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Abstract. Collective action by farmers has played an important role in the history 
of European agriculture. During the twentieth century, the foundation of agri-
cultural marketing co-operatives contributed in many countries to better market 
access, increased farm incomes and rural employment. However, European agri-
culture is facing a range of new challenges nowadays. Farmers have increasingly 
lost control over supply chains, due to globalization processes and the growing 
power of retailers, and they are also confronted with a general decline and reori-
entation of policy support. At the same time, there is a need to respond to chang-
ing demands for food safety, quality and an attractive countryside. Against this 
background, a range of new types of collective farmers’ marketing initiatives is 
emerging across Europe by which farmers in coalition with other categories of so-
cietal actors aim to find answers for the challenges they are currently facing. Based 
on the outcomes of the European COFAMI research project, this article explores 
the diversity of strategies that characterize these newly emerging collective mar-
keting strategies and the different types of social network relations that they are 
generating. Also, it outlines some main methodological principles for studying 
the dynamics and operation of new collective marketing initiatives.

Introduction
Collective action by farmers has played an important role in the history of European 
agriculture and rural development. During the first half of the twentieth century the 
joint action of farmers in many European countries gave rise to the foundation of 
agricultural marketing co-operatives, resulting in improved market access, a better 
negotiation position towards downstream market parties, and thereby indirectly in 
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increased farm incomes and rural employment opportunities. More recently, farm-
ers’ collectives have made an important contribution to the development and dis-
semination of sustainable production methods, for example through study groups 
in organic and integrated agriculture.

However, wider market, political and societal contexts have changed consider-
ably and European agriculture is now facing a range of new challenges. Increasingly, 
farmers have lost control over supply chains, due to globalization processes and the 
growing power of retailers, resulting in downward pressures on product prices and 
the conditioning of access to mainstream markets by farmers’ capacity to meet qual-
ity requirements. At the same time, farmers are confronted with important changes 
in agricultural and rural policy frameworks of the European Union (EU), implying 
a general decline in price and income support and a stronger orientation to broader 
rural development measures. More generally, there is a need for agriculture to re-
spond to changing consumer and societal demands for food safety, quality and an 
attractive countryside. Again, collective action may potentially play a central role in 
finding appropriate answers for these new challenges.

This Special Issue focuses on new forms of collective action of farmers in the mar-
keting of food products, services and public goods that are emerging throughout 
Europe in response to the outlined changes in market, policy and wider societal 
contexts. The articles herein result largely from the European research project ‘En-
couraging Collective Farmers Marketing Initiatives’ (COFAMI),1 complemented 
with contributions from a working group on the same topic at the XXth Congress 
of the European Society for Rural Sociology (ESRS) in Wageningen, Netherlands, in 
August 2007. The COFAMI project looked into experiences and policies related to 
collective farmers’ marketing initiatives in 10 countries (Austria, Czech Republic, 
Denmark, France, Germany, Hungary, Italy, Netherlands, Latvia and Switzerland) 
with the aim of obtaining an overview of the development and dynamics of such ini-
tiatives across Europe. Also, 18 in-depth case-studies of collective farmers’ market-
ing initiatives (COFAMIs) were carried out to provide insights into their methods of 
operation and the factors that enable and limit their emergence, impact and further 
development.

The results of the COFAMI project draw a rich picture of the diversity and dynam-
ics of new collective farmers’ marketing initiatives throughout Europe. This diver-
sity is reflected by the collection of articles selected for this Special Issue, which cov-
ers both different strategies of collective action in marketing as well as very different 
contextual settings in which initiatives emerge. The articles have a strong empirical 
basis, partly focusing on a particular case example of collective marketing initiatives 
and analysing the specificity of this experience from a specific theoretical perspec-
tive. Other articles apply a cross-country perspective and draw general conclusions 
from the comparative analysis of COFAMI experiences in different contextual set-
tings across Europe. In line with this, the following sections of this introductory 
article give an overview of the overall insights gained from the COFAMI project, 
both the conceptual understanding of the emerging diversity of collective farmers’ 
marketing strategies and the main methodological principles for the study of these.

Diversity of Quality Dimensions and Social Network Relations
The outcomes of the COFAMI research indicate that across Europe new forms of dy-
namism in collective action of farmers can be observed in an attempt to strengthen 
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the position of farmers, to increase rural incomes and employment, and to develop 
collectively viable adjustment strategies towards the future. While there are im-
portant differences between countries and between the specific strategies applied, 
these newly emerging collective marketing initiatives have in common that their ap-
proaches go beyond the classic mechanisms of co-operation characterizing tradition-
al agricultural marketing co-operatives. The success of classic marketing co-opera-
tives was largely based on a strategy of building countervailing power by pooling 
volume and joint investments in processing and marketing, thereby strengthening 
the negotiation position of producers vis-à-vis downstream supply-chain actors, 
generating cost advantages due to economies of scale, and exercising collectively 
more influence on price levels and conditions of exchange (Dijk, 1997).

However, the growing scale of operation of food supply chains and the concentra-
tion of processing and retail industries within globalizing food regimes (Friedland, 
2004; McMichael, 2005) has undermined increasingly the strength of this classic co-
operative model. To some extent, one might say, the continuous drive towards scale 
enlargement in which many classic marketing co-operatives find themselves caught 
has neutralized much of the initial strengths and co-operative principles (owner-
ship, democratic control by farmer members). For farmers it has become more dif-
ficult to understand the processes taking place and the management decisions taken. 
As a result, member farmers have less influence, identify less clearly with ‘their’ 
co-operative organization, and are gradually relegated to the position of suppliers of 
raw materials. From the perspective of the co-operative management, the treadmill 
to invest continually in new technologies and quality control is often strongly felt. 
Thus, many traditional marketing co-operatives are struggling with the challenge to 
reconcile member involvement with effective marketing strategies in a highly dy-
namic market and policy environment (Knickel et al., 2008).

This does not mean that classic co-operatives have completely lost their impor-
tance within European agri-food markets. In fact, traditional agricultural marketing 
co-operatives continue to play a role as key players on food markets throughout Eu-
rope, and classic co-operative mechanisms of pooling volume and joint investments 
are still applied even by many newly emerging COFAMIs, though often in com-
bination with other strategic orientations. However, classic forms of co-operative 
marketing have lost much of their innovative capacity, and an inventory made for 
the COFAMI project for 10 study countries across Europe makes clear that much of 
the dynamism in collective marketing initiatives corresponds to new co-operative 
strategies. On the basis of the COFAMI research, the following typology of empiri-
cal expressions of new collective marketing initiatives could be developed: 1. initia-
tives focusing on high quality food products; 2. initiatives focusing on regional food 
products; 3. initiatives aiming at direct producer–consumer relations; 4. initiatives 
developing markets for non-food products, services and public goods; and 5. initia-
tives establishing a regional brand (for more details, see Knickel et al., 2008; Renting, 
2008).

These new forms of dynamism in collective farmers’ marketing go clearly beyond 
traditional co-operative mechanisms of building countervailing power among farm-
ers vis-à-vis downstream supply-chain actors. Rather, the new initiatives attempt to 
counteract the loss of producers’ control over food supply chains by creating alli-
ances and co-operation with other categories of societal and market actors. Also in 
other respects, new collective marketing initiatives can be understood as active re-
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sponses to changes in market, policy and wider societal contexts. Especially relevant 
in this respect are:
• the increased importance of markets for distinctive food qualities arising from 

changing perceptions and consumer concerns over food;
• the emergence of new markets for non-food products as well as for services 

and public goods provided by agriculture (e.g. tourism, landscape, biodiversity, 
energy production) coupled with a growing recognition of the multifunctional 
nature of agricultural activity (Van Huylenbroeck and Durand, 2003; Renting et 
al., 2008, 2009);

• the growing differentiation of rural areas and evolving relations between the 
city and the countryside (Kovách and Kristóf, 2009; Morgan, 2009);

• changes in national and European rural policy frameworks with an increased 
importance of multi-sectoral, territorial governance approaches.

The exact ways in which farmers’ collectives respond to these contextual changes 
are differentiated to a considerable degree. Consequently, the new collective market-
ing initiatives apply a diversity of strategies – sometimes in combination – that are 
crucial to take into account in order to understand their functioning and (potential) 
impacts.

The notion of quality is of paramount importance in the different strategic orienta-
tions. In many respects, quality has become a key aspect of contemporary agri-food 
systems (Murdoch et al., 2000; Harvey et al., 2004). On the one hand, food quality 
has become an important instrument for producers and providers to differentiate 
their products from others offered on the market and to demand higher prices or 
access to specific market segments on the basis of distinctive quality attributes. On 
the other hand, food quality has become an important domain of power struggles 
between different actors involved in food supply chains, with key questions being 
who is in control of defining what are considered distinctive food qualities and who 
has the power to appropriate the added value generated by accentuating these.

Many of the newly emerging COFAMIs can be understood as collective attempts 
by farmers to regain control over the definition, marketing and valorization of the 
distinctive quality of their products and, by doing so, to retain value added at mem-
ber farms and within rural areas and to improve access to specific markets. How-
ever, the exact mechanisms applied for realizing this general aim are highly differ-
entiated between various categories of collective marketing initiatives (see typology 
above). Initiatives focusing on high quality food products using distinct production 
methods (e.g. organic or animal-friendly production systems) build their strategy of 
quality differentiation on adhering to generic production codes, often controlled and 
guaranteed by an external control agency and/or backed up by state legislation. In 
contrast, in the case of initiatives focusing on regional food products, quality speci-
fication is effectuated by strengthening the link of the food product with the terri-
tory, emphasizing its place-based nature and embeddedness, for example by valor-
izing traditions of typical local products and gastronomy or by referring to specific 
nature and landscape values associated with regional production systems (Roest 
and Menghi, 2000; Barham, 2003). Often, locally specific ecological resources (e.g. 
soil types, specific animal breeds, or local crop varieties), producers’ knowledge and 
experience to valorize these (e.g. artisanal methods, traditions) and distinctiveness 
in taste and authenticity are emphasized to further differentiate the product. Again 
another strategy of quality differentiation is followed by initiatives aiming at direct 
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producer–consumer relations, in which the distinctive quality of food products is 
based mainly on direct, face-to-face exchanges between producers and consumers, 
the trust and authenticity developed by these, and the fairness of prices paid to pro-
ducers (Renting et al., 2003; Holloway et al., 2007).

The central and strategic role of quality dimensions in new collective marketing 
initiatives in this Special Issue is further elaborated in the article by Noe and Alrøe. 
They analyse the construction of quality in different types of collective marketing in-
itiatives, and above all how quality is mediated along the food chain. Using nine cas-
es from the COFAMI project a typology of dimensions of quality is developed. The 
authors look into the processes by which different quality dimensions are mediated 
between producers and consumers. Their final conclusion places special emphasis 
on the importance of creating coherence between different categories of actors along 
the food chain, irrespective of the specific strategic orientation of the initiative.

Another key aspect differentiating various strategies of new collective farmers’ 
marketing initiatives concerns the nature of social network relations required for their 
emergence and successful development. As indicated previously, newly emerging 
collective marketing initiatives have in common that they all build and capitalize 
on new social networks of farmers that go beyond the agricultural sector. By doing 
so, they create alliances and coalitions with other categories of societal and mar-
ket actors that help to regain part of producers’ control over food supply chains. 
Again, the exact ways in which new networks and alliances are constructed beyond 
the agricultural sector is highly differentiated between various collective marketing 
strategies.

A comparative analysis of case-studies for the COFAMI project indicates that 
within the variety of newly emerging collective marketing initiatives three main ori-
entations for the construction of relevant social and market network relations can 
be distinguished, depending on the collective strategies applied by the initiative. 
A strategic orientation on quality differentiation through chain networks is mainly 
adopted by initiatives focusing on high quality food products, which generally have 
a strong market orientation and depend on alliances with other supply-chain actors 
to valorize the distinctive quality of their products. A second category of initiatives 
also aims at quality differentiation, but through networks with social and market 
actors within the territory and by building trust-based relations within dedicated 
markets. This strategic orientation on quality differentiation through territorial net-
works and dedicated markets is, on the one hand, applied by initiatives focusing 
on regional food products, which often implies the building of alliances with small-
scale processors, retailers and government agencies within the territory.

Initiatives aimed at direct producer–consumer relations are to be considered part 
of this second strategic orientation. A key element for their emergence and successful 
development is the establishment of new, dedicated and trust-based network rela-
tions between producers and consumers, often with a basis at the territorial and/or 
community level. The example of constructing direct producer–consumer relations 
in this Special Issue is further elaborated by Brunori et al., who describe the experi-
ence of Solidarity-based Purchase Groups (GAS) in Tuscany, Italy. Perhaps in a strict 
sense GAS are not COFAMIs, since they are mainly consumer-driven food networks; 
however, as Brunori et al. indicate, the creation and alignment of network relations 
between consumers and producers have played a key role in the emergence and 
development of the initiative in this case too. They demonstrate that the innovative 
nature of the initiative lies especially in the joint development by consumers and 
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producers of shared cognitive frameworks, codes and practices and the progressive 
adjustment by farmers of their farm structures and production methods to these.

The contribution by Vittersø and Jervell also highlights the importance of building 
new network relations to open up opportunities for collective farmers’ marketing 
initiatives, by analysing the interrelations between recreational consumption, rural 
tourism and direct marketing of farmers in Norway. The article shows how tourism 
and recreational consumption are used actively by farm businesses as a means of 
creating ‘alternative food spaces’ in a country that is characterized generally by a 
highly centralized food distribution system. Collective farmers’ action plays a role 
both in organizing the supply of rural tourism activities and the co-ordination of 
direct selling at farmers’ markets through the organizations HANEN and Bondnens 
Marked. The article concludes that direct markets have developed into an interest-
ing option for consumers, both as a leisure experience but increasingly also as part 
of ordinary food consumption.

This links into a third and last category of collective marketing initiatives with an 
orientation on network relations that are instrumental to the development of mar-
kets for new rural services and (public) goods. As the Norwegian example demon-
strates, the development of markets for new goods and services provided by agri-
culture often presupposes the establishment of network relations with categories of 
actors outside the food-related supply chains in which farmers are accustomed to 
operate. This is the case for markets for new services such as farm-based tourism 
or care activities, but even more for the valorization of public goods provided by 
agriculture (landscape, biodiversity, water management, etc.) for which ‘markets’ 
are often incompletely articulated and largely depend on the successful enrolment 
of (semi-)public institutions in networks.

The Interplay between Contextual Factors and Capital Assets
The collection of articles presented in this Special Issue reflects the diversity of collec-
tive marketing approaches and strategies across Europe. This diversity is not only of 
analytical interest but has implications for aspects such as the potential impacts of 
COFAMIs on farm incomes, wider rural development and sustainable food produc-
tion, on what are relevant categories of actors to be mobilized and enrolled for the 
success of each of the strategies, and on which possible support strategies may be 
put in place to enhance their performance and dissemination. Hence, it is important 
to obtain a better understanding of the operation of collective marketing initiatives 
and their constraining and enabling factors.

Apart from the diversity of strategies they represent, dynamics and contextuality are 
important methodological principles for a better understanding of the development 
of collective marketing initiatives. The results of the COFAMI project show that the 
emergence and development of marketing initiatives can often be understood only 
as active responses of farmers’ collectives to changing contextual settings; they also 
show that the opportunities and bottlenecks embodied in each specific context to 
a considerable extent influence the specific development trajectories of particular 
collective marketing initiatives. The importance of contextuality for the develop-
ment of COFAMIs in this Special Issue is most clearly demonstrated by the article 
by Tisenkopfs et al., who analyse the specific expression and challenges of collective 
marketing initiatives in the context of Central and Eastern European (CEE) countries 
with their specific history of collectivism during the socialist period. On the basis of 
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four case-studies in Latvia, Czech Republic and Hungary they indicate that newly 
emerging collective marketing initiatives in CEE countries share a common chal-
lenge to overcome the legacy of imposed co-operation during communism, which 
has had a long-standing effect on farmers’ attitudes and their ability to co-operate. 
The authors conclude that, in order to overcome the path dependency resulting 
from this particular historical context, more emphasis needs to be put on innovative 
mechanisms to rebuild trustful links and increased stocks of social capital.

However, the emergence and development of COFAMIs certainly does not only 
depend on the (lack of) opportunities embodied in particular contextual settings. 
This is illustrated by the article by Megyesi et al., who compare two case-studies of 
COFAMIs set in two very different environmental and historical contexts in Hun-
gary and Austria. The article also highlights the role of social capital in collective 
marketing initiatives, but from a quite different analytical perspective. While the 
article by Tisenkopfs et al. uses a macro-perspective to analyse how social capital 
mechanisms can assist in enabling a transition towards post-socialist environments, 
the contribution by Megyesi et al. aims to grasp the internal dynamics of COFAMI 
development and the role that social capital mechanisms play in these. The authors 
analyse the role of different forms of (bonding, bridging and linking) social capital in 
the development of each initiative and conclude that an unbalanced composition of 
types of social capital may hamper the development of collective action and under-
mine the capacity of the COFAMI to valorize the opportunities offered by its specific 
contextual environment.

The perspectives of both articles on the development of collective marketing initi-
atives are therefore complementary and suggest that the dynamics of COFAMIs are 
to be understood as the outcome of the interplay between contextual factors and the 
internal development of the collective initiative. In line with this, Figure 1 visualizes 
schematically the main elements of a conceptual model to analyse the emergence 
and dynamics of collective farmers’ marketing initiatives.

The conceptual model shows how, at a particular time and place, different con-
textual factors and given capital assets are the starting point for the emergence and 
dynamics of collective action (left-side of the figure). Contextual factors may concern 
market conditions, policy frameworks and institutional structures, but also social 
and cultural trends, and may be limiting or enabling for the development of the 
collective marketing initiative depending on the specific contextual setting. Capital 
assets, on the one hand, consist of naturally given (climate, soil, etc.) and histori-
cally co-produced assets (landscape, culture, heritage, etc.), but also cover existing 
social networks, knowledge, or material resources contributed by members. In cor-
respondence with the various capital assets a COFAMI can draw upon, it can choose 
and design a specific strategy for collective action to valorize opportunities or over-
come constraints resulting from its particular contextual setting.

In addition to contextual factors and capital assets as a starting point for COFAMI 
development, the conceptual model addresses the internal dynamics of collective 
action (right side of Figure 1), in order to understand by which mechanisms resource 
assets are mobilized, combined and recombined in order to build, reproduce and 
expand the capacity for collective agency of the initiative over time. The specific goal 
and strategy of the COFAMI need to be operationalized in an effective internal or-
ganizational structure, and other actors in relevant social networks need to be mobi-
lized in order to build capacities within the initiative. The collective agency resulting 
from these capacities and networks in the next step translates into (social, market, 



8 Schermer et al.

Figure 1. COFAMI dynamics as the outcome of the interplay between contextual 
factors and capital assets.

educational, etc.) impacts that, in turn, may result in changes in contextual factors 
and improvements of the capital assets that the initiative can draw upon – thereby 
opening new opportunities and challenges for a next ‘cycle’ in the development of 
the COFAMI. Following this analytical framework, the development of COFAMIs 
may be understood as a dynamic process over time in which different resources, 
conditions and networks of relevant actors required for the functioning of an initia-
tive are combined and in interaction determine the performance and impacts of a 
particular COFAMI strategy.

The articles in this Special Issue provide a variety of examples and insights to 
illustrate the complex interactions between contextual factors and capital assets 
within the dynamics of collective marketing initiatives. Several case examples of 
initiatives are cited that highlight the role of contextual factors and social changes 
in triggering, enabling or hindering the emergence of COFAMIs and conditioning 
the choice of particular strategies of collective action. Vittersø and Jervell indicate 
that in the context of Norway changing policies towards local food and innovation 
support programmes in agriculture have resulted in a positive environment for the 
emergence of farmers’ markets. Megyesi et al. mention the example of small-scale 
dairies in Austria that were forced to reconsider their marketing strategies in view of 
their country’s accession to the European Union. Not only political and institutional 
developments, but also wider societal and cultural changes have effects on the emer-
gence and dynamics of new collective marketing initiatives. Tisenkopfs et al. in this 
respect refer to the development of environmentalism as part of a civil society move-
ment, which facilitated the founding of the region branding initiative Tradice Bílých 
Karpat (TBK) in the Czech Republic, while Brunori et al. point at the importance of 
growing consumer concern and opposition to mainstream agri-food systems as a 
driving force for the emergence of Solidarity Purchasing Groups in Tuscany.
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Unlike the Sustainable Rural Livelihoods approach (Chambers and Conway, 
1992), which conceptualizes the development of livelihood strategies in response 
to a vulnerability context, the COFAMI research revealed that in the case of col-
lective marketing initiatives there are no universally enabling or hindering contex-
tual factors. Similar contextual factors can operate as limiting or enabling factors, 
and whether they are perceived as opportunity or impediment always depends on 
the capacities and available resources of collective initiatives to respond to them. 
Megyesi et al. indicate along this line that the change of marketing system provoked 
by Austria’s EU accession caused the collapse of many small-scale dairies. However, 
it also enabled a number of others, such as the Walserstolz case presented in this Spe-
cial Issue, to design a successful niche product and to forge new network alliances 
along the supply chain and within the territory.

While contextual factors are the setting in which the economic activity of CO-
FAMIs operates, capital assets represent the means by which the collective initiative 
responds to the challenges and opportunities arising from these. Most commonly, 
five different forms of capital are distinguished, namely financial, natural, physical 
(or built), human and social capital (e.g. Goodwin, 2003). Additionally, Svendsen 
and Soerensen (2007) distinguish between tangible and intangible forms of capital. 
Physical, financial and natural capitals are classified as ‘tangible’, because they can 
be measured and are objectified. Human capital is considered ‘less tangible’ since it 
is incorporated in human beings and thus not objectified, although it can be meas-
ured by education levels. Finally, social capital and related forms of organizational 
and cultural capitals are classified as ’intangible’ as they are difficult to measure 
and are mediated by the agency of human actors. Contrary to common assumption, 
the analysed COFAMI cases underpin the importance of intangible forms of capital, 
and especially the crucial role of social capital, over tangible forms (see the articles 
by Tisenkopfs et al. and, especially, Megyesi et al.). Still, so far the main national and 
European support measures for collective marketing provide almost exclusively fi-
nancial capital and physical infrastructure and, more generally, in economic projects 
the focus is put on financial, physical and human capital resources.

The importance of intangible capitals for sustaining competitive advantage is also 
underlined by economic approaches to business management following the con-
cept of a resource-based view (Barney, 1991). The intangible character of capital as-
sets makes it easier to prevent imitation or substitution. By basing their strategy on 
these capitals, firms can develop capabilities (a bundle of assets needed to perform 
a business process) and competencies (internal capacities to achieve competitive ad-
vantage) that allow them to stay ahead of and differentiate themselves from other 
firms. Another relevant insight from the empirical studies of collective marketing 
initiatives is that capital assets cannot be viewed in isolation. They act upon each 
other and a coherent strategy of collective action may result into a ‘spiralling up’ of 
different forms of capitals (Emery and Flora, 2006). Along similar lines, Megyesi et 
al. show for the Hungarian Arany Sárfehér case that social capital can mobilize hu-
man capital and may trigger indirectly the support by financial capital.

This leads to the observation that, in the course of their life cycle, COFAMIs gradu-
ally transform capital assets into capacities. They build organizations and networks 
that allow them to professionalize and institutionalize individual forms of capital 
and, by doing so, make them permanently available for use by the collective. Social 
capital, which is crucial to the building of internal cohesion within the organization 
and for establishing relevant wider social networks, obviously requires collective 
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action and may be strongly improved by actions of the initiative. Human capital is 
less strictly dependent on collective action, but COFAMIs have a high potential to 
improve this capital asset, e.g. by mobilizing member’s leadership qualities or by 
facilitating collective learning processes. Political capital provides the link to institu-
tions and for mobilizing or influencing policy frameworks. In the initial stages, it is 
often provided by key figures of the collective initiative but needs formalization to 
be permanently available for the entire initiative. Failure to do so may lead to crucial 
weaknesses in the COFAMI’s organization in the long run, as suggested in, for ex-
ample, the Austrian Walserstolz case described by Megyesi et al.

Thus, the configuration of contextual factors and capital assets is no longer the 
same at the end of a full development cycle as it was initially, resulting in the need 
and opportunity for the COFAMI to readjust its strategy. On the one hand, collec-
tive initiatives may succeed in expanding their capital asset base over time, but, 
on the other, external factors may change autonomously beyond the influence of 
the COFAMI. An example of gradual changes in the balance between context and 
capital assets over time is provided by Tisenkopfs et al., who describe how cultural 
barriers to collective action have been gradually overcome due to the socialist legacy 
in CEE countries. During the last decade, farmers have begun to reconnect to the 
history of pre-collectivization and to integrate lessons from COFAMI experiences 
in other parts of Europe, resulting in a more positive attitude towards new forms 
of collective action. Successful COFAMIs have the potential to positively influence 
and reinforce this development and thereby, at least to some extent, develop a trans-
formative power to shape their own environment.

More generally, newly emerging collective farmers’ marketing initiatives com-
ply to a high degree with the goals and objectives set by society for future agricul-
tural and rural development policies. The recent Communication by the European 
Commission on the future orientation of the EU Common Agricultural Policy after 
2013 calls for measures to improve the bargaining power of farmers vis-à-vis other 
supply-chain actors and to enhance its value share in the food chain in order to 
guarantee sustainable and viable food production (European Commission, 2010). In 
this respect, the practices of COFAMIs as described in this Special Issue on a regional 
scale are often perceived as flagships and hold important lessons for the design of 
future European and national support measures.

Note
1. The COFAMI research project (SSPE-CT-2005-006541) was funded by the European Commission under 

the 6th Research Framework Programme and was effectuated from 2005 to 2008.
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Abstract. The aim of this article is to present an analytical framework to examine 
how qualities are mediated between producers and consumers, and how this is 
linked to the way the food chain is constructed, who is involved, and the way the 
market is developed. The framework is a reorientation to see food networks as 
consisting of triadic value relations that transform and mediate qualities through 
the chain, using an analytical typology of quality dimensions. From this perspec-
tive, a meta-analysis of case reports from collective farmers’ marketing initiatives 
in Europe has been performed. The cases differ greatly in the number of quality 
dimensions involved, and they represent very different strategies to mediate the 
qualities from field to table. We find that the performance of the marketing strat-
egy is related to coherence in terms of whether the individual value relations are 
able to carry the involved quality dimensions throughout the whole network. In 
conclusion, this framework is a promising tool to radicalize our understanding of 
how qualities are mediated through food networks.

Introduction
In recent years, there has been increasing focus on high value food products that in-
corporate additional, non-standard qualities, such as organic food, as a way forward 
for European agriculture. By way of incorporating special cultural, aesthetic and 
ethical qualities in high value products, farmers and the food industry may break 
out of the increasing competition and narrowing profits on the global bulk markets 
(Sonnino and Marsden, 2006). This development has the potential to combine the 
goals of business opportunities, rural development and sustainable agriculture, as 
indicated by the growth of organic agriculture and terroir marketing, which are key 
examples of such a development. It is not clear what the conditions and prospects 
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are for new segments of the food sector to enter successfully this alternative devel-
opment path, but it is obvious that it requires forms of co-operation and collective 
action far beyond what is needed to compete in a bulk market (Noe, 2006).

Farmers’ collective marketing can thus be an important element in combining 
sustainable agriculture and rural development goals in a European context through 
high value products. First, because co-operation could secure a bigger share of the 
value added in the food chains to farmers, and thereby benefit the farmers and in-
directly rural areas. Second, because co-operation could support a marketing strat-
egy where farmers are not only competing on price and quantity, but where other 
quality aspects of farming, such as environmental concerns, landscape and animal 
welfare, are evaluated via the marketing chain.

Discussions in a Danish stakeholder forum on collective farmers’ marketing 
strategies within the COFAMI project,1 showed a shared understanding of the im-
portance of quality as something that has to be carried throughout the whole food 
chain, from production at the farm, through transformations in the network to final 
consumption – the understanding that quality is not only linked to the product, but 
also to the relation between the involved actors. An experienced director of a com-
pany that imports cheese specialities, used the metaphor ‘to carry the “smile” all 
the way through to the consumer’ as a way of explaining the importance of the fact 
that many qualities are dependent on the acknowledgement and skills of the people 
involved in mediating the qualities through the food chain. Another output of the 
stakeholder forum was that different forms of qualities put different demands on the 
food network in terms of handling and mediating. The big challenge of these collec-
tive marketing strategies is therefore not only to ensure the production of high qual-
ity food items, but also to ensure that these qualities are mediated and supported 
throughout the network to the consumers.

Within rural sociology there is an emerging tradition for looking at food chains as 
actor networks (see e.g. Lockie and Kitto, 2000; Marsden, 2000; Goodman, 2001; Mur-
doch and Miele, 2004; Holloway et al., 2007) and a ’turn’ to quality associated with 
the proliferation of alternative agro-food networks (Goodman, 2003). Still, we miss 
analytical tools to examine the question of how quality is mediated. The question of 
how to carry quality through food chains touches a deep, difficult and substantial 
question for sustainable food production. The ambition of this article is to present 
and apply a relational perspective on the mediation of quality in food networks.

There are a number of studies of quality in agri-food networks based on conven-
tion theory (e.g. Renard, 2003; Ponte and Gibbon, 2005). Convention theory focuses 
on the role played by macro-level normative systems in shaping interactions be-
tween individuals by way of establishing legitimacy and justification (e.g. Boltanski 
and Thévenot, 1999; Denis et al., 2007). This is quite compatible with our approach, 
but these studies tend to focus on the overall co-ordination among actors and treat 
qualities as objects of collective understanding and negotiation, whereas we treat 
qualities as aspects of the empirical relation between actor and object. Mansfield 
(2003), who argues that quality is something that exists in interactions and relations 
among elements in the commodity chain, is an example of a study that comes close 
to our relational perspective on qualities in food networks, a perspective that is con-
nected to a broader relational view of values (Alrøe and Kristensen, 2003, p. 76f).

The ‘economy of qualities’ is an elaborated relational approach to the concept 
of quality, which describes the dynamic economy of the product where quality is 
obtained through processes of qualification, through which qualities are attributed, 
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stabilized, objectified and arranged (Callon et al., 2002). Goods are (temporarily) 
stabilized products, and qualities allow goods to be differentiated from one another. 
The good, as a configuration likely to vary in a continuous process of qualification-
requalification, is thus an economic variable in line with price, and the qualification 
of goods is at the heart of economic competition.

We share the emphasis on quality as an empirical reality found in the economy 
of qualities, but our focus here is on the mediation of qualities that are rooted in pri-
mary production, and not on the open and unbounded qualification processes that 
Callon et al. discuss. Where they come closest to discussing mediation, Callon et al. 
say that there is a host of different actors that share a product and pass it on to the 
next in line, and who can propose and prepare qualifications, including consumers 
(see also Stræte, 2008), and they emphasize that the co-ordination between these 
actors is difficult. It requires, as they say, ‘an apparatus of distributed cognition in 
which information and references are spread out between many elements’. Along 
the same line, Brunori (2007) states that the success of local food networks depends 
on the capacity of the strategy to ‘align’ actors along shared axes of meaning as the 
condition to co-ordinate their action, noting that: ‘The process of qualification brings 
a gradual “objectification” of a set of quality characteristics, obtained by consolidat-
ing actor-networks around agreed meanings that relate to the product’.

The economy of qualities is not at all incompatible with our approach here, but it 
is not directly applicable either, due to an important difference in focus. Some quali-
ties can only be created in the primary production, and not through qualification 
processes in other parts of the food chain, and these qualities are key elements in col-
lective farmers marketing strategies. In this article, we focus on how these ‘primary’ 
qualities can be mediated through the food chain, and not on the more general and 
less bounded qualification processes in food networks.

Because our focus is on qualities created in the primary production, in particular 
localized settings – qualities that will elude us if we treat them like material features 
or characteristics of the product, or if we treat them like meanings that are ascribed 
to the product without any material basis – we pursue a more fundamental and radi-
cal relational conception of quality. In this article, we will unfold such a relational 
conception of quality to examine how qualities are mediated in food networks.

The fundamentally relational understanding of quality that we advocate in this 
article is closely related to Robert M. Pirsig’s notion of Quality. In Pirsig’s (1991, 
1999) understanding, quality is a relational entity that is prior to the objects involved 
in the relation. This understanding contains a radicality that we find can contribute 
to sharpening the analysis and understanding of mediation of qualities in food net-
works. Based on Pirsig’s ideas, we have developed an analytical framework for ex-
amination and exploration of the correspondence between quality, marketing strat-
egy and coherence in food networks.

The proposition of this article is that a deeper understanding of how the values 
and qualities of food products are mediated in different food chains, and what this 
means for the producer-consumer relationships, can, on the one hand, help to un-
derstand the different development pathways of collective farmers marketing initia-
tives in various parts of Europe and, on the other hand, help the involved actors in 
developing and improving primary production based networks of high-value food 
– as two sides of the same coin.

The two mutually supporting aims of this article are therefore: 1. to present an 
analytical framework to examine how qualities are mediated between producers 
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and consumers, how this is linked to the way the food chain is constructed, who is 
involved, and the way the market is developed; and on this basis, 2. to contribute 
to a deeper understanding of what makes collective farmers marketing strategies 
successful.

Method and Approach

This article builds on a combination of theoretical and empirical analyses. In the 
following, we first give an introduction to Robert M. Pirsig’s notion of qualities as 
primary to objects and not as features of objects, and develop this into an opera-
tional analytical framework. The analytical framework is based on the idea that the 
mediation of qualities can be represented by way of triadic value relations, using the 
comprehensive theory of semiotics from Charles S. Peirce (1931–1958).

The analytical framework is used to perform a meta-analysis of nine selected 
case-studies of collective farmers marketing initiatives across Europe from the CO-
FAMI project, which represent a variety of product assortments and marketing strat-
egies. The COFAMI project studied the potential role of collective farmers marketing 
initiatives in finding adequate responses to changing market and policy conditions, 
aiming to identify the social, economic, cultural and political factors that limit or 
enable the development of such initiatives. As a core research activity, the project 
carried out 18 in-depth case-studies in 10 countries, covering the strategies, relevant 
networks, sustainability impacts and support strategies of different types of collec-
tive farmers marketing initiatives. The case-studies provide detailed insights into 
the influence of different factors that limit and enable the development, performance 
and continuity of collective farmers marketing strategies, and they also assess the 
performance of the initiatives in terms of social, economic and environmental im-
pacts. Another important part of the project was to organize national stakeholder 
forums, where key stakeholders from various parts of the food chains have been 
involved in discussing the implementation and findings of the project.

To further operationalize the analytical framework for use in the meta-analysis, 
a typology of quality dimensions is developed to give a simplified description and 
categorization of the variety of qualities that are mediated in such alternative food 
networks. In the final part of the article, the analytical framework and the typology 
of quality dimensions are used to examine the mediation of qualities in the selected 
COFAMI case-studies, how this is linked to the way the food chain is constructed, 
who is involved, and to the way the market is developed, and what the level of co-
herence is between the type and number of quality dimensions that are mediated, 
and the marketing strategy.

Theoretical Basis and Analytical Framework 

‘Quality is not just the result of a collision between subject and object. The 
very existence of subject and object themselves is deduced from the Qual-
ity event. The Quality event is the cause of the subjects and objects, which 
are then mistakenly presumed to be the cause of the Quality!’ (Pirsig, 1999, 
p. 91).
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Our analytical framework is based on Pirsig’s notion of Quality as the primary em-
pirical reality of the world (Pirsig, 1991, p. 76). This basic assumption will be devel-
oped upon below. The theoretical and methodological framework for analysing the 
mediation of qualities in food networks that is developed in this article shall be seen 
as an element in a larger theoretical framework for analysing farming and food sys-
tems with semiotics as the main corner stone (Noe and Alrøe, 2006; Alrøe and Noe, 
2008; Noe et al., 2008).

The strength of the Pirsigian notion of qualities as the primary reality of the world 
is that it breaks radically with our habits of thinking of qualities as properties of ob-
jects and forces us to see qualities as relational, and thereby forces us to take a com-
pletely different empirical position. Pirsig’s point is that he wants to break funda-
mentally with the scientific tradition of describing the world objectively as a number 
of objects and seeing the relation between subject and object as secondary. Instead, 
he claims that there are no objects or subjects before value relations – substance is a 
stable pattern of values (Pirsig, 1999). Therefore, a value can be defined as the unity 
of subject and object. This means that materiality is an unconditional part of a value 
relation.

One of the major challenges of making such a radical break is that our notions and 
languages are embedded in the object-oriented understanding of the world, which 
makes it very difficult to communicate a relational view. The easiest way may be to 
use an empirical example to unfold Pirsig’s assumption. Take a chair, for instance. A 
chair as an ‘object with qualities’ is linked to the evaluators of the object – the observ-
ers – and their value relations with the chair (Alrøe in Glover, 2003, p. 50).
1. The chair can be the observer’s favourite chair to sit in and read the newspaper. 

In this case, the quality of the chair is linked to the value of comfort of the chair 
in relation to the habitus of the person, how she or he feels when sitting in it, etc.

2. The chair–observer relation can be based on sentimental value. Maybe the chair 
used to belong to the person’s mother, and it sparks memories about the good 
and easy moments of childhood. The quality of the chair is then linked to the 
affective relation in the shared history of the person and the chair.

3. The chair–observer relation could also be linked to an antique evaluation, 
which means that the chair has got a generalized value to many observers, due 
to other value relations of the chair. For instance, the designer of the chair may 
be famous, or this particular chair formerly belonged to a famous person, or it 
is a very rare type of chair, and this would give the observer or the owner of the 
chair a special value relation to it.

In all three examples, the value relation and the quality of the object cannot be sepa-
rated from each other. In the chair–person relation both the chair and the person are 
part of the relation. The value relation constitutes both the ‘value for the person’ and 
the ‘quality of the chair’. The three examples reflect three different qualities that can 
be independent of each other, or can be at stake in the same relation. It may also im-
pose some conflicts in the relation. If the chair holds a high antique value, the person 
may avoid using it for relaxing.

To operationalize Pirsig’s ideas in this article, we utilize Charles S. Peirce’s se-
miotics as a tool to represent value relations, where a ‘sign’ (or representamen) is 
something that stands for something (its object) to somebody (the interpretant) in 
some respect (Peirce, 1931–1958 [1897], CP 2.228). This triadic structure of the sign 
is akin to a triadic conception of a value relation, where the value stands for a qual-
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ity to some ‘valuer’ or observer. For the further operationalization of this analytical 
framework, we therefore refer to value as the unity of the relation between observer 
and object (or, more generally, the unity of any relation between objects) and to qual-
ity as the analytically basic, one-dimensional ‘object’ of a value relation.

A quality is always monadic, in a Peircean sense, it is a (real) potential that may 
be actualized in dyadic value relations (Alrøe in Glover, 2003, p. 308f). Hence the 
concept of quality is often used as a means to speak about value relations in an 
‘objectified’ way, a ‘high-quality product’, for instance. But Pirsig reminds us that 
quality is also a way of referring to the reality of quality as a dynamic potential (in 
a Peircean sense, the dynamical object), though quality is only ever actualized in re-
lational form, as value. The quality behind an empirical value relation is sometimes 
ascribed to the object, e.g. ‘she has a quality camera’, and sometimes to the observer 
(or subject, in Pirsig’s terms), ‘she is a quality photographer’, and we may underpin 
empirically such claims through comparative studies. But in reality, actual values 
are always relational and qualities are always potential (Figure 1).

Finally, operationalizing the framework into a tool for analysing food networks, 
the producer–consumer relation is viewed as a triadic value relation including the 
food items. These three elements – producer, consumer and food item – form a unity 
connected by the qualities actualized in this relation (Figure 2). It is a unitary relation 
because, first of all, it is obvious that it is not possible to speak about a consumer if 
there is no producer and no food item, and vice versa. Second, all three elements 
depend on each other to constitute the quality dimensions that connect them. As an 

Figure 1. A value relation between an observer/a subject and an object (A) tends 
to be seen, and spoken of, as either an object or a subject with a certain quality (B), 
although qualities are only ever actualised in relational form, as value relations.

Figure 2. The producer-consumer-food item relation is the simplest unitary triadic 
value relation of the food chain. It is constituted by the qualities that are actualised 
in the value relation.
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example, a food item is only organic when it is recognized by both the producer and 
the consumers. The producer could live up to the organic standards but that would 
not make the product organic if it is not recognized by consumers as such, or if con-
sumers have other expectations to what organic qualities are, e.g. if they expect the 
food item to be tastier.

However, the situation where qualities are mediated in a direct relationship be-
tween producer and consumer, in terms of direct marketing, is the exception. The 
development has generally gone in the direction of differentiation, including more 
and more links of triadic value relations in between field and table and branching 
into complex food networks. We therefore need to generalize the analytical concept 
in Figure 2 to encompass an arbitrary relation in the food chain, in which what is 
explained above is applicable to every link in the chain or network.

Furthermore, a food chain not only consists of relations between market actors 
(companies, industries, farmers, etc.), but also of the internal relations within the 
actors. We can use a dairy to illustrate this. On the one side of this link we have the 
farmer–raw milk–dairy relations; on the other side we have the dairy–dairy prod-
ucts–retailer relations. Physically, there is a material flow through the chain, but the 
value relation may change considerably. The internal relations can be seen as the 
actors’ strategies to mediate between the two sides of the chain relation. Again, pro-
cessing is a transformation that is also a triadic value relation involving different 
quality dimensions. And it becomes an object of observation how the involved qual-
ity dimensions change between these links, and to compare what this means to the 
construction of the food network.

There is a surplus of potential qualities in each link, based on the involved ac-
tor–food value relations, but only a limited number of qualities can be actualized 
in a food network link. In food networks in general, there is an ongoing struggle 
between the different actors in the chain to obtain power over the quality definition 
of the food items by breaking or reducing the mediation of qualities downwards in 
the chain, e.g. in the battle between food company brands and the private labels of 
retail supermarket chains.

Figure 3 illustrates both the chain nature of triadic value relations in a food chain 
and the two kinds of ongoing triadic processes producing and reproducing the food 
chain and mediating the qualities related to food items through the food chain. Note 
that food networks in general are not simple chains but contain branches, which, for 
the sake of simplicity, are not shown in Figure 3. A last methodological point is that 

Figure 3. The food network as a chain of triadic relations. A food chain network not 
only consists of value relations between actors but also of internal value relations of 
the actors, transforming and mediating between the two sides of the chain.
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the food chain does not start with the producer selling and ends with the consumer 
buying the food; it starts in the field and ends in the stomach. And, ideally, every-
thing in between these two positions should be included in the analysis.

For the analysis of qualities of food in food network, this framework means, first, 
that we see quality as the ‘object’ of a triadic value relation and that a number of 
qualities can be involved in such a relation. This means that qualities cannot be un-
derstood and analysed independently of the triadic relations of the food network, 
however long or short the chain is. Second, the mediation of qualities is not pure 
construction and storytelling, because it cannot be analysed independently of the 
materiality and reality of the food item.

These ideas apply also to the ordinary scientific approaches to food quality in the 
form of empirical studies of freshness, nutritional value, substances, etc. The point is 
that these studies establish their own triadic value relations between the materiality 
of a food item and the observational tools and conceptions of qualities employed in 
the particular scientific perspective. This framework is thus not eliding the ‘material 
function’ of food, but treating this function as one among many other value rela-
tions to food and thus enabling a cross-cutting analysis of a variety of types of food 
quality.

Based on this framework, a mediation (or non-mediation) of qualities through the 
food network can (and shall) be observed and analysed with regard to the triadic 
value relations throughout the network from soil to table. From a farmer’s point of 
view, this means that the quality produced in the soil–food–farmer triadic relation 
can only be carried to the triadic relation of consumer–food–dinner, if the triadic re-
lations between field and table can mediate, take care of and reproduce these quali-
ties throughout the network.

A Typology of Quality Dimensions in Food Networks
In the following sections we will use the presented analytical framework to perform 
a meta-analysis of the mediation of qualities in selected collective farmers market-
ing initiatives. To simplify this meta-analysis, we first develop a nomenclature of 
different quality dimensions involved in food networks. A typology is always a way 
to manage complexity from a certain perspective, and such a typology needs to be 
developed and improved empirically. The following typology of food quality di-
mensions is meant as a first attempt to do so.

There are some correspondences between our typology and the general typology 
of competing cognitive and evaluative rationalities (‘worlds of justification’ or ‘or-
ders of worth’) developed by Boltanski and Thévenot (e.g. Boltanski and Thévenot, 
1999; Thévenot, 2002), which can be seen as constitutive conventions serving as mac-
ro-level forms of co-ordination between actors. For instance their ‘industrial order 
of worth’ corresponds to what we call ‘qualities of safety’. But our typology also 
transgresses their original six orders (in line with their own suggestion of an emerg-
ing ‘green’ order), and our typology of quality dimensions is more specific and spe-
cifically oriented towards food networks. In this way, the typology developed in this 
article is somewhat similar to Brunori’s (2007) typology of meaning in the opera-
tion of food systems, which includes five categories: functional, ecological, aesthetic, 
ethical and political meaning.

On this basis, and based on the Danish stakeholder forum and material from the 
other partner countries in the COFAMI project, we have developed the following 
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typology of quality dimensions to help categorize the qualities mediated between 
the actors of food networks, as a basis for our meta-analysis of COFAMI cases.
1. Qualities of safety. The main issue of the industrialization and globalization 

food regime. In the Danish context, it has more or less overruled all other qual-
ity aspects completely, especially due to the Danish interest in sensitive export 
markets.

2. Qualities of health. The dominating discourse of food quality, mediated by 
the table of contents, and meditated by the whole industry of functional food.  
However, there is also a whole range of alternative quality of health movements 
at stake.

3. Ethical qualities about fair trade, environment, animal welfare, etc., mediated 
by labels, certification, rules and control. Organic farming is mainly embedded 
in this quality dimension.

4. Aesthetical qualities linked to the consumption of the food, like taste, flavour, 
look, rituals. These qualities are based on differentiation and not standardiza-
tion, and are mediated by e.g. brand and culture.

5. Qualities of rootedness. Reconnection to soil and nature, that the food is pro-
duced somewhere by someone, cultural and artisanal.

Meta-analysis of COFAMI Cases from a ‘Triadic Mediation of Quality’ Approach
In the next two sections, we will use the presented analytical framework to perform 
a meta-analysis of the coherence between the different quality dimensions involved 
in the marketing of the products and the market networks of collective farmers mar-
keting initiatives. This meta-analysis is based on nine selected case-studies carried 
out for the COFAMI project, which show different specific interesting aspects and 
elements of mediation of quality (Assouline, 2007; Kalnina et al., 2007; Noe, 2007; 
Oostindie et al., 2007; Roest et al., 2007; Sanders and Moschitz, 2007; Schermer and 
Rieder, 2007). Table 1 contains the first step in the meta-analysis. For every case, it 
shows the type of products marketed, the type of marketing network, the quality 
dimensions mediated through the triadic relations of the food network, the degree 
of differentiation of qualities in the triadic relation of primary production at the farm 
level, the ownership of the ‘quality label’, and to which degree the ownership is ver-
tically distributed in the network.

The selected COFAMIs represent a variety of different products, ranging from ini-
tiatives marketing specific products such as cheese or meat to initiatives with a larg-
er assortment of e.g. organic fruit and vegetables. Furthermore, there is an initiative 
that seeks to market a whole range of products from a certain area. At the same time, 
the cases represent very different kinds of market networks, from direct marketing 
through more targeted and dedicated networks to heterogeneous market networks 
that often also include mainstream market actors. Hence, the cases represent a large 
diversity, both in kinds of products and types of marketing strategies, but all have 
in common that they apply a co-operative strategy to market food qualities that go 
beyond mainstream bulk production. Moreover, as we can see in Table 1, none of the 
cases in their marketing strategy strive to differentiate with respect to the food safety 
quality dimension.

Table 1 makes clear that there is no simple mechanistic relationship between the 
degree of quality differentiation at the farm level, who the ‘owners’ of the quality la-
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bel are, and which quality dimensions are at stake in the marketing networks. In the 
following section, we will further deepen the analysis of how the triadic mediation 
of quality is managed coherently within the different COFAMI strategies, in order 
to explore the general preconditions of successful mediation of quality from field to 
table.

Quality, Coherence, Strategy and Distribution of Ownership
The COFAMI cases globally represent three different marketing strategies to obtain 
coherence between the quality dimensions involved and the organization of the 
marketing network. The first strategy is to keep a very close value relation with the 
consumers. The second strategy is to strive for a distributed ownership of the quality 
dimensions throughout the network, in order to mobilize all the triadic value rela-
tions in taking care of and supporting the involved quality dimensions. The third 
strategy is to create a product brand that is strong enough to mobilize a whole range 
of other actors in different market outlets around these multidimensional value rela-
tions and mediate them to the consumers.

Table 1. Marketing strategy and quality dimensions of case-studies of collective 
farmers marketing initiatives.
COFAMI Marketing 

networka
Quality 
dimensions 
carried by 
the network

Degree 
of quality 
differen-
tiation at 
farm level

‘Owner’ of 
quality label

Vertical mo-
bilisation of 
market actors 
in value rela-
tions

AMAP (France)
Array of local products

Direct Health
Ethical
Aesthetical

High Consumers Strong

Biologisch Goed Van 
Eigen Erf (Netherlands)
Organic fruit and 
vegetables

Direct Health
Ethical
Aesthetical
Rootedness

High Farmers and 
co-operative

Strong

Bio-direct (Switzerland)
Array of organic 
products

Direct Health
Ethical
Aesthetical

High Bio direct Strong

Thise (Denmark)
Organic dairy products

Targeted Ethical
Aesthetical

High Thise co-
operative

Strong

Fejø Fruit (Denmark)
Apples

Targeted Health
Aesthetical
Rootedness

Low Co-operative 
Retailer

Medium–low

Preiļi farmers’ co-opera-
tives (Latvia)
Organic fruit and 
vegetables

Targeted Health
Ethical
Aesthetical

Medium Farmers co-
operatives

Medium–weak

AOC Beaufort (France)
Cheese

Heterogeneous Aesthetical
Rootedness

High Owned by 
the origin

Strong

Walserstolz (France)
Cheese

Heterogeneous Ethical
Aesthetical
Rootedness

High/
Medium

Cellar-
wholesaler

Medium

Asprocarne Piemonte 
(Italy)
Beef

Heterogeneous Ethical
Rootedness

Low Region 
(ASPRO-
CARNE)

Weak
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Close Relations between Producers and Consumers 
Three of the initiatives with a strong coherent marketing strategy are characterized 
by a close relation between producers and consumers by means of different forms 
of direct marketing.

The closest relation we find in the French consumer-driven AMAP case (As-
souline, 2007), where groups of consumers have entered into strong buyer co-op-
eration to support local small-scale producers and thereby created a purchasing ac-
tivity that can involve many different quality dimensions and values. One can say 
that these AMAPs build on a co-operative buyer strategy to completely decouple 
the purchase from the industrialized market outlets and networks, as an opposi-
tion towards these. AMAP is driven by and very dependent on the consumers, but 
also farmer-driven initiatives based on direct marketing via box schemes and web 
portals are successful, and there seems to be a good coherence between strategy and 
the involved multidimensional value relations between producers and consumers. 

The Swiss Bio-direct (Sanders and Moschitz, 2007) and the Dutch Biologisch Goed 
van Eigen Erf cases (Oostindie et al., 2007) are not regionally embedded initiatives. 
Biologisch Goed van Eigen Erf is an umbrella organization for a range of regional 
initiatives, providing a general label/brand allowing the individual producers to 
communicate and market their products not only locally. Bio-direct is founded by 
a smaller group of farmers together with two IT specialists to promote the market-
ing of organic products in Switzerland more generally. Besides the focus on direct 
communication, they also focus on high degrees of service, targeting busy families, 
for example through direct delivery to homes and by providing recipes. In both 
cases the direct relation between consumers and producers compensates the lack of 
a clear region brand and the web-based relation can contain many different quality 
dimensions. In both cases, there is a strong emphasis on mobilizing capacities for the 
professional development of an e-commerce platform.

The strong involvement of the farmers and their co-operation seem to be the main 
strengths of these initiatives, both in mobilizing farmers in the nursing of quality 
and for their abilities to enter into multidimensional value relations with consumers. 
Both cases face challenges to maintain the strategic consistency in the nearby future. 
The Dutch case is struggling with competing ideas about the further development 
of the initiative. Part of the members wants to turn the co-operative into a stronger 
policy organization, while another group wants to focus on commercialization via 
e-trade and shared branding. In the Swiss case, the strong sharing of the ideas and 
values of the founder is mentioned as one of the main elements of the strong and 
unequivocal brand of the initiative. The suggested involvement of more partners in 
the initiative will undoubtedly challenge this coherence.

Vertical Distribution of Ownership and Long-term Strategic Alliances
The Danish organic initiative Thise Dairy (Noe, 2007) is one of the examples of how 
it is possible to establish multidimensional value relations in mainstream market 
outlets. The strategy to obtain this has been the building of long-term strategic alli-
ances with a relatively small range of actors in the dairy market. Especially, the long-
term relation with the small supermarket chain Irma has been of great importance. 
Three factors have been crucial to the success, the first being a continued focus on 
the aesthetic processing qualities of the products and on new products. A second 
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key factor has been a continued attention on improving the value relations of the 
primary produce, by focusing not only on organic production methods, but also on 
health and animal welfare, the history and identity of the supplying farms, and dif-
ferentiation between several kinds of milk (e.g. the fatter and more condensed milk 
from Jersey cows is used to make yoghurt). Third, the company has stayed with this 
strategy both in times of booms and regressions. This has only been possible due to 
the strong cohesion between the farmers and their strong support of the dairy fac-
tory. Generally speaking, this strategy has been held together by their ability to share 
ownership for the brand and quality with the other actors. For instance, the milk is 
sold under a mixed Irma/Thise logo in the Irma supermarkets, which means that all 
parties of the chain have had an interest in and benefit from supporting and protect-
ing the value relations.

Contrary to this, we see the implications of the lack of distribution of ownership 
and thereby a lack of coherence in the Danish case Fejø Fruit (Noe, 2007). Here the 
farmers are hardly involved at all, despite the many dimensions of quality (includ-
ing local embeddedness in terms of the links to the small island Fejø) involved in 
the marketing relations between the co-operative marketing company and the re-
tailer as well as between the retailer and consumers. This can be explained by the 
way the initiative is organized, with the Fejø Fruit brand being owned partly by the 
co-operative marketing company ‘Danish Pome Fruit’ involving farmers from all 
over the country. The brand Fejø Fruit contributes to the branding of Danish fruit, 
but Danish Pome Fruit has no particular interest in supporting the pome growers 
from Fejø rather than the other members of the co-operative. On the other hand, the 
growers on Fejø have, so far, not co-operated well enough to take over the marketing 
of Fejø Fruit. This means that no share of the premium price of the brand is distrib-
uted to the pome growers, and there is no contribution to local development. It also 
means that there are no clear incitements to the farmers in contributing to develop 
new value relations. They are not remunerated for this, and therefore there is a lack 
of driving forces to further develop the quality dimensions in distinction to other 
fruit producers.

Another type of lack of coherence due to the failure of distribution of ownership 
is exemplified by the Latvian case of Preiļi (Kalnina et al., 2007). The primary objec-
tive of this initiative is a collective strategy to obtain a better negotiation position for 
marketing and distributing the farmers’ organic products. Although there may be 
many benefits of this collective marketing initiative, the initiative is suffering from 
a lack of trust in collective marketing, which means that, despite of the collective 
efforts, all producers maintain the individual marketing of their produce. This lack 
of internal co-operation makes it very difficult to build long-term strategic alliances, 
and thereby value relations, with the other market agencies.

Strong Identity/Brand and Horizontal Distribution of Ownership
Where the previous strategy builds on distribution of ownership and strategic alli-
ances as a means of obtaining coherence of multidimensional value relations, AOC 
Beaufort cheese (Assouline, 2007) is an example of a successfully and coherent multi-
quality-dimensional marketing strategy involving a heterogeneity of market outlets. 
The core components of this strategy are a strong, organizational and legally protect-
ed territorial anchoring of the brand. This is linked to the rich artisanal and cultural 
tradition of producing cheese in the area and a strong local and social commitment 
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to protect and develop these traditions. Additionally, the producers of the area have 
a pragmatic but co-operative approach to marketing. This serves as a good funda-
ment for a strong and distinctive brand, with an unequivocal connection to a specific 
area, which again supports a strong coupling to local rural tourism. Especially the 
linkages with rural tourism play an important role in producing and reproducing 
the multidimensional qualities in relations with the consumers. Even though only a 
small share of the cheese is sold directly to tourists, it supports a strong triadic value 
relation between both producer–cheese–consumer and consumer–cheese–territory. 
Combined, these elements create a brand that is strong enough to mobilize vari-
ous food outlets to support and mediate the set of quality dimensions throughout 
the chain and, so to speak, to mobilize the other actors into these multidimensional 
value relations.

The Austrian case Walserstolz (Schermer and Rieder, 2007) is in many senses simi-
lar to the Beaufort case. Walserstolz is a regional traditional culinary cheese, but 
the ownership and horizontal organization of brand is problematic in relation to 
the coherence of the strategy. The label is owned by the private cheese firm Hosp, 
which is maturing and quality labelling the Walserstolz cheese for the dairies. Hosp 
has recently been bought by a Swiss firm and this external ownership of the brand 
is a source of internal conflicts. One of the participating dairies is marketing the 
same cheese under different labels in Germany and would like to use the label Wal-
serstolz. However, this would conflict with the current organization of the supply 
chain. Compared to the Beaufort case, Walserstolz seems to lack a clear governance 
structure over the whole chain and a more direct ownership and involvement of the 
farmers in developing and promoting the brand.

Several initiatives strive to brand certain products of a region, through a brand-
ing of the region globally, like the Italian Asprocarne case that markets meat from 
Piemonte (Roest et al., 2007). However, this branding strategy seems difficult if the 
branding is not linked to the materiality of the products and thereby to the triadic 
value relation. In general, in such cases the co-operative organization is not able to 
introduce a quality differentiation in comparison with other areas and to obtain a 
premium price for these qualities, and many farmers continue their individual la-
belling and marketing strategies even though they are members of the association.  

If the brand is not strong enough, a common trap of incoherence within the strate-
gies of heterogeneous market networks is trying to establish different kinds of value 
relations with regard to the same produce and, for example, compete on one-dimen-
sional price–volume–value relations in supermarkets while at the same time estab-
lishing multidimensional value relations in specialty shops. These attempts have a 
number of pitfalls. First, the lowest dimensional value relation in reality constitutes 
the quality of the products. Second, it is too costly to operate with different quality 
dimensions of the same product – either production costs are too high compared 
to the value added in the traditional market or marketing costs to obtain the multi-
dimensional value relations are too high. Internal conflicts concerning the strategy 
and short-term opportunistic marketing possibilities are competing with long-term 
multi-quality-dimension branding necessary to obtain added value (Noe, 2007).

Discussion, Conclusions and Perspectives
Quality originates in the primary production at the farmers place in the triadic value 
relation soil–farmer–produce. The meta-analysis of the COFAMI cases shows that 
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a precondition for quality differentiation at the farm gate to be recognized by con-
sumers, and thereby result in a demand and willingness to pay for these, is that the 
different qualities can be supported and mediated cohesively throughout the whole 
food chain – all the way to the triadic consumer–food–dinner relation.

The analysis of the cases reveals that there is not just one strategic model to or-
ganize a food network that is able to carry multidimensional qualities throughout 
the whole food chain. However, the results point out that coherence is an important 
condition from the perspective of added value at the farm gate. First, there must be 
cohesion between the quality dimensions at the farm gate and the way the network 
is organised, and quality differentiation must start at the farm gate. And second, all 
the triadic value relations of the network must be able and willing to support and 
carry these distinctive quality dimensions forward.

The meta-analysis of the selected COFAMI cases reflects three different general 
strategic approaches to obtain a coherent multidimensional quality-marketing net-
work. The first is direct marketing. The second is distribution of ownership and 
strategic alliances throughout the network of triadic relations. And the third is to 
create a brand strong enough to mobilise a heterogeneous network around the mul-
tidimensional quality dimensions of the produce. Coherence is the keyword: suc-
cess depends on whether there is cohesion between quality dimensions, marketing 
strategy and the triadic relations involved. Examples of initiatives where this is not 
the case are for example where there is internal disagreement among the involved 
farmers about quality dimensions and strategies, and where actors are tempted by 
short-term opportunistic market possibilities and do not build long-term strategic 
relations.

The meta-analysis of the COFAMI cases from the ‘quality mediation approach’ is 
in itself interesting and valuable, but in addition to the presented empirical findings 
this analytical framework is a promising tool to radicalize our understanding of how 
qualities are mediated through food networks. The triadic value relation perspec-
tive tends to be very fruitful and easy to apply. It contributes to the ability to handle 
many different quality aspects in the same analysis, and helps to reduce the level 
of abstraction of the analyses. Also, the analyses performed here appear to have a 
strong power to explain the degree of success of different cases and strategies.

The idea to develop this methodological framework emerged from our involve-
ment in the COFAMI project. However, the original case-studies were not carried 
out on the basis of this approach and therefore its potential has not been fully ex-
plored yet. Based on this analytical framework, it will be possible to analyse deeper 
how qualities are mediated in food networks through closer studies of the specific 
value relations. In spite of this, the article demonstrates three strong points of the 
framework: 1. it allocates an ontological space in the analysis to quality as a basic 
empirical reality and thus allows for the connection of communicative and material 
analyses of quality; 2. it suggests a typology of food quality dimensions that simpli-
fies the analysis; and 3. it provides a tool to combine quality dimensions with con-
crete food networks by way of triadic value relations. The framework offers a very 
tangible empirical approach to explore which dimensions of qualities are at stake in 
different producer–consumer networks by analysing the triadic value relations me-
diating qualities in these networks. From this perspective, quality is not a matter of 
pure communication or pure materiality, but a semiotic relationship that comprises 
all the techniques and instruments involved, from the field to the food that is con-
sumed at the dinner table, in the restaurant or on the street.



26 Noe and Alrøe

This approach is not only valuable to analyse alternative marketing networks, it 
can also be used to explore the logic and struggles within mainstream marketing 
networks: how and where in the network is the quality dimension of the product 
defined, which measures and instruments are involved, what parameters of com-
petition are chosen, etc. A concrete example could be the struggle between organic 
producers and private supermarket labels, and its implications for the successful 
mediation of different quality dimensions linked to organic products.

Note
1. The research for this article was realized as part of the project ‘Encouraging Collective Farmers Mar-

keting Initiatives’ (COFAMI) from 2005 to 2008 and funded by the European Commission under the 
6th Research Framework Programme (SSPE-CT-2005-006541). The COFAMI project looked into experi-
ences and policies related to collective farmers marketing initiatives in 10 countries (Austria, Czech 
Republic, Denmark, France, Germany, Hungary, Italy, Netherlands, Latvia and Switzerland) in order 
to obtain an overview of the development and dynamics of such initiatives across Europe.
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Abstract. The growth of localized and sustainable food systems is widely recog-
nized in many Western countries as a response to the increasingly evident crisis 
of conventional food systems. However, despite the growing consumer demand, 
the producer capacity to catch up with demand emerges as a critical point. The 
authors reckon that participation in alternative food chains not only needs a new 
market opened, but also appropriate farming styles. Adopting new farming styles 
requires radical changes to knowledge and skills, material assets, organizational 
patterns, communication practices, etc. To that end, the direct interaction with 
consumers as well as the co-operation and co-ordination with other farmers be-
come crucial. On the basis of a deep analysis carried out through a case-study – 
the innovation cycles activated by farmers adhering to Solidarity-based Purchase 
Groups (GAS) in Tuscany, Italy – the article explores the complex processes linked 
to transition, and tries to contribute to a theory of alternative food networks by 
representing changes in the farm as an outcome of interaction within hybrid net-
works through the definition of new codes, cognitive frames, norms, rules and 
organizational patterns.

Introduction
The debate regarding alternative agri-food networks (AAFNs) over the last 15 years 
has created a virtuous circle in terms of theory, practice and policy in many countries. 
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Far from being purely academic, the debate has accompanied the evolution of grass-
roots initiatives related to food, contributing to a redefinition of strategies, products 
and processes within the food industry and offering solutions to an increasingly evi-
dent crisis in conventional food systems. AAFNs’ constitutive elements essentially 
include: a. a conception of food production and consumption as being simultane-
ously political, ecological and economic acts (Petrini, 2005); b. involvement of a plu-
rality of actors and artefacts – belonging to different spheres of social and economic 
life – that come together to build new systems of meaning and new systems of food 
provision (Guthman, 2002; Roep and Wiskerke, 2005); c. new livelihood strategies 
for farmers (Renting et al., 2003; Goodman and Goodman, 2007) based on the search 
for autonomy from conventional chains; d. a search for new trust relationships with 
consumers (Goodman, 2003), in order to respond to the increase in food anxieties; 
e. performance measured not only in terms of purely commercial benchmarks, but 
by the capacity to modify existing consumption, production, technological norms 
and to establish a ‘food democracy’ (Hassanein, 2003; Jacobsen and Dulsrud, 2007).

The meeting of AAFNs literature and transition theories (Rip and Kemp, 1998; 
Smith, 2003, 2006; Geels, 2004; Moors et al., 2004; Wiskerke and Van der Ploeg, 2004; 
Seyfang, 2006) has opened a new research field by developing analytical tools to bet-
ter study the contribution of AAFNs to broader social change, through the analysis 
of underlying processes. Transition theories suggest that: a. economic activity is em-
bedded in relatively steady socio-technical systems, governed by coherent systems 
of rules and norms called ‘regimes’; b. most innovations contribute to the stability 
of the dominant socio-technical systems as they are generated within these: innova-
tion is therefore generally path-dependent; c. when internal or external variables 
threaten existing socio-technical systems, existing paths of innovation are not able 
to provide appropriate solutions, and the need arises for path-breaking innovation; 
d. new paths of innovation are more likely to emerge when ‘niches’ – that is, socio-
technical systems that experience radically different cognitive frames, resource bas-
es, relational patterns, etc. – have already been developed; e. when conditions of the 
external context (known as ‘landscape’) change, innovation paths initiated by niches 
contribute to change the dominant socio-technical system through integration or 
even replacement.

According to transition theory, niches create the necessary diversity in the system 
and provide possible solutions to crises in new political, economic, and environ-
mental contexts. Strategic niche management (Schot and Geels, 2008) can be used 
as a powerful policy tool to strengthen social change ‘from below’, and to create a 
stronger capacity to adapt to change.

AAFNs fit in with the concept of the niches of transition theories. In fact, they are 
formed around the alternative techno-economic paradigms of food production, con-
sumption and distribution. The size of AAFNs is small enough to guarantee them 
a protected space of action, but despite their modest impact in terms of quantities 
in the short term, they can have a tremendous impact on minds and hearts, as they 
suggest different ways of looking at things, different innovation pathways, and dif-
ferent rules and norms.

AAFNs represent a good case-study to respond to one of the most significant 
research questions raised by transition theories: to what extent, and in what con-
ditions, can niches significantly impact on regime change? Regimes can in fact be 
strong enough to contrast emerging niches by raising political, regulatory and tech-
nical barriers to change. Moreover, often mere quantitative growth is not sufficient 
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to generate change, as scaling up may involve deviations from innovative trajecto-
ries and regime rules may end up being complied with (Brunori et al., 2008). The 
debate on ‘conventionalization’ has explored the problem with reference to organic 
farming, and has stimulated a fruitful reflection on the trade-offs between growth, 
integration with the existing food regimes, and consistency with its constitutive val-
ues (Guthman, 1998, 2004). However, it has only addressed superficially the strate-
gies that could sustain successful transition pathways at the same time as growth. 
To go beyond the dilemma ‘scaling up vs. keeping the original radicality’, we think 
it is necessary to deeply examine the relationships between niches and regimes and 
their evolution.

AAFNs and Transition: A Theoretical Framework

As Sonnino and Marsden (2006) have highlighted, there is a continuous tension and 
dialectic between alternative and conventional networks. According to DuPuis and 
Gillon (2009, p. 45), ‘notions of legitimacy, fairness and credibility are created and 
destroyed in the practices around the creation of alternative market fields’. These 
networks cannot be analysed in isolation, as each one can embody parts (symbols, 
artefacts, norms) of the others, so that innovations that were originally produced 
in niches can be embodied – through processes of translation à la Latour (1987) – 
into conventional networks that together strengthen the regime. It is not surprising, 
then, that the dialectic between ‘conventional’ and ‘alternative’ patterns may lead 
to convergences, which end up with a ‘hollowing out’ or absorption of niches into 
existing regimes. However, niches can also strengthen themselves by adopting (and 
adapting) technologies and enrolling actors of the dominant regime, thus detaching 
them from conventional networks and reattaching them into alternative ones (Cal-
lon et al., 2002).

The conventionalization and appropriation of alternative food chains (Goodman 
and Dupuis, 2002) may help the dominant regime to adapt to change, for exam-
ple by turning consumer-citizens into new consumer segments and thus weaken-
ing the transformative role of consumer-citizens through re-fetishization. When 
regime attempts to adapt to change of the landscape are not successful, new nich-
es may emerge with a renewed radicality. This is the case of post-organic move-
ments (Moore, 2006; Goodman and Goodman, 2007), which include CSAs (Cone 
and Myhre, 2000), AMAPS (Lamine, 2005), and farmers’ markets (Govindasamy et 
al., 2002; Kirwan, 2004). These movements build upon points of weakness of con-
ventionalized AAFNs, drawing on a strong political commitment to articulate tech-
nical norms, commercial patterns and organizational rules in innovative ways. To 
maintain alternative innovative pathways, they start new innovation cycles drawing 
upon lessons learnt from previous experiences.

To properly address the dynamics of these innovation cycles we need to fill a gap 
in transition theories, wherein niches are treated like ‘black boxes’. We need to open 
up these black boxes to see how and in what conditions the ‘closure’ of niches oc-
curs. In our view, in fact, niches can be seen as actor-networks (Callon, 1999) whose 
co-ordination is guaranteed by well established and taken-for-granted routines. If 
we look at the processes before closure, a lot of failures are evident as well as nego-
tiations, adjustments, trial and errors, aimed at giving stability and organization to 
new ideas, frames, inventions.
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Though not considering them explicitly as preceding phases of niches, Van der 
Ploeg has described these processes as ‘novelties’, i.e. different ways of doing things 
(Van der Ploeg et al., 2004). In our view novelties are unstable actor-networks striv-
ing for stability through translation processes (Figure 1). The problems emerging 
from the context activate a process of search for solutions, the outcome of which 
may turn into a novelty. The more intense the network interaction in AAFNs is, the 
more farmers, consumers, and other actors align their cognitive frames, developing 
new production paradigms, technical norms, patterns of interaction and routines. In 
terms of transition theories, this means initiating new innovation pathways. Novel-
ties, in fact, can be seen as the outcome of learning processes.

When novelties stabilize, through step-by-step improvements – that is, the rela-
tions between components act in a predictable way – they turn into niches.

The more farmers are connected to other actors, the more learning becomes ‘social 
learning’, improved ways of knowing or doing that are common goods within the 
network. From this point of departure we have set out a model for understanding 
innovation as a co-production between all the actors involved in an AAFN.

In this article, we focus on the innovation cycles activated by farmers adhering to 
‘Solidarity-based Purchase Groups’ (from now on GAS,1 from the Italian acronym), 
which are groups of consumers who purchase collectively through a direct relation-
ship with producers, according to shared ethical principles (the ‘solidarity’ concept). 
In our view, GAS represent relational contexts wherein novelties are co-created by 
producers and consumers and develop into niches.

GAS are particular to the landscape of post-organic initiatives as they are initiated 
mostly by consumers and address specifically the need to develop alternative styles 
of consumption as an obligatory requirement of sustainability. In this, they build 
on the critiques made of the rent-seeking strategies of some AAFNs, the success of 
which has been linked to consumers belonging to higher social classes (Guthman, 
2002), and on the awareness of the limits of the mainstream organization of organic 
food chains. On the basis of the principle that food quality is a right for everyone, 
but also that production is the weaker link in the chain, GAS represent patterns of 
consumer self-organization that, by creating partnerships with farmers, by-passing 
middlemen, employing volunteers, creating alternative logistics based on private/
social tools and spaces, avoiding unnecessary operations and materials (such as clas-
sification, packaging and conservation), aim to create a win-win situation for farm-
ers and consumers.

GAS operate as networks of individual consumers, who interact collectively with 
producers, selecting them on the basis of their adherence to sustainable consump-

Figure 1. The process of creation of novelties.
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tion and production principles, and organize orders and distribution. Farmers are 
contacted directly by product co-ordinators who organize distribution depending 
on the type of product: box schemes for vegetables, fruit and bread, periodical or-
ders for meat, cheese, wine and olive oil, pasta and cereals, and seasonal orders for 
other fruit.

The relational context is created through the communication established among 
actors, supported by e-mailing, direct interaction, organizational meetings, on-farm 
visits, participation in virtual and face-to-face forums, and organized events. Estab-
lished communication patterns facilitate an exchange of information between ac-
tors, the definition of common rules, the building of common infrastructures, the 
organization of events, and communication to the outside world. Mailing lists also 
allow debate on several issues, spanning from sustainable consumption and produc-
tion to broader political issues, thus contributing to strengthening the cohesion of 
the group. The movement also has higher levels of co-ordination (at regional and 
national levels), all of which are strongly based on communication via the Internet, 
together with periodical meetings.

Farm Transition Pathways and GAS
Becoming a GAS supplier is a complex process for a farmer. It is constructed through 
a profound reframing of the material and immaterial components of the farm’s man-
agement, both inside the farm and in its relationships with the outside world.

Through participation in GAS, farmers are involved in translation processes (Cal-
lon, 1986; Latour, 1987) that help them to innovate through a pathway that entails 
banning chemicals, diversifying, dealing with multiple clients, responding to con-
sumer needs and concerns, etc.. Innovation covers all aspects of farming, from in-
ternal organization (farm lay-out, farm infrastructures, human resources, crops and 
breeding), to logistics, administration, communication.

This process is not limited to the relation between farmers and consumer groups, 
but is also open to interaction with wider networks, of which producers and con-
sumers are a part (such as farmers’ markets or other forms of co-operation at local 
and extra-local levels), together with other actors (local administrations, NGOs, po-
litical groups) locally involved in building alternative food systems.

Within these networks new identities, new codes, rules and knowledge systems 
are created; as a result of translation processes legitimization is achieved; new initia-
tives are conceived and designed (and consequently new opportunities for farms are 
created). Different discourses around food in the territory and on the possible rela-
tions between countryside and town, between the multifunctionality of agriculture 
and the new needs of the local community start to develop.

Given that these transition pathways are undertaken in the network, through so-
cial learning, what are the implications for farms? For farmers, applying learned 
concepts and values to the farm implies a double adjustment, from the farm to the 
outside and from the outside to the internal organization. Thus, independent farm-
ing strategies undergo processes of alignment with the broader networks.

To explain farm adaptations, we need to look at models that explain farm devel-
opment trajectories. Recently, Evans (2009) has renewed attention of scholars on the 
changes in family farming under the rapidly changing agrarian conditions. Recon-
necting to the debate about farm household strategies of the late 1980s and 1990s, 
he underlines the validity of the concept and at the same time advocates the need to 
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open it up to cultural issues. With reference to New Zealand, Johnsen (2004) focuses 
on the interaction between agricultural change, farm structures and cultural norms.

Through a large research programme, Van der Ploeg et al. (2000) have developed 
a narrative to analyse the response of farmers to ‘macro’ changes in agriculture (and 
first of all to what they call the ‘price-cost squeeze’) – which in the language of tran-
sition theories we now could name ‘landscape change’ – by identifying three com-
ponents of livelihood strategies: a. broadening, that is diversifying farm activities by 
intensifying relations with the rural territory; b. deepening, that is turning to high 
quality products getting up the food chain; c. re-grounding, that is reorganizing farm 
resources and reshaping the boundaries within the farm and outside. In this model, 
changes in structures, cognitive frames and cultural norms are strictly interrelated.

Wilson (2008) explains the dynamics of change of multifunctional farming in 
terms of a succession of ‘nodal changes’ (investments, radical learning, unforeseen 
events), each of which constrains (or enables) further evolution.

Under the influence of these approaches, we regard farm development as an inde-
pendent trajectory that at a certain moment – in a changing landscape – encounters 
the trajectory of GAS. This encounter may initiate a detachment from a conventional 
network in order to join alternative networks. Joining GAS is a very important nodal 
change for farmers, as it generates clusters of new problems and the need for crea-
tive solutions: it is the beginning of a pathway of radical innovation. Further nodes, 
such as making investments for on-farm processing or for transporting the products, 
employing workers, activating an Internet forum, etc., create new clusters of oppor-
tunity and choice as well as trade-offs between decisions.

Thus, consumer needs and attitudes provide problems and opportunities for 
farmers, who search for solutions and select the most feasible ones. Along with the 
implementation of changes, they have to deal with constraints belonging to the farm-
ing realm or to the regime (e.g. hygienic or fiscal regulations, consumption norms, 
techno-scientific rules). Overcoming barriers requires not only individual solutions. 
Learning and adaptation both include collective action in other spheres (e.g. at the 
level of local administrations) in order to tackle the problems related to conflicts 
with existing regimes.

Case-study: GAS Farms in Tuscany

In this section, we analyse the micro-level transition related to GAS farms. By ex-
amining the various arrangements between producers and consumers, we focus on 
how an alternative approach to food provision impacts on the producers. On the 
basis of a thorough analysis carried out on many direct producer–consumer rela-
tionships within GAS,2 we explored the radical changes being made to the cogni-
tive, technical, organizational, and communication aspects of farming (including all 
the changes in material and immaterial assets). In our view, these are a result of the 
negotiation processes with consumer groups and, more in general, the interactions 
within hybrid networks to which both producers and consumers belong.

The Appendix summarizes the characteristics of the farmers interviewed. Most 
are small to medium size, family farms. One co-operative is also included. One of 
the most significant differences between them is related to the different types of 
farmers involved: we distinguish between ‘neo-peasants’ and ‘local farmers’, as they 
have quite different characteristics, attitude and behaviour.
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‘Neo-peasants’ are quite an important group in Tuscany. They are the most impor-
tant players in the ‘rural renaissance’ in this region, as they have been the pioneers 
of organic farming and of the multifunctional agricultural business model since the 
1970s. The meeting of ‘neo-peasants’ and innovative entrepreneurship and institu-
tions has generated what is now considered the ‘Tuscan model of agriculture’. As 
most of these people settled in Tuscany in the 1970s, they are now in a higher age 
class; nevertheless, they are very experienced and still very innovative.

‘Local farmers’ are people with an agricultural family background, but who did 
not necessarily always choose agriculture as a profession (some retired early from 
other jobs or are part-time entrepreneurs). Their common feature is that they are na-
tive to the place where they operate, so they are strongly integrated with the local 
community.

Figure 2 illustrates the relational space in which the interaction between farmers 
and consumers can develop. Np1 is a ‘neo-peasant’, who has many contacts with 
individual consumers (c1, …, cn) but is relatively disconnected from local farmers in 
the territory. This is not a rare situation, as in many places organic farmers who use 
direct selling are considered too innovative – or even seen as visionaries – by ‘aver-
age’ farmers. In these cases, farmers are more prone to link up to their peers (organic, 
innovative farmers) in other places, and to create ‘virtual communities’ with the 
support of mailing lists, blogs, Internet sites. Lf1, …, lfn are ‘local farmers’, whose 
networks are more locally dense, but who do not have many direct relations with 
consumers. Detaching local farmers from intermediaries (int) and attaching them to 
GAS implies the possibility of reconnecting with a whole social network.

Figure 2. Relational spaces of neo-peasants and local farmers.
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Business Model of GAS Farms
GAS farms follow business models that are very different from conventional ones. 
The differences between alternative and conventional models are summarized in 
Table 1.

In terms of conventional business models, farm size and technology are the most 
important competitive assets. In fact, they force farmers to obtain the highest pro-
ductivity. In GAS farms, technology and size are not as important as reputation and 
trust. GAS farms are perceived as ‘civic farms’ (Lyson, 2004) and regarded as public 
examples of civic virtue by citizens and also administrations. Therefore reputation 
and trust-building is key. This is carried out through strong references to values, 
consistent behaviour, communication and networking. Reputation and trust give 
GAS farmers a better position on the market. In the best cases, trust replaces bar-
gaining, makes certification for organic products unnecessary, and therefore reduces 
transaction costs. Farmers linked to GAS have a high rate of participation in publicly 
funded projects such as training, school visits, research and field trials from which 
they source additional income; moreover, their reputation facilitates access to public 
funds.

The survival strategy of GAS farms is centred on quality. Joining a GAS involves a 
process of qualification (Callon et al., 2002), which turns ‘products’ (quality concepts 
and rules of production) into ‘goods’ (through concrete production) and ‘goods’ 
(through consumption) into refined and improved ‘products’ (see also Brunori, 
2007). The GAS network provides qualification with a fertile environment for devel-
opment, as quality features are endlessly negotiated through the network. The GAS 
definition of quality goes well beyond conventional quality attributes. Seasonality 
and local provenance are key criteria, from which a lot of other product characteris-
tics arise, such as freshness, variety, taste, and nutritional value. On the other hand, 
attributes as size and shape, colour, integrity, and homogeneity are not considered 
important.

GAS farms tend to internalize inputs (seeds, fertilizers, labour) as much as pos-
sible. This is a response to agro-ecological criteria, but at the same time helps to 
reduce financial costs and enhances the value of family labour. As far as seeds are 
concerned, internalization is also linked to the choice of producing local and tradi-
tional varieties, which are often not available on the market. Knowledge and skills 
are the fruit of direct experience and of interactions between farmers rather than 
those acquired externally (extension services, input providers). The abandonment of 
specialization has led to an increase in the need for new knowledge, which is usually 
satisfied through co-operation within farming networks.

Conventional farms GAS farms
Key assets technology, size notoriety, reputation and trust
Strategy focus efficiency quality
Input sourcing mainly external mainly internal
Knowledge, skills mainly built through external inputs mainly built through experience and 

interaction
Product mix specialisation diversification
Distribution managed by intermediaries, concen-

trated
directly managed, diffused

Communication none or very little direct and indirect communication

Table 1. Comparison between conventional and GAS farms’ business model.
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In GAS farms, the product mix is largely diversified. There are many reasons for 
diversification, from distributing the risk among crops, to restoring fertility through 
crop rotations and functional biodiversity, to providing families with a wide range of 
products. As far as distribution is concerned, selling directly to consumers involves 
a strong investment of time and money in logistics. Box schemes, in fact, require the 
efficient management of orders, a complex process of co-ordination within a short 
time-frame (for the selection, weighing, organization of baskets and packaging) and 
a large number of points of delivery.

While conventional farmers need fewer communication skills – especially if the 
product is standardized, the price is already given and there is no contact with con-
sumers – for GAS farms communication is a key function. This is because it is neces-
sary to tune into consumer needs and to maintain and improve the farm’s reputation 
and level of trust. Although most farmer communication is based on face-to-face 
interaction, there is increasing communication via the Internet. In addition to per-
sonal communication skills, networking skills are also important, as participation in 
networks leads to reputation building as well as opportunities for new projects. Per-
sonal communication and networking are very time-intensive activities, thus GAS 
farmers often complain about work overload or insufficient time to dedicate to farm 
operations.

Key Assets of GAS Farms 
The business model of GAS farms requires a very different mix of assets from the 
conventional model. As previously mentioned, the survival strategies of GAS farms 
depend much more on immaterial assets such as reputation and trust rather than on 
material assets. In many cases in fact, GAS farmers have limited capital, and their 
capacity to survive is linked to their access to an endogenous resource base, knowl-
edge and skills, which are produced and reproduced through the interaction within 
networks.

This does not mean that a better endowment of capital and technologies would 
not be useful. In any case, the business models of GAS farms require the availabil-
ity of buildings, equipment, vehicles, and would benefit greatly from research into 
small dedicated technologies.

Apart from farm materials, we identified various critical resources for the sur-
vival and development of GAS farms: motivation, labour, and entrepreneurial skills. 

Motivation
Farmers who join a GAS are motivated by a combination of ‘push’ motivations (po-
litical and ethical commitments, the search for farming styles that are consistent with 
their own values, unsatisfactory remuneration of prices from conventional channels, 
the search for better quality of life) and ‘pull’ motivations (opportunities emerging 
from contacts activated by GAS or initiatives started by other farmers). Of the ‘push’ 
motivations, personal values are very important, as they provide the energy to com-
mit to alternative networks in difficult economic times and to balance the financial 
temptations offered by conventional business. The word ‘solidarity’ (the ‘S’ in GAS), 
after all, implies that there is a recognition by both consumers and producers that 
commercial relations are not between strangers or conflicting sides (Sage, 2003; Of-
fer, 1997), but between members of the same community.
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The importance of ethics in this type of business is more evident when there is 
a shared political, civic or religious commitment (such as members of food move-
ments or radical farmers’ organizations).

‘Families in the Poggio di Camporbiano co-operative belong to a religious 
group. They live all together on the farm, sharing money and taking turns 
in all the activities (nobody specializes in just one sector). The co-operative, 
with its spiritual and ethical basis, adds a special value to work and ordi-
nary life and regards the production of healthy food, with accessible prices 
for consumers, as a mission.’

Personal values create synergies with economic behaviour, especially when farmers 
experience unsatisfactory conditions in the current markets.

There is a large range of positions between the entrepreneurial focus on ‘utility’ 
and than on ’values’. In general, it can be said that farmers engaged in a relation-
ship with GAS have a stronger focus on values. GAS, for them, is part of a ‘praxis 
of survival which blends the survival strategies of the old peasantry with the skills 
and abilities of the educated urban elite’ (Willis and Campbell, 2004, p. 317). Neo-
peasants are proactive in looking for innovative and appropriate marketing solu-
tions, based mainly on social relationships, and are aware of the importance of a 
management style that is coherent with values for economic performance. For local 
farmers, whose ideological commitment is lower, the awareness and endorsement of 
values evolves alongside the search for a better income.

Entrepreneurial Skills
Establishing steady relations with GAS involves above-average entrepreneurial 
skills. Whereas conventional farmers have to strive to comply with existing rules in 
the most efficient way possible, GAS farmers have to break the rules of the existing 
food regime and build new ones by trial and error. For this reason, first of all they 
need to be strongly motivated to overcome the adversities. Second, since they have 
to deal with different problems compared to those of conventional farms, they need 
to be creative to innovate. Third, the business model they develop is based on their 
capacity to establish external relations and to communicate effectively. At the same 
time, to be consistent with GAS values, their managerial style needs to be based on 
dialogue and support to workers.

Entrepreneurial skills are also very important for GAS farms, because of the com-
plexity of their organization due to the range of external relations, their agro-eco-
logical approach, their variety of products and customers, and therefore the number 
and variety of tasks to be carried out. To keep everything under control, both strong 
organizational and strategic planning skills are needed.

Labour
GAS farms are labour-intensive. In fact, not only does organic production require 
more labour per output unit, but also managing orders, keeping public relations, 
packaging, and delivering all require additional time. The ordinary labour force is 
expensive, and often farmers try to integrate it with other sources, such as neigh-
bours, volunteers, and partnerships, etc. On GAS farms, labour, as on any peasant 
farm, is strongly related to entrepreneurship. Ideally, a worker in a GAS farm should 
have the motivation and skills that are in tune with the farm’s mission, and should 
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be proactive in preventing, identifying and solving problems. This is not an easy 
task, especially when economic margins are limited.

When the scale of operations grows, the specialization of functions is unavoid-
able. This specialization frequently follows the lines of gender and age, with men 
working more on production and women on external relations, accounting, and 
packaging. When the division of tasks is not possible, mainly when the farms are 
too small, there may be symptoms of work overload and stress, as well as insuf-
ficient dedication to important farming aspects. For farmers well integrated in the 
local community, the exchange of labour among neighbours is an important labour 
source. However, ageing in rural areas makes this choice more difficult. Migrant 
workers are also available, as seasonal workers or (less often) permanent employees.

A particular source of labour for organic farmers is provided by the WWOOF As-
sociation (World Wide Opportunities on Organic Farms), which links people who 
want to volunteer on organic farms or small holdings with people who are looking 
for volunteer help. In return for help, WWOOF hosts offer food, accommodation 
and opportunities to learn about organic life-styles. Another source, for which there 
is increasing focus among farmers, is workers with social or health problems for 
which the state subsidizes part of their salary. Diversified organic farms adapt very 
well to the therapeutic needs of these people, as they are characterized by a lot of 
simple operations that these people are able to carry out successfully (Di Iacovo, 
2008). Becoming a ‘social farm’ also improves a farmer’s reputation and helps them 
become aligned with GAS values.

GAS also provides opportunities to benefit from consumers’ labour. There are 
several experiences in Tuscany where this opportunity has already been put into 
practice and in general a good number of GAS members are willing to be involved in 
farm activities. Co-operation between farmers and consumers helps during seasonal 
labour peaks (as, in Tuscany, for harvesting olives, tomatoes, and strawberries), but 
there are also regulatory restrictions that are not always easy to solve.

The complexity of farm organization fosters a division of labour, and the diversity 
of farm activities offers the opportunity to value skills and to respond to needs. 

BioColombini farm is managed by Alessandro Colombini, a young farmer. 
His family has a long experience in the horticultural tradition of the area 
and has always been part of the local rural network. Some old farmers still 
work on the farm, because they like both the place and the work; moreover, 
they are a fundamental resource in terms of skills and knowledge. Also 
Alessandro’s parents are quite old, but they still want to work on the farm: 
his father is still a valuable reference point for his experience. His mother is 
a real pillar in the organization of the new farm: she supervises the distribu-
tion of vegetables into bags. After participation in a horticultural therapy 
project, some young mentally disabled people have also been employed as 
workers.

With the fast growing business activated by adhesion to GAS, the labour 
force has become a limiting factor for the Nicobio farm. Stefano, who start-
ed on his own to grow vegetables with the help of his girlfriend who man-
aged the administrative aspects, has been helped by young men sent by 
the employment office or by social co-operatives. Now he plans to turn the 
place into a ‘social farm’.
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Relational Assets of GAS Farms 

Communication Structures and Practices
The success and the sustainability of GAS depend mainly on relational assets. The 
whole system rests on the special relationship that has been established between the 
two sides, through which a common base of values and principles as well as a better 
knowledge of the respective needs is developed. The development of adequate rela-
tional skills by farmers is thus fundamental. GAS contribute to develop these skills. 

Farmers tend to intensify the dialogue with consumers as a natural outcome of 
integration into the GAS rationale. Apart from the delivery day of the boxes, most 
participate in periodic GAS meetings; many use personal web sites and mailing lists; 
others organize periodic visits to their farm.  Patterns of communication vary a lot. 
In some cases, it is limited to the management of orders and often it is mediated by 
GAS co-ordinators. In other cases, communication is more intense, allowing the es-
tablishment of a direct dialogue between farmers and GAS members.

More and more communication concerns the technical features of production. 
Consumers, in fact, are often unaware about farming practices and their related 
problems (e.g. damage by bad weather conditions or from attack by diseases). ‘When 
I was at the farmers’ market, a consumer asked me why my green beans had such so 
high price. I explained to her how long the harvest process takes, and in the end the 
consumer was convinced’ (Rosa, Lucca).

One farmer writes long letters to the GAS mailing list explaining the state of his 
crops, the problems he is facing (excess rain, pest attacks, particularly high or low 
temperatures). Another takes photos of the fields and plants to inform consumers 
on how near to harvest his products are. Others put recipes on the web, especially 
related to the use of non conventional vegetables that few consumers are aware of.

GAS consumers are eager to learn about food and the conditions of production. 
Farmers have perceived this need as an opportunity to create and strengthen trust 
relationships with them.

The Poggio di Camporbiano co-operative has chosen communication with 
consumers as a key to its livelihood. It places particular attention on in-
forming consumers where the products come from and how they are pro-
duced, and encourages guided visits to the farm.

Alessandro Colombini never misses a meeting with consumers. He has also 
created a farm web site that is a perfect example of its philosophy. All the 
activities and the products of the farm are described and well documented 
with photo galleries; a space is dedicated to recipes and suggestions to cook 
some uncommon vegetables; there is a forum for discussions where con-
sumers ask questions, make new proposals and sometimes complain. He 
also distributes leaflets and postcards during farmers’ markets and other 
events. To follow all these communication aspects, Alessandro has hired 
an assistant.

Stefano from Nicobio, a local to the area and grandson of a well-known 
farmer, is well integrated into a dense social network. Friendships with lo-
cal consumers have helped him a lot to build the local GAS. He has weekly 
occasions to meet consumers for the delivery of vegetable bags. He has also 
organized harvesting days for tomatoes as occasion to meet and have fun.
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Consumer work is not only a help for farmers. For consumers, it helps them to be 
better informed about the nature of farming – its routines, difficulties and satisfac-
tions – and hence to overcome any romantic image of farming.

Communication is not always easy. Sometimes, bad communication arises from 
the particular communication channel chosen. In this case, opening a direct commu-
nication channel (either by phone, mail or otherwise) with consumers would help to 
clarify and prevent problems.

According to Ida Roncareggi of the Contessa Beatrice farm, communication 
is less effective when groups talk with her through the GAS co-ordinator. 
She has observed that when a consumer of a group, not directly in con-
tact with her, has something to complain about, he/she spreads this feeling 
through the whole group. For her, this is not wise, as it may be based on 
incorrectly reported facts, and a direct explanation could solve the problem 
easily.

In other cases, interests and visions may clash. GAS are made up of people who do 
in fact care about prices, and in some groups this may prevail over solidarity. Some 
farmers complain that consumers in some GAS are ignorant and aggressive. They 
believe that some consumers just want organic at a better price, while at the same 
time they want the same level of service as a supermarket. In many cases, this has 
led to a breakdown in contact. In more successful cases, mediation within the GAS 
helps to put communication back on the right track by appealing to GAS values.

Co-operation
Communication is closely linked to co-operation. Good communication influences 
co-operation as well as the other way round. In order to understand the nature of co-
operation in GAS, we have to consider that the actors involved have both common 
and conflicting interests, thus co-operation and competition interact in an unstable 
equilibrium.

Competition and co-operation are presented in Figure 3). The outer circle repre-
sents the area of co-operation and the inner circle, the area of competition. Between 
buyers and sellers there is an inherent conflict of interests; however, the range and 
the potential of this conflict are limited by norms, rules, cognitive frames, infrastruc-
tures that consolidate a certain balance of power and allow only limited variations. 

Figure 3. Co-operation and competition.
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Ideally, within GAS, the space for bargaining is much reduced and constrained by a 
strong area of co-operation. The conflict between buyers and sellers is smoothed by 
common values and interests. However, the balance between co-operation and com-
petition evolves continuously. When learning processes generate economies for ex-
ample, farmers may improve their margins as prices tend to remain steady; the same 
may happen when GAS do not carefully monitor the quality of the supply, so that 
farmers are tempted to deliver lower value boxes for the same prices. In contrast, ag-
gressive GAS price bargaining may worsen farmers’ positions vis-à-vis consumers.

The same dynamics can be seen in terms of the co-operation/competition be-
tween producers. On the one hand, GAS farmers belong to the same ‘community of 
values’, which is supposed to be about facilitating co-operation. On the other hand, 
competition may appear when the size of the market is too narrow for the existing 
producers. In a recent paper, Chiffoleau argues that,

‘alternative supply chains decrease or potentially decrease horizontal rela-
tions between producers by placing them in markets where the tie with the 
consumer is privileged almost exclusive, and where the producer’s auton-
omy is promoted. This can not only result in a break with market interme-
diaries, but also with forms of co-operation between peers’ (2009, p. 221).

Empirical evidence in our study confirms that co-operation among farmers is not 
easy to achieve.

In any case, GAS do contribute a lot to reducing competition and to increasing 
co-operation among farmers. Through long-term relationships they tend to create 
relatively protected markets for producers; they also promote synergies between 
them in the form of complementarity (integrating different products and services) 
or in terms of supplementarity (creating a critical mass for orders). Complementa-
rity facilitates the diversification of production at a local level without forcing small 
farmers to manage dozens of crops in a limited space. Supplementarity helps farm-
ers to deal with individual, temporary or structural, shortages or over-production. 
As all these arrangements are not rigid, different patterns of co-operation/competi-
tion may arise. In order to get the necessary balance, farmers need to agree on what 
basis to exchange their products: some barter (e.g. tomatoes for salad), others prefer 
to do a cash exchange.

In times of growing markets for GAS producers, often more experienced GAS 
farmers introduce other farmers into the GAS system and give them technical and 
organizational advice. The leadership they gain through this activity is remunerated 
by the improvement of their reputation and professional recognition, which in turn 
enlarges the size and density of their networks and, in the end, the sphere of their 
business.

Belonging to a network of networks, each farmer has easier access to a common 
pool of resources, such as knowledge, social capital in its different forms3 and agro-
biodiversity. The more they use these resources in a reciprocal way, the more these 
resources improve and increase, whether they are seeds, information or contacts.

Rosario Floriddia is an organic cereal grower with considerable experience. 
Over the last few years, he has turned his passion and skills into reintro-
ducing ancient wheat varieties. In doing so, he has set up collaborations 
with organic farming organizations and other NGOs involved in agro-bi-
odiversity preservation. He has also started to directly process wheat in 
order to produce flour and bread. Within a few years, his farm has become 
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the centre of a network including other actors: farmers interested in chang-
ing their wheat cultivation (and thus need for seeds and knowledge), bak-
ers who need flour to produce bread without using industrial techniques, 
GAS and individual families who directly purchase his bread, and techni-
cians involved in training activities.

A further source of richness of local networks comes from the different kinds of re-
lationships that develop among farmers. As Chiffoleau (2009) also highlights, farm-
ers can interact on different levels – though a professional relationship, friendship, 
shared political engagement, each of which have different effects on shaping the 
relations with GAS.

Co-production of Innovation
To build a business model applicable to GAS principles, farmers have to follow com-
plex transition pathways. Each step of this transition is a ‘closure’ of the actor-net-
works to which they have contributed to initiate (novelties) into sufficiently steady 
socio-technical systems (niches). When closure is complete, relations between actors 
and things follow agreed rules that turn into collective knowledge and attitudes, 
and new cycles of innovation can start. The process is not at all linear, as many 
internal and external factors may cause a rupture of already reached equilibriums 
and the need to restart from scratch. In this section we examine innovation in rela-
tion to the above framework. We highlight how the relational context provided by 
GAS can foster processes of learning and co-producing innovation. We outline five 
problematic fields.

Coherence between Values and Practices
GAS generally select their producers on the basis of the characteristics of the farmers: 
preferably they are small, organic, open to dialogue, trustworthy, with interesting 
personal stories. These characteristics are often perceived as being more important 
than efficiency or price, since GAS are aware that alternative farming cannot achieve 
the same levels of commercial performance as conventional farms (see Table 2).

Many neo-peasants belong to this type, as they have developed these characteris-
tics since the very beginning of their activities. In some cases, given their experience 
and communication skills, they guide consumers in terms of identifying values. Most 
of the others, and mainly local farmers, have a much lower degree of awareness of 
these values, or at least they are not able to communicate them in a coherent way. 
However, through dialogue within the GAS environment they develop a process of 
individual and collective reflection. By doing this, they find that personal values and 
family stories can be used in order to define a distinctive identity. The main obstacle 
to this identity redefinition may be related to conflicting norms derived from the 
market discourse (maximization of profits, price as a result of impersonal demand/
supply forces, competition as a quasi-natural law).

Tuscan neo-peasants have developed the capacity to pursue strategies of excel-
lence, supplying high quality products with high prices to wealthy consumers and 
especially to tourists. What GAS demand, instead, is ‘ordinary’ food, to be consumed 
daily by average (or low) income consumers. This market is increasingly attractive 
to farmers who are financially and ethically unsatisfied with their link to conven-
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tional commercial channels. GAS have been the stimulus for conventional farmers 
to consider organic farming.

Deri farm was a conventional chicken farm. Its owner was interested in 
changing his commercial channel, so he looked for a contact with local 
GAS, but since their criteria is primarily organic, this was not feasible in the 
short term. In any case, he established a relationship with some GAS and 
together they developed a plan to gradually convert the farm. As a first step 
of a complete reorganization, he has turned his system of production into 
a more extensive one and GMO feed has been replaced by GMO-free feed. 
Moreover, a local chicken breed has replaced the old one. At the moment, 
the Deri farm is the main GAS supplier for eggs in the area.

Conversion processes have already been studied extensively (Padel, 2001), and the 
problems faced by GAS farmers are not different from problems faced by other or-
ganic farmers, such as the need for de-skilling (to abandon old techniques) and re-
skilling (to adopt new technical principles). However, there is a difference with the 
GAS environment. As trust is the basic element of GAS relationships, GAS do not 
need official certification, and this helps farmers to undergo conversion in a flexible 
(and cheaper) way. Moreover, GAS agreements are tolerant about delivery times and 
quantities, and respond positively to requests of support in the case of crop failures. 
In addition, as already stated, GAS provide access to diffused knowledge in the net-
work and facilitate distributed learning.

Tackling Supply: Collective Box Schemes
Box schemes are one of the most characteristic activities of GAS. Symbolically they 
represent the consumers’ willingness to adopt alternative patterns of consumption. 
They are also the activities that best contribute to develop the GAS network and 
its learning processes. Unlike box schemes provided individually,4 within GAS the 
rules and routines regulating orders, prices, qualities, deliveries, penalties in case 
of default, etc. are unstable, and are defined and consolidated through continuous 
interaction in the network (see Table 3).

Box schemes represent a pathway node (Wilson, 2008) both for consumers and 
producers. As far as consumers are concerned, box schemes contribute to a radical 
restructuring of food consumption patterns not only at an individual level, but also 
for families. In fact, box schemes lead to the reorganization of purchasing habits, 
of family diets, of the conservation and preparation of food. For farmers, the new 
innovation cycle activated by box schemes is based on diversification. In vegetable 
box schemes, boxes contain no less than six to seven types of products. To be able 
to provide six to seven products across the seasons, each farmer needs to be able to 
cultivate more than 20 crops in a year.

When Colombini used to sell his produce to a big retailer he cultivated 
only three or four different types of vegetables on large extensions, at first 
using the conventional farming methods and later with organic standards. 
Now he cultivates 30 different crops, and when also taking into account the 
varieties the number rises to 50.

With GAS box schemes, farmers have the freedom to choose the composition of the 
box. This leaves farmers a lot of room for testing new crop combinations and new 
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varieties. Consumers participate in this research by expressing their comments and 
evaluations on the new products. Farmers thus learn about diversification and con-
sumers learn how to make new species and varieties part of their diets. Diversifica-
tion is a way of compensating for the constraints that seasonality and dependence 
upon weather conditions impose: consumers gradually become accustomed to ap-
praising the variety of fruits and vegetables that are available in each season.

The variety and presence of local and old varieties keep consumers loyal, reward-
ing them for the efforts paid in the change by offering them real product difference 
and adding value to the product.

Agro-biodiversity gives farmers a competitive advantage over conventional chan-
nels: supermarkets severely restrict the range of varieties and breeds that consumers 
choose, either because alternative varieties and breeds are available only in small 
quantities or because they do not comply with commercial standards (size, colour, 
integrity of the product, etc.) or with ordinary consumer taste. As GAS generally 
consist of consumers who are open to innovation, farmers are encouraged to turn di-
versification into differentiation, by introducing neglected species and local breeds 
and varieties. In this way, the GAS supply cannot be compared with supermarkets 
in terms of conventional criteria, and price comparison among channels becomes 
harder.

Farming diversification can also be carried out through on-farm processing (in 
the case of wheat, for example, hulling and/or producing flour, flakes, pasta). Apart 
from being a good way to increase added value for the farm, processing on the farm 
helps to minimize over-production in critical moments of the year (such as during 
summer holidays) and to manage periods of production shortages.

For farmers, box schemes also involve several post-harvest operations, such as 
washing and cleaning, weighing, box compositions, and labelling. Besides produc-
tion and post-production activities, box schemes require a sophisticated manage-
ment of orders. First, this involves planning harvesting carefully. The crops must 
be harvested shortly before delivery, otherwise products lose their freshness. Some 
farms use fridge-cells to stock some products and to plan orders better.

Order management strategies depend on different combinations of criteria and 
tools: from standardization of baskets to customization, from computer-assisted or-
dering to paper and the farmer’s memory.

In the beginning, Colombini did not have a clear scheme in mind to or-
ganize the logistical aspects. Each group of consumers decided for itself, 
according to its necessities and preferences for the management of orders 
(who collects the orders and how they are transmitted to the producer, the 
frequency), payments (how – cash or bank account – and the frequency), 
deliveries (who does the delivery and where). Now that Bio Colombini 
supplies about 1,000 families, this kind of approach is no longer sustain-
able; Alessandro now believes that a new approach is urgently required, 
especially to avoid new groups making the same errors as the past.

To forget a box of vegetables or to make a mistake in its composition can become a 
problem as it generates dissatisfaction and complaints; with so many boxes to pre-
pare every week, such mistakes are not uncommon.

The delivery of prepared bags and boxes to the delivery points is another im-
portant phase, and solutions to the emerging problems call for co-operation, both 
among farmers and between farmers and GAS.
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The Poggio di Camporbiano farm has a dedicated van, and members of 
the co-operative organize delivery turns. The Contessa Beatrice farm co-
operates with the Cortevilla farm for the deliveries. Colombini also delivers 
the bags for another producer. Josef Tscholl, an apple producer, also distrib-
utes oranges for a producer from Sicily, delivering them to a delivery point 
common to several GAS.

The organization of deliveries also involves efforts to optimize the trips. This is an-
other aspect that stimulates co-operation: often farmers become communication 
channels between GAS, for example to coordinate the delivery times when several 
GAS have delivery days in common.

Tackling Supply – Demand Gaps
One of the biggest problems for the viability of the box schemes is the demand/
supply gap throughout the year: in winter only a few crops can be cultivated, and 
the risk of crop failures due to weather adversities is high. On the other hand, when 
production peaks, demand is much lower because many families are on holiday (see 
Table 4).

Exceptional weather conditions or pest attacks can delay the harvest or cause 
product loss; on the demand side, there can be a large discontinuity in orders. To re-
spond to a shortage of supply, farmers can try – when possible – to diversify further, 
thus they have a greater flexibility. The degree of tolerance that GAS allow farmers 
in the box composition enables them to make use of ‘emergency products’ (e.g. pro-
cessed products or more durable products – e.g. onions, potatoes, carrots). Although 
this solution does not fully satisfy the needs of families (they are sometimes forced 
to integrate with purchases from other channels), there is a considerable degree of 
acceptation as a form of solidarity.

At the same time, some problems can arise. During the winter of 2008–2009 a 
lot of people complained about a reduction in quality or variety in the products 
(including many ‘emergency products’). Some suspended orders (opportunistically 
waiting for better days), and others asked for a reduction in price. In some cases, the 
complaints go beyond contingency: as there is a continuous growth in demand for 
box schemes, there is a suspicion that a too large number of customers will under-
mine the quality of supply.

The discussions on the forum of the Bio Colombini web site, from Decem-
ber 2008 to February 2009 completely focused on these aspects. In some 
cases complaints about the farmer emerged: was his business getting too 
big and thus lowering his concern for his customers? Somebody claimed 
that the farmer did not programme the sowing well enough for the winter 
and that he should be better organized for next year. The farmer replied 
that the season had been very difficult, with continuous rain and tempera-
tures frequently below zero, and that in spring and in summer they will 
receive more products than agreed.

Moreover, not all consumers are committed enough to the GAS mission to order 
boxes every month. When there are cases of dissatisfaction, or simply when the bur-
den of adapting to the new system is felt to be too heavy, some families stop or-
dering. This instability generates financial troubles for farmers. Some farmers have 



 Co-producing Transition 47

therefore started to ask for longer orders and pre-financing (e.g. two or three months 
instead of one), so that they can plan their activity better. Others are thinking of 
imposing some limitations on the free entry and exit of consumers: seen as an effort 
to create a basis of loyal and reliable customers. A more advanced solution, being 
tested in some GAS, is a ‘pact’ that commits consumers to buying bags for a whole 
year, with prepayment every three months. These risk-sharing schemes work well 
when there is a large degree of trust within the network. The supply/demand gap 
may undermine this trust.

To our knowledge, not many solutions have emerged to resolve the shortage of 
demand during the summer season. As mentioned previously, some farmers adapt 
to this situation by processing unsold produce, to be sold separately or inserted into 
boxes during the winter season. This may provide an important extra income for 
farmers; at the same time, however, it involves a lot of extra work and investment.

Pricing: Between Coherence and Convenience
Pricing is one of the most important challenges to conventional markets by GAS. In 
principle, GAS look for a ‘fair price’, which means that agricultural prices should 
take into account the full cost (including the environmental and social costs) of food 
and therefore its real value. As sellers are not strangers to buyers (as in ideal-typical 
markets of conventional economics), but rather are part of the same community, 
prices should reflect the willingness to take into account all the interests at stake, 
including the rights of farmers to a decent income. As we have seen, one of the moti-
vations to become a GAS farm is also the farmers’ aim to get a better return for their 
work. GAS provide farmers with a space to negotiate prices.

The GAS process of pricing is totally different from the conventional method. In 
the latter case, the price is set on the basis of ‘market prices’ registered on the na-
tional stock exchange, modulated in terms of rigid quality standards. In the case of 
GAS, and especially with box schemes, prices are part of a broader set of contractual 
norms that involve the stability of prices, and a high tolerance regarding the amount, 
variety and quality of the produce.

However, if setting a fair price involves taking into account both farmers’ and 
consumers’ rights, which set of elements should be taken into account? If we look at 
GAS forums, there is an endless discussion between those who compare GAS prices 
and prices in conventional channels and those who remark that solidarity means 
overcoming any such argument.

In any case, solidarity is not a solid criterion if it is not supported by information. 
Information regarding production costs would be a good starting point. However, 
very few farmers keep accounts and are capable of identifying their costs.

The Poggio di Camporbiano farm is a co-operative and so their accounts 
must be transparent for all associates. The prices of the products are ac-
curately based on the costs of production, and their policy is also made 
transparent to consumers.
Until now Alessandro Colombini has applied the old farmers’ approach to 
financial aspects, which he learned from his father: it is all based on empiri-
cal observations, from day to day. As the complexity in the farm’s activi-
ties has increased, Alessandro has recognized the urgency of setting up an 
information-based farm strategy. 
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At the Nicobio farm a financial evaluation of the farm activity has just start-
ed, thanks to Elena’s skills and propensity for this kind of analysis. They 
choose to keep selling the boxes of vegetables at an average price of €2 per 
kilo, believing that organic products should be affordable for everybody, 
but without knowing if they are covering all their costs.

Francesco of the Contessa Beatrice farm used to work in industry before 
becoming a neo-rural. He was used to keeping account of working times. 
Now he and his wife take note of the time spent on operations on a calen-
dar in the small farm office. They have also joined a programme to imple-
ment an accounting system on the farm.

More accurate awareness of costs may enable farmers to define the relation between 
prices and income and this, through communication, may help both farmers and 
consumers to agree on a fair price. Even where there is co-operation between the 
two sides the difficulties to overcome are considerable, because of the need to take 
into account several aspects, such as the specificities of different production systems, 
or a certain level of inefficiency due to the small scale, or the lower productivity of 
special varieties. Although there is no guarantee of results, exploring production 
costs represents a good opportunity to highlight the ‘hidden costs’ of production, 
thus contributing to learning processes.

Scaling Up

The growth of GAS is creating pressure on producers. Farmers tend to tackle this 
unforeseen growth of demand as best as they can, but it is becoming increasingly 
clear that this situation challenges the whole GAS system. On the one hand, the risk 
of opportunistic behaviour increases (when farmers are not able to fulfil demand 
they may be tempted to integrate the supply with purchased commodities: this is 
not illegal, but goes against the GAS philosophy) and trust in the system may be 
eroded. On the other hand, the scarcity of supply may force GAS to relax standards 
by accepting conventional producers or enlarge the sourcing area.

To deal with the increased pressure of demand, GAS are actively looking to re-
cruit new farms. This, as we mentioned previously, involves the detachment of these 
farmers from old networks and their reattachment to new ones. The challenge is not 
easy, but some already existing experiences indicate the way forward: giving con-
ventional farmers an economic motivation to convert to organic farming; mobilizing 
GAS farms to support technical transitions through knowledge sharing; mobiliz-
ing consumers in trust building; looking for local administration support to finance 
training, farm investments, communication initiatives; activating links with farm-
ers’ unions to involve them directly in the process.

Concluding Remarks

GAS are a peculiar type of AAFN, aimed at fulfilling the demand for fresh, local, sus-
tainable and nutritious food for middle to low income consumers. Rather than look-
ing at typical, locality, and excellent quality food, GAS focus on daily food, which 
may have a far more radical impact on the structures of daily life.
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GAS challenge the dominant food regime by creating a public space where food 
is thought of, known about, produced and consumed according to alternative norms 
and rules. Within GAS, the actors involved redefine their identity and modify their 
socio-technical environment. Commitment, connectivity, diversity, solidarity, and 
embeddedness replace or integrate specialization, competition and bargaining. To 
adapt production, distribution and consumption technologies to GAS principles, 
the actors involved question their daily routines and experiment with new ones. By 
interacting with each other, farmers and consumers work to overcome material and 
cognitive barriers to change. Along with this process, they submit ‘principles’ to a 
‘real life’ test: they align their practices with principles and at the same time work 
out principles to ground them better into practice. By choosing to set voluntary con-
straints on their patterns of consumption they explore the possibilities of new con-
sumption and production styles based on different hierarchies of value.

GAS highlight the collective dimension of innovation. Not only do they help to 
appreciate the importance of social ties for innovative action; they also show the 
common cognitive frames, rules, norms, and material infrastructures created as an 
external effect of individual interactions. Innovation is co-produced by all actors in 
the network, and the outcomes of this process become public goods to which they 
then have access.

New business models and styles of consumption co-evolve and build a protected 
environment that helps them resist hostile cultural, technological and regulatory 
environments. GAS are in fact a. communication infrastructures facilitating the 
creation of alternative cognitive frames through learning processes; b. deliberative 
spaces where new concepts of systems of food provision are legitimized; c. regula-
tory environments providing the necessary flexibility to experiment with new pat-
terns of economic behaviour. GAS define the rules and at the same time provide the 
necessary flexibility to adapt to them. They replace formal controls and sanctions 
with trust and moral sanctions. They interpret consumers’ and producers’ duties 
and rights in the light of solidarity, and therefore redistribute risks and rewards.

This article has focused mainly on the effects of farmers’ involvement in GAS. 
Initially, GAS provide an alternative market by giving farmers many advantages, 
related to immediate (or even advanced) payment, stability of prices, and higher 
added value. When the relationship with GAS becomes firmly established, farmers 
make physical investments, adapt the organization and lay-out of farms, acquire 
new skills, reformulate economic calculations and farming strategies, and look for 
new input providers.

The analysis of GAS in Tuscany shows that they have a high potential for growth. 
In fact, they interpret the social concern for the crisis of the food regime, made evi-
dent by its inability to give solutions to global issues such as resource scarcity, food-
borne diseases, pollution, and unfairness. A growing number of consumers are will-
ing to change their routines and to contribute with voluntary work in order to get 
access to ‘good’ food at a fair price. The growth in GAS operations puts further 
pressure on the network, demanding greater efficiency and coherence between parts 
of the system, and at the same time creates tensions on its boundaries, as it intensi-
fies competition with conventional business and makes regulatory conflicts with the 
regime more evident.

From the conventionalization literature we know that the reaction of conventional 
business to food movements can be two-sided: on the one hand, it tries to under-
mine the legitimacy of GAS (related to quality control, food safety, and fiscal issues) 
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and, on the other hand, it incorporates innovative parts of the new system into its 
traditional system. However, as Smith (2006) suggests, incorporation can be also 
considered an innovation, albeit ‘incremental’. Following the same argument, ‘con-
ventionalization’ may also fall into the same category: it helps the regime to adapt 
without challenging it radically.

The problem is to keep the dialectic alive between ‘incremental’ and ‘radical’ in-
novation. Innovative ideas and organizational principles are introduced as novelties 
– radical breakouts from existing rules and norms – and gradually consolidated into 
routines, institutions and infrastructures. The key, in our view, is in the distinction 
between novelties and niches. The artcile has argued that niches are not well under-
stood if there is no analysis of the processes occurring prior to their ‘closure’. Most 
GAS, in this view, are in the novelty phase, with very radical visions and goals, and 
struggle to face a multiplicity of problems emerging from the radicality of the in-
novation they pursue. When novelties consolidate into niches, they sacrifice part of 
their radicality to gain efficiency. But if the conditions that created the novelty are 
still there, new novelties will emerge.

Notes
1. GAS is the acronym of Gruppi di Acquisto Solidale (Solidarity-based Purchase Groups). In the text the 

word is used both for the singular and for the plural form.
2. This analysis draws on the findings of research that was conducted within a regional project active 

since 2006. We collected information through direct interviews with Tuscan farmers involved with 
GAS (see Appendix 1) and with GAS co-ordinators, and through an analysis of e-mail communication 
between many GAS in the region and their providers.

3. Three types of connections have been identified in social capital: bonding, bridging, and linking (Wool-
cock, 1999). Bonding social capital refers to the links between people with similar attitudes and objec-
tives and characterizes many groups; bridging social capital refers to the capacity of groups to make 
links with others that may have different views; linking social capital refers to the ability of groups 
to engage vertically with external agencies, in order to influence their policies or to draw on useful 
resources.

4. This type of box scheme is the most common in North Europe; it is based on an individual relationship 
between farms or intermediaries and consumers.
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Farms Province Farmer type Products Farm size Other on farm 
activities

Bio Colombini Pisa local farmer vegetables, 
fruit

18 ha processing of 
vegetables, 
direct selling, 
education

Nicobio Lucca local farmer vegetables 8 ha agro-tourism, 
direct selling

Poggio di 
Camporbiano

Siena neo-peasant 
‘commune’

milk, cheese, 
pasta and cere-
als, vegetables

200 ha processing, 
direct selling

Contessa 
Beatrice

Livorno neo-peasant vegetables 7.5 ha agro-tourism, 
direct selling

La Cortevilla Livorno neo-peasant vegetables 3 ha agro-tourism, 
direct selling

Radici Arezzo local farmer vegetables, 
olive oil

5 arable crops, 
35  wood 

seed saving, 
processing  of 
vegetables, 
direct selling

Bio Renai Firenze neo-peasant vegetables, 
corn, fruit

4 ha direct selling

Mansio Ro-
mana

Livorno neo-peasant vegetables 14 ha agro-tourism, 
direct selling

Fattoria di 
Corazzano

Pisa neo-peasant vegetables 12 ha, 40 ha 
wood

direct selling

Il Cerreto Pisa neo-peasant pasta and 
cereals, beans, 
honey, olive oil

150 arable 
crops, 80 wood 

agro-tourism, 
direct selling

Lydia Pisa neo-peasant cheese and 
meat

110 ha on farm visits 
on payment

Le Corsine of 
Joseph Tscholl

Pisa neo-peasant fruit processing of 
fruits (juice, li-
queurs), direct 
selling 

Kovatz Pisa neo-peasant olive oil, 
honey

2 ha

S. Cristoforo Firenze neo-peasant pasta and cere-
als, processed 
vegetables

50 ha processing of 
vegetables, 
direct selling

Il Palazzo Firenze local farmer beef 370 ha (60 ha 
wood)

agro-tourism, 
direct selling

Giovanna Bac-
ciotti

Firenze local farmer cheese 65 ha (8 ha 
wood) 400 
sheep

direct selling 

Luca Frediani Firenze neo-peasant vegetables 3 ha direct selling
Maurizio Gioli Pisa local farmer bread, olive oil 2 ha (1 ha 

wood)
direct selling

Paolo Deri Pisa local farmer eggs direct selling
Gino Corvino Pisa neo-peasant vegetables 3,5 ha
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Farms Province Farmer type Products Farm size Other on-farm 
activities

Pedrazzi Pisa local farmers sheep milk 
cheese

6 ha direct selling

La Ficaia Pisa neo-peasant vegetables 5 ha agro-tourism
Di Grigoli Pisa local farmer beef, eggs, 

chicken
80 ha, 45 cows direct selling 

of beef
Leonardo Puc-
cioni

Pisa local farmer cherries, sum-
mer fruit

4 ha processing of 
fruits, direct 
selling

Alessandro 
Donati

Pisa local farmer cherries, sum-
mer fruit

5.5 ha processing of 
fruits, direct 
selling

Rosario Florid-
dia

Pisa local farmer wheat 120 ha seed saving, 
processing of 
wheat (flour, 
bread), 

Podere Zhaira Lucca neo-peasant olive oil, 
vegetables and 
fruit

2 ha processing of 
vegetables and 
fruit, direct 
selling

Ovidio Rossi Lucca local farmer potatoes, cere-
als, chestnuts

5 ha direct selling
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Abstract. Direct markets, such as farmers’ markets and farm shops, have in the 
academic literature been discussed as alternative spaces of food to the conven-
tional food system. Through theoretical perspectives on consumption and rec-
reation, the article adopts a broad view on the development of these markets. It 
discusses how farmers both through collective organizations and as individual 
producers market their food products and rural services, and how these market-
ing initiatives are perceived and used by consumers. In recent years, farm-based 
businesses have identified tourism and recreational consumption as interesting 
for marketing of food products. Recreational consumption is one of the most rap-
idly growing consumption areas and both domestic and international tourism are 
part of this trend. Two Norwegian examples of farmers’ collective marketing are 
presented in this article. The analysis and discussion is based on several sources: 
in-depth interviews, the organizations’ self-presentations on the Internet and sur-
vey material. The article concludes that these direct markets represent an interest-
ing option for consumers both as a leisure experience and as part of ordinary food 
consumption. An important future task is to better organize the collective mar-
keting initiatives to meet the challenges that these different consumer demands 
represent in the food and leisure markets.

Introduction
Collective farmers marketing initiatives (COFAMIs) like HANEN (lit. ‘The Rooster’) 
and Bondens marked (BM) (lit. ‘Farmers’ Market’) are in the Norwegian context new 
forms of organizing the distribution of food directly from the farmer to the consumer. 
These initiatives attract an increasing number of producers, as well as public atten-
tion and political support. There seems to be a growing demand for local products 
and rural experiences among consumers. The central issue of this article is to discuss 
the relative importance of recreation and food consumption motives for visiting di-
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rect food markets. Through theoretical perspectives on consumption and recreation, 
on the one hand, we will discuss how farmers through collective organizations and 
as individual producers market their food products and rural services and, on the 
other, how these marketing initiatives are perceived and used by consumers.

During the 1990s, the Norwegian government launched a new policy aimed at 
the development of niche products and speciality foods that opened up opportuni-
ties for small-scale producers to address new markets. Governmental schemes as for 
example the ‘Innovation programme’ (Verdiskapingsprogrammet), were designed 
in order to support small-scale producers. In recent years, these policies have been 
reinforced by establishing a political goal of 20% local or niche food products in 
the Norwegian market within the year 2020. Tourism has been a major tool in the 
development of local food products in Norway. Through innovation programmes 
and other support measures different marketing initiatives have been established. 
Tourist routes, similar to the wine and cheese routes in other parts of Europe, and 
food festivals are supported in order to attract tourists to local direct food markets. 
Also the establishment of HANEN and BM must be seen in this political context 
of developing tourism and income opportunities for farmers in rural areas. Norsk 
Bygdeturisme (lit. ‘Norwegian Rural Tourism’) founded in 1997, was first started 
as a bottom up initiative by farm and rural businesses offering accommodation to 
domestic and foreign tourists. The farm food organization, Norsk Gardsmat, was, on 
the contrary, initiated in 1998 as part of a governmental strategy for the promotion of 
Norwegian food. The organization worked to enhance sales among the members by 
initiating projects for increased co-operation on marketing of their products. These 
two organizations have later merged and today the organization is known by the 
name HANEN, and has more than 500 member businesses from all over Norway.

Bondens marked (BM) is a collective marketing initiative launched in August 
2003. The concept is inspired by the US and British Farmers’ Markets (Jervell and 
Borgen, 2004; Åsebø et al., 2007). Bondens marked was originally initiated by the 
Norwegian agricultural co-operatives and reflected an interest in facilitating new 
marketing channels for agricultural products for the members of the co-operatives. 
Since 2003, BM has expanded both in terms of the number of markets and the num-
ber of vendors (producers participating) at the markets, and today more than 20 
markets are operating in various parts of the country.

By combining theory on consumption and recreation, we seek to add new per-
spectives to the understanding of visiting direct markets as food purchase and expe-
rience. Fine (2004) calls for more research on cultural and consumption issues within 
agri-food studies, and in similar ways Sonnino and Marsden (2006) call for a better 
understanding of alternative food networks. In the following sections, we address 
these calls by employing a broad perspective on the cultural and social meanings of 
food consumption, shopping and recreation. This theoretical overview is followed 
by a presentation of the research material. Then the results from studies of the two 
cases of direct markets are presented and discussed. The article concludes by ad-
dressing potentials and challenges for further development of direct markets as 
spaces of food and leisure consumption.

Alternative Food Spaces
Support measures for development of ‘quality foods’ and local production have 
been seen as a political strategy for sustainable rural development both in Norway 
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as well as the European Union (Morgan et al., 2006; Jervell and Vramo, 2007; Amilien 
et al., 2008). This quality turn (Murdoch and Miele, 1999) in production is paralleled 
by new trends in distribution towards more localized distribution, such as farmers 
markets, box schemes, CSAs etc. This again has been theorized as a re-connection 
between producers and consumers where local networks of producers and consum-
ers create new, alternative spaces of food consumption (Holloway and Kneafsey, 
2000). However, as Sonnino and Marsden (2006, p. 187) point out, this process of re-
localization of food is thus far by no means clearly understood analytically.

Alternative or local food systems are contested concepts (Tovey, 2009). These local 
alternatives have often been discussed in opposition to the conventional food sys-
tem, where the pros of local food and short-distance food supply have been empha-
sized. It is stated that local food systems may contribute to sustainable development 
in rural areas both economically and environmentally. One positive effect of local 
food supply includes increased self-sufficiency of rural regions. It is argued that lo-
cal foods are transported less than conventional food, which results in lower green-
house gas emissions. Reconnection of consumers and producers is said to increase 
the transparency and trust in food production (Murdoch and Miele, 1999; Kirwan, 
2006). This type of exchange is said to be beneficial in terms of respect, reputation 
and recognition on the producers’ behalf, and in terms of sociability, attention, ac-
knowledgement and friendship on the consumers’ behalf (Sage, 2003; Kirwan, 2006).

These are just a few examples mentioned in the literature as advantages of alter-
native food systems. Local food system proponents have been criticized for having 
a ‘blind spot’ for more problematic issues of local food, and accused of promoting 
local as an end in itself without actually examining if and in what ways local food 
systems are more sustainable (Hinrichs, 2000; Born and Purcell, 2006). Organic agri-
culture has been seen, for instance, as an alternative production system and associat-
ed with small-scale farming and local distribution. While in fact, a large share of or-
ganic food is produced on a large scale and transported globally in order to reach the 
supermarkets in different parts of the world (Guthman, 2004, pp. 9–12). Local food 
or quality foods may maintain or even reinforce social inequalities in food consump-
tion, because it is mostly the well-off segment of the middle classes that benefit from 
and engage in these new initiatives in the food market (Kneafsey et al., 2008; Tovey, 
2009). Finally, local markets are not necessarily more transparent than conventional 
retailing, because asymmetric and non-reciprocal relations between seller and buyer 
may also occur at direct markets (Hinrichs, 2000). These are but a few examples to 
illustrate the complexity of the alternative food system issues. In agreement with 
Holloway et al. (2007), we will argue that these initiatives must be examined case 
by case, and that the motivations of the participants are better understood through a 
deeper analysis of the social framing of consumption.

The Social Framing of Food Consumption
Over the past 30 years, the Norwegian supermarket sector has more than doubled its 
market share, with the four big retail chains now accounting for about 98% of overall 
food sales (NILF, 2008). In this context, direct markets may have an important func-
tion in being an alternative to the dominant supermarket chains. However, we will 
not only view direct markets as ‘alternative’ in the sense discussed above, but aim 
at a more nuanced picture of the producers and consumers involved in these market 
initiatives. The conventional/alternative dichotomy ‘is problematic when discuss-
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ing what consumers actually do and think, (Eden et al., 2008, p. 1046), and often 
have too strong a focus on the agency and reflexivity of the individual (producer and 
consumer). Supporting local producers or buying environmentally sound products 
are of course important motivations for many consumers (Terragni et al., 2009), but 
these practices must not only be seen as reflexive or politically motivated. Rather, 
we want to underline that food consumption also consists of more habitual and 
social forms of consumer behaviour (Gronow and Warde, 2001, p. 219). Thus the 
producers and consumers involved in direct market initiatives carry out ‘collective’, 
social practices that may have different outcomes depending on the social contexts. 
The initiatives are not only agency driven, but framed by public policies, as well as 
the structures and power relations in the food market (Jacobsen and Dulsrud, 2007; 
Halkier, 2009). This social framing of food consumption has to be taken into consid-
eration when analysing the development of COFAMIs and local food systems.

Thus, we want to analyse how the motives and actions of producers and consum-
ers are affected by the social framing of the different marketing initiatives, and view 
these direct market spaces not only as alternative spaces as opposed to conventional 
food spaces, but also discuss these as extraordinary spaces in relation to the ordinary 
spaces of food in grocery stores and supermarkets.

Direct Markets as Ordinary and Extraordinary Food Spaces
Shopping at a farmers’ market or in a farm food outlet is by its very nature different 
from the self-supporting way of shopping in modern supermarkets. Lehtonen and 
Mäenpää (1998) argue that in the modern department store there is no longer any 
interaction involved over the quality or prices of goods between seller and buy-
er. Present-day shopping may be seen as an activity of ‘being with things that one 
wants to buy rather than shopping as interacting with other people’ (Lehtonen and 
Mäenpää, 1998, p. 142). This element of interacting with other people is an important 
feature that distinguishes direct markets from the conventional way of distributing 
food. Consumption, and especially shopping, has been theorized as an individual 
and reflexive activity. For instance, the modern department stores or shopping malls 
have been studied as ideal places where a self-centred, hedonistic, but pleasurable 
and recreational shopping practice takes place (Hewer and Campbell, 1998; Miller 
et al., 1998). The shopper is seen in this perspective as an individual consumer who 
tries to find new ways of self-expression and individual identity formation through 
the shopping activity. While shopping often is considered a pleasurable, recreational 
activity, buying food is to a much greater extent associated with obligations and is 
often an activity that is carried out alone (Miller et al, 1998, p. 96). Food consump-
tion, including the provision of food, has different social and cultural functions in 
everyday life. Food purchases may be considered as caring work where the main 
aim is to provide the family with good and nourishing food.  However, it may also 
be an arena for social differentiation. Food may in different ways demonstrate be-
longing or distance to other social groups (Tovey, 2009; Bugge and Døving, 2000, pp. 
68–70).

Miller (1998, 2001) argues that contrary to recreational shopping that aims at 
fulfilling individual wants and needs, family shopping is characterized by moral 
concerns connected to family obligations and socially constructed virtues, such as 
thrift and utility. In his fieldwork among working-class and middle-class families 
in London, Miller found that shopping had a profound social meaning in creating 
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and maintaining social relations – especially within the family. The relational con-
tent was not attached to the shopping activity per se, but to abstract social relations, 
such as kinship and friendship. Thus, shopping became primarily an act of love and 
devotion, in other words, a social activity with the ultimate aim of creating a happy 
family life. Following Miller, these family obligations have primacy before the more 
ethical and political motivations connected to food choices. From this perspective, it 
may for instance be morally wrong to buy expensive organic vegetables if it comes 
at the expense of other necessary purchases within the household (Miller, 2001, pp. 
133–137).

While Miller focused on the ordinary consumption of everyday life and shop-
ping routines in ordinary food stores, shopping as recreation may also be seen as a 
socially integrating activity where necessary purchases are combined with a pleas-
urable experience (Bjørkum, 1996). Visiting direct markets such as a farmers’ market 
on a Saturday morning or to stop by a farm shop when on holiday may also be 
seen as recreational activities taking place in the leisure time. In his book The Tourist 
Gaze, Urry (2002) analyses tourism as a specific leisure practice that involves pleas-
urable experiences that are out of the ordinary compared to everyday life. A central 
part of these experiences is to gaze upon attractions whether these are monuments, 
buildings, landscapes or sceneries (Urry, 2002, p. 1). Urry states that the countryside, 
besides being a common ‘stage’ for the tourist gaze, is an important arena for other 
leisure activities, such as hiking, cycling and skiing. This observation fits the Norwe-
gian leisure tradition with emphasis on outdoor recreation and vacations in cabins, 
caravans and similar ‘second homes’ in the countryside.

The family obligations that Miller focused on are most prominent in everyday 
life, while leisure time is usually considered as more free of moral obligations and 
social norms. To have a break from work, routines and rhythms of everyday life 
may be seen as an essential aspect of leisure and recreation. Although leisure time is 
considered as ‘time out’, it is by no means free in the sense that one may do as one 
likes regardless of traditions, social norms and expectations. Miller (1998, 2001) and 
Klepp (1993) have made similar observations of modern Western societies where the 
family and the wants and needs of the children have become increasingly important. 
Spending time together and doing activities that the children enjoy are idealized 
as the proper way of organizing ‘family leisure’ (Jensen, 1993, p. 113). To take an 
example from one of the most common Norwegian holiday activities: a successful 
vacation at the cabin usually includes that the family share common outdoor experi-
ences such as skiing, boating or hiking in the woods (Vittersø, 2007). Rural tourism 
and farm experiences, but also visits to farmers’ markets in an urban context, may be 
activities that resonate with this present leisure mentality focusing on family leisure 
and spending time together.

Considering these different social meanings of shopping and leisure, we will view 
the development of direct food markets both from the perspective of food provision-
ing and as a recreational experience. When analysing the two different collective 
marketing initiatives, we look for how these different aspects are emphasized by the 
farmers (organizations) and consumers. Is it the symbolic values of the products and 
experiences, the reflexive, alternative consumer, or values of family obligations that 
are emphasized in the different contexts? Our aim is to understand how these differ-
ent aspects of food and leisure consumption are framed and experienced within the 
different direct marketing initiatives.
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Data Material

The material used in the analysis and discussions is derived from several sources of 
qualitative data related to the two cases. First, we analyse the content of the BM and 
HANEN organiszations’ home pages on the Internet. These pages (<http://www
.hanen.no> and <http://www.bondensmarked.no>) act both as direct links to the 
customers and as important communication channels for the members and produc-
ers. Here information about the marketing concept, marketing material, labelling 
and other relevant issues are posted. These pages include several documents dealing 
with the use of marketing logos and labels as well as handbooks and guides for the 
producers, vendors and market managers.

For the HANEN case, we also draw on material collected in 2007 and 2008 for a 
farm tourism project1 in two different geographical areas. The data material consists 
of 18 in-depth interviews with customers recruited from different farm shops and 
interviews with 11 farmers offering products in farm food outlets in two different 
geographical areas. Customer informants (tourists on holiday, day-trip visitors or lo-
cal customers) represented both blue- and white-collar workers, 25–70 years of age.

As the geographical and social patterns and structures of domestic tourism are 
quite different along the coast compared to the inland, the research took place in 
one coastal area in Vestfold county, south-west of the capital Oslo, and in one inland 
area in Buskerud county, west of Oslo. The farm shops we visited differed accord-
ing to their products, services and marketing profile. In the coastal area they mainly 
offered potatoes, vegetables and berries while three farm shops in the inland area 
marketed different local foods such as: fresh eggs, herbs, smoked sausages, thin pas-
try, crisp bread, juices, jams, jellies, etc. Interviews with tourists and local inhabitants 
focused on the experience of buying local/localized products from these farm shops 
and the appropriation of these products on vacation and when back home.

From this farm tourism project, we will also refer to survey data concerning cus-
tomers’ visits to farm shops. These results are drawn from two different surveys 
including a customer survey in 10 different farm outlets, geographically spread 
throughout Norway (the HANEN survey), and a national statistically representa-
tive survey (the SIFO survey). The results referred to in the article are previously 
published in Terragni et al. (2009) and Vittersø and Schjøll (2010).

For the farmers’ market case we primarily use results from two focus-group inter-
views with customers recruited at the Oslo BM in 2006. This includes 12 consumers 
recruited for two focus groups, one with younger participants (20–45) and another 
with older customers (40–65). The consumers were asked to discuss main differences 
between shopping at farmers’ markets and in supermarkets and the importance of 
the information that one receive at the farmers’ market.

We also draw on results from two major evaluation projects of the BM: first in 
2003 and a follow-up study in 2006 (Svennerud and Jervell, 2004; Svennerud et al., 
2004; Åsebø et al., 2007; Flaten et al., 2007; Jervel and Vramo, 2007). The evaluations 
included mail surveys of vendors, and observations and interviews with customers 
in markets.

HANEN

HANEN states in the 2006 Annual Report that the general interest in rural tourism 
and farm food is increasing (NBG, 2006). During the year 2007, about 7% of the 
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Norwegian population had visited a farm tourism enterprise, which was twice the 
number from 1991 (Blekesaune et al., 2010). Only 3% of all Norwegian farms have 
their own processing of food or sell products directly to the consumer (Forbord and 
Stræte, 2008), and farm sales are often combined with other tourism activities on the 
farm. In 2006, almost 60% of the members of HANEN offered accommodation, 40% 
had a farm shop/outlet and about a third of the members offered different kinds of 
activities/experiences (Fjellhammer, 2006; NBG, 2006).

In the 2006 Annual Report, it is underlined that what HANEN defines as ‘ru-
ral tourism’ is described in other contexts as ‘green tourism’, ‘sustainable tourism’, 
‘eco-tourism’ and ‘geo-tourism’. Likewise, what HANEN defines as ‘farm food’ is 
frequently recognised in other contexts as ‘short-distance food’, ‘slow food’, ‘local 
food’, ‘small-scale food’ and ‘organic food’ (NBG, 2006, p. 28). It seems that these 
concepts are interpreted as the same by HANEN without considering the contested 
and conflicting content of some of these concepts. In the Annual Report, it says that 
HANEN bases its work on three core values: culture, care and experiences. Impor-
tant elements included in culture as a core value are local food, history, tradition, at-
mosphere and distinctiveness. The elements related to care are genuineness, quality, 
personality, care for the individual human being and responsibility for the natural 
environment. Elements connected to experiences are activities, contrasts, diversity 
and closeness to people, animals, farms and nature (NBG, 2006). The organization 
issues an annual catalogue, Rural Tourism and Traditional Food, which is distributed 
in 40 000 copies and written in the Norwegian, English and German languages and 
aimed at domestic as well as foreign travellers. All member businesses are listed in 
the catalogue with the name of the farm, postal address and telephone number. This 
information is supplemented with information in the form of pictograms that show 
the kinds of services the different farms offer. HANEN has developed an own logo, 
the rooster, which is presented as ‘a sign of quality and excellence. Genuine food 
from the farm – when taste, experience and heritage are important!’ (HANEN, 2009). 
This logo is to be found on labels on local food products and as signposts alongside 
country roads. One special task has been to support the farmers in the transition 
from producing standardized products for the food industry to the production of 
unique or singular products for a tourist and local market. This process of specializa-
tion may include developing new products, new recipes or special packaging, labels 
and logos on the products (Kaland, 2007; Lotti, 2010).

What is evident from the self-presentation of HANEN on the Internet is that the 
central organization directs its information and marketing to the travelling tourist 
who seeks out new experiences in rural areas of Norway. The Annual Report, for 
instance, emphasizes the visual attractions such as the beautiful nature and land-
scapes, but also common experiences as farm activities and contact with animals 
etc. This emphasis on tourism, experiences and accommodation is understandable 
considering that many of the member businesses offer accommodation as their main 
service.

Bondens marked (BM)
More than 20 local BM markets are operating in different parts of the country. The 
markets are only open part of the season and mostly less than once a week. This 
distinguishes the BM from earlier town markets that were open on a daily basis. The 
markets are mainly held on Saturdays (with some exceptions), which situates the 
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phenomenon in the consumers’ leisure time and adds to the experience of visiting 
the market as something festive rather than an everyday activity.

The central organization has trademarked the BM label and developed a logo 
and a handbook as guidance for local managers and farmers (Jervell and Borgen, 
2004). The BM manual emphasizes values such as quality, trustworthiness and that 
the products have a certain distinctive stamp. ‘Fresh and tasteful – straight from 
the farm’ is the vow that is given to the customers. In the manual, it is said that BM 
contributes to reducing food miles, which is to the benefit of the individual farmer 
as well as the local community. BM supports increased food diversity and ‘not least 
saves the environment by reducing the need for transport’ (Bondens marked, 2006). 
The vendors’ guide is illustrated with pictures of how to place the products and with 
short texts that point out the importance of presenting the products in an appealing 
way, reminding the vendors of the aesthetical aspects as well as the importance of 
smell and taste in the promotion of food products, thus it must rather not be ‘mucky 
carrots’ or other products with soil at the market. Finally, the guide underlines that 
the BM first of all shall be a nice meeting place between the producer/vendor and 
the consumer, and that creating the right atmosphere is important in giving the cus-
tomer a unique experience. The unique products are central in this – the vendor 
should know and be able to give the history of the product in the dialogue with 
the customer (Bondens marked, 2006). BM clearly distinguishes itself from ordinary 
food shopping. On the Internet home page, it is stated that ‘“Cheap food” will not be 
the main theme at the Farmers’ Market, however, but rather quality and diversity’ 
(Bondens marked, 2010).

BM seems, on the one hand, to cater for the ordinary family shopper looking for 
fresh, healthy produce at reasonable prices. On the other hand, BM seeks to present 
itself as an ‘alternative’ food space underlining the environmental benefits of less 
transportation and establishing separate organic food markets. We also notice how 
BM is staged in order to create and attract customers that seek extraordinary prod-
ucts and experiences.

Recreational Experiences at Farmers’ Markets and Farm Shops
Both the farmers’ markets and many of the farm shops have directed their opening 
hours to the weekends (Saturdays) and seasons (summer, December) when people 
enjoy their leisure time or holidays. Visiting a farm shop may be seen as part of fam-
ily leisure where the social aspect of sharing nice experiences is important. More 
than 80% of the respondents in the HANEN survey stated that they visited the farm 
shop in company with others, and 54% totally agreed with the statement that an 
important part of visiting the farm was ‘to do something nice in company with oth-
ers’. More than 67% visited the place ‘because it is a nice experience’. The survey also 
indicates that families with children to a greater extent than other families visited the 
farm in order to see animals and take part in activities at the farm, while customers 
of 60 years or older appreciate the surrounding landscape. Local and more regular 
customers to a lesser extent than tourists emphasise these experience values (Vit-
tersø and Schjøll, 2010).

These findings point to the fact that a variety of offers and experiences may be 
important to attract visitors as part of family leisure. There are reasons to believe 
that the element of a unique experience is a greater motivation when visiting a farm 
outlet in the countryside than a market centrally in a town or city. The farmer can 



62 Vittersø and Jervell

utilize many different elements of the farm environment in the marketing in addi-
tion to the food products. This is evident in the interview with a female farmer in the 
inland area: ‘On the farm, I have all the animals, always popular, and the old-style 
shop, and coffee to serve and food. I plan to offer pick-your-own corn-cobs and fish-
ing. You can go for a pig safari or just sit here and enjoy yourself. At least I think 
people enjoy it’.

She had a lot of different food items of local origin in her shop, some of which 
were produced on the farm, but she wanted to promote more than just the food. The 
farmer told the customers many stories about the food products, the animals, the 
buildings, the landscape and the life at the farm. She was well aware of what kind of 
customers fitted to her concept: ‘I put so much of myself into it, and many customers 
appreciate this. But sometimes, when I have visitors that I feel could just as well be 
sitting at home watching TV, I am provoked’.

This farmer initially got started with selling organic eggs directly to local custom-
ers, but in order to expand the business and get more customers, not least to attract 
tourists who passed by the farm, she started to focus on experiences and activities at 
the farm. This shift in focus increased the sales of farm products, probably because 
she managed to attract customers motivated both by the possibility to buy some 
food specialities and to have a nice (family) leisure experience at the same time. 
Customers in farm shops typically talk about how they got introduced to visiting 
and buying food at farms either as a child taken to the farm by their parents, or as 
grown-ups taking their own children to a nearby farm ‘in order to see the animals’. 
The grown-ups get the opportunity to do some ‘shopping’ and the children get a 
nice farm experience and come in contact with animals. The trip made by car, bicycle 
or on foot may be both a social as well as a physical and recreational event in itself. 
Thus, it combines both the elements of the tourist gaze and the more exploring and 
playful activities (Urry, 2002, p. 89).

The farmers’ most important motivation for participating at BM in the fourth sea-
son was the possibility of direct contact with consumers (Flaten and Svennerud, 
2007), both the valuable feedback on products and the enjoyment of consumer eval-
uation of their products. Customers also appreciated this contact:

‘I have a feeling that from their perspective – the vendors, that is – they 
are also very interested in asking you as a customer (Why do you come 
here? Or what is so special about these products?), that you easily start to 
chat with them. And they take the initiative. So it is not like a normal store 
where I just go there and it is me who wants something, and I shop, and 
then I leave. And the people in the retail store, they just hand out things. 
But I have a feeling that the vendors at the farmers’ market really like it, 
and they are interested in the people they give their products to. There is 
much more of an exchange’ (Woman, focus group 2).

From the consumer point of view, a large majority of visitors (80%) at the BM say 
that they would still visit the market if the same products could be bought in ordi-
nary supermarkets or retail stores (Jervell and Vramo, 2007). Even customers who 
mostly buy ordinary fresh foods or who know that the special cheese also can be 
bought in a specialty shop, go to the market to enjoy the nice atmosphere. The mar-
ket is considered a social event, where not only the vendors but also other customers 
contribute to the communication about food. One older woman in one of the focus 
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groups expressed it like this: ‘It is a social meeting place. I don’t think I have met 
people that I know of beforehand, but one always starts chatting with anyone there’.

The stories told by the producers at the market are also valued, and the sellers are 
often very interested in the customers, ‘who we are, how we use the products, and 
what we think of them’ (Jervell and Vramo, 2007). Farmers’ market managers ac-
knowledge the importance of creating an experience for visitors and attempt to add 
to the experience value of the markets by arranging food related activities like chef’s 
demonstrations or thematic markets (such as all organic markets), or by adding food 
service and places for visitors to sit.

There is also a challenging side to promoting BM as a pleasurable experience. 
Some of the variety-seeking customers in the urban market are the same inform-
ants who commented that ‘there are few new things at the market’ and when you 
have visited it several times ‘you see the same producers every time’ (Jervell and 
Vramo, 2007). These customers emphasise the experience part and to find extraordi-
nary products, products that are new and ‘exotic’ to them. Following the home page, 
these are among the customers that BM wants to attract to the markets.

Food Purchase at Farmers’ Markets and Farm Shops
In a national survey conducted in autumn 2008, 26% of the respondents stated that 
they had visited an open air market in the last month, while only 11% had bought 
food from a farm outlet (Terragni et al., 2009). Surveys show that the typical cus-
tomer at the farmers’ markets and in farm shops are women in their fifties (Jervell 
and Vramo, 2007; Vittersø and Schjøll, 2010). We found a clear social differentiation 
in that the customers represented the most well-educated part of the population. 
The customers had a great interest in food and cooking, a preference for nutritious 
food, but also new and traditional food (Vittersø and Schjøll, 2010).

Food provisioning seems to be an important motivation for repeat customers at 
farmers’ markets and in farm shops. A number of the BM informants go to the farm-
ers’ market for ‘ordinary food’. They want more and a larger variety of fresh fruit 
and vegetables, potatoes, meat and dairy products; things they use every day: ‘I buy 
a great deal of vegetables there, if it is available… but I wish there were more veg-
etables and I miss Norwegian fruit’ (focus group participant). These customers also 
indicate that the market has taken a place in their shopping habits. They go regu-
larly, every two weeks (when the market is open) and shop ‘enough to last a while’. 
Farmers’ markets have been compared with food purchase in the past before mod-
ern supermarkets became the dominant way of food provisioning, and customers at 
BM and in Norwegian farm shops describe it as an old fashioned way of shopping. 
In this way, direct markets may be viewed as a nostalgic or reactionary food space 
(Holloway and Kneafsey, 2000). However, among our informants we found a recur-
rent contrasting of both the quality of foods and the shopping experience at direct 
markets with ordinary, conventional shopping in supermarkets, which we believe 
expresses more than just a feeling of nostalgia.

Several surveys indicate that the most important reasons for buying food in farm 
shops and other direct markets is to get fresh and healthy products. Taste and other 
intrinsic and visible qualities are often seen as important by these customers (Fea-
gan et al., 2004; Jervell and Vramo, 2007; Vittersø and Schjøll, 2010). However, also 
when buying food in ordinary supermarkets, consumers in general value the same 
intrinsic qualities such as freshness, taste, appearance and healthiness as the most 
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important when purchasing food (Weatherell et al., 2003; Vittersø and Schjøll, 2010). 
Thus, it may seem that independent of where consumers make their food purchases, 
intrinsic qualities are more important than credence qualities such as local, organic 
or animal-friendly production. Food purchases in farm outlets are often contrasted 
with ordinary shopping, as by this customer in a farm shop in the coastal area:  ‘No, 
because here they have fresh, good vegetables, and I know what I get. Things like 
strawberries, for instance; if you buy them at the store, they’re often watery and dis-
tasteful, but here you always get good things’ (Woman, coastal area).

The woman in the farm shop expresses a concern for the fresh produce, which she 
finds ill treated in the ordinary food store, especially when contrasted to the prod-
ucts she procures in the farm shop (‘here the products are always good’). This careful 
hunt for quality foods may be balanced against a moral obligation to be economical. 
For many customers, the price of the produce is a main issue, as for this woman in 
the coastal area: ‘I don’t even know if these are organic, but I suppose they probably 
are. I don’t know. But I’m not that interested in whether it is organic or not… I go by 
price, really’ (Woman, coastal area).

For these women who visited farm shops that mainly offered fresh produce, the 
relation between quality and price was important and subject to comparisons with 
the offer in ordinary food stores. Like in the farm shops, customers at BM also con-
trasted the quality of the products with those bought in ordinary food stores. The 
vegetables in the supermarkets are found to be not as fresh and not as local as those 
procured at BM (Jervell and Vramo, 2007). Caring for food, but also caring for the 
family, seems to be an important element underpinning the customers’ search for 
quality foods at direct markets (Kneafsey et al., 2008, p. 26). Fresh and tasty products 
ensure that the household members enjoy their foods, and freshness is perceived as 
more healthy and to generate less waste because fresh vegetables do not perish that 
easily (Vittersø et al., 2005). Likewise Kneafsey et al. (2008, p. 163) found that provi-
sioning and preparing of fresh vegetables ‘straight from the soil’ was undertaken in 
order to benefit those who were cared for, thus, this careful search for and preparing 
of quality foods may be interpreted as an act of love and care for the family (Miller, 
1998, pp. 23–36).

From this perspective of family care, the direct contact with the vendor/producer 
becomes an important part of the valuation of food qualities and prices. The interac-
tions with the personnel in ordinary retail stores are characterized as ‘they just stand 
there’, as opposed to the farmers’ market where it is often the vendors ‘who take the 
initiative’, and in a farm shop you talk to the seller as opposed to an ordinary store 
where ‘you walk about just picking things from the shelves’. Customers at the direct 
markets express that here one can get information on when and where the produce 
was harvested, and how and by whom the cured meat or strawberry jam was pro-
cessed, while supermarkets provide information through impersonal and disem-
bedded information such as food labels or food assurance schemes. But, following 
Eden et al. (2008), this type of knowledge provision is problematic. Consumers in 
many cases lack the ability to determine the truth of the information they are given 
(Miller, 2001, p. 135). To the customer the information received in a farm shop or at 
farmers’ markets seems more transparent (Eden et al., 2008). This strong element of 
trust in direct markets that customers express is found in several studies (for exam-
ple, see Sage, 2003; Kirwan, 2006; Moore, 2006). However, Hinrichs underlines that 
one has to examine critically the reciprocity of producers and consumers at direct 
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markets, thus, there will always be an element of both instrumentalism and asym-
metry in the relation between producer and consumer (Hinrichs, 2000).

From the interviews with customers, we found differences in motivations for vis-
iting direct markets between those who emphasized the search for qualities such as 
freshness and taste and those who particularly sought for credence qualities such 
as organic products. The customers in the focus groups discussed the importance 
of different quality aspects, and primary, intrinsic qualities such as freshness and 
taste were juxtaposed to credence qualities such as local and organic. Some stated 
explicitly that it did not matter whether the products were organic or not as long as 
the quality was good: ‘As long as the quality is good I am willing to support farmers’ 
markets, but I do not care much if it is locally produced or not’ (Younger man, focus 
groups). ‘I do not care if it is organic or bio-dynamic as long as it is good quality’ 
(Woman, focus groups). However, other customers in the focus groups emphasized 
that BM provided both good quality and products with special credence qualities:

‘I think it’s really exciting, because many times that’s the only way I can 
get both organic produce and particularly good raw materials… So I try 
to go there every time and stock up so that I have enough for the next two 
weeks, all that I need. I find it very useful… There are some stalls that I go 
to regularly’ (Woman, focus group 2).

Some customers came to the market to get organic food, partly because organic veg-
etables on the BM market are very competitive compared to organic vegetables in 
other market outlets with regard to both price and quality. For these customers, the 
BM functions as an alternative food space where to express their ethical concerns 
and get hold of products, e.g. organic food, local or typical food, that are difficult 
to get elsewhere (Terragni et al., 2009). The difference between those who empha-
size price and quality and those who focus on ethical shopping, demonstrates what 
Miller sees as a contradiction between ‘care’ and ‘justice/’ethics’. If ethical shopping 
is found to be at the expense of family care it may ‘be regarded as a form of extrava-
gance that betrays the underlying morality of shopping’ (Miller, 2001, p. 134). Miller 
argues that this contradiction could have been resolved if the responsibility for eth-
ics were transferred from the individual to the political level, implying that there is a 
greater potential for ‘ethical consumption’ than what is currently realized.

However, when seeking food specialities in a tourist setting other aspects than 
quality, price and ethical concerns also become relevant. For instance, a male tour-
ist in a farm shop in the inland area stated that he was looking for ‘something that 
not everyone has got’. He clearly expressed the symbolic value of the local products 
and when having guests for dinner, for instance, these products were something he 
could ‘brag about’ and thus became a subject of conversation. However, there was a 
limit to how long these products could stay special, and he did not buy them at any 
cost: ‘In the long run you must feel that this cheese is better than a similar cheese 
from Tine (the largest Norwegian conventional cheese manufacturer). I do not buy 
expensive products just because they are expensive’ (Man, farm shop inland area).

These examples show that motivations and valuations of quality and prices of 
food vary with the type of products and the contexts in which they are sold. Farm 
tourism is an opportunity for tourists to have a ‘backstage’ view on food production. 
It is, however, not necessarily an authentic picture of the local agriculture that tour-
ists get from these visits on farms or urban farmers’ markets, and in many respects 
the local products are idealized by the tourists. Like farm tourism also BM focuses 



66 Vittersø and Jervell

on the experience value of farmers’ markets and emphasizes quality and diversity 
rather than ‘cheap food’. In this way, BM clearly distinguishes itself from ordinary 
food retailing, and caters for customers with a special interest in food. This prefer-
ably means the well educated middle-class consumer, and for some these products 
and markets have become a ‘signifier of taste and social status’ (Tovey, 2009, p. 26). 
Thus, marketing of local food in these extraordinary tourism food spaces seem to 
give the products a certain stamp as niche products, which are reserved for extraor-
dinary occasions and not as ordinary food for everyday consumption (Vittersø and 
Amilien, 2011).

Direct Markets as Multiple Consumption Spaces
Our findings from studying the two Norwegian direct markets resonate with the 
conclusions of other researchers that point to the heterogeneity of alternative mar-
kets (Holloway et al, 2007; Tovey, 2009). The way these direct markets are framed, 
both as spaces of food purchase and of leisure experience, makes it pertinent to ana-
lyse them from the perspective of multiple consumption spaces (Figure 1).

Following Figure 1, direct markets may be seen as ethical or political spaces of 
food where consumers consciously seek these markets as an alternative to conven-
tional markets. Farm shops and farmers markets may also, as Holloway and Kneaf-
sey (2000) have pointed out, be seen as a nostalgic/reactionary space appealing to 
and reminding of an old fashioned way of shopping. But as several authors have 
recognised, visiting these markets and searching for food specialities are increas-
ingly seen as a signifier of social status and a modern urban lifestyle (Tovey, 2009). 
In this way, direct markets represent an extraordinary food space for the well-off 
urban consumer. Seen in a tourist context, local products are bought as part of an 
extraordinary tourist experience and taken home as souvenirs. In Norway, there is 
a strong link between the development of local food, direct markets and rural tour-
ism, among others due to government involvement in and support for COFAMIs 
such as HANEN and BM. The focus of this policy involvement has to a large extent 
contributed to frame these direct markets within an extraordinary, tourism context 
(Vittersø and Amilien, 2011).

Figure 1. Direct markets as multiple consumption spaces.
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The visit to the farm or the market may also be part of a broader social, family 
experience in which buying food is only a part of the total leisure experience. The 
latter exemplifies that the development of direct markets must be seen in the con-
text of more general changes in consumption. Leisure and tourism are fast-growing 
consumption areas, and leisure gains an increasingly important position – both eco-
nomically, socially and culturally in the present way of life of Norwegians. As seen 
from this study of farm shops and farmers’ markets, food is increasingly linked with 
these new trends in leisure consumption.

In the HANEN and BM cases, we see a tension between developing these direct 
markets as exclusive niche markets aimed for the well-off customer and tourist, on 
the one hand, and the ordinary customer searching for less available, fresh and local 
products on the other. There is a limit to how much local customers and tourists are 
willing to pay for food products, and there might be a danger that the products are 
found too exclusive or too exotic in order for customers to buy and use these. There 
is a question if a too strong focus on local food as niche product may contribute to a 
greater social differentiation in the food market, and that these direct markets may 
primarily act as exclusive and extraordinary food spaces for a marginal, well-off 
customer base.

On the other hand, from the perspective of rural development and the individual 
producer, introducing local food in a tourism context may be especially important 
in rural districts distant from larger urban centres. In these areas, the local market 
is small, thus tourism may have an important function to develop viable markets of 
local food. Research is required in order to gain more knowledge about these dif-
ferent challenges for the development of local food and direct markets in rural and 
urban areas. The strength of the two concepts of direct markets studied seems to be 
that they appeal not only to consumers seeking alternatives to conventional food, 
but also to the ordinary family shopping for quality food products and to a socially 
motivated family leisure demand for pleasurable and novel experiences. The cus-
tomer attitudes indicate a continued growth in consumer interest in direct contact 
with farms and farmers. The economic sustainability and the continued develop-
ment of these direct food markets and farm tourism will, however, depend on how 
well initiatives like HANEN and BM are able to meet this demand, the competition 
from alternative leisure and food purchase alternatives, and on how they manage to 
adapt to increased demand and continuing changes in consumer behaviour, both in 
urban and rural settings.

Note
1. The project is titled ‘Recreational Consumption as Market for Farm-based Food and Tourism Busi-

nesses” and is supported by the Norwegian Research Council.
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theoretical question is: how is collectivity rebuilt and why does this process face 
great difficulties in post-communist conditions? The article refers to the social 
capital framework and explores specificities of rebuilding collective farmers mar-
keting initiatives in post-socialist countries by applying five explanatory factors: 
the historical context of system transformation and path dependency of farmers’ 
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Introduction: Social Capital Framework in the Analysis of Collective Farmers 
Marketing Initiatives (COFAMIs)
The social capital framework (Granovetter, 1985; Bourdieu, 1986; Coleman, 1998) dif-
ferentiates between two main forms of social capital: bonding social capital or reci-
procity within a group (Putnam, 2000; Woolcock, 2001) and bridging social capital or 
solidarity in wider society (Evans, 1996). Some authors (Bourdieu, 1986; Burt, 2000; 
Lin, 2001) differentiate also between individual and collective social capital based on 
the main agency. Social capital contains of a great variety of elements: networks, ac-
tors, institutions, values, norms, practices of engagement, trust and others. In brief, 
it can be defined as the ability of actors to get things done collectively (Tisenkopfs 
et al., 2008). Social capital, particularly its bonding and bridging dimensions and its 
individual and collective manifestations, appears as central element of COFAMIs in 
Central and East Europe (CEE).1

Social capital is at the base of co-operation. The norms constituting social capi-
tal are related to honesty, the keeping of commitments, reliable performance of du-
ties, reciprocity, etc. Furthermore, social capital enhances trust between individuals, 
groups and institutions that, in turn, enables collective action and the achievement 
of common goals. Social capital is widely used as one of the basic explanatory factors 
for economic success. Fidrmuc and Gërxani (2005) summarize that a high stock of 
social capital increases individuals’ ability and willingness to co-operate, improves 
enforcement of contracts, reduces information asymmetry, lowers transaction costs, 
fosters innovation and thus leads to better economic outcomes.

Various authors (Paldam and Svendsen, 2000; Fidrmuc and Gërxani, 2005; Mur-
ray, 2008) identify the specific context of post-socialist countries as requiring a more 
nuanced approach when applying the social capital approach and analysing so-
cial realities. This derives from the specific transformations and regime shifts that 
changed the social organization of these societies. The socialist period interrupted 
collective dynamics based on liberal values and mutuality and narrowed the pub-
lic sphere for functioning of social capital. The norms constituting social capital, 
reciprocity, trust between individuals, groups and institutions were blocked through 
socialist centralization and state control. In socialist times, social capital existed but 
it existed in family circles, informal support networks (Alapuro and Lonkila, 2000), 
in blat networks for informal exchange of deficit goods (Ledeneva, 2009), in cultural 
associations and groups that were made largely as advocates of the official ideol-
ogy or belonged to counter-culture (Risch, 2005). The socialist system devaluated 
social capital and created its adverse, corrupted forms. Institutional change during 
transition even further aggravated the stock of social capital and increased its nega-
tive aspects (in the form of underground activities, corruption or organized crime), 
(Fidrmuc and Gërxani, 2005). In the former communist world, Marxism–Leninism 
deliberately targeted and sought to undermine civil society and to atomize individu-
als; hence, it is not surprising that the vacuum of a collapsed state (i.e. the Soviet 
Union) has been filled with distrust and cynicism (Fukuyama, 2002). This legacy 
had a long-standing aftermath effect on farmers’ current attitudes and their ability 
to co-operate.

Recent developments in co-operation in CEE countries have borne testimony to 
the restitution of ‘positive social capital’, as termed by Sotiropoulos (2005). The in-
creasing accumulation of positive co-operation experience helps to break the path 
dependency of distrust. Social capital appears as the central element for COFAMIs 
as it serves also for the mobilization of other resources – economic, political and 



72 Tisenkopfs et al.

knowledge – necessary for successful COFAMI performance. Due to the historical 
legacy, the level of social capital in CEE countries is quite low and collective farmers 
marketing initiatives are limited. On the other hand, the rebuilding of trustful links 
and increased stocks of social capital help to break the path dependency and gen-
erate collective economic action, as shown by the cases analysed in this article. Its 
main hypothesis is that in the CEE context social capital works as the central factor 
(initiator, driving force and cement) for mobilizing collective marketing, establish-
ing the internal organization of COFAMIs and build external market, knowledge 
and political networks for successful operation of COFAMIs. As this social capital 
is originating in deeply embedded cultural traditions that can be shaped only with 
great difficulty (Fukuyama, 2002), the increase and rebuilding of co-operative be-
haviour in CEE countries is a long-term process that might both succeed and fail.

Historical Context and Path Dependency of Collective Farmers Marketing 
Initiatives in CEE
The traditional forms of collective farmers marketing initiatives in countries ad-
dressed in this article were formed in about the second half of the nineteenth cen-
tury. In Hungary, the first collective marketing initiatives were established in the 
1850–1860s and in Czechia and Latvia in the 1870s. There were three theoretical 
and political perspectives influencing the origin of co-operation in CEE: economic 
liberalism, Christian conservatism, and the socialist movement. While the socialist 
movement considered COFAMIs as a means of transformation of individual farm-
ing into collective farming, economic liberalism considered COFAMIs as an element 
to help economically weak actors to exist as independent farmers. Finally, Christian 
conservatism understood COFAMIs in moral terms as a way to facilitate social con-
ditions of rural life. Agricultural societies and organized groups of farms served as 
centres of early modernization and innovation in agriculture and operated as collec-
tive providers of supplies. The major forms of farmers’ co-operation in this period 
were collective financial and collective marketing organizations.2

During the first half of the twentieth century, all analysed countries saw a prolif-
eration of COFAMIs.3 In the meantime, an amalgamation and concentration of co-
operatives started. In the 1930s, this process was stimulated by the state, which saw 
centralized co-operatives as institutions to promote national agriculture (especially 
in Latvia and Czechoslovakia) and to legitimize authoritarian regimes (the case of 
Latvia). Two of the most common types of farmers’ marketing co-operatives were 
co-operatives of consumers and small farmers, and co-operatives created by socially 
and economically strong actors (large land owners and producers, traders), which 
were strongly supported by the state (Galla, 1937).

Together with the establishment of socialist regimes after World War II, the diver-
sified structure of COFAMIs (e.g. marketing, processing, supplying and financing 
co-operatives) became significantly centralized (Meurs, 1999). The process escalated 
with collectivization of agriculture, which took different expressions in CEE coun-
tries (Swain, 1998). While Latvian collectivization had a strong Stalinist outlook (vio-
lence eliminating any initiative of farmers), Hungarian collectivization was a blend 
of state centralization and private local initiatives (Harcsa et al., 1998; Kovách, 1999). 
Czech collectivization according to Swain (1998) had a neo-Stalinist character; it was 
similar to the Latvian case, but with higher level of freedom for farmers under state 
control.
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In Czech collectivization, which started in the late 1940s, the original co-oper-
atives were either transformed into United Agricultural Co-operatives (UAC) or 
ceased their work. The farmers were forced to join either UACs (in the late 1980s 
these operated two thirds of land) or state farms (one third of land). The market-
ing co-operatives that overlapped several municipalities demised activities through 
nationalization (Helešic, 2002). Collectivization of agriculture in the 1950s resulted 
in the separate existence of farm production and agricultural marketing both under 
the supervision of the state. The farm co-operatives that existed at that time were 
fully engaged in agricultural production. Farmers’ processing and marketing co-
operatives were totally absent from the Czech scene after 1948 (Stryjan, 1993).

In Hungary, in the post-war land reform the land was confiscated but almost im-
mediately two thirds was reallocated to individual peasants in 1945. The first period 
of collectivization began in the late 1940s with 20% of agricultural land incorporated 
in co-operatives. The poor performance and collapse of the majority of producer 
co-operatives led to a reconsideration of collectivization policy in the mid-1950s. 
The second wave of collectivization (1959–1963) resulted in the inclusion of 93% 
of peasants in the co-operatives (Harcsa et al., 1998). In the 1960s and 1970s, agri-
cultural co-operatives succeeded in integrating extended small-scale family farm-
ing and created commercial and industrial subsidiaries. Purchasing and consuming 
co-operatives became part of the new system. However, production remained the 
prevailing form, and diversification of activities of collective farms4 did not result in 
processing and marketing co-operatives.

In Latvia, the co-operative movement was interrupted by the enforcement of So-
viet rule and violent collectivization at the end of the 1940s. Land-ownership rights 
were abolished and 200 000 individual farmers were forced to join kolkhozes (col-
lective farms) and sovkhozes (state farms) where they became wage workers. In the 
meantime, rural households could retain small land plots for family needs.5 The 
Soviet-type of agricultural modernization in the 1970s led to the amalgamation of 
collective farms and their incorporation into so called agro-industrial complexes 
governed according to the rules of planned economy. Although marketing and pro-
cessing were beyond the mainstream tasks of collective farms, some kolkhozes man-
aged to diversify production, develop sideline branches, processing and sales.

Nowadays, 20 years after the collapse of socialist regimes, Central and Eastern 
Europe forms a specific social, economic and political environment shaped by a 
socialist heritage still imprinted in social and market structures and by the rapid 
changes related to the establishment of liberal market economy, democratization 
and the rebirth of civil society. During the socialist period, state managed collec-
tivism had been the major organizational form of economic and social life in these 
countries, although it often found formal and centrally governed expressions only. 
After soviet collectivism collapsed, de-collectivization was followed by atomization 
and individualization. Collective action as the free choice of individuals is now be-
ing gradually rebuilt.

Forms and Diversities of COFAMIs in Post-socialist Countries
The current forms and diversities of COFAMIs in CEE countries are affected by the 
post-socialist transition in agriculture and rural areas, primarily the privatization of 
agriculture, market liberalization and accession to the European Union (EU) (Mau-
rel, 1998; Halamska, 2008). In all three countries a dual structure of farming was 
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formed consisting of new family farms and former collective farms transformed into 
co-operatives or privatized large-scale farms (Hudečková and Lošťák, 1992; Kovách, 
1994; Latvian State Institute of Agrarian Economics, 2005). The interface between 
private farming and the liberal market system determined the post-socialist seg-
mentation of farm structures and led to the development of a minority of technologi-
cally up-to-date business farms and a majority of small-scale producers and often 
subsistence farms (Alanen, 1995; Deiviss et al., 1997; Kovách and Megyesi, 2006; 
Svatoš, 2008). In Latvia, political change after 1989 was marked by radical liberalism 
(Nissinen, 1999), which was somewhat different from that in the Czech Republic and 
Hungary where a mix of ‘shock therapy’ rhetoric was blended with gradual trans-
formation policies prolonging state paternalism in the 1990s (Mlčoch, 1997). In all 
three countries farm modernization and the up-scaling of production was adopted 
as the main strategy for agricultural survival in increasingly competitive economic 
environments. A lot of private and public investment was channelled into the tech-
nological modernization of farms, improving production standards, and enforcing 
EU sanitary regulations.

A process of concentration has taken place in the whole agricultural production 
system. It became sectorally divided and vertically integrated into international-
ised agri-food chains with limited possibilities for primary producers to generate 
value added and influence decision-making (Čechura and Šobrová, 2008). Even for 
countries that are not global agri-food players, such as Latvia, Czechia or Hungary, 
‘national’ food-supply chains are being by-passed by the cross-border sourcing of 
retail chains and national farmers and food manufacturers can be completely mar-
ginalized (Kirwan et al., 2004). For small farmers it became increasingly difficult to 
retain autonomy and survive in an open market dominated by global food empires 
(Van der Ploeg, 2008). Even the equipped and professionalized farmers following 
the modernization path lost room for manoeuvre. In this context, COFAMIs started 
to develop as farmers’ bottom-up initiatives and collective ways to generate resist-
ance, avoid domination of big processors and retailers and to collectively produce 
viable economic strategies. Recently collective farmers’ initiatives also have been 
stimulated by political support, growing consumers’ concerns and the rebirth of 
food traditions and regional identities.

The research conducted in Latvia, Hungary, and Czechia6 for the COFAMI pro-
ject identified both country-specific as well as common forms of collective farm-
ers marketing initiatives: informal grass-roots co-operation at the local level; agri-
cultural service co-operatives; share-holder companies, the ‘residues’ of previous 
collective farms; sectoral producers’ associations; co-operatives involved in generic 
production; COFAMIs of smaller groups of farmers and non-farmers involved in 
specialized, non-generic production; ‘broker’ co-operatives for product marketing; 
big integrator organizations and the farms in their networks;7 newly established co-
operatives encouraged and supported by the state and the EU;8 co-operatives spe-
cializing in quality products, rural services and public goods provide by agriculture, 
and others. This diversity of COFAMIs in CEE countries can be synthesized into 
three common types in terms of strategic orientation in relation to post-socialist con-
ditions.
1. ‘Traditional’ COFAMIs oriented towards integrating into global, conventional 

agri-food chains, aimed at up-scaling of production in mainstream sectors, fol-
lowing the modernization trajectory in agriculture. These COFAMIs often rep-
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resent the segment of big, entrepreneurial farms and are similar to traditional 
co-operatives in Western countries.

2. ‘Multifunctional’ COFAMIs oriented towards multifunctional agriculture (Van 
Huylenbroeck and Durand, 2003) and alternative food networks. These CO-
FAMIs try to build new food chains and marketing channels in organic produc-
tion, environment-friendly farming, and special quality/non-generic products. 
Usually such COFAMIs are characterized by their multi-actor composition, 
small scale, scoping of activities and pluriactive orientation (linking production 
and marketing with rural tourism, health farming, etc.).

3. ‘Territorial’ COFAMIs oriented towards a ‘re-localization’ of food production 
(Morgan et al., 2006), trying to rebuild linkages between producers and con-
sumers based on trust and local identity. This kind of COFAMI refers to ter-
ritorial embeddedness (Hinrichs, 2000; Winter, 2003). In Hungary and Czechia, 
where geographical origin based food traditions are more recognized than in 
Latvia, small COFAMIs try to develop markets for local products with a dis-
tinctive origin, associated with values of locality and pre-industrial production 
practices (Fonte, 2008). The growing consumer demand for regional specialty 
products favours these COFAMIs (Kelemen and Megyesi, 2007). They might be 
associated with regional branding, community supported agriculture and other 
territorially grounded activities and are usually small-scale. On the other hand, 
the short-chain food market is still rather weak in the countries covered by this 
paper.

These types of COFAMI represent rather dynamic options and potential strategies 
for farmers’ groups to locate themselves in complex agri-food systems.

The Main Types and Trajectories of COFAMIs in Central and Eastern Europe
In the following sections, we examine particular cases of COFAMIs from Czechia, 
Hungary and Latvia that correspond with the typology above. The chosen concrete 
cases are not pure ideal types but mixtures of these types. In each of the four cases, 
there are aspects of other ideal types too. Table 1 represents the main characteristics 
of each case and its theoretical implications. In the analysis of cases we apply five 
explanatory factors: the historical context and dynamics of COFAMIs; the role of 
social capital; economic and market conditions; the policy framework; and the role 
of learning.

Scaling-up in Conventional Chains: LATRAPS – a Traditional Agricultural Marketing 
Co-operative
The LATRAPS co-operative represents a COFAMI attempting to by-pass national 
processors and create direct links to export markets, as well as to diversify agricul-
tural production into energy crops. LATRAPS was established in 2000 as a national 
farmers’ co-operative marketing rapeseed and crops and is considered to be the first 
‘Western type’ agricultural co-operative in Latvia. The co-operative was initiated 
by 12 big farmers (cultivating 300–800 ha) in the Zemgale region, which is the agri-
culturally most developed region in the country. Farmers considered co-operation 
as a solution to the constrained situation in national agricultural markets, which at 
that time experienced over-production of crops and prices dictated by the largest 
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processing companies. The farmers’ intention was to increase their market power 
by complementing their traditional cereal production with growing rapeseed and 
penetrating international markets.

Despite the fact that the initiative was considered to be audacious in professional 
and political milieus (the quality of Latvian grain was considered to be too low to 
be competitive on international markets), the co-operative turned out to be profit-
able in its first year of operation. Its success attracted other farmers, and during the 
next year the membership grew to 80. Since then, the co-operative has experienced 
continuous growth and up-scaling in many respects: the membership has increased; 
the farmers’ economic situation has improved; the co-operative has developed an 
efficient collection system; investments have been made in equipping technological-
ly up-to-date grain collection points, drying facilities and storing warehouses; new 
market channels have been created and the co-operative has completed preliminary 
works to open its own biofuel plant. In 2009, LATRAPS was the biggest agricultural 
co-operative in Latvia with around 500 members from all over the country and a 
turnover of 96.4 million Euros.

LATRAPS is quite a rare example of successful farmers’ co-operatives in Latvia, 
demonstrating that farmers can achieve better prices, increase their income and im-
prove their economic situation through the co-ordination of production and co-oper-
ation in marketing. It can be considered a great achievement in the Latvian context, 
where people retain prejudices against economic co-operation because of the nega-
tive experience of forced co-operation excluding individual initiative in previous 
times. The deployment of bonding social capital was a precondition of the initiative. 

Case Main characteristics Theoretical implications
LATRAPS – a traditional agri-
cultural marketing co-operative

• Scaling-up and vertical inte-
gration in global conventional 
chains 

• Professional management
• Energy production as new 

function of agriculture 

• Balance between bonding and 
bridging social capital

• COFAMI connecting local 
and global capitals

• Creation of new market with 
effective conversion of social 
and economic capital

• Defining common rules, 
codes of practice, rights and 
responsibilities to govern 
heterogeneity in organisation

Arany Sárfehér Grape and Wine 
Producers’ Co-operative 

• Multifunctionality: economic, 
social, cultural and identity 
function

• Economic and social cohesion
• Networking capital, trust and 

economic success
• Heritage and competitiveness

• Modernity and traditionalism
• Trust as social capital
• Role of leading local persons
• Pluriactivity and market 

orientation

Tradice Bílých Karpat – a  ter-
ritorial COFAMI

• Network of farmers and non-
farmers (environmentalists)

• Supporting the region 
through co-operation of vari-
ous actors

• International recognition 

• Cohesion and conflicts 
among various actors

• Achieving the credibility and 
recognition of the initiative

Preiļi: a failing COFAMI • Building a new organic 
regional food chain

• Weakness of organization
• Cease of operation
• Single leader 

• Prevalence of individualistic 
strategies over collective ones

• Deficiency of social, economic 
and human capital hampers 
COFAMI

• Trap of policy support

Table 1. Typology and characteristics of COFAMI cases in Czechia, Hungary and 
Latvia.
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The co-operative was established by farmers in neighbourhoods who knew each 
other and there was mutual trust to engage in a common project, thereby overcom-
ing the general mistrust in co-operatives. The common problem of farmers’ weak 
position on national agricultural markets welded them together. The farmers had 
the shared goal of improving their market position and a vision of how to reach it, 
e.g. through collective market action in the international market. As the initiators 
were economically strong farmers, they possessed also the financial resources neces-
sary to invest in the start-up of the co-operative.

The future manager of the co-operative (at that time, an employee of a multina-
tional corporation manufacturing chemicals) was known in the agricultural com-
munity as a proponent of co-operation with ideas to produce rapeseed in Latvia 
and was invited to join the initiators’ group. He took up the role of network ex-
pander, idea promoter and bridge-builder between the initial group and other social 
actors, including farmers, knowledge institutes and policy-makers (i.e. deployment 
of bridging social capital). In the beginning, a lot of effort was spent on establishing 
a well functioning organization. Both local and foreign expertise were taken into 
account to build the organizational structure and commercial strategy. In consulta-
tion with foreign co-operatives, and on the basis of detailed studies of experiences 
of existing marketing co-operatives, LATRAPS constructed its own commercial and 
organizational strategy. This reduced the possibility of internal conflicts and market 
failures.

During the following years, together with the expansion of the co-operative 
and loosening links between its members, the need for organizational consolida-
tion came to the fore. The loyalty of new co-operative members was ensured by 
transparent governance and various benefits: collective organization of input sup-
plies, organized marketing, reduction of transaction costs, higher prices for crops, 
guaranteed access to the market through the co-operative, time-saving for member 
farmers, etc. Altogether, LATRAPS provides its members with a quite secure and 
profitable market position. Besides economic benefits, the co-operative also secures 
access to information and knowledge. Loyalty towards the co-operative is mani-
fested through the frequent reference by farmers to LATRAPS as ‘our enterprise’. 
There are extremely few cases of free-riders and practically all produce is marketed 
through the co-operative.

The co-operative fits well into the current Latvian rural policy framework, which 
involves three main directions: the modernization of agricultural production and 
processing, diversification of the rural economy, and the development of new forms 
of social organization. This has been promoted also by the co-operative’s active 
engagement in policy lobbying. Correspondence to policy goals has also ensured 
broader social legitimation and access to public funding.

A Multifunctional COFAMI: Arany Sárfehér Grape and Wine Producers’ Co-operative
The case of the Arany Sárfehér Grape and Wine Producers’ Co-operative (ASF), es-
tablished in 2003 in the traditional viticultural region of Izsák in Hungary, presents 
the role of social capital in enabling economically and financially weak farmers to 
develop a fruitful strategy of co-operation (Csurgó et al., 2008). The multifunctional-
ity in the case of ASF means that the COFAMI has not only economic, but also strong 
cultural, social and identity functions. The name Arany Sárfehér (literally meaning 
‘gold mud-white’) originates from the grape variety that is produced solely in this 
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micro-region thanks to specific climatic conditions. The area of vineyards and small-
scale vine production expanded after specialists vinified the Arany Sárfehér grape in 
the early twentieth century. In the socialist era, the coexistence of family farms with 
large-scale collective farms provided technological support and wholesale market-
ing ensured relative freedom for farmers in making decisions about production and 
marketing. A champagne factory processed the regional wine and produced 14–15 
million bottles per year; it was privatized in the 1990s. In that new market situation, 
local managers, whose prestige originated from their co-operation with family farm-
ers in the past, initiated the establishment of ASF. ASF is the main member of the lo-
cal association that bought up the champagne factory from the multinational owner. 
Since its foundation in 2003, the membership of the co-operative has grown to 546 
members. Together they produce 5,600 tons of grapes on 1,250 hectares, of which the 
co-operative processes 2,000 tons. The co-operative sells wine, champagne and soft 
drinks both on the national and international markets.

ASF, building on local traditions of viticulture, manages the collective market-
ing, supports farmers in purchasing input materials and provides professional con-
sulting and administrative assistance. The farmers’ economic strategies have been 
based on multi-sectoral pluriactivity, reflecting the absence of necessary alternative 
income sources which stimulated households to mainly cultivate small-scale, part-
time plots. The co-operative aims to achieve higher prices and thereby reinforce the 
role of viticulture in maintaining local employment and household incomes. Farm-
ing in the Izsák region represents not the main, but an additional source of income 
for rural households, which derives from the dominance of small farms (on average 
around one hectare) and contributes to the high density of COFAMI membership. 
Co-operation is a necessity that mirrors the result of post-socialist land-use manage-
ment and the need for a common supply of machinery and collective marketing. 
Their cultural and social heritage permits the wine growers to join the COFAMI as 
viticulture constitutes a local heritage and a part of their local identity. Grape and 
wine production gives prestige to COFAMI members and this evidently strengthens 
social cohesion. Activities of the COFAMI, such as the application for a protected 
designation of origin status of the Arany Sárfehér grape and wine-tasting and tour-
ism, further contribute to the emergence of a local cultural economy.

Bonding social capital among wine-makers has historical roots; it is the basis 
of the mutual trust that helped to establish the collective organization, in which 
trust was also transferred between the members and the leaders of co-operative. 
The chairperson’s individual bonding social capital was significant in the found-
ing of the producers’ group and the management of the co-operative’s operation. 
Individual social capital originated from the chairman’s personal capacities to take 
initiative and leadership, however, it converged with collective bonding and bridg-
ing social capital. The state and the bank required an increase in the number of co-
operative members and co-operation with farmers’ associations as preconditions for 
a loan and a guarantee. The chairman, managers and the mayor of the municipality 
had the capacity to use bridging social capital and build the necessary linkages that 
enabled the purchase of the local champagne factory from its foreign multinational 
owner in 2006. When the multinational company, controlling 90% of the Hungarian 
champagne market, wanted to withdraw from the market and abandon grape pro-
cessing, the COFAMI leaders realized that the factory with its tools, machines and 
storing capacity might provide the basis to secure the livelihoods of local grape and 
wine producers in the long term and an opportunity for growth.
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The ASF is well networked, at local as well as at regional and national levels. 
ASF managers established the collective enterprise with producers’ groups from 
two neighbouring villages and, after a year of negotiations with the Ministry and 
the banks, obtained the factory. In fact, the COFAMI itself is a network organiza-
tion related to many economic and policy institutions as well as individual and 
civic partners. The network-based COFAMI determines how farmers’ collectivity 
is constructed, how power relations are managed and how relations with external 
partners are built. The leader of the co-operative and the mayor employed their per-
sonal political networks, which were used as linking social capital in the successful 
lobbying for a protected designation of origin status – granted in 2006. For example, 
the mayor personally convinced the minister of agriculture about the importance 
of protected origin certification at a dinner following a local conference. The co-
operative’s chairman is a leading member of various professional associations and 
interest groups and his bridging social capital links ASF to wider networks. Capacity 
building by means of collective action thereby had much more a social than an eco-
nomical character. The multi-lateral access to various forms of social capital, as well 
as human capital (knowledge, skills) and cultural capital (traditions), allowed ASF 
to build a successful co-operative strategy on which financial capital and common 
profit are able to grow.

A Territorial COFAMI: Building Regionally Based Collective Marketing Initiatives of 
Farmers and Non-Farmers
Tradice Bílých Karpat (literally meaning ‘Tradition of the White Carpathians’, from 
now onwards TBK) is an example of a territorial COFAMI, trying to revive tradi-
tional products through the re-localization of production and the building of new 
trust-based relations between producers and consumers via the preservation of re-
gional identity. TBK is an NGO operating in the Bílé Karpaty (White Carpathians) 
region of Czechia since the early 1990s when local environmental activists started to 
co-operate with local fruit growers. In the mid-1990s, some fruit growers converted 
their farms to organic production. The informal co-operation of environmentalists 
and organic farmers was formalized by the establishment of TBK in 1998. At that 
time, a financial grant was provided by a foundation from Luxembourg in order to 
reconstruct an old barn into an apple cider processing plant, and obtaining the grant 
required a formalised organizational status of the beneficiary.

The establishment of the processing facility was driven by the idea of producing 
local products under a local label in order to support the operation of small-scale 
fruit-tree growers, other farmers and local craftsmen. In 2003, TBK established and 
incorporated a business firm (TBK Ltd), which is fully owned by TBK. TBK Ltd 
markets regional food and non-food products and operates the facility producing 
(mostly) organic apple cider. The profit generated by the processing plant feeds back 
into TBK, and used to give out small grants to finance other projects in the locality in 
line with its goals. Through the collective marketing of regional organic apples (even 
from cross-border Slovakia), the farmers obtained the possibility to own an apple-
cider processing plant and create a market for their local products.

TBK currently includes 10 members (three individual member farmers and seven 
collective members), operating in different domains such as organic farming, fruit 
farming, nature protection and environmental issues, information services and ex-
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tension. These members are the bridges to other actors (e.g. other organic farmers, 
craftsmen) in the region.

Internal ties within TBK are based on informal relations and commonly shared 
views about nature. Many internal operations are non-formalized and arranged 
without written rules and contracts, since the organic farmers consider it (reword-
ing Bourdieu) as ‘habitus’ – reflecting the social field in which they operate and 
which differentiates them from other actors. On the other hand, marketing (external 
ties) is carried out in a formalized way using the established business firm TBK Ltd. 
While marketing TBK products does not echo social capital, bridging social capital 
is important in other aspects related to the ‘external world’. These include, for ex-
ample, the social networks of an environmental NGO that is member of TBK, which 
played a key role in accessing grants for the apple processing plant that farmers oth-
erwise would never have known about. The new and joint network of farmers and 
environmentalists was constructed to achieve common goals and to foster regional 
development.

Although TBK in many respects is successful, it also faces a kind of ‘erosion’ due 
to the heterogeneity of its actors. Farmers with a more materialist and practical ap-
proach, on the one hand, and environmentalists with an idealist vision of living in 
harmony with nature, on the other, may have different views on specific problems 
and possible solutions. Their cultural capital is evolving by differentiating the so-
cial fields in which they operate. Also farmers themselves at times disagree con-
cerning the amount and type of agricultural products to be marketed, for example 
some farmers do not want to market the meat they produce jointly but do not mind 
marketing apples jointly. Potential disagreements among members are mitigated by 
trust developed through the experience of co-operation and the internal organiza-
tion of TBK.

It was the establishment of the COFAMI that opened up for farmers the possibil-
ity to build an apple-cider processing plant, an option which for farmers individu-
ally would not have been possible due to its high costs. The experience of TBK as a 
bottom-up and grass-roots originated initiative underlines the important role that 
informal relations, NGOs and civic society in general can play in enabling collec-
tive marketing initiatives. This is even more the case, since formalized government 
structures at regional level do not provide sufficient support to such small-scale ini-
tiatives. Although there was a measure in Czech rural development policies to sup-
port collective marketing, this has been (as is the case for Latvia) more favourable 
to larger producers and traditional types of agricultural marketing co-operatives. 
Moreover, for this measure the collectively traded value had to exceed 3 million 
Czech Crowns (ca. 100,000 Euro) or the group had to include at least 5 members – 
conditions that were interpreted in such a way that not both were required at the 
same time. In 2007, there were therefore 183 ‘one-member’ groups under this meas-
ure (out of 330 registered) and, after public criticism, the Ministry of Agriculture had 
to come up with a different legal interpretation. This experience underlines the need 
for more appropriate support to small-scale organic and quality food COFAMIs, 
especially if they are not like TBK backed up by civil society.

Preiļi: the Condensed Anatomy of a Failing COFAMI
Much can be learnt from failing experiences of COFAMIs about the malfunctioning 
of social capital in the CEE context. We take the Preiļi organic marketing co-opera-
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tive from Latvia as an example. The Preiļi organic farmers’ network was formed in 
the mid-1990s as a small-scale farmers’ initiative to build a new, organic, regional 
food supply chain. The network functioned as the driver of organic production and 
disseminator of knowledge. More than 400 farmers joined the network; however, 
the establishment of a collective marketing organization was more difficult. In 2004, 
two organic co-operatives Produkts Veselībai and Latgales Ekoprodukts were cre-
ated, with only 10 and 15 members. Despite certain economic gains (reduced trans-
portation costs, improved logistics, broadened marketing channels, recognition of 
the distinctive quality of the organic products), it soon appeared that co-operative 
members preferred to sustain their individual marketing strategies, which they con-
sidered more reliable and easier to manage. The COFAMI was perceived only as a 
safety net to sell surplus, not as their main marketing strategy. Management prob-
lems added to the poor economic performance of the co-operatives and ultimately 
led to their actual suspension.

The story illuminates specific difficulties for COFAMI development in CEE, such 
as the lack of commitment to collective action, insufficient leadership and manage-
ment skills, and the economic difficulties to establish new/alternative food chains. 
In the early years of Preiļi, the bonding social capital of the COFAMI was decisive 
for setting up farmers’ informal networking and mutual learning. Bridging social 
capital helped to extend the network and access external knowledge sources and in-
stitutional partners (advisory services, other agricultural organizations, the Ministry 
of Agriculture). However, social capital functioned more saliently in its individual 
than collective manifestations and the co-operatives were never able to convert dif-
ferent potentialities included in social capital into an efficient marketing strategy 
and internal organization. Collective marketing requires professional management, 
contractual relationships, division of roles and responsibilities, and commitment to 
written and unwritten rules. In the Preiļi case no such common rules were adopted 
and farmers retreated to individual positions. This suggests that social capital skills 
(the ability to co-operate, negotiate, self-organize, manage conflicts, etc.) might be 
often lacking in post-socialist contexts.

The other specific issue for CEE countries is the underdevelopment of the organic 
food market, which put additional economic constraints on the COFAMIs (lacking 
processing facilities, low consumer demand, reluctance of retailers, etc.). The Preiļi 
case demonstrates also the ambivalence of political support for COFAMIs in the new 
EU member states. Grant schemes for co-operatives have been introduced, albeit 
aimed mainly at growth of production and targeted at mainstream conventional 
sectors. Public support has been often inappropriate for small COFAMIs operating 
in non-intensive sectors, organic production, and territorial and multifunctional ini-
tiatives. As the Preiļi co-operatives could not reach the minimum growth rate set in 
the regulations, they were excluded from receiving further subsidies. This suggests 
that public support for COFAMIs in the CEE context has to be balanced and oriented 
not only towards production, but also address marketing, managerial and organi-
sational skills.

Discussion and Conclusion: Rebuilding Collective Marketing through the 
Integration of Capitals
The market, policy and social contextual factors for COFAMIs in CEE countries differ 
from those in ‘old’ EU member states, resulting in specific opportunities and barriers 
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for different types of (traditional, multifunctional, territorial) COFAMIs. For exam-
ple, concentration on retail and export markets was less developed in CEE countries 
for some time, resulting in specific opportunities for certain types of traditional CO-
FAMIs. LATRAPS is an example of this, by successfully articulating networks on 
export markets. On the other hand, poor sustainability concerns in the agricultural 
community and low food awareness among consumers have been a disadvantage 
for the development of ‘alternative’ COFAMIs, while the reinvention of food tradi-
tions and regional identities that persisted ‘underground’ in the socialist era could 
offer again specific opportunities for ’multifunctional’ (ASF) and ‘territorial’ CO-
FAMIs (TBK). However, the valorization of these opportunities requires skilful so-
cial organization and working of social capital on a territorial basis – the recreation 
of farmers’ collectivities, improved skills of collaboration, partnership building with 
knowledge providers and market-chain partners, as well as new marketing skills.

The specific historical context and path dependency of CEE produces specific 
workings of social capital and challenges for learning, policy networks and support. 
There are different strategies for COFAMIs to respond to new market and social 
opportunities in CEE. The four cases documented here demonstrate different uses 
of social capital in combination with other capitals and resources to build farmers’ 
collectivity and develop common marketing. LATRAPS seems to be a good exam-
ple of a recreated traditional co-operative establishing itself on export markets. It 
demonstrates the creation of totally new market and knowledge networks with the 
efficient conversion of social (bonding and bridging) and economic capital. The ASF 
co-operative follows the line of multifunctional COFAMIs aiming at differentiated 
food quality, and seems to be successful by creating ‘hybrid’ networks between old 
political structures (networks based on personal relations) and new market contexts. 
The case illuminates the driving role of the chairperson’s individual bonding and 
bridging social capital: his contacts with the mayor and the contacts of both with 
banks, as well as local and national state representatives. TBK is an example of ter-
ritorial initiatives developing upon a network of heterogeneous actors and echoing 
civic society principles. Preiļi is a failing case due to the multiple deficiency of social, 
economic and human capital, illustrating specific bottlenecks faced by COFAMIs in 
the CEE context.

Bonding social capital (Putnam, 2000; Woolcock, 2001) in terms of networking, 
solidarity, and trust plays a crucial role at the start up of the initiatives. As COFAMIs 
grow, bridging or linking social capital (Evans, 1996; Woolcock, 2001) in terms of 
building links with external partners is brought to the forefront. For the durability 
of COFAMIs, it has been important also to strengthen their internal organization by 
defining common rules, codes of practice, rights and responsibilities, as is demon-
strated by the ASF and LATRAPS initiatives. If this is done well, problems emerging 
from the heterogeneity of actors might also be solved, as the TBK case suggests.

Success and failure of collective farmers marketing is strongly related to the way 
in which stocks of social capital are enriched and put in interaction with other forms 
of capital – economic, human, cultural, symbolic, territorial (Marsden, 2009). In the 
CEE context, one of the major problems is the connection between individual and 
collective social capital based on the main agency. Weak COFAMIs (e.g. Preiļi) fail to 
integrate individual and collective networks, whereas successful initiatives manage 
to co-ordinate the diversity of actors: large-scale farmers, small producers, traders, 
advisors (in the case of LATRAPS case); or farmers, environmentalists, consultants 
(TBK). In the case of TBK, the social capital of heterogeneous actors was bound to-
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gether with cultural capital (values of the locality, tradition). This helped to access 
economic capital (loans, investment) and consolidated production by means of sym-
bolic capital (the TBK regional label and trademark). Without intangible (invisible) 
forms of capital, economic capital would not have achieved its most efficient use. In 
the LATRAPS case, the use of individual and organizational networks allowed the 
streaming of effective market, organizational and lobbying strategies. The co-opera-
tive made use of the situation on the agricultural market, where demand for energy 
crops had been increasing, as well as the availability of EU and national policy sup-
port. By contrast, in the Preiļi case the weak mobilization of social capital led to a 
gradual decline of collective marketing.

From Social Capital to Governance of Markets
As has been shown by the case-studies, as well as by other research (Kanemasu et 
al., 2008), social capital works both as the ‘trigger’ for and ‘cement’ of economic 
activity. It helps to create new market niches and supply chains by converting so-
cial networks into economic ties. The LATRAPS and ASF initiatives were successful 
in developing co-operation along the whole food supply chain – including suppli-
ers, wholesalers, retailers, knowledge institutions, banks – as well as policy institu-
tions and national and international partners. In the Preiļi case, where bonding and 
bridging social capital were not fully mobilized due to farmers’ conflicting interests, 
economic constraints (small-scale farming), the absence of co-operation skills, and 
the rupture between individual and collective social capital resulted in co-opera-
tives with poor economic performance. That, in turn, was reflected in the erosion of 
bonding social capital within the co-operatives (loosening of the organization, de-
crease in membership). On the other hand, some sort of individual social capital (in 
Bourdieu’s understanding) is needed in marketing with the aim to reconvert ‘wealth 
in contacts’ into economic benefits for the farmers. The relation between collective 
and individual social capital is a sensitive issue in the daily operation of COFAMIs; 
it requires a careful balancing of individual and collective interests, the fulfilment of 
obligations and a professional management.

Overcoming Distrust and Path Dependency of Farmers’ Disorganization
Kabele (2005) outlines the rebuilding of collectivity in countries with an interrupted 
tradition of co-operation. Also the COFAMI study shows that a socialist legacy of 
co-operation ‘enacted’ in a top-down manner still reproduces negative attitudes to-
wards co-operation. As there is still knowledge about pre-collectivization, a histori-
cal context of this kind ‘locks’ farmers into two social constructions of collectivity 
that are narrated and explained differently: from neglecting and criticizing any form 
of COFAMI (radical liberal rhetoric) to hagiographic attitudes (extreme communist 
sentiments). A number of studies conducted in Eastern European countries (Chloup-
ková and Bjørnskov, 2000; Galbreath and Rose, 2008) have dealt with the situation 
of social capital in post-socialism, drawing conclusions about low levels of trust and 
the prevalence of individualistic strategies and difficulties in establishing norms of 
co-operation at the micro level.

At the same time, there is a widespread system of mutual help and informal co-
operation inherited from the times of deficit economy. The historical path depend-
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ency of COFAMIs is influenced both by the socialist trauma of enforced collectivi-
sation and the post-socialist trauma of privatization, which has been perceived by 
many farmers as the immoral appropriation of the means of production or ‘honest 
robbery’ (Nikula, 2000). After 1989, a manifestation of strong individualistic tenden-
cies in political and economic discourse was obvious in all countries of the former 
Communist block and farmers were not interested in joining collective marketing. 
Especially private farmers (Hudečková and Lošťák, 1997) considered this kind of 
collective action as something opposing their individual freedom. From the new 
millennium onwards, farmers have begun to consider COFAMIs in more positive 
ways, referring to the history of pre-collectivization and contemporary Western ex-
periences of COFAMIs. The dynamics of COFAMIs is influenced also by other civil 
society movements, such as environmental NGOs, as is demonstrated by TBK case.

The Role of Learning
In CEE countries there is possibly a stronger need than elsewhere to rebuild learning 
and policy networks, which have disappeared or are not suited for the development 
of new marketing approaches. For example, the lack of sufficiently strong local and 
regional government structures inhibits the development of territorial approaches 
and an over-estimation of the productivist role of agriculture inhibits the develop-
ment of multifunctional COFAMIs. Social capital therefore serves also to mobilize 
the knowledge necessary for the operation of COFAMIs. This concerns both techni-
cal and ‘soft’ knowledge. Often co-operation implies new experiences for farmers 
and they have to acquire co-operation skills and principles.

As the cases show, social capital as trustful relations between farmers and other 
agents provide a good basis for this. Social capital facilitates also the accumulation 
and transfer of technical knowledge. In the ASF case, the inherited knowledge of 
grape cultivation and the work ethic transmitted over centuries were significant pre-
conditions for its success. In a situation where there is insufficient internal knowl-
edge, social capital as bridging bonds has provided access to external knowledge. 
LATRAPS and TBK have used the knowledge and experience of similar foreign ini-
tiatives. Access to external knowledge sources might be crucial as COFAMIs often 
operate in innovative fields and existing technical support can be inappropriate.

Advisory services often cannot provide adequate support for innovative, alterna-
tive initiatives. For example, in the LATRAPS case there was no remarkable support 
available from the advisory service. In order to fill the knowledge gap, the co-oper-
ative created its own knowledge network consisting of some local, but mainly for-
eign scientific institutions, which, according to the co-operative, could provide more 
up-to-date knowledge. Gradually the co-operative itself accumulated a consider-
able knowledge stock by carrying out field experiments and engaging competent 
experts. Dissemination of knowledge and popularizing rape production within the 
farming community is incorporated a part of the co-operative’s up-scaling strategy. 
This shows the reciprocal effect of knowledge processes on social capital building.

Building Policy Networks
The role of bridging and linking social capital has been visible as means of develop-
ing the policy networks of COFAMIs – those ‘bridges’ to institutional and policy 
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partners that are necessary to mobilize support. The studied successful COFAMIs 
(ASF and LATRAPS) are rich in such networks. The members and leaders have used 
both their personal and the co-operatives’ organizational contacts to promote the 
interests of the COFAMI in policy institutions, to gain access to state subsidies, ob-
tain guarantees for bank loans, lobbying decisions regarding distribution of subsi-
dies, etc. Small COFAMIs such as Preiļi and TBK have been weaker in transforming 
their social networks into policy networks – probably with the exception of local 
level – yet were able to attract scarce financing for developing facilities for collective 
marketing.

EU and national policies give incentives and support to farmers’ collective ac-
tions, but it is mainly large-scale farms that are able to establish successful initiatives 
in order to compete with multinational enterprises. The national policy and legal 
framework of CEE countries before EU entry was only formally supportive for CO-
FAMIs, and financial support for producers’ co-operatives was only introduced after 
EU accession. On the other hand, the establishment of food hygiene standards and 
other regulations (by the EU, the national state or by retailers) pose greater difficul-
ties for smaller initiatives to fulfil their requirements.

In order to influence unfavourable policy frameworks, COFAMI’s representatives 
are actively involved in policy and professional networks to lobby for their interests. 
Correspondence to policy objectives has permitted some COFAMIs to attract certain 
financial support from national and EU funds, as well as to gain broader social le-
gitimation. COFAMIs in CEE countries have prepared several policy proposals and 
collaborated with professional organizations to strengthen their negotiating position 
with policy-makers. Social capital in terms of getting successful political actions and 
lobbying done needs continuous attention and care from co-operative members in 
order to consolidate collective economic activity and social cohesion.

The main lesson that can be learnt from COFAMIs in the specific context of CEE 
countries concerns the relevance of social capital. Bonding and bridging, as well as 
individual and collective, social capital play a key role in rebuilding farmers’ col-
lectivity and in combination with other forms of (economic, human, cultural) capi-
tal help farmers to convert social organization into common economic activity. By 
building new collective organizations farmers can develop new supply chains and 
marketing channels, adjust to economic difficulties (market squeeze), and over-
come the cultural constraints (distrust in co-operation) characteristic of post-social-
ist countries. The synergy between social capital and collective marketing in suc-
cessful COFAMIs – such as ASF, LATRAPS and TBK – depends on the continuous 
self-organization and management of co-operatives regardless of their (traditional, 
multifunctional or territorial) type. To use the potential of COFAMIs for sustainable 
agriculture and rural development favourable policies at the EU and national levels 
are needed. There is a need for institutional willingness to create ‘protected spaces’ 
for small, innovative COFAMIs that enter unconventional segments of the agri-food 
economy, like organic production, agri-tourism, quality products, and locality-based 
services.

Notes
1. The research for this article was realised as part of the project ‘Encouraging Collective Farmers Mar-

keting Initiatives’ (COFAMI) from 2005 to 2008 and funded by the European Commission under the 
6th Research Framework Programme (SSPE-CT-2005-006541). The COFAMI project looked into experi-
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ences and policies related to collective farmers marketing initiatives in 10 countries (Austria, Czech 
Republic, Denmark, France, Germany, Hungary, Italy, Netherlands, Latvia and Switzerland) in order 
to obtain an overview of the development and dynamics of such initiatives across Europe.

2. In Hungary, these were the Credit Union and Consuming and Marketing Co-operative, both working 
till 1945 under the aegis of the landed aristocracy-led movement, the Hungarian Farmers’ Association. 
In Latvia, the first prototypes of co-operatives were set up by the German nobility (the biggest land 
owners) and the Latvian farmers in the form of agricultural societies and savings-and-loan societies.

3. For instance, in 1929 there were 10 512 farmers’ co-operatives in Czechoslovakia (Boučková, 2001). In 
Latvia by this year, 592 credit unions and 455 dairy co-operatives were established (Kučinskis 2004). 
In Hungary by the year 1940, there were 2,000 credit unions with more than 300 000 members; 700 000 
farmers were united in the ‘Ant’ Consuming and Marketing Co-operative, which operated 30 canner-
ies, 20 industrial factories and 400 shops all over the country (Gunst, 1998).

4. By the early 1980s, half of Hungarian agricultural co-operatives’ income originated from non-agricul-
tural activities (Harcsa et al., l998).

5. Agricultural production was double-sided with an important segment of individual production on 
household plots. For instance, household production in the dairy sector in Latvia reached 25%, 15% in 
the meat sector, and up to 40% of total production in vegetables. 

6. For part of the Czech research, the grant ‘Resource Economics of Czech Agriculture and their Efficient 
Use in the Frame of Multifunctional Agri-food Systems’ (No. 6046070906) was received from the Czech 
Ministry of Education, Youth and Sports.

7. In 2002, 35% of total Hungarian food and vegetable production was taking place in such integrated 
co-operatives (Tátrai, 2003).

8. There were 93 producer marketing organisations and 252 producer groups in Hungary in 2005 and 662 
supplying and marketing co-operatives in 2006 (Dorgai et al., 2006).
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Abstract. This study aims at uncovering how social capital at micro and macro 
levels contributes to the success of farmers’ co-operation and how imbalances be-
tween the different forms of social capital can hamper collective action among 
farmers. Using a case-study approach, we analyse two collective farmers market-
ing initiatives from Austria and Hungary, which have emerged in very diverse 
political and social environments and followed different development paths. Dif-
ferences in the performance of these organizations can be partly traced back to 
variations in the contextual environment. However, the empirical data suggest 
that social capital plays an important role as well, since it is crucial for mobilizing 
the initial set of different forms of other capitals like natural, physical, financial 
and human capitals. The aim of this article is to understand the dynamics and 
impacts of different configurations of social capital and its contribution to the 
economic success of collective initiatives. Based on the empirical findings collec-
tive farmers marketing initiatives can deduct ways to consciously appraise and 
invest in social capital.

Introduction
Natural conditions, markets, social structures, institutional and political frameworks, 
together with the available capital assets to respond to these external framework 
conditions, constitute limiting and enabling factors for the development of collective 
farmers marketing initiatives (COFAMIs) and define their choice of strategies. Dur-
ing the process of development, configuration, and reconfiguration in the different 
lifecycle stages, the availability of the different forms of capital assets determines 
the ability to deal with changes, to react on trends, and manage processes of adapta-
tion to changing environments. Commonly five different forms of capital assets are 
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distinguished (Goodwin, 2003) namely financial capital, natural capital, physical (or 
built) capital, human capital and social capital. The results of the COFAMI project1 
suggest that, within these, social capital has a special role as it enables to mobilize 
other forms of capital. To shed light on the contribution of social capital to the suc-
cess of collective farmers marketing initiatives, this article presents a comparison of 
two case-studies focusing on how different configurations of bridging, bonding and 
linking social capital affect the success of COFAMIs.

The concept of social capital is widely used and the various definitions have pro-
liferated in scientific literature during recent years. Despite the criticism often posed 
to social capital research concerning the heterogeneity of the concept and the meth-
odological difficulties to measure it (for instance, see Portes, 2000; Deth, 2003; Schafft 
and Brown, 2003), Portes emphasizes that, ‘as a label of sociability, social capital 
has… a place in theory and research provided that its different sources and effects 
are recognised and that their downsides are examined with equal attention’ (Portes, 
1998, p. 22). Social capital is a widely used concept, also in rural research (for ex-
ample, see Hofferth and Iceland, 1998; Falk and Kilpatrick, 2000; Castle, 2002), and 
there are detailed studies on farmers’ co-operation and social capital (Svendsen and 
Svendsen, 2000; Uphoff and Wijayaratna, 2000; Chloupkova et al., 2003). However, 
most authors relate collective action in agriculture to social capital as a potential 
investment to develop the social relations within a particular community, and do 
not aim to examine the role social capital plays in the economic success of collective 
farmers marketing initiatives. In this study we use the latter approach. We assume 
that different forms of social capital may contribute greatly to the development of 
COFAMIs, but that at the same time ‘social traps’ (Rothstein cited by Svendsen, 
2006) might exist in rural communities that hamper co-operation among farmers. 
Thus, the questions addressed in this article are the following: 1. through which 
mechanisms do different forms of social capital enhance the performance of CO-
FAMIs; and 2. do any forms of social capital limit collective action among farmers?

This article builds upon the empirical material collected and analysed during the 
COFAMI project. For the comparison, we chose two cases by using the method of 
maximum contrast – the Walserstolz case from Austria and the Arany Sárfehér (ASF) 
case from Hungary – which emerged in very diverse political and social environ-
ments and which are in different life-cycle stages. Conscious networking activities, 
as well as unintended effects of social capital (highly determined by the general so-
cio-political context), had considerable impacts on the present performance of both 
cases. Thus, the analysis of how these COFAMIs employ social capital helps us to 
understand better how social capital generally works and how negative effects of so-
cial capital can be overcome by balancing between its different forms. The methods 
used for these case-studies include document analysis, transect walking, semi-struc-
tured interviews and focus groups (Csurgó et al., 2007; Schermer and Rieder, 2007). 
For this comparison a secondary analysis of the case-studies was accomplished, al-
though if required the original interviews were reconsidered and analysed to look 
up important details of the role social capital plays in each initiative.

The article is structured as follows: this introduction is followed by the explana-
tion of the conceptual model we employed in the case-study analysis. The interpre-
tation of social capital as used for the purpose of this article is presented on the basis 
of a literature review of definitions and typologies. The next section briefly presents 
the two case-studies, addressing the occurrence and impact of different forms of 
(bonding, bridging and linking) social capital. In the fourth section, we compare 
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the two cases and analyse the mechanisms through which social capital impacts, ei-
ther positively or negatively, on the performance of COFAMIs. The article concludes 
with some suggestions on how to use social capital to mobilize capital assets (both 
tangible and intangible) within the frame of collective farmers marketing initiatives.

Social Capital and Farmers’ Collective Action: A Conceptual Model
The Definition of Social Capital
One of the first attempts to systemize different definitions of social capital distin-
guishes three interpretations according to the source of social capital: an external 
resource view on social capital, an internal view on characteristics of social capital, 
and a third view which does not emphasize this difference (Adler and Kwon, 2000). 
Theories adopting the external resource view consider social capital ‘a resource lo-
cated in the external linkages of a focal actor’; accordingly, social capital is defined 
by networks of linkages among different actors, the focal actor being one of them. 
The second bunch of interpretations ‘focus on social capital as a characteristic of the 
internal linkages that constitute collective actors and which can give these actors 
cohesiveness and associated benefits’ (Adler and Kwon, 2000, p. 4), emphasizing 
the role of social capital to enable collective actors to reach common goals. In both of 
these interpretations, social norms, reciprocity and trust have an eminent role, while 
the third group of definitions rather focuses on the effects of social capital and does 
not distinguish between external and internal linkages.

Another categorization differentiates between two types of theories: single actor-
oriented and the group-oriented theories, both investigating the positive as well as 
negative effects of social capital (Lin, 2001). According to Lin (2001) actor-oriented 
theories of social capital understand the benefits of networks and relations at indi-
vidual level, while group-oriented theories aim to explain how groups accumulate 
this resource and how their members can benefit from it. Both of the above described 
categorizations suggest that social capital can be understood either as a resource 
developed and owned by individuals or as a common-pool resource that cannot be 
owned individually but which contributes to the prosperity of the individual. Based 
on the above presented theories, we use in our analysis a definition that combines 
the individual and community-based approaches by considering social capital ‘the 
property of individuals, but only by virtue of their membership in a group’ (Szreter 
and Woolcock, 2004, p. 654).

Different Forms of Social Capital
In his early work on social capital, Woolcock (1998) created a theoretically sound 
framework by integrating the earlier micro- and macro-level approaches of social 
capital to systematically explore potential policy implications. He traced back the 
micro level to the studies on ethnic entrepreneurship, which have the individual 
in their focus, and grounded the macro level in comparative institutionalist stud-
ies concentrating on ‘the formal business, political and social organisations of soci-
ety’, by which he generally meant the state institutions and governance structures 
(Woolcock, 1998, p. 198). He divided social capital into two forms: embeddedness 
(tracing the term back to Polányi (1944) and Granovetter (1985) as the inherent social 
determinateness of all economic activity) and autonomy (a set of weak social rela-
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tions often balancing the negative effects of embeddedness). At the micro level, em-
beddedness refers to intra-community relationships based on shared identity and 
solidarity, while autonomy relies on loose networks extending beyond the commu-
nity. At the macro level, embeddedness means state–society interactions (also called 
synergy) – that is, weak ties connecting representatives of formal organizations and 
citizens – and autonomy means institutional capacity and credibility, which refers to 
the institutionalised rules, norms and conventions originated in the Weberian notion 
of formal bureaucracy (Woolcock, 1998).

The distinction between embeddedness and autonomy at the micro level became 
popular later as bonding versus bridging social capital, a terminology that was dis-
seminated by Woolcock and others (Putnam, 2000; Woolcock and Narayan, 2000; 
Woolcock, 2001) but originates from Gittel and Vidal (1998). Bonding social capital 
generally refers to horizontal, face-to-face relationships occurring in homogenous 
groups (like a family or neighbourhood) where members share identities, histories 
and viewpoints. Bridging social capital, on the other hand, links members of more 
distant groups (either horizontally or vertically) through which external resources 
can be mobilized (Woolcock, 2001). The division of inter-community ties according 
to their horizontal or vertical nature resulted in a third category of social capital, 
called linking (or sometimes bracing) capital (Woolcock, 2001; Rydin and Holman, 
2004; Szreter and Woolcock, 2004). In general, linking social capital refers to linkages 
‘between people who are interacting across explicit, formal or institutionalised pow-
er or authority gradients in society’ (Szreter and Woolcock, 2004, p. 655). Through 
the cross-level relationships manifested in linking social capital, power holders can 
be approached and the activities of the poor and powerless can be scaled up.

Concerning the benefits that different forms of social capital provide to individu-
als and communities, much of the literature accepts that bridging and linking social 
capital are essential to mobilize external resources and to earn network-mediated 
gains, while bonding social capital maintains family support and social control 
(Portes, 1998; Woolcock, 1998). Some authors argue also that bonding capital can 
serve as a resource when building bridging social capital (Svendsen, 2006). How-
ever, the negative effects of strong bonding capital can be overwhelming by restrict-
ing individual freedom and access to opportunities, or by creating downward level-
ling norms and excessive claims on group members (Portes, 1998; Leonard, 2004). 
Linking social capital can also lead to undesirable outcomes such as corruption or 
suppression (Szreter and Woolcock, 2004). Negative effects of social capital have 
been described especially in immigrant communities and minorities (Portes and 
Sensenbrenner, 1993), or in transition societies (Chloupkova et al., 2003; Kluvanko-
va-Oravska and Chobotova, 2006; Bodorkós and Kelemen, 2007).

Social Capital in Collective Farmers Marketing Initiatives
The literature presented above offers two theoretically sound options to apply the 
social capital literature to COFAMIs. On the one hand, we can limit the analysis sole-
ly to the organization, and interpret the micro level as linkages between the mem-
bers of the COFAMI and the macro level as the relationship between members and 
the organization itself.2 In this way, trust and coherence among members and good 
links between them resulting in various flexible forms of co-operation would be the 
micro level. At the macro level, the institutional coherence of a COFAMI, e.g. the 
formalization of decision-making processes and the stability of structures, would 
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correspond to the organizational integrity, and synergy is provided by a constant 
flow of information and consultation between the organization and its members. In 
our case, we broaden the scope of the analysis and include the relationships of the 
COFAMI members outside of the organization, both within the local community (as 
the micro level) and towards the power holders (as the macro level). Based on this 
interpretation, Table 1 presents a social capital typology.

The case-studies will mainly focus on bonding, bridging and linking social capi-
tal. Individual trust and loyalty to the COFAMI and the local identity of members 
will be used as indicators to explore the role of bonding social capital. The multi-
tude and nature of networks of members within and beyond the community, as 
well as the reciprocity of relations, will be analysed to discover the importance of 
bridging and linking social capital. Manifestations of macro-level social capital will 
not be analysed comprehensively; we rather use the macro-level approach to better 
understand how the three other forms of social capital work. General trust in the 
case-studies will be analysed and earlier research results (where available) will be 
referred to for this aim.

Case-studies
Walserstolz Cheese
The Walserstolz initiative was established in consequence to the changes of the Aus-
trian dairy market with the country’s accession to the European Union (EU) in 1995 
(Schermer and Rieder, 2007). Today, Walserstolz consists of three co-operative dair-
ies producing cheese (Marul, Sonntag, Thüringerberg) and a large-scale commercial 
enterprise (EMMI Austria), which is their partner for cheese ripening and marketing. 
Alpine summer pasturing is of special importance to the agricultural system. On 21 
of the total of 48 collective alpine summer farms, milk is processed into cheese, some 
of them supply also Walserstolz cheese to the initiative.

All farmers belonging to the initiative are inhabitants of one valley, the Großes 
Walsertal, a tributary of the Rhine valley in the most western province of Austria, 
Vorarlberg. About 150 farms are members of one of the three dairy co-operatives. 
This includes almost all dairy producers of the valley. Farms are relatively small 
with about 15 hectares cultivated agricultural area, an average of 10 cows and 48 000 
kilogram yearly average milk quota. About 50% are part-time farmers. Altogether 
they keep about 2,800 head of cattle. The main objective of the COFAMI is to main-

Embeddedness Autonomy
Macro Synergy

Weak ties connecting representatives of 
formal organisations – the ability of the 
state to ease the operation of COFAMIs 
through the connectivity of policy makers 
and policies.

Organisational integrity
The credibility and capacity of state institu-
tions – the ability of the state to build gen-
eral trust in rules, norms and conventions 
making up the legislative environment of 
COFAMIs. 

Linking/Bracing social capital
The loosely structured vertical relations of members of the COFAMI, which link the 
COFAMI to government officials, decision makers and external financial sources.

Micro Bonding social capital
Embeddedness of the COFAMI into the 
local community through its members.

Bridging social capital
The weak ties members of the COFAMI 
have outside the organisation and the close 
community.

Table 1. Social capital of COFAMIs at the micro and macro level.
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tain a high milk price for the participating farmers by selling a premium product 
directly in the valley and on national and international markets. After the accession 
of Austria to the EU at the beginning of 1995 producer prices had dropped consid-
erably. The forging of a strategic alliance along the supply chain was proposed as a 
means to maintain an acceptable milk price for dairy producers.

The initiative operates a joint maturing cellar. The three co-operative dairies and 
(during summer months) some collective alpine summer farms produce mountain 
cheese, which is brought ‘green’ (unripe) to the collective maturing facility at the 
premises of the market partner. Walserstolz cheese is sold in two stages of maturity: 
eight months old (the traditional one) and 12 months old (the aromatic one). Thus 
far, the farmers receive a 10% higher price for all the milk processed into mountain 
cheese, regardless of the marketing possibilities for Walserstolz.

Walserstolz (the name meaning literally ‘pride of the Walser people’) builds on 
local traditional skills: the Walser people were originally inhabitants of the Wallis 
region in Switzerland, and had been called by their rulers in the late Middle Ages to 
colonize the valley. The Walser people were specialists in dairy farming and cheese-
making. This constitutes the historical roots for the human capital of cheese-makers 
and dairy farmers. In addition, the Große Walsertal is a valley of outstanding natural 
beauty and for this reason has been declared as a UNESCO biosphere reserve. This 
designation happened almost in parallel to the Walserstolz initiative and assisted 
the marketing of cheese by providing a pristine mountain image.

When setting up the initiative, social capital had played a decisive role: the exist-
ing bonding capital among the members of the various village dairies and the level 
of trust in their leaders was a necessary precondition. Village co-operative dairies 
used to be the focal point for farmers’ identification and usually the pride of each 
co-operative was to pay a higher milk price than the neighbouring one. At the time 
of EU accession, new and younger functionaries had been elected in some co-oper-
atives. The farmers expected from them to find a solution to their problem with de-
clining product prices. A local farmer, who was at the same time a regional politician 
holding a multitude of functions, acted as integrating figure for the establishment of 
the initiative. He brought together the new and energetic functionaries of the then 
seven local dairies and the owner of a cheese marketing firm. These initial stake-
holders worked out the concept together with an administrative official responsible 
for the financial support. A collective maturing cellar was built, and a dairy union 
consisting of all dairies of the valley was established to handle the financial support 
and to arrange the conditions for production and marketing of Walserstolz cheese 
with the marketing partner.

However, after the initial negotiations this dairy union had no further tasks (be-
sides administering the subsidies for the collective maturing cellar) and could not 
create a structure for farmers’ identification. The functionaries (chairmen and direc-
tors) of the different dairies concentrated on their own co-operative and delegated 
all other responsibilities to the chairperson of the dairy union. This function was 
filled again by the initiating local farmer politician. He achieved mobilizing suffi-
cient subsidies, so that the farmers did not have to invest their own money into the 
collective maturing cellar. As no personal commitment of the individual members 
was required, local farmers retained a strong relationship to the primary dairy co-
operative, but they did not develop a sense of membership to the collective market-
ing by means of the dairy union. Thus, bonding social capital remained on the level 
of the primary co-operative.
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During the last 10 years, the initially seven village dairy co-operatives had de-
clined to three. The co-operative of Marul has remained a small village dairy, pro-
ducing organic cheese only and acting quite independent. This dairy tries to sell as 
much of the cheese directly and uses the Walsterstolz initiative only for marketing 
the remainder. The co-operatives of Thüringerberg and Sonntag followed a growth 
strategy and took farmers of the dairies that had stopped business as new members 
on board. This new member structure reduced the bonding social capital of the for-
mer closely knit relations within the co-operatives.

When Thüringerberg signed a contract with a milk buyer from outside the re-
gion, underlying conflicts of interests within the initiative emerged. The two dairies 
started to compete for the local milk supply, especially concerning organic milk. The 
milk buyer, besides processing part of the milk into Walserstolz cheese, transfers 
organic milk to his second dairy outside of the valley. He pays a higher price for 
organic milk, while the other dairy is not collecting organic milk separately and 
thus does not pay a price premium. The decreased bonding social capital within 
the co-operatives motivated some organic producers to switch membership, which 
increased the tensions between the two dairies. Another point of dispute became 
the ownership of the brand, which lies with the marketing partner. Some think this 
assists to maintain quality discipline, as grading and branding of the cheese is not 
done by the co-operatives themselves. Others, especially the milk buyer, argue that 
this increases the dependency of the dairies on the marketing partner.

The initiative has been quite successful in terms of market performance. The 
market partner was originally a family owned entrepreneur, who merged into the 
national branch of an international enterprise specialized in dairy products. Wal-
serstolz is the show case of the enterprise with growing sales nationally and inter-
nationally. Walserstolz serves also as the flagship project for the biosphere reserve, 
despite their internal problems. High synergy at the macro level is documented by 
the fact that again for a new investment currently the maximum possible subsidy is 
offered. However, this time also a contribution of the farmers will be necessary.

Thus far, the local politician, who had been instrumental in founding the initia-
tive, managed to mediate between the diverging interests of the local dairies. He 
was not only the central figure in founding the initiative, but also in setting up the 
biosphere reserve. Until today he acts as the mayor of one of the municipalities of the 
valley, is the head of the regional planning association, the head of the dairy asso-
ciation as well as a member of the regional parliament and agricultural spokesman 
for the ruling conservative party. This multitude of functions provided the linking 
social capital necessary to mobilize high levels of external financial support.

The main problem appears to be that a strong co-ordinating governance struc-
ture along the entire supply chain has not been established yet. The dairy union re-
mained a weak structure on paper and the co-operation between the functionaries of 
the primary dairies remained low. The bridging and linking social capital is still tied 
to one central person and was not institutionalized. It is doubtful whether this leader 
will succeed to maintain a balance between the individual interests of the dairy co-
operatives and the cheese trader, and the overall goals of the initiative.

Arany Sárfehér Co-operative
The Arany Sárfehér Grape and Wine Producers’ Co-operative (ASF) was established 
in 2003 by 154 farmers in order to join forces and help farmers to produce and mar-
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ket their products (Csurgó et al., 2007). In 2007, the co-operative had 546 members 
with a cultivated area of 1,211 hectares. Members are mainly small-scale farmers but 
some family enterprises joined as well. The heterogeneity of the membership is well 
indicated by the farm size, which varies between 0.3 and 130 hectares, with an aver-
age of 1 hectare. Members are mostly part-time farmers, who only produce the grape 
but do not process it, although some bigger farmers have their own cellars to make 
wine from the produced grape. The membership shows a continuous growth from 
the establishment of the initiative. Most of the farmers are from Izsák, a small town 
150 km from the capital city (more than 50% of the vine-growers in Izsák joined the 
co-operative), but the COFAMI covers geographically 19 neighbouring settlements 
of the Hungarian Great Plain, within a radius of 20 km.

Building on the local traditions of viticulture, the overall aim of the initiative was 
to maintain the role of viticulture in the local employment through enhancing its 
profitability. Initially, the most important goal was to hold together farmers3 in order 
to achieve higher prices for the grapes produced in the region – as the chairman said: 
‘A thought came then that we should try to unite those people who still have confi-
dence in agriculture and horticulture, which was reinforced by the state’s regulation 
about subsidizing producers’ groups’. This main goal is accompanied by a number 
of activities in order to motivate farmers to join the co-operative. Thus, the COFAMI 
supports farmers in the input markets, provides professional consulting and ad-
ministrative assistance, and offers farming services such as mechanic harvesting, 
forecasting systems and collective processing and marketing.

The most important products of the COFAMI are grapes and semi-processed 
products, as well as end-products such as quality wine, champagne and fruit juic-
es. However, the co-operative itself only sells grapes and semi-processed products, 
while the end-products are produced by HELIBOR, a champagne factory owned 
by three producers’ groups (among them the ASF Co-op). In 2006, member farmers 
produced 5,600 tons of grape, from which 2,000 tons was processed in the own cel-
lars of the co-operative. The net average price of grapes was 50% higher (0.23 €/kg) 
than in 2004 and 2005.

Bonding social capital is one of the most important forms of social capital em-
ployed by ASF as it contributes to the high appreciation of farming and enhances the 
responsibility and solidarity felt towards the co-operative, thereby lowering trans-
action costs. The main manifestations of the bonding relationships are intense face-
to-face relationships enmeshing the whole local community, local norms on helping 
each other and accepting the success of others without envy, and personal trust to-
wards the leader and the staff of the COFAMI. At first sight, the roots of these bonds 
are twofold. On the one hand, group solidarity stems from the socialist times when 
passive resistance and cheating held together the members of the co-operative. 
This is a common behaviour of marginalized groups against the dominating forces 
(Chloupkova et al., 2003; Kluvankova-Oravska and Chobotova, 2006). On the other 
hand, the role viticulture has played traditionally in local livelihoods is decisive. 
As viticulture has spread and is now one of the most important income sources for 
locals, it became part of their identity: a highly esteemed activity and a ground for 
common activities and interests.

Although locals had both positive and negative experiences with socialist-type 
co-operatives, members of the COFAMI mainly mentioned their advantages during 
the interviews. They experienced that the productivity of the plantations cannot be 
maintained individually, because of the problems of plant protection and harvest-
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ing. The negative consequences of independence and the presence of a leading and 
trustworthy person have encouraged collective action. However, if we analyse the 
mutual trust between the leader and the membership more deeply, we find it is the 
result of a complex system of interests. As the leader has worked for three decades 
to flourish the viticultural sector in the region (which is one of the main goals of the 
COFAMI), the success of the COFAMI means a personal mission for him. At the 
same time, the members have interest to authorize the leader because he has the 
experience and knowledge to manage the COFAMI.

Personal interactions have become less dense by geographical distances, both 
between ASF members and members of other partner organizations, and between 
members and non-members. This decline of bridging social capital is also indicated 
by the fact that members living in more distant villages meet less frequently and 
rarely help each other in seasonal works on a reciprocal basis compared to those who 
live in the central settlement. Weak bridging capital of the members is counterbal-
anced by the dense personal network of the leader, who is chairman or elected mem-
ber in several regional and national professional associations. During his activity he 
constantly widened and deepened his personal network and used it to strengthen 
the initiative. In spite of his strong and dense network, the bridging social capital of 
ASF is rather low as it has no other sources yet. This strongly focused nature of the 
external network may partly be traced back to the early life-cycle stage of the initia-
tive. In the long term, however, bridging social capital will probably increase due to 
the ASF’s good reputation in professional and policy circles which contributes to the 
widening of its horizontal network.

Linking social capital is very high in the analysed case, as is shown by several 
accomplishments: the initiative successfully mobilized available state subsidies, it 
managed to register the local grape variety as protected origin product, and the ag-
ricultural minister took part at one of the local events. Furthermore, the national 
government provided a guarantee for the loans covering the costs of acquiring the 
local champagne factory – without these processing capacities the ASF would not be 
able to sell its products in the long term. The ASF is strongly supported by the local 
mayor too, who offered the COFAMI his personal connections to several influential 
decision-makers and investors. The leader of the initiative is well connected to the 
mayor and, during the last years’ activities, he developed further his political net-
work; these connections create a basis for strengthening linking social capital. The 
influential relations of these two actors are a major source of the present success of 
ASF.

Low synergy is manifested by the fact that, although the COFAMI gained sub-
sidy to buy the local processing company, privatization of the sector resulted in the 
market dominance of one huge multinational company. Also the subsidy system 
generates confusion: on the one hand, farmers can obtain subsidy for terminating 
viticulture, but in certain cases also new plantations are subsidised. The government 
policy on agriculture and food industry is not transparent and local stakeholders do 
not trust the central governments’ institutions. These factors limit the market oppor-
tunities of ASF and lower the farmers’ motivation to produce grapes.

Although the financial resources and market position obtained so far by the ini-
tiative are still quite weak, the human, physical and even the social capital assets of 
the ASF augmented significantly. This makes it promising to remain successful in 
the future as well.4 The COFAMI gained financial support using its linking social 
capital, which enabled it to increase it physical capital (processing facilities). The 
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huge grants and the quick market penetration made the initiative attractive, not only 
for producers and consumers, but also for professionals, with interest to work for 
the co-operative. Thus social capital – the strong bridging and linking social capital 
of the leader and the bonding social capital within the community – resulted in the 
continuous increase of financial, physical and human capital.

Discussion
In spite of the contrasting socio-economic and political-institutional environment, 
which to a great extent determines the strategy of the two COFAMIs, we can find in-
teresting similarities between the cases concerning the presence of different forms of 
social capital and how these are employed. In both cases, the agricultural activity is a 
constitutive part of local identity; the farming activity is based on ecologically sound 
production methods, which have a long tradition in the region. Ecological circum-
stances determine the choice of a certain type of agriculture, which in turn shapes 
the landscape in both regions. In the case of Walserstolz, dairy farming has almost 
500 years of tradition, while in the case of ASF the traditions of viticulture go back to 
the nineteenth century. Due to the long history of the specific mode of production in 
each of the two cases, locals have inherited deep ecological and agricultural knowl-
edge from their ancestors contributing to a high level of human capital in both cases. 
Furthermore, farming has become an important part of the local identity in both case 
study areas, and serves as a basis for strong bonding relations.

Another similarity is the role of personal trust in both initiatives. In both CO-
FAMIs, the present leader had a crucial role in the establishment of the initiative, 
and the members demonstrated trust in them not only as the leader of the initiative 
but also as member of their local community. Both leaders had already proven that 
they were able to support the goals of their communities at (inter)national level: the 
leader of ASF had played a key role in acknowledging the local grape variety as pro-
tected origin grape, while the Walserstolz leader had a similar role in establishing 
the UNESCO biosphere reserve. In both cases, the cultural and economic relevance 
of agricultural activities led to strong local community ties, which is the source of 
high bonding social capital. The leaders are well-known and respected members of 
the community; the trust stemming from their local embeddedness also strengthens 
bonding social capital.

There are, however, also important differences between the two cases concerning 
bonding social capital. In ASF bonding social capital was pre-existing due to the col-
lective history of passive resistance in socialist times. In the Austrian case, bonding 
relations were confined to the primary village co-operative and Walserstolz failed to 
transform it to the level of the initiative. Whilst in the Hungarian case the members 
themselves had to contribute financially to the investments of the COFAMI, in the 
Austrian case investments were financed entirely by subsidies. This resulted in a 
high commitment of the members toward the ASF, while the commitment to the 
collective initiative remained rather low in the case of Walserstolz. Bonding social 
capital appears to be one of the preconditions for identification with the initiative 
and, in the end, also with the product of the COFAMI. This is a crucial prerequisite 
for long-term economic success.

Bridging social capital is rather low in both cases. In the ASF initiative it is a re-
sult of limited personal interactions between non-members and members, as well 
as between ASF members and members of partner organizations. Within the Wal-
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serstolz initiative, the dispute over brand ownership and a rivalry for milk supply 
encourages each dairy to build its own (sometimes even competing) bridging net-
works to non-members and partner organizations. In both cases, low bridging social 
capital of members is counterbalanced by the dense personal network of leaders. 
In the Hungarian case, the leader has strong personal relationships to professional 
organisations, while the mayor supports the COFAMI by sharing his dense political 
network with the leader. This enabled ASF to link the intentions of the Ministry of  
Agriculture to support farmers in developing their own processing facilities with the 
strategic decision to buy up the local champagne factory in partnership with similar 
organisations. Thus ASF – as one of the owners of the first co-operative champagne 
factory – became a flagship in Hungary. In the Walserstolz case, the leader is head of 
the regional planning association. Within the valley he coordinates the mayors of the 
different municipalities and the biosphere reserve as the focal point of reference for 
regional development. In this context, he places the Walserstolz initiative as a posi-
tive example for communicating the entire region to the outside. Thus, he ensures 
local support as well as regional support for the goals of the initiative, both in mate-
rial and immaterial terms. The horizontal and especially the vertical networks of the 
leaders – the bridging and linking social capital bounded to one or a few persons – in 
both cases were mainly used to mobilize maximum financial support from regional 
and national institutions.

Concerning the macro level, we can find considerable differences in the impact of 
social capital. In Austria trust into governmental institutions is generally quite high 
and uncertainty towards future prospects are to a large extend connected to the EU’s 
decision to abolish milk quota systems in the near future. So far, against this back-
ground government institutions on a national and regional scale have supported the 
emergence and development of innovative COFAMIs.

In Hungary, however, trust in politicians in general is very low as is the case with 
the appreciation of local authorities or state institutions (the police or the jurisdic-
tion; see Péterfi, 2008). Central decisions on the privatization of Hungarian process-
ing capacities and confusions around the subsidy system increases the uncertainty 
of farming and makes farmers feel to be exposed to non-professional central deci-
sion-makers. In the case-study area, the privatization of the champagne sector as 
well as previous changes in the ownership of the local champagne factory were not 
transparent to stakeholders, who had almost no possibilities to influence the pro-
cess. As a result of these uncertainties, organizational integrity and the trust toward 
state institutions remains very low. Mainly the good relations of the leader allowed 
ASF to survive under such adverse macro-level conditions.

Table 2 provides an overview over the configurations of social capital in both 
initiatives. The two cases show how linking social capital impacts on the economic 
success of the initiatives. It is decisive for the mobilization of initial financial capital 
from government sources. In the Hungarian case, a government guarantee for the 
loans made it possible for ASF to buy the champagne factory, in Austria public mon-
ey financed the collective maturing cellar. Both cases of financial support would not 
have been possible without linking social capital, and in both cases this support was 
necessary to enable the first stages of development of the initiative. Obviously, as is 
emphasized by stakeholders in both cases, in a mature phase the initiative needs to 
run without subsidies.

The cases also show the downside of personalized linking social capital. In both 
initiatives, members trust their leaders to a high extent. They were not only the 
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founders, but are still the driving forces for the present development of the initia-
tives. On the one hand, they manage everyday issues; on the other, they dispose over 
the necessary linking social capital to represent the COFAMI’s interests at the macro 
level. The leaders have the knowledge to manage the co-operative, which makes it 
difficult to replace them at the local level. Their personal relationships are able to 
counterbalance deficiencies of the social capital configuration of the initiative as a 
whole. For instance, in the Austrian case the leader so far was able to pacify internal 
rivalries to a considerable extent. In the case of ASF, the leader used his linking ties 
to counterbalances the low synergy and organizational integrity. This continued de-
pendency on their leaders makes the initiatives rather vulnerable for their future de-
velopment, and in the long run through the institutionalization of capacities needs 
to be transformed into a professionalised organizational structure.

In the Austrian case, it is not likely that one person will be able to balance the 
diverging interests of different dairies in the long run. A new organizational set-
up with a governance structure including all relevant actor groups will be needed 
to transform personal relationships into a collective asset. In the Hungarian case, 
the intensification of professional relationships helps to make bridging capital more 
collectively owned. Nevertheless, it still seems unavoidable to increasingly share 
responsibilities within the management staff.

Table 2. Comparison of social capital in the ASF and Walserstolz initiatives.
Form of Social 
Capital

Arany Sárfehér (ASF) Walserstolz
Manifestation Level Manifestation Level

Bonding Intense face-to-face relation-
ships; local norms on help-
ing each other; tolerating the 
success of others without envy, 
personal trust.

High Intense face-to-face relation-
ships; personal trust on the 
level of primary dairy co-
operatives, but low on the level 
of the initiative due to conflicts 
of interests within the initiative 
(dispute over brand ownership 
rivalry for organic milk).

High, 
but 
de-
creas-
ing   
Low

Bridging Weak personal relations with 
other initiatives. Other whole-
salers also aim to buy up the 
vine. Relations tied to personal 
network of the leader.

Low

High

Every dairy builds up its own 
network.  Relations of the 
initiative tied to the personal 
network of the leader. 

Low

High

Linking Connected to the leader of 
the initiative ASF received 
state subsidies. Ministry for 
Agriculture took part at one of 
the local events.  It also gave a 
guarantee for the loans cover-
ing the costs of buying up the 
local champagne factory. ASF is 
strongly supported by the local 
mayor.

High Multitude of relations to insti-
tutional level, but tied to the 
leader. He  is the head of the 
regional planning association, a 
member of the regional parlia-
ment, agricultural spokesman 
of the ruling conservative 
party, and president of the 
Biosphere Reserve which uses 
the initiative  as the flagship 
project 

High

Synergy Privatisation of wine-sector 
resulted in market dominance 
of one multinational company.  
Subsidy system results in 
confusion.

Very 
low

Subsidies for COFAMIs are 
provided. Positive climate for 
COFAMIs in general. 

High

Organisational 
integrity

In general trust in government 
institutions is rather low. Deci-
sion making processes are not 
transparent for local people, 
thus they are more likely to 
think that bribery makes the 
system function than to trust in 
institutions. 

Very 
low

In general trust in government 
institutions is high, especially 
in the agricultural sector. Rela-
tions to regional administrative 
personnel are good. However, 
uncertainty over future options 
when milk quota are abolished 
by EU legislation.

High
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Similarly, changes on the macro level of social capital are needed to reduce the de-
pendency on personal relations of leaders. Especially the Hungarian case shows that 
the uncertain policy changes and the lack of general trust towards decision-makers 
makes linking social capital a crucial success factor. But where macro-level social 
capital is low, the intensive use of linking social capital reduces transparency within 
the COFAMI, and reinforces the position of those having valuable links to policy-
makers – finally, making the initiative more exposed. The comparison of both cases, 
however, suggests that with the increase of organizational integrity the relevance of 
linking social capital diminishes. Similarly, if personal relations between members 
of the initiative and other actors become denser and bridging capital increases, the 
linking social capital of leaders will become less important. Both changes stabilize 
the initiative, as they make it easier to replace the leader, if needed.

Conclusions

The results of the case-study analysis demonstrate two main points. First, social cap-
ital has a significant impact on the economic success of collective marketing initia-
tives by improving the mobilization of financial, physical and human capital assets. 
Second, different negative aspects of social capital are the result of an unbalanced 
composition of social capital, which may result in so called ‘social traps’ (Rothstein, 
cited by Svendsen, 2006). Three possible configurations of unbalanced social capital 
assets can be distinguished. The first is a lack of balance between the different types 
of social capital – e.g. between bonding and bridging (as in the case of Walserstolz) 
or between bridging and linking social capital (as in the case of ASF) – which may 
lead to internal conflicts and marginalization of certain actor groups. Another set 
of problems arises if there is no balance between the macro and the micro levels of 
social capital – as in the Hungarian case – which may result in an excessive role for 
linking social capital and a reduction of the transparency within the organization. 
Finally, social capital may be distributed unequally between different actor groups 
– e.g. between members and their leaders – which makes the initiative highly de-
pendent on the leading person and raises its vulnerability. These examples indicate 
that, while high levels of one type of social capital may compensate other types in 
the short run, such imbalances may be detrimental for the long-term development 
of an initiative.

Special attention has to be given to the concentration of social relations with lead-
ing persons. Their power status makes them indispensable for the initiative. This 
might result in a twofold problem. First, the leaders cannot be replaced easily in case 
of emergency; all relations are fixed to the person and lost if the leader drops out 
(e.g. in case of an accident). Second, persons who remain too long in power tend to 
develop blinders, which reduces their ability to adapt to changing framework condi-
tions fast enough. A conscious formalization of the organizational set-up and a good 
sharing of responsibilities may avoid such problems.

Notes
1. The research for this article was conducted as part of the project ‘Encouraging Collective Farmers Mar-

keting Initiatives’ (COFAMI) from 2005 to 2008 and funded by the European Commission under the 
6th Research Framework Programme (SSPE-CT-2005-006541). The COFAMI project looked into experi-
ences and policies related to collective farmers marketing initiatives in 10 countries (Austria, Czech 
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Republic, Denmark, France, Germany, Hungary, Italy, Netherlands, Latvia and Switzerland) in order 
to obtain an overview of the development and dynamics of such initiatives across Europe.

2. The interpretation of the macro level by Woolcock (1998) justifies this approach, since he defines the 
macro level rather as meso, i.e. the formal business, political, and social organizations of society.

3. Before the COFAMI was established, there used to be five individual contractors in the surrounding 
villages who bought up and processed the grapes. These contractors acted in the market as an oli-
gopoly, they together decided on the price and the terms of the contracts. Thus farmers did not have 
any opportunity to sell their products with better conditions, only if they joined forces and tried to 
influence the price by retaining sales or process and market the products themselves. 

4. Since drafting this paper, the vertical embeddedness of the COFAMI went through considerable chang-
es. As HELIBOR (the champagne factory previously partly owned by the ASF Co-op) went bankrupt 
due to its loans and the ongoing market concentration, local and locally rooted businessmen bought up 
the factory from the co-operatives. Although ASF members can still sell the grapes to the champagne 
factory and the leadership of the organization has not changed, the factory itself has become a business 
enterprise. 
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