark around 2008, which contin-
ued to grow throughout the sampling period. Local food networks are presented 
generally, in this context, as effective tools to ease the availability, affordability and 
accessibility of local food. The types of networks referred to most frequently are 
producer-controlled networks and less frequently consumer-controlled networks. 
The consumer networks are typically member-based and -driven food cooperatives 
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that offer locally produced organic fruit and vegetables. They support fair and di-
rect trade between consumers, local growers and other suppliers. The producer net-
works usually consist of small food producers – typically farmers. The general aim 
is to establish a joint marketing system to promote the local food. This is consistent 
with an extensive academic literature, which has developed since the 1990s, about 
alternative4 food networks (AFNs) or ‘short food supply chains’ (see Marsden et al., 
2000, p. 426) transforming modern food provisioning across Europe, North America 
and many other parts of the world (e.g. Renting et al., 2003; Seyfang, 2006; Feagan, 
2007; Tregear, 2011; Kneafsey et al., 2013). Much of this research suggests that AFNs 
mark the transition away from the conventional industrial food system that dis-
tances and detaches food production from food consumption. This aspect, however, 
is not explicit in the way Danish print media generally portray local food networks, 
i.e. as producer networks. Yet articles referring to consumer networks emphasize 
aspects such as reconnecting consumers and producers, non-profit, reducing food 
waste, and distance from farm to table.

The meanings Danish print media generally associate with local food networks 
correspond to the divergence in North American and European literature (Goodman 
and Goodman, 2009; Hinrichs and Charles, 2012). Whereas the US literature typical-
ly asses AFNs ‘in terms of their oppositional status and “transformative potential” 
to deliver progressive systemic change in food provisioning’, the European litera-
ture asses it as catalysts of revitalized rural economies (Goodman and Goodman, 
2009, p. 11). The findings indicate that local food networks are seen as a key element 
in rural development. However, it appears that when compared to other parts of 
Europe, local food networks in Denmark are not as common as, for instance, in the 
UK, Italy or France. A reason might be that the ‘alternative’ food sector in Denmark 
is relatively small. Denmark is dominated by long-standing export-oriented agricul-
ture, where food is provided by supermarkets. There simply is a limited outlet for a 
local food production.

This said, food networks per se are not a new phenomenon in Denmark. Network 
cooperation spread in rural Denmark prior to World War II, where the agricultural 
co-operative movement (Andelsbevægelsen) was strong (Chloupkova et al., 2003). 
The number of cooperatives declined around 1960 and the following decade (Svend-
sen and Svendsen, 2000). From the 1970s onwards, organic food networks evolved 
in Denmark. However, by the 1990s these networks became an integrated part of the 
mainstream food system (Kjeldsen and Ingemann, 2009). Nonetheless, by the turn 
of the twenty-first century, new organic food networks entered the scene, especially 
farm shops, speciality stores, box schemes, community supported agriculture (CSA), 
food co-ops. Along these lines, Manniche and Larsen (2013) point out that several 
regions in Denmark have established small-scale production of regional, organic or 
other premium-priced, high-quality foods. This has not received much academic 
attention. A possible explanation might be the perceived insignificance of this de-
velopment – for example, the total turnover of organic food networks is estimated 
at less than 1% of the total Danish food market (Kjeldsen, 2005) – another explana-
tion might be that it is difficult to point out the sites and scales at which new food 
initiatives emerge. For example, when observing the national scale, Kjeldsen et al. 
(2013) were unsuccessful in identifying significant indications of new food initia-
tives. However, as they demonstrate, observing trends on the local scale point in the 
opposite direction. The content analysis shows a similar pattern when focusing on 
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print media sources: nationwide dailies do not, to the same extent as regional dailies 
and local weeklies, paint the full picture of local food initiatives in Denmark.

Food Values: Valorizing Local Food
Another relevant finding is that there are clear connections made between local food 
and value-laden virtues such as CO2 reduction, improved health, fresh produce in 
season, and good quality. This corresponds with the literature on local food (see 
e.g. Ostrom, 2006; Eriksen, 2013). Dagevos and Van Ophem (2013, pp. 1476–1479) 
differentiate between four elements that constitute food values: 1. product value 
(nutritional value or sensory properties, e.g. texture, colour, freshness, taste and fla-
vour), 2. process value (consumer concerns, e.g. animal welfare, free-range livestock 
products, environmental pollution, genetic modification, chemicals, food miles or 
fair trade issues involved in how food is produced or traded and farmed animals 
are treated); 3. location value (physical setting, e.g. spaciousness, variety of food 
products, etc., and experience characteristics, e.g. entourage, entertainment); and 4. 
emotional value (experience, entertainment, (self-)indulgence, identity, or the story 
behind products or brands). The reporting of local food in Danish print media refers 
broadly to all four aspects. As Sims (2009, p. 328) points out, local food is associated 
with a host of values ‘and there is, therefore, a “feel-good” factor associated with 
consuming them’. However, as Ilbery and Maye (2005) argue, these food values are 
limited in their descriptive detail, with potentially varied interpretations of what 
they mean and how they relate to local food. Born and Purcell (2006) warn against 
the local trap – that there is nothing inherently good or bad about any scale. Dupuis 
and Goodman (2005) acknowledge that the local is not an innocent term, and are 
concerned that localism can be based on the interests of a narrow elite. Yet, the refer-
ence to local food in Danish print media is distinctly positive.

Food System: Local and National Imaginaries
The findings show that different print media sources tell different stories about lo-
cal food. There is, for example, a tendency that regional dailies and local weeklies, 
to a larger extent than nationwide dailies, talk about local food events and local 
food networks, which may indicate a hyper-local imaginary of local food culture. 
Nationwide dailies, on the other hand, tend to talk to a larger extent than regional 
dailies and local weeklies about celebrity chefs and new Nordic cuisine (NNC). This 
may indicate a national imaginary of national identity and branding. The NNC can 
be considered a significant precursor of an emergent national or ‘Danish’ cuisine. 
Fischler (1988) claims that, because food is key in the construction of identity, cui-
sines are ‘invented’. The NNC was invented by gourmet chefs and other food pro-
fessionals (all male) in 2004 (Risvik et al., 2008). Borrowing from Belasco (2002, p. 
12), national cuisines ‘may be most important to the people who stand to profit the 
most from their construction… while it is unclear how important national cuisines 
are to people’s daily lives’. Along these lines, the NNC has a slow trickle-down ef-
fect. As Micheelsen et al. (2013) point out, its elitist character is a barrier for con-
sumer acceptance. The NNC carries elitist overtones in the sense that it is something 
exclusive to which only few have access. Another take on this is that the NNC can 
be seen as the preserve of an elite, who are seeking to impose their food preferences 
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on the population (Micheelsen et al., 2013) by laying down canons of a ‘correct’ diet 
(Mennell, 2005).

The interplay of local and national inflection reflected in Danish print media is 
a central finding of this article; it indicates that nationwide dailies portray national 
imaginaries, apart from local imaginaries portrayed in regional dailies and local 
weeklies, which do not reveal everything that is going on. Local food cannot be 
understood without reference to the local scale. As James (1997) notes, food is more 
often localized than nationalized. However, at the same time, both culinary globaliza-
tion and culinary nationalism have resulted in the strong push for local food (Wilk, 
2006). In this sense, local food can be understood both as flow and friction between 
dualisms of local–global and, as we shall see, marginal–mainstream. Thus, as Oh-
nuki-Tiemey (1999, p. 240) argues, the local and the global ‘are mutually constituent 
forces’. Academics across disciplines offer perspectives that call into question the 
neat opposition of local and global. What is global and what is local are fundamen-
tally related within an overall system (see e.g. Hinrichs, 2003). Wilk (1999) uses the 
history of Belizean food to show how local and global imaginaries are not contradic-
tory trends but in fact aspects of the same process.

Food Tourism: A Driver for Rural Development
The findings indicate a strong relationship between local food, tourism and rural 
development. The potential for using local food as a driver of tourism (Blichfeldt 
and Halkier, 2013) and rural development (Marsden et al., 2000) is widely recog-
nized. There are many examples of how the interrelationship between food, tourism 
and rural development has been put into practice around the world (see Du Rand 
and Heath, 2006). A central view is that local food increases tourism due to local 
place-branding and experiential opportunities. Local food can be considered as an 
experience in a destination and has many possibilities to be used to market a des-
tination (Du Rand and Heath, 2006). From this perspective, destinations are trying 
to incorporate local food into the tourism product (Mason and Paggiaro, 2009). The 
close interconnection between a local place-brand and a local food is novel in a Dan-
ish context (Manniche and Larsen, 2013). From this the question raises whether the 
initiatives related to local food and tourism are likely to achieve the socio-economic 
development objectives sometimes claimed for them, e.g. enhanced employment, 
increased economic and social activities. This article is not able to answer this ques-
tion based on extant knowledge. However, a number of European case studies ex-
plore the potential (e.g. O’Connor et. al., 2006; Fonte and Papadopoulos, 2010). This 
said it has yet to be seen ‘who gains and who loses’ from the emerging local food 
trend in Denmark. Nevertheless, the local scale per se is no guarantee for the realiza-
tion of rural development objectives.

Food Events: Branding Place at the Local Scale
An important resource within food tourism is represented by events (Mason and 
Paggiaro, 2009). The findings suggest a wide range of local food events– that is, food 
festivals, culinary routes, food markets – have been established across the different 
regions in Denmark. Local food is used to enhance cultural expressions of public de-
bates, official dinners, art exhibitions and other food-related events. Cross-network 
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collaboration between local food, arts and crafts, and tourism networks are identi-
fied as key elements in the success of food events. The articulation of food events 
may contribute to the regional identity of products, attract local customers and tour-
ists. Blichfeldt and Halkier (2013) claim that food events may be intertwined particu-
larly with place due to their grounding in local food and local culinary traditions. 
Such events may generate income and provide recreational and leisure activities for 
locals. They maintain that food events are well suited to contribute to the branding 
of a particular locality. Stories and events are imperative if rural areas wish to engage 
in commodification of local food to improve their position and foster development.

Local Food in Supermarkets: From Marginal to Mainstream
Another prevalent topic is the introduction of local food into mainstream super-
markets. The findings show that conventional retailers in Denmark have begun to 
take an interest in local food. In their infancy, local food has typically been distrib-
uted through direct marketing strategies – that is, farmers’ markets, farm shops, box 
schemes, food co-ops – parallel to mainstream channels. However, it appears that 
Danish supermarket chains are starting to systematize efforts to supply and market 
local food. This is part of an overall competitive strategy to differentiate the super-
market chains from the discount and international chains, and to meet an increas-
ing consumer demand. Organic products are no longer enough for the retailers to 
distinguish themselves. This means that they are looking for something new. Local 
food is therefore one of the drivers. However, using local food as a way of branding 
supermarkets may contribute to a cheapening of the potential for how we look for 
ways to enhance the viability of local food.

Some scholars suggest that such moves by leading retailers may dilute the mean-
ing of local food (Goodman and Goodman, 2009). Renting et al. (2003) argue that 
the increased corporate control brings with it the danger of a downward pressure 
on producer prices and product quality, thereby undermining the purpose of local 
food. There are concerns that the supermarkets will hijack the momentum behind 
local food and exploit it as a niche retail marketing opportunity without having any 
genuine commitment to local small-scale producers (Jones et al., 2004). One example 
of this is how organic food has shifted from the marginal to the mainstream. Kjeld-
sen and Ingemann (2009) argue that from the 1970s onwards organic food networks 
in Denmark have evolved from being primarily a marginal social movement to be-
coming an integrated part of the market mainstream. In 2006, around 80% of organic 
food products in Denmark were sold in supermarkets (see Denver et al., 2012). To-
day, the organic food sector in Denmark does not differ significantly from the con-
ventional food sector. One of the indicators is that the average farm size within the 
Danish organic dairy sector is larger than conventional farms (Statistics Denmark, 
2013); another indicator is that it becomes export orientated rather than local. This, 
as Kjeldsen and Ingemann (2009) suggest, can be seen as an example of the co-opta-
tion of an alternative system by the established mainstream. As local food is gradu-
ally distributed in supermarkets it will become mainstream. Yet supermarkets may 
provide new opportunities for local food producers (Jones et al., 2004) due to, for 
instance, the infrastructure they create (Dunne et al., 2011). Reisch et al. (2013) point 
out that narrowing the distance between production and consumption would help 
to reduce preferences for industrially prepared meals over local food. The availabil-
ity of local food through supermarkets has the potential to reach more consumers 
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(Hinrichs and Charles, 2012). Despite concerns, one way of diffusing local food more 
widely in society is by translating it into mainstream thinking. Thus the marginal 
interacts with the mainstream in complex ways, underlining, as we saw above re-
garding the local and the global, that it is not a case of ‘either/or kinds of end states’.

Conclusion
The aim of this article has been to find empirical evidence that could verify the seem-
ingly new and growing interest in local food in Denmark, and to shed light on what 
meanings the concept of local food holds in Danish print media. This has provided 
a number of important insights into the amplitude of meanings local food carries.

This article has found evidence that Danish print media reporting on local food 
are increasing. This seems indicative of a new local food trend, which is likely to con-
tinue developing. The positive thing about this new attention to local food, despite 
its elitist tendencies, is that it may turn out to be a much needed lever for the food 
culture in Denmark. But what explains the increasing curve between 2003 and 2013 
in Figure 1? A possible answer might be that the drive for local food is related to the 
development of the NNC, but also to climate change, the financial crisis, and Dan-
ish rural development policies. It appears that the interest in local food in Denmark 
began with the invention of the NNC around 2004. There are generally no articles 
referring to local food in a Danish context prior to 2004. This said reporting on lo-
cal food in connotation with CO2 reduction intensified around 2009, which was the 
year the United Nations Climate Change Conference COP15 was held in Denmark. 
It can also be observed that the interest in local food is growing steadily during the 
financial crisis of 2008–2011. The return to local food production is not necessarily a 
particularly new project – aspects related to re-localization were pretty much appar-
ent during the crisis of the 1930s through to the 1970s (North, 2010). Additionally, 
it appears that Danish rural development policies play a role in the formation and 
steady increase of local food networks and food events through funding.

The article identified six major themes that are central to the understanding of 
local food in Danish print media, namely ‘local food networks’, ‘food values’, ‘food 
system’, ‘food tourism’, ‘food events’ and ‘local food in supermarkets’. This sug-
gests a multiplicity of meanings translated into one concept. Compared to organic 
food and the NNC, which are defined by a strict set of rules or guidelines, local food 
obeys no rule but ‘local’ and its interpretations are never fixed. The findings show 
that local food is often used in conjunction with objectives to achieve rural develop-
ment. This is consistent with the ‘European school’ of research on local food, which, 
according to Goodman and Goodman (2009) and Hinrichs and Charles (2012), is 
interested primarily in how local food shapes or contributes to rural development. 
In general the reference to local food in Danish print media is distinctly positive.

Adopting a content analysis approach has provided a useful framework and al-
lowed different levels and dimensions of local food to be taken into account. The 
content analysis revealed that interpretations of local food are contingent upon lo-
cal and national scale. The findings indicate that national imaginaries, apart from 
local imaginaries, do not necessarily reveal everything that is going on. It appears 
that articles on local food in regional dailies and local weeklies to a large extent 
refer to hyper-local aspects, which advise and inspire local development, whereas 
articles in nationwide dailies seem to associate local food as exemplars of national 
cuisine by referring to celebrity chefs and NNC. This said, local food cannot be un-
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derstood without reference to the local scale. However, at the same time, both cu-
linary globalization and culinary nationalism have resulted in the strong push for 
local food (Wilk, 2006). Keeping with this, it may be argued that the introduction of 
local food into mainstream supermarkets blurs the lines between the marginal and 
mainstream. In this sense local food can be understood both as flow and friction 
between binary dualisms of local–global and marginal–mainstream.

Notes
1. Hinrichs (2003, p. 34) suggests that ‘historically, present-day localization can be seen as “re-localiza-

tion” – a return to the greater regional food self-reliance of the past’.
2. Between 2003 and 2013 Infomedia had 487 214 articles with ‘food’ in it and 116 855 articles with ‘food 

products’ in it.
3. The supermarkets Kvickly, SuperBrugsen and Dagli’Brugsen are driven by Coop Denmark – the larg-

est provider of staple goods in Denmark
4. ‘The descriptor “alternative” is often used to signal oppositional or radical dimensions, such as aspi-

rations to “reclaim” ownership of food production, “re-connect” consumers with producers through 
shorter supply chains, “resist” global capitalism, solve problems of social exclusion and ecological 
degradation and restore access to healthy food as a human right rather than a commodity’ (Kneafsey, 
2010, p. 179).
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Abstract. In the European Union, food safety policies combine public regulations 
with private standards, in accordance with co-regulation principles. GLOBALGAP 
was initiated in 1997 by European retailers who developed a shared certification 
scheme inducing producers to comply with requirements on food safety, sustain-
able production methods, occupational health and animal welfare. The rise of 
standards in the governance of agri-food chains has been the subject of extensive 
debate among social scientists, based mainly on the issue of legal pluralism. Pub-
lic regulations and voluntary standards are commonly presented as simultane-
ously competing with and reinforcing legal systems. The aim of this article is to 
discuss this assumption. First, we analyse GLOBALGAP as a repository, demon-
strating that it is composed of heterogeneous types of prescription, such as good 
practice, proof recording and the rule of law, and that it covers many different 
issues (quality, environment, producer health, animal welfare, etc.). Second, we 
examine the issue of the rule of law within a voluntary standard and show that 
GLOBALGAP operates as a centre of calculation, bringing together separate ex-
isting elements of the law. As a consequence, the standard provides a material, 
organizational and cognitive support for a managerial rationalization of farms by 
actors such as consultants or producers organizations.

Introduction
Since the mid-1990s, two phenomena have modified dramatically the organiza-
tion of agricultural production and trade: on the one hand, the liberalization and 
globalization of food markets and, on the other, the increasing importance of envi-
ronmental and health issues. The concomitance of these two phenomena has been 
analysed as the emergence of a new agri-food regime (Le Heron, 1993), qualified 
as a neo-liberal food regime (Otero, 2012), a corporate environmental food regime 
(McMichael, 2005), or green capitalism (Friedmann, 2005). This third regime arose 
through a reconfiguration of food system regulations (Campbell and Le Heron, 
2007), marked by the development of voluntary private standards (Busch and Bain, 
2004; Bartley, 2007; Busch, 2011), which complemented or competed with traditional 
command-and-control regulation by the state (Havinga, 2006).1 Where the law is 
enforced by inspections and by a legal and administrative system, private standards 
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are ensured by third-party certification (Hatanaka et al., 2005), with the certification 
bodies henceforth being themselves certified (Hatanaka, 2014).

Historically, food governance has been both a public and a private matter. Guilds 
were recognized by the state and played a role in ensuring the safety of foodstuffs 
(Ferrières, 2002; Stanziani, 2005). So what is happening now is not completely new. 
What is new, is the ways in which public and private governance are now inter-
linked. Generally, four arguments are put forward to explain the current restruc-
turing of agriculture and food governance (Henson and Humphrey, 2010, p.9): 1. 
a change in scientific and technical risk analysis that attaches greater importance 
to monitoring processes than to checking the final product, thus justifying a sys-
temic approach to quality; 2. the evolution in consumer and producer perceptions 
of food safety, food quality and the impact of food on health; 3. the globalization 
of food sectors and the need for guarantees for suppliers; 4. the changes in public 
policies themselves, particularly in Europe, attaching greater importance to corpo-
rate responsibility (Marsden et al., 2010). For the last 10 years or so, the European 
Union has recognized the production of private standards to complement its own 
legislative framework, giving birth to new hybrid normative modalities (Egan, 2001; 
Graz, 2006). In particular, the EU propounds the notion of co-regulation, an original 
combination of public and private standards defined as follows: ‘Co-regulation com-
bines binding legislative and regulatory action with actions taken by the actors most 
concerned, drawing on their practical expertise’ (CEC, 2001, p. 25). The aim of this 
article is to understand the complexity and variety of interactions between state and 
private regulations: for instance, do private regulations compete with or reinforce 
public rules? To address this issue, we examine the case of GLOBALGAP, a standard 
for good agricultural practices. GLOBALGAP is a very good example for our article, 
because it is a global quality assurance standard, based on risk management, which 
essentially concerns food safety, occupational health and environmental protection 
in relation to agricultural activities (plant protection products, drug residues from 
livestock farming). It is thus intended to regulate issues that are covered by the law.

Co-regulation in Action: Investigating the Materiality of Private Standards
The worldwide spread of GLOBALGAP has led to numerous debates in the field of 
social sciences, focusing mainly on two related issues: power asymmetries between 
retailers and farmers (Campbell, 2005; Bain, 2010; Tallontire et al., 2011) and compe-
tition between the public and private regulation of agri-food sectors. In this section 
we will be focusing on the latter.

Private and public regulations are often presented as being antagonistic. Some 
people stress the efficiency, pertinence and flexibility of private norms, whilst others 
point out that they are related weakly to systems of sanction and that they do not live 
up to their promises (Gunningham and Rees, 1997). Yet as early as 1997, Gunning-
ham and Rees stated that ‘there is no clear dichotomy between self-regulation on 
the one hand and government regulation on the other. Rather, there is a continuum’ 
(Gunningham and Rees, 1997, p. 366). Following on from this perspective, recent 
publications – in particular the IJSAF special issues on the governance and politics 
of standards (IJSAF, vol. 20, nos. 1–2, 2013) – offer a more nuanced analysis of the 
relationships between public regulation and private standards, thus refuting the no-
tion of a divide between public regulation and private governance. Rather than a 
deregulation of the markets or a privatization of the governance of agri-food chains, 
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we are seeing a re-regulation, a redistribution of the respective competencies be-
tween public and private actors (Lockie et al., 2013). For example, private standards 
can be applied to areas that up until now have not been regulated by state law (Ponte 
et al., 2011). Private standards are valid on an international scale, which sometimes 
compensates for constraints proper to the nation state, thus allowing the latter to 
concentrate on other aspects of regulation (Ponte et al., 2011). Furthermore, the dis-
tinction between public regulation and private standards is not always as simple as 
it might seem. Whilst public rules are seen as being obligatory and private standards 
as voluntary, some public standards are voluntary and certain private standards can 
become obligatory (Bernard de Raymond, 2012; Challies, 2013). In addition, ‘there 
may also be overlap between the two where public regulations incorporate private 
standards… and where private standards incorporate public standards’ (Bain et al., 
2013, p. 2).

It is therefore necessary to have an empirical grasp of how public regulations and 
private standards interlink. In the typology proposed by Henson and Humphrey 
(2010), GLOBALGAP is portrayed as an emblematic example of a voluntary private 
standard, defined by a private actor, implemented by private firms or organizations, 
audited by private certification bodies. The authors also point out that it is a col-
lective international standard, set by a collective organization, adopted and imple-
mented internationally. Whilst we draw on this typology in this article, we also wish 
to take into account the content and materiality of the standard. As far as grass-roots 
actors are concerned, GLOBALGAP does not just exist as a set of abstract principles, 
but also in the production of written documents: lists, files, computer records, etc. By 
taking account of these reading and writing activities in relation to GLOBALGAP, 
it is possible to observe the type of regulation that the standard ‘performs’ (Callon, 
1998, 2006; Loconto, 2014). Thus, we examine the GLOBALGAP standard from a 
science studies standpoint (Callon, 1986; Latour, 1987), as a technology that makes 
it possible to act on the world by classifying and categorizing it (Higgins and Larn-
er, 2010; Kamp, 2013; Loconto, 2014). From this point of view, the standard ena-
bles ‘otherwise disparate or unrelated entities to be brought together into a single 
space of calculation’ (Higgins and Larner, 2010, p. 208). We apply this perspective to 
GLOBALGAP, which means not only observing the standard in its materiality, but 
also paying attention to local conditions for its dissemination and implementation 
(Higgins and Larner, 2010). We do not take for granted the content of the standard, 
its force and its significance for those who use it. In this we agree with Aasprong 
(2013), who analysed GLOBALGAP implementation by banana producers in St Vin-
cent. He highlights the role of interpretations of GLOBALGAP by a whole series 
of actors, i.e. by standardizing networks. He demonstrates that producer organiza-
tions, internal auditors and consultants play a key role in the standardizing work. 
The effects of GLOBALGAP cannot be grasped without describing the entire chain 
of actors involved in its implementation. Expanding on this, our article examines 
GLOBALGAP’s development in the fruit and vegetable sector in France, and analy-
ses how these farmers – and those working with them (producer organizations, con-
sultants) – cope with the standard and how it affects their understanding of the law.

The Spread of GLOBALGAP in the French Fruit and Vegetable Sector
GLOBALGAP or ‘Global Good Agricultural Practices’ was initiated in 1997 with the 
name EurepGAP by several major north-European retailers (Ahold, Migros, Sains-
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bury’s, Tesco, etc.), all of which are members of the Euro-Retailer Produce Work-
ing Group (EUREP). It is a professional standard developed to regulate business 
between producers and distributors; but as it is not designed to inform consum-
ers, it is not subject to any product labelling. GLOBALGAP is managed by Food-
Plus GmbH since 2001. Originally designed for fruit and vegetable production, 
GLOBALGAP now covers a wide range of fresh food products. Casey (2009) shows 
that GLOBALGAP’s existence is the result of three converging shifts: 1. public au-
thorities transferring responsibility for food safety and food quality over to the food 
industry; 2. the international diversification of supply, which has led to the retailers 
wanting additional guarantees; and 3. the change in consumer attitudes towards 
food. Thus, as Lockie et al. (2013, p. 279) point out: ‘GlobalGAP emerged then both 
in response to state failure with respect to food safety (particularly BSE food scare 
of the late 1980s) and in response to state interventions designed to increase private-
sector attention to food safety’. Since the first producer was certified in 2001 there 
has been a steady increase in the number of certified producers up to the current 
level of 123 000.

Within the global deployment of GLOBALGAP, France’s position is somewhat 
specific: in 2011, 3,737 French producers had GLOBALGAP certification, compared 
to 25 923 Spanish producers, 15 893 Italian producers and 8,997 German producers. 
This puts France on the same level as Belgium or Turkey (respectively 3,330 and 
3,009 certified producers). These differences can be explained by whether a country 
is an importer or exporter on the world trade market and by the distribution and 
certification history in each individual country (Hertzfeld et al., 2011). With produc-
tion estimated at 8.7 million tons in 2011 (3.2 million tons of fruit and 5.5 million 
tons of vegetables), France is the third largest producer of fruit and vegetables in 
Europe, behind Italy and Spain. Most of its produce is aimed at the domestic mar-
ket. Moreover, since the 1990s, French authorities have tried to develop certifica-
tions with agri-food professionals to inform consumers about product quality. Main 
retailers have also developed their own quality labels, combining product quality 
with health and environmental concerns (Bernard de Raymond, 2013). Compared 
to these initiatives, the GLOBALGAP standard might have seemed less worthwhile: 
it is not used to communicate with consumers, it has more varied objectives and it 
does not integrate the issue of product quality. Furthermore, the French government 
has tried to introduce a public voluntary standard for global quality management on 
farms – Agriculture raisonnée (Bernard de Raymond, 2012).

This article is based on one set of interviews with actors in the French tomato sec-
tor who are part of the organized sector (i.e. members of producer organizations),2 
and another set of interviews with independent vegetable growers (non-producer 
organization members) and consultants.3 France has 22 940 farms for fruit and 30 800 
for vegetables, all together covering approximately 1.5% of utilized agricultural land 
and representing 8.2% of agricultural production in value terms (FranceAgriMer, 
2011). The sector employs over 140 000 AWU (annual work unit), a large number of 
whom are seasonal workers. In this sector the average size of professional farms is 8 
ha (Agreste, 2007) as opposed to 77 ha for professional farms overall. They are there-
fore ‘small farms’, which use a large amount of manpower. Technical investments 
(glasshouses, heating, etc.) are common for some crops (tomatoes, strawberries, etc.). 
For the most part, fruit and vegetable growers apply the principles of integrated pest 
management (the use of auxiliary insects to reduce the need for pesticides, which are 
nevertheless still allowed).
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Within the European Union, the common organization of the market for fruit and 
vegetables is based on producer organizations (POs), mainly cooperatives. The aim 
of European policy is to give producers the power to negotiate with large-scale re-
tailers: in particular, POs are responsible for marketing the products and thus for 
negotiating sales. Only POs may receive subsidies under the Common Agricultural 
Policy (CAP), which are not available to independent producers. In addition to the 
marketing, POs often provide their members with technical advice (on climate, hy-
grometry, pest control, etc.). They employ quality managers and technicians who 
work with the producers over the long term (often over several years). Independent 
producers, on the other hand, use consultants who provide one-off services. Some 
consultants are highly specialized (in climatology for example) and offer expert ser-
vices. This is not true of the consultants in our study, who are generalists: they assist 
producers with administrative tasks, technical advice and certifications, including 
GLOBALGAP. The market share of organized production varies considerably with-
in the EU. In the Benelux countries a handful of POs market approximately 90% of 
domestic production, whereas in France in 2009, about 300 POs were responsible 
for 50% of domestic fruit and vegetable production (FranceAgriMer, 2013). In 2011, 
70% of GLOBALGAP certified producers were PO members. A comparison between 
organized and independent producers is therefore relevant. In addition to the sub-
sidies, POs offer their members the resources they need to adopt the GLOBALGAP 
standard and pay for some of the related practices, whereas independent producers 
generally use private consultants.

This article is organized as follows: in the first section we demonstrate that the 
GLOBALGAP standard is not a single document but a repository (Star, 2010), i.e. a 
complex set of texts that are interlinked with varying degrees of coherency and that 
deal with issues as diverse as environmental protection or product quality. Further-
more, certain prescriptions relate to pieces of public regulation that are embedded 
in the standard. In the second section, we look at various interpretations of how 
public regulation and private governance intersect (does GLOBALGAP strengthen 
or weaken the law?), and we show that the repository creates its own effects on the 
law and the way it is conceived and implemented. As a consequence, GLOBALGAP 
produces a reinforcement of the managerial evolution of agriculture.

The GLOBALGAP Standard as a Repository

A Heterogeneous Set
First and foremost, the GLOBALGAP standard is based on a holistic approach to 
protect diverse interests: food safety, sustainable production methods, worker and 
animal welfare, responsible use of water, compound feed and plant propagation ma-
terials. As far as plants are concerned, the standard’s 234 control points are divided 
as follows: 117 to ensure food safety, 21 for worker health and safety, 46 to ensure 
traceability, and 50 for the protection of the environment. GLOBALGAP therefore 
brings together items that are usually separated by law (relating to labour law, envi-
ronmental law or the rural code) thus engendering a process to ensure legal coher-
ency and rationalization. Second, GLOBALGAP is not a single document but a set 
of documents: the system’s general regulations, national guidelines, a list of control 
points and compliance criteria, and a checklist for auditing farms. Since EurepGAP 
became GLOBALGAP, the list of control points has been divided into different mod-
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ules, starting with a compulsory module applicable to all farms, and then a second 
module specific to the type of farm in question (crops, livestock, aquaculture), which 
itself contains further modules relating to various subcategories (fruit and vegeta-
bles, field crops, coffee, tea, flowers and ornamental plants for the crops module).4 
Furthermore, the type of requirement can vary, depending on the document: there 
are declarations of principle, recommendations, directives of varying degrees of re-
striction, relating to the production itself, or to how the farm should be organized, 
or to how employees should work, etc. Finally, in its physical form GLOBALGAP 
is a documentary system (usually in the form of a binder file), which for grass-roots 
actors relates to different activities: some documents describe farm operation, others 
serve as proof of purchase (receipts for certified seeds and plants, water analysis); 
others take account of farming practices (fertilization or plant protection); still oth-
ers provide a self-monitoring system to ensure that all certification requirements are 
being met, along with descriptions of corrective procedures.

In order to obtain GLOBALGAP certification, producers must undergo an audit 
by a certification body. The most important documents for obtaining certification 
are the list of control points and compliance criteria, and the checklist for the audi-
tors. The audit is the procedure that will determine whether or not the producer 
is granted the GLOBALGAP certificate. The control points are divided into three 
categories: major musts, minor musts, and recommendations. The version currently 
in force consists of 95 major musts, 117 minor musts, and 22 recommendations. To 
obtain certification, producers must satisfy all of the major musts and 95% of the 
minor musts; the recommendations do not constitute formal criteria for elimination. 
The content of the requirements in the control points and compliance criteria docu-
ment fluctuates between different rationales. Certain points require producers to use 
a reflexive feedback on how they work, so as to implement good practices; others are 
based on risk assessment and on introducing risk control procedures; others serve to 
identify and make an inventory of the components used in the production process; 
others relate to record keeping and traceability; finally, yet others remind to comply 
with local laws.

As an example, Table 1 presents an extract from the checklist. In this extract from 
the auditors’ control document, we can see the musts (major or minor) and the rec-
ommendations. Whilst the recommendations (point FV.2.1) relate to a rationale of 

FV2 Substrates (N/A where substrates are not used)

FV.2.1 Does the producer participate in sub-
strate recycling programs for substrate 
where available?

The producer keeps records document-
ing quantities recycled and dates. 
Invoices/loading dockets are accept-
able. If there is no participation in a 
recycling program available, it should 
be justified.

Recom.

FV.2.2 If chemicals are used to sterilize sub-
strates for reuse, have the location, the 
date of sterilization, type of chemical, 
method of sterilization, name of the 
operator and pre-planting interval been 
recorded?

When the substrates are sterilized on 
the farm, the name or reference of the 
field, orchard or glasshouse is recorded. 
If sterilized off farm, then the name and 
location of the company, which steri-
lized the substrates, are recorded.

Major 
must

Source: GLOBALGAP, 2013.

Table 1. Extract from the GlobalGAP checklist.
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practice improvement (in this case participating in a substrate recycling programme), 
the musts (i.e. what is controlled by the certification body) relate to recording how 
the chemical products are used (FV.2.2.) and hence to practicing traceability.

Certain of the standard’s other musts relate implicitly or explicitly to the obliga-
tion to comply with the law – or the compliance criterion for a must might be a 
legal obligation. As an example, here are the compliance criteria in the list of control 
points relating to post-harvest treatments:

‘All the plant protection products applied are officially and currently au-
thorized and permitted by the appropriate governmental organization in the coun-
try of application. Where no official registration scheme exists, refer to the 
GlobalG.A.P. guideline (annex CB 4) on this subject and FAO International 
Code of Conduct on the Distribution and Use of Pesticides. Refer also to 
Annex CB 4 for cases where producer takes part in legal field trials for 
approval of PPP by the local government’ (GLOBALGAP, 2011, emphasis 
added).

The GLOBALGAP standard here works as a complex and hybrid set of written rec-
ommendations, in that it is based on specific requirements, whilst at the same time 
referring to items that exist in public regulations. The law is embedded in the private 
standard, which thus resembles a repository as defined by Star (2010, p. 603):

‘we suggested that one kind of object, a repository, took the form of a set 
of modular things. These are things that might be individually removed 
without collapsing or changing the structure of a whole. A library, for ex-
ample, or a collection of case studies (as in some parts of medicine, or in 
the Talmud), is a repository. A repository of this sort comes from the need 
for an assembly of things that are conceived iteratively. It has the feature 
that heterogeneity (internally) across things can be maintained but need 
not become confrontational. In a repository, the heuristic advantage is the 
encapsulation of internal units.’

The assembly of prescriptions, which are heterogeneous in nature and whose stakes 
differ in written form, is very coherent with the notion of repository. In particular, 
this type of material object has been analysed by the sociology of science devel-
oped following Latour (1996), which shows that the effects of collections are always 
greater than the effects of each of their components taken separately. This is the hy-
pothesis we wish to test in this article.

To characterize the regulating effects of private food standards, we consider that 
a standard such as GLOBALGAP is material in nature and is seen by grass-roots 
actors as a set of written documents. With this in mind, what is the content of the 
standard and how do producers interpret it in concrete terms?

Reading through the GLOBALGAP Repository
The heterogeneity of GLOBALGAP’s design is not without consequence at grass-
roots level. The standardizing work (Higgins and Larner, 2010) consists first of all in 
giving meaning to the standard’s different prescriptions and in ensuring that the re-
quirements are coherent with the document in which they appear. Reading through 
the repository thus involves four types of interpretative activities: recalling and list-
ing all the requirements to be found throughout the various GLOBALGAP docu-
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ments; stabilizing an interpretation of ‘tricky’ control points throughout a standard-
izing network; making sense of the gaps between public rules and their translation 
into GLOBALGAP’s compliance criteria; making strategic use of the uncertainty 
surrounding the collective or individual nature of the GLOBALGAP certificate.

The first task for anyone wishing to obtain certification is to make a list of all of the 
requirements – and not just those found in the control points. Indeed, as this quality 
manager explains, the musts and the control points are not always consistent:

‘With certain musts, the compliance criteria aren’t always fully relevant, or 
they might be quite different from the must. For example, it might require 
the personnel to have facilities to wash their hands with drinking water. 
And the compliance criterion is that the soap must be fragrance free and 
must disinfect your hands. So the must relates to the equipment and the 
compliance criterion is about the consumables. They are not really linked. 
So you need to relist all of the compliance criteria and re-merge them to get 
a complete must. We’re planning to make a new list of all of the compliance 
criteria to see if we have forgotten anything mentioned in the musts’ (Qual-
ity Manager, PO, west of France).

This point might seem anecdotal were it not for the consequences for audits. It is 
open to different interpretations by auditors. It is impossible to know whether the 
representative of the certification body will prefer to conform with the general provi-
sions, with the control points, or with both. It is therefore very important to consider 
– carefully and in advance – how the various documents might be interpreted given 
that they are not always coherent.

Second, interpretation of the standard involves a standardizing network 
(Aasprong, 2013) that includes producers, their technical consultants, PO’s quality 
managers or private consultants (depending on whether or not the producer be-
longs to a PO) and auditors. Within this network there is a great deal of cooperation 
with a view to auditing. The distinction between auditor and consultant thus tends 
to blur. Audits aside, members of the certification bodies work alongside producer 
organizations or consultants to define together acceptable interpretations of given 
items in the standard. In the following extract, a quality manager explains that he 
attended a session organized by his certification body, in order to obtain a concrete 
definition of what is expected under any given requirement:

‘For example, you have an item that tells you: Documented hygiene pro-
cedures have been implemented for harvest time. When you are not too 
familiar with the way things work, you wonder: what shall I do… what 
are hygiene procedures? In fact [the certification body] explained, in all 
simplicity, that if you put up posters, if you make people aware, then you 
are dealing with the problem. It was good to have some training to explain 
all that because at the time it seems somewhat curt and you think: if we 
have to teach everyone in the glasshouses about hygiene, it’s not going to 
be easy! So in fact, as a procedure, posters are fine’.

It is not uncommon for producer organizations to organize ‘mock audits’ for their 
members, using auditors who belong to their chosen certification body but who are 
not the actual auditors who will perform the ‘official’ audit. The aim of all of these 
strategies is to reduce the uncertainties relating to the heterogeneity of the stand-
ard’s components and to its numerous possible interpretations. Unlike the situation 
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that Aasprong describes for St Vincent, in France there is no pressure from exten-
sion services to adopt a strict interpretation of the standard. On the contrary, col-
lective producer organizations try to facilitate the work required by their members 
by simplifying everything that could be simplified, and the choice of audit firm is 
the first step in this facilitation. The audit firm must be considered to be constant in 
its requirements, so that producers can predict how the auditors will interpret the 
standard. With GLOBALGAP, we are therefore a long way from dealing with a sin-
gle, unequivocal document that can be applied in a uniform manner throughout the 
world. On the contrary, we can see that the standard is very open to different forms 
of implementation at grass-roots level.

Third, if we consider prescriptions in the standard intersecting with legal require-
ments, we can see that what is written in the standard might allow interpretations 
that are not in strict accordance with the law. When one touches on sensitive aspects 
of farm operation, where practices are not always perfectly in line with regulations, 
these ambiguous requirements offer producers a certain amount of flexibility. In 
such cases the level of precision in the way the must is written is decisive, as this 
quality manager explains with regard to re-entry intervals:

‘I’d say that the biggest problem at the moment is the re-entry interval. It’s 
funny, in GLOBALGAP they’ve put: major must: is there a procedure for 
regulating the re-entry interval?; minor must: are re-entry intervals con-
trolled? So, unlike pre-harvest intervals where they ask if the pre-harvest 
intervals are respected, here, regarding re-entry intervals, they ask whether 
they are controlled! But if, in their next version, they were to put: are the 
re-entry intervals respected?, and they make it a major must… well, I don’t 
think anyone in fruit and vegetables would have GLOBALGAP!’ (Quality 
Manager, PO, west).

In this example, we see that although the standard intersects with the purpose of the 
law, stating that employees must not enter a glasshouse that has just been chemically 
treated, the way in which this objective appears in the checklist allows producers 
who do not respect the legal re-entry interval to nevertheless remain in compliance 
with the standard. This shows how the heterogeneous nature of the GLOBALGAP 
standard is just as much a constraint – involving a lot of work by grass-roots actors 
to ensure that requirements are coherent – as a resource that allows flexibility in 
the implementation of the standard. The heterogeneous nature of GLOBALGAP’s 
components leaves open the issue of what the standard is and what conceptions of 
agriculture it conveys.

One final modality of GLOBALGAP interpretation concerns the certification it-
self, taken as a whole, and its strategic use on marketplaces. GLOBALGAP certi-
fication does not in fact relate to a single standard but to a series of modules that 
require varying degrees of commitment from producers. Furthermore, an option 
system allows producers who belong to a collective organization to seek certifica-
tion involving said organization (GLOBALGAP Option 2) or to apply in their own 
name, on an individual basis (Option 1). However, when a producer organization 
obtains certification, this does not mean that all of its producers are certified. As 
this quality manager explains, some POs adopt a ‘free rider’ strategy, choosing to 
privilege the certification of just a few of their producers and to remain vague about 
the exact number of certified producers and about the types of product delivered to 
their clients:
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‘This year our biggest client asked us to get the GGN code, i.e. the 
GLOBALGAP number, for all products delivered. Whereas beforehand, 
how can I put it, things were vague, because you could have a GLOBALGAP 
certificate and yet not supply clients 100% with GLOBALGAP products. 
We kept things vague… And now things are no longer vague at all because 
you have to put the GGN number on the products, so it is vital that all 
products are GLOBALGAP.’

Between competitors, these practices are condemned by the more virtuous producer 
organizations, even if they cannot be used over a long term without customers turn-
ing a blind eye and themselves playing with the meaning behind GLOBALGAP 
certification.

Highlighting the internal heterogeneity of GLOBALGAP’s components and the 
ambiguous nature of the standard itself is only the first stage in our analysis. We 
wish to pursue our analysis of the interactions between regulation and standard by 
looking at the consequences for the law itself.

The GLOBALGAP Standard as a Centre of Calculation

Whilst it contributes towards the development of a hybrid system of governance 
– co-regulation – GLOBALGAP is also a hybrid instrument, encompassing recom-
mendations, requirements, recording requests and reminders of the law. What type 
of governance does this standard produce? At grass-roots level, how can we describe 
the scope of this voluntary private standard compared to a more classic regulation 
based on the law? The literature offers several interpretations. After presenting two 
opposite interpretations, one describing GLOBALGAP as weakening the law, the 
other as strengthening it, we will take into account the point of view of grass-roots 
actors and propose GLOBALGAP as a centre of calculation (Latour, 1996).

GLOBALGAP Weakening the Law

Two types of argument have been put forward to show that standards such as 
GLOBALGAP undermine the law: 1. the standard, which is voluntary, creates con-
fusion among producers with regard to the obligatory nature of compliance with the 
law; 2. such standards challenge the validity of national legislation within a context 
of globalization.

First and foremost, the spread of voluntary standards can be seen as leading to a 
legal crisis, in as much as technical standards tend to replace the law (Frison-Roche, 
1998) whilst private standards create confusion between what is legal (mandatory) 
and what is voluntary (optional). This is the argument put forward by lawyer I. 
Doussan concerning the environmental standard Agriculture raisonnée (AR):

‘Legally speaking, the fact that the AR scheme is almost identical to existing 
regulations indicates… a shift in policy. From a binding policy, justified by 
the existence of a risk of harming the environment that led to the enactment 
of a regulatory framework, public authorities are moving towards an in-
centive policy to help ensure that these legal binds are observed… The mix-
ture of legal, incentive and regulatory genres is leading to the introduction 
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of a hybrid policy as an intended response to the failed application of en-
vironmental regulations by farmers’ (Doussan, 2004, p. 4; our translation).

From this standpoint, the development of voluntary standards leads grass-roots 
actors to believe that any effort to protect health and the environment is optional 
and that it should therefore benefit from some type of incentive, be it added market 
value or public subsidy.

The farmers we met all subscribed to this conception of GLOBALGAP. When they 
described how they began the process, they explained that above all they were ex-
pecting to sell at higher prices, win new customers or penetrate new markets, espe-
cially for exports. After several years of certification, their assessment of the mecha-
nism was clearly based on weighing up the cost and the effort they had put into the 
standard and the economic benefits that they had received.

‘I wanted to get EurepGAP… But it’s supply and demand that matter. End 
of story. And at the end of the day you’re not paid in terms of the effort you 
put in, because you spend hours managing everything, monitoring every-
thing… I mean, it’s a lot of work on top of your everyday work, and some-
how at the end of the day you’re not paid for it’ (Independent Producer, 
multi-produce, south-east).

In these extracts we can see that the producers view certification not as an oppor-
tunity to work in line with new precepts, but as a way of helping their businesses 
cope with economic stakes. In this respect the experience is relatively inconclusive 
and more often than not the producers are extremely disappointed. We find the 
same rationale being used by representatives from producer organizations who see 
GLOBALGAP as a source of subsidy from the European Union. European subsidies 
are funded as part of operational programmes and their allocation must be justified 
under criteria that properly relate to GLOBALGAP’s stakes.

When they are analysing voluntary standards, jurists put themselves in the shoes 
of the actors who have to implement the law and the standards, i.e. they consider 
how individual actors alter their attitude towards the rules and see in GLOBALGAP 
an economic opportunity rather than an obligation. More particularly, these analy-
ses show that when legal provisions are included in a voluntary standard (regulat-
ed by certification and market access), the penalty for non-compliance disappears. 
When producers do not comply with a regulation applicable in their country and 
this is highlighted by an audit, the only penalty is non-certification, but they escape 
their own country’s repressive system. From a legal standpoint, the standard thus 
weakens laws that have been introduced under a traditional command-and-control 
system.

The second argument is based on an analysis of the heterogeneity of GLOBALGAP, 
which is yet promoted as a uniform standard at international level (Lockie et al., 
2013). The broad diversity of countries in which GLOBALGAP is implemented (112 
in 2011) ought to constitute a huge challenge where the standardization of require-
ments is concerned. Yet unlike other standards, such as ISO (Graz, 2004), the very 
structure of GLOBALGAP allows it to create commensurability without having to 
go through a lengthy phase of international standardization. This characteristic is 
based on partial recognition of the laws in individual states. As we saw in the first 
section, numerous requirements relate to the obligation to obey the national or local 
regulations that are in force wherever a producer may be located. This can be veri-
fied especially in relation to the standard’s major musts. For example, a requirement 



238 Antoine Bernard de Raymond and Laure Bonnaud

might be that storage facilities for the plant protection product comply with all the 
appropriate current national, regional and local legislation and regulations. By ask-
ing a third party (a certification body) to ensure that their suppliers are complying 
with the national regulations of their respective countries, retailers – who are often 
importers – are declaring implicitly that they do not need to know what these vari-
ous legislations might be and that they are not responsible for any heterogeneity. The 
standard makes it possible to consider products that meet heterogeneous national 
regulations to be equivalent and thus to put them into competition with one another.

GLOBALGAP as a Law Enforcer
From a different perspective, GLOBALGAP might be considered as a standard that 
supports the law, in two ways. First, it promotes the regulation of certain matters 
(protection of the environment or workers’ union rights, for example) that receive 
insufficient attention, especially in southern countries. Second, it ensures compli-
ance with prescriptions the implementation of which is not properly monitored, in 
both developed and developing countries (Braithwhaite, 2006; Challies, 2013).

The first argument has received considerable attention from researchers who are 
interested in the place occupied by developing countries in globalization. These 
countries often have underdeveloped regulatory frameworks and limited adminis-
trative capacities, and find themselves having to deal with powerful multinational 
companies with huge financial and technological resources. Such a situation leads 
them to exercise only limited control over the economic activity that takes place 
within their borders, especially when it comes to labour law or the protection of 
the environment. The situation is especially marked in countries that aim to use 
their lack of regulation to attract companies that employ a social dumping strategy 
(Graham and Woods, 2006). Within such a context, the regulatory contribution that 
standards make can be seen as an opportunity to fill the gaps left by state laws, even 
if certain NGOs criticize the ‘smoke screen’ that standards create (cf. Connor and 
Haines, 2006). There have often been such debates in relation to the clothing sector, 
particularly the manufacture of sports clothing and footwear by a certain number of 
multinational companies, but various works have also discussed the farming sector 
– in relation to coffee production, for example (Neilson, 2008). These works gener-
ally point out that standards produce effects that are far removed from what was in-
tended, be it promises of fair trade or sustainable development. This has caused the 
companies, associations or consortiums that originated the standards to react and 
to modify their prescriptions in order to offer additional guarantees. For example, 
GLOBALGAP members are aware of the potential effects of unfair competition due 
to differences in national legislations, which is why for certain aspects they are try-
ing to ensure that the standard plays a standardizing role. This is the case with social 
rights, for example, via the (optional) system of Global Risk Assessment on Social 
Practice (GRASP), which aims to standardize good social practices throughout the 
world.

The second argument suggesting that GLOBALGAP helps to support the law 
relates more to northern countries, which have the ability to regulate, but whose 
capacity to monitor implementation may be limited, either by choice or due to finan-
cial difficulties. This type of interpretation may be based on transaction cost econom-
ics. From this point of view, private standards provide an institutional guarantee 
that ensures a greater level of confidence in transactions and thus reduces the risk of 
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opportunism. In particular, by adding a system of third-party certification and mar-
ket exclusion, standards allow for better application of the law (Codron et al., 2005; 
Henson, 2011). Indeed, in sectors that attract little vigilance from public authorities, 
certification bodies regularly ensure that there are controls that would be no more 
than hypothetical otherwise. The fruit and vegetable sector is a prime example of a 
sector where there are few controls. In 2009, for example, official French monitoring 
and control programmes led to the analysis of 4,953 samples of fresh or processed 
fruit and vegetables, products for baby food, cereals and organic vegetable products. 
This level of sampling must be compared to the 169 kg/year of fruit and vegetables 
eaten by each of France’s 26 365 000 households (CTIFL, 2011). For grass-roots ac-
tors, GLOBALGAP represents a constraint of a different nature to that of the rule 
of law. In POs, the standard is seen as an addition to regulatory obligations. In all 
POs as an example of progress due to GLOBALGAP quality managers mention the 
installation of phytosanitary storage facilities on farms – something that is a legal 
obligation. In their opinion, the voluntary process encourages producers to obey the 
law and makes it possible to finally achieve what should already have been in place 
for a long time.

‘GLOBALGAP helps you to get organized and catch up. Health-wise, when 
you are certified it’s a case of: “You have to have a phytosanitary cabinet!” 
End of story. Which establishes authority at farm and organizer level’ 
(Quality Manager, PO, south-east).

According to our interviews, GLOBALGAP has essentially promoted compliance 
with the law in two areas: 1. the traceability of phytosanitary treatments and the 
storage of treatment products; 2. working conditions and sanitary installations for 
farm employees. On the first point, all certified farmers now have cabinets or prem-
ises for storing pesticides and provide a recording to justify their use, even if the 
quality of the recordings is sometimes inadequate. The second point increases pro-
ducers’ obligations in a sector where seasonal employees are often illegal workers, 
which discourages them from standing up for their rights (Décosse, 2008).

Our observations in the field confirm the two successive interpretations set out 
above, which suggest that GLOBALGAP has a dual effect, both weakening and sup-
porting the law. These approaches nevertheless consider GLOBALGAP and the law 
as unique entities with global effects, whereas if we consider GLOBALGAP to be a 
repository, we can show that the standard takes certain elements of the law, brings 
them together, allowing new interpretations of regulation within the standard. It is 
this effect that we now propose to examine.

GLOBALGAP as a Centre of Calculation
We would like to offer a third interpretation of the debate on the complementary or 
antagonistic nature of the voluntary standard and the law, focusing on the fact that 
these standards unite areas of the law that are usually separate (labour law, health 
and safety, environmental law). As a result, the standard creates a sort of ‘standards 
library’. Latour has done considerable research on the role that collections play in 
the production of knowledge (Latour, 1996). He refers to these real or virtual spaces 
where initially scattered elements are placed on an even footing as centres of calcu-
lation. Through this process, each individual element becomes better known and 
its comparison with the other elements also leads to increased knowledge. For ex-
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ample, Latour describes a library in which each book provides self-knowledge, but 
also additional knowledge, because it can be qualified and compared with other 
books. In the same vein, GLOBALGAP’s collection of obligations relating to prod-
ucts, workers, the environment and animal welfare, creates effects that are greater 
than each requirement taken individually. Producers, and also the intermediaries 
who help them to implement the standards, create equivalences (not always imme-
diately obvious to an outside observer) between production and protection of the 
environment, or between integrated protection and occupational health.

‘Before joining GLOBALGAP, you must already have an understanding of 
hygiene and quality, have a process in mind. Protecting your glasshouses 
from outside contamination – they learn about that when they get into inte-
grated production and crop protection; little by little they learn about boot 
baths and all these systems that help you to really protect your glasshouses. 
I think that once they’ve achieved that, we can move on to another point, 
that of worker protection. And work organization. Because GLOBALGAP 
is about environment, quality and safety’ (Quality Manager, PO, south-
east).
‘Let’s take traceability as an example. It helps you to learn more about the 
farm, so potentially it’s a tool for managing production costs, but the produc-
ers haven’t taken that into account’ (Consultant for independent produc-
ers).

GLOBALGAP is therefore an additional stage in the managerial rationalization of 
farms (Compagnone et al., 2009), a movement that has already been observed in 
Denmark by Mouritsen et al. (2000) in relation to the environmental certification of 
pig farms, or to the improvement of agriculture in fair trade (Loconto, 2014). This ob-
servation leads one to make a more detailed analysis of the actors involved in choos-
ing a method of certification and who take charge of its implementation. We thus see 
the decisive role played by intermediaries, be they producer organizations or private 
consultants. GLOBALGAP supports their role, because its repository structure re-
quires collective work to ensure compliance with the standard, whereas compliance 
with the law is an individual obligation.

GLOBALGAP as a Joint Objective within Producer Organizations
The GLOBALGAP approach is a process that involves a large number of grass-roots 
actors. Within producer organizations it engages producers, crop managers, techni-
cians, quality managers, sales departments, etc. To varying extents, all of these have 
a vested interest in the producer obtaining certification and they will all help him/
her in achieving that. In turn, this common objective puts group pressure on each 
individual producer (Durkheim, 1900).

‘Before they are audited, do you assist them?
Completely, totally and utterly! [laughs] Yes, it’s in our interest! As far as 
we are concerned it’s always a bit like an exam, so we prefer to pass rather 
than fail. And the producers are always somewhat stressed before an exam. 
There mustn’t be any stupid mistakes. When we know the date of the au-
dit, we visit once a week and we do a little bit of cramming. It’s a work 
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method… Producers know they will have to answer all of the questions in 
the scheme, and there are over 300 questions, so the producers are fairly 
stressed out. That’s what you have to do, get into the documents, have a 
farm that corresponds to what you’ve written, not have any plastic contain-
ers lying around. Generally speaking there aren’t any, but you don’t want 
to screw up on the day’ (Quality Manager, PO, south-west).

Above all, the standard’s heterogeneous composition allows it to be implemented in 
a shared fashion, thus constituting a distributed cognition support (Hutchins, 1996). 
Indeed, as we demonstrated in the first section, GLOBALGAP can be considered a 
repository for requirements that set down a series of operations to be accomplished. 
So as far as organized production is concerned, all of the documentation and risk 
analysis is prepared by the PO, and a certain number of annual analyses (water, 
sprayer calibration, plant delivery) is carried out for the producers as a whole. Cer-
tain POs also have servers that allow them to automatically and remotely update the 
entire documentation system required for the audit, without the producers having 
to do anything. Only the recordings most relevant to everyday practices are left to 
the producers, coordination being the responsibility of the PO’s quality managers. 
The latter set up the documentary system, carry out the required internal controls 
with the producers and assist them at the time of the audit. Constraints are thus 
shared across the organization, under a rationale of economies of scale and of reduc-
ing time spent on red tape (Bonnaud et al., 2012).

As far as market intermediaries are concerned, GLOBALGAP does not simply 
protect interests (quality, the environment, occupational health, animal welfare), it 
also improves a business’s internal management. Indeed, it is for its method that the 
PO recommends it to producers, e.g. to those who have to organize multiple-site 
farms:

‘There are producers [in the Rhône valley] who want to join because they 
have several enterprises and GLOBALGAP helps with organization. What-
ever the level, it’s bang, bang, bang, it’s the same organizational structure, 
it’s easier. Then there are other cases where it’s the producers who want to 
evolve, because it’s dynamic and they want to get involved with a process 
like that’ (Quality Manager, PO, south-east).
‘[GLOBALGAP] covers all the aspects where producers are not always re-
ally on the ball. Or in areas where they need to improve, to progress. It 
was an opportunity to provide a method. I’m not saying it’s the be-all and 
end-all, there may be others that are much better, but it provides a method, 
a business framework to improve in certain areas. That’s what I find inter-
esting. In my organization, the people who adopted this process are peo-
ple who have structure. The major disadvantage of these standards is the 
administrative side of things, which is fairly tiresome. A farmer who’s all 
alone with his hectare of glasshouses and whose only employees are those 
in the glasshouses, who’s got no secretary, no accountant, no… who is all 
alone, well that’s a problem!’ (Director of a producer organization, south-
east).

As an instrument of both a normative and managerial nature, GLOBALGAP makes 
it possible to combine technical provisions, an organizational scheme and a quality 
management system. By taking account of the decisive role played by the interme-
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diaries (quality managers, private consultants) who disseminate the standard and 
stabilize the way in which it is interpreted, we find that GLOBALGAP’s main effect 
is the dissemination of a managerial farming norm.

Independent Producers: New Consultants Promoting Management among Farmers

As the previous interview extract shows, GLOBALGAP’s implementation must be 
understood as a distributed collective process, which is a problem for independ-
ent producers. Just as GLOBALGAP’s development led to the creation of new jobs 
(quality manager) within POs, it also contributed towards the development of a new 
profession, that of private consultants who could advise independent producers.5 
Just like the agricultural consultants studied by Aasprong (2013), these independ-
ent consultants play a central role in farmers’ interpretations and implementations 
of the standard. Farmers are very reluctant towards GLOBALGAP, seeing it as a 
bureaucratic constraint imposed by retailers and as a necessary evil in order to con-
tinue to work with foreign markets. Independent consultants help farmers with the 
entire certification process, from writing the documents and preparing their imple-
mentation (risk control procedures, recording practices, etc.) through to the external 
audit.6 Faced with this reluctance, they try to promote GLOBALGAP as a tool to 
improve management:

‘Farmers have no idea of their impact on the environment: “product half-
life”, “vapour pressure” – they don’t know what these things are. When we 
show them how much money they are losing on a given plot of land by not 
using their tools and chemicals properly, they realize that they are causing 
pollution’ (Consultant for independent producers).

In other words, these consultants interpret GLOBALGAP and all of its requirements 
(which are relatively new from a producer’s point of view) relating to health and the 
environment from a managerial and economic standpoint: they expect producers to 
adapt to these new requirements if it can be demonstrated that they will save money 
and improve the profitability of their businesses.

‘They mainly see EurepGAP as a hindrance… Nowadays producers have 
to be managers. They need to know everything that happens on their 
farms. They need management charts but they don’t have any. They are not 
in control of their processes. They haven’t identified the sectors that need 
priority action. If I had to modernize farming, I’d turn producers into man-
agers. That’s about it!’ (Consultant for independent producers).

According to the consultant we interviewed, GLOBALGAP certification applica-
tions are complicated to manage, both for Chambers of Agriculture and for inde-
pendent consultants, because producers’ lack of experience in risk management 
makes certification a very lengthy process. As the time spent with producers to help 
them understand the prescriptions is not billable generally, consultancy organiza-
tions necessarily lose money in this area.

Finally, in the case of PO-member farms and non-organized sector farms assisted 
by independent consultants, what is at stake in the adoption of GLOBALGAP and 
in the development of global risk management is the dissemination of a managerial 
norm. For the standardizing network that brings GLOBALGAP to the farmer, the 
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way to properly manage health, environmental and social requirements is to turn 
these requirements into good-management tools.

Conclusion

In this article we have used a science studies approach to interpret the GLOBALGAP 
voluntary standard. We have examined the material nature of the GLOBALGAP 
scheme, highlighting how the standard works as a repository for heterogeneous 
prescriptions. GLOBALGAP is a set of documents bringing together heterogene-
ous requirements: risk management procedures, good practices, the production of 
recordings, compliance with the law in different legal areas (social law, health and 
safety, environmental law). In uniting these elements, ordinarily separate, the stand-
ard operates as a centre of calculation, and produces a specific effect of managerial 
rationalization.

The way in which the standard is implemented also has legal consequences. First, 
GLOBALGAP tends to blur the boundaries between the different sources of pre-
scription. As a result, it is increasingly difficult for grass-roots actors to distinguish 
between what is obligatory and what is voluntary (Doussan, 2004).

Second, GLOBALGAP’s format as a collection of prescriptions allows for distrib-
uted implementation. Compliance with the standard’s requirements is embedded 
in a network, thus making compliance with the law a collective matter, whereas the 
law relies on individual responsibility.

Finally, we can hypothesize that this collection of prescriptions has a specific effect 
that we might call codification. The codification process is based on three essential 
principles established by J. Bentham (Lascoumes and Martin, 1995). To him, codifi-
cation makes it possible: 1. to systematize fragmented legal elements; 2. to come to 
an agreement on principles and values, and to prioritize them; 3. to ensure the legal 
security of exchanges. In Bentham’s case, it is a case of protecting citizens against 
political arbitrary, whereas for GLOBALGAP it is a question of protecting commer-
cial transactions. Yet from the standard makers’ point of view, it is definitely legal 
rationalization that is at work. From the grass-roots actors’ standpoint, the utility of 
a global quality standard lies in its transversal and inclusive nature and in the legal 
coherency that it provides. If GLOBALGAP is constantly evolving, it is so that it can 
meet this expectation of exhaustiveness.

Notes
1. In this article, we use Black’s definition of regulation: ‘regulation is the sustained and focused attempt 

to alter the behaviour of others according to defined standards or purposes with the intention of pro-
ducing a broadly identified outcome, which may involve mechanisms of standard-setting, informa-
tion gathering and behaviour modification’ (Black, 2002, p. 20).

2. N = 46, including PO producers, technicians, quality managers and directors. Jean-Marie Codron and 
Zouhair Bouhsina (INRA-Moisa) took part in this survey.

3. N = 10, including private producers and consultants. These independent vegetable growers were in-
terviewed twice, with a three-year interval, which allowed us to ask them why some among them had 
dropped their GLOBALGAP certification.

4. This documentary system is further complicated by the introduction of add-on modules to allow pro-
ducers who wish to take their certification even further on certain points, such as social or animal wel-
fare. GLOBALGAP now publishes documents that summarize the changes and new aspects relating 
to upgrades of the standard. The complexity of the system has also caused GLOBALGAP to introduce 
a procedure for gradual entry into the standard, via a simplified version known as LocalGAP.
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5. At the time of our survey, this consultant was in charge of a professional organization that he had 
himself helped to create and that represented and comprised independent agricultural consultants. At 
that time, the organization had approximately 20 members, but our interviewee estimated that at that 
time 60 to 70 people were working as independent agricultural consultants.

6. During audits by certification bodies, farmers often ask their consultants to be present so that the 
inspection does not degenerate into a confrontation.
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