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Research highlights 

 

• Develops the role of  consumers/environmental/food movements in transition theory 

• Analyses a structured questionnaire amongst 104 collective food buying groups in Belgium 

• Shows the contribution of hybrid social movement/social enterprise strategies to fostering 

transition 

• Argues in favour of regional network bridging organisations that address these hybrid strategies 

 

Abstract 

Direct consumer-producer partnerships such as community supported agriculture, contract-based 

regional agriculture or solidarity agriculture, have emerged throughout the world as an important 

and fast growing social innovation for promoting more sustainable agri-food systems. Even though 

these niche initiatives seek to bring about social change, this is not necessarily through protest or 

interest-based lobbying, but rather the services they provide are themselves a strategy for social 

change. This papers aims to analyse the governance features of this hybrid non-profit strategy 

through a large comparative case analysis amongst 104 food buying groups in 5 city regions in 

Belgium. The main finding of the analysis is the difference in the governance needs of the social 

movement component of these consumer-producer partnerships (a component which relies to a 

larger extent on social networking with agri-food transition movements, the building of political 

legitimacy and active/inclusive governance processes) and the governance needs of the non-profit 

service component (relying to a larger extent on administrative support, social networking with a 

variety of environmental and social associations and members collaboration on non-profit service 

functions). These results hint to the importance of addressing the needs of both these components in 

the network bridging organisations (regional platforms, umbrella organisations or knowledge hubs) 

that are currently being developed in support of sustainability transition processes.  

 

Key-words: Alternative food networks, social enterprises, network bridging organisations, 

community supported agriculture 
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1 The challenge of social and ecological transition in agri-food 

systems 
 

Together, the provision of agricultural inputs, and the production, packaging, processing, transport, 

and distribution of food, represent 19-29 % of greenhouse gas emissions worldwide (Vermeulen et 

al., 2012); and they exert an important pressure on natural resources, water, nitrogen and 

phosphate, and arable land in particular. Reforming food systems towards greater sustainability is 

therefore essential for a transition towards a low-carbon and resource-efficient society (De Schutter, 

2014). Increasingly broad segments of society demand such a switch, and appear to search for 

alternatives. As a result, the consensus on productivism in the governance of food systems, which 

emerged after the Second World War, has lost much of its appeal and is partly replaced by a variety 

of new approaches and value orientations. Economic efficiency and technological rationalisation 

remain important, but they are accompanied by concerns about nutritional quality, food safety, 

environmental impacts, resource efficiency and equity issues as equally important “organizing 

principles” around which product innovation and new consumption practices evolve (Spaargaren et 

al., 2012).  

 

A key problem for society, however, is that many of the issues involved in the transition towards 

sustainable food systems, such as climate change mitigation and decreasing the ecological 

degradation of agricultural landscapes, involve the production of collective goods, each of which can 

provide benefits at different scales (Perrings, 2012, p. 54). Therefore, it is only when societies can 

organise a legitimate and effective set of collective action strategies at local, regional, national and 

transnational level that a common concern and effective action for these resources can be expected. 

 

Conventional public policy tools based on market incentives, technological innovation policy and 

direct regulation increasingly take into account these new collective concerns. However these 

conventional tools have failed at present to create an in depth transition towards more sustainable 

food systems. In response to this failure, various actors of the food system have set up non-state 

collective action initiatives, which provide collective goods, often in combination with market driven 

and public initiatives. This citizen-led movement for sustainability transitions is reflected in the 

proliferation of various types of non-profit initiatives such as collaborative sharing practices in cities, 

direct consumer-producer partnerships or open source innovation in farmers’ seed networks. In 

support of these initiatives, policy makers and entrepreneurs in various countries have increasingly 

developed new types of governance arrangements, which are based on the fostering of collaborative 

arrangements involving governmental, private for-profit and private non-profit organisations that 

have come to play a key role in the provision of collective goods. Prominent initiatives along these 

lines are support for local food systems, Local Action Groups under the Leader Program of the EU 

Common Agricultural Policy, or innovative product labelling schemes with retailors (Mathijs et al., 

2006).  

 

However, in spite of these new opportunities that emerge from consumer and citizen activism, 

scholars of transition theory have hitherto largely neglected the demand-side factors of transition. As 
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emphasized by Grin, Rotmans and Schot in a self-assessment of the research agenda of transition 

theory, the role of consumers and citizen initiatives in transition is underrated and under-

conceptualized (2010, p. 331; see also UNEP, 2011). For instance, one of the major challenges for 

sustainability transitions is how to trigger internal motivation amongst individuals for sustainability 

practices, rather than only resorting to mechanisms that reinforce extrinsically motivated behaviour 

(e.g. restrictive regulations, pricing policies etc). Another important question is how to transform the 

social practices of individual citizens and consumers (like cooking, driving, etc.) which are co-

constitutive of the socio-technological pathways in which the agri-food system evolve (Spaargaren et 

al., 2006). Further, how to give consumer and citizens an active role in the transformation of these 

social practices, based on their knowledge of the specific contexts of transition (Seyfang and Smith, 

2007)? 

 

To contribute to these research questions, this paper focuses on one prominent case of non-profit 

service providing organisations where consumer involvement plays an important role, which are the 

consumer-producer partnerships in local food networks for sustainable agriculture. Our hypothesis is 

that the success of these initiatives in contributing to the provision of collective goods results from a 

combination of collaborative networking with other non-profit actors – especially through sharing 

resources – and the building of partnerships around a core social norm, which is the solidarity with a 

producer or a selected list of producers. By testing this hypothesis for this specific example of non-

profit enterprise, our goal is to better understand the role of collaborative networking and social 

enterprise in sustainability transitions. 

 

The paper is structured as follows. The second section discusses the emergence of local consumer-

producer partnerships and their possible contribution to sustainability transitions. The third section 

reviews the concept of niche innovations in transition theory and addresses the contribution of social 

innovations to transitions, before applying these concepts to the role of the social enterprises. The 

fourth and fifth sections presents a survey and a comparative analysis of collective food buying 

groups in Belgium, as an important example of consumer-producer partnerships for sustainability. 

The sixth section discusses the results and highlights some policy recommendation that result from 

the analysis.  

2 The contribution of sustainable consumer-producer partnerships 

to transition processes 
While awareness about the global sustainability crisis is growing, there remains a considerable gap 

between that awareness and individual lifestyle choices (UNEP, 2011). In effect, there remains a 

troubling disconnect between the emerging transition initiatives and the broader lifestyle choices of 

the majority of the population.  

To identify the key areas where consumers’ choice can have the highest impact on agri-food 

transition, researchers conducted a life cycle analysis of the key ingredients of typical food portions 

in Finland (Virtanen et al., 2011). The results indicate that the choice of the agricultural production 

methods and the reduction of meat consumption have the highest impact. The choice of agricultural 

production method dominates the climate change impact. Even for imported products this impact 

outweighs by far the role of international transport. Therefore a key area for environmental 

improvements is the choice of the food stuff in function of the production methods in the producing 
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country (domestic or foreign). The second area of important improvement is the increase of the 

share of vegetables in the diet, as compared to meat, especially of vegetables that grow well in the 

local climate.  

Although the precise choice of appropriate production methods is highly context dependent, 

comparative studies confirm the important contribution of change in production methods. For 

instance, a comprehensive meta-analysis published in Nature (Seufert et al., 2012) shows that, 

although organic yields are lower on average (between 5% and 34% depending on the crop), these 

yields are almost equivalent to conventional yields for some crop types and when good organic 

management practices are used. These latter organic crops can make major contributions to 

sustainability, as environmental costs to society, such as chemical pollution to drinking water, death 

of birds and other wildlife, are estimated to be just one-third of those of conventional farming. Of 

course, no single production system alone will produce future global food and ecosystem security. In 

particular, even if the yields per ha between conventional and organic tend to be reasonably similar 

for many crops, the labour costs per unit of production is still higher for organic farming (MacRae et 

al., 2007). Rather, a blend of farming approaches is needed to achieve these goals. Nevertheless, 

organic and low input farming provides multiple sustainability benefits, and Seufert and colleagues' 

findings indicate that it is part of any sustainability strategy for feeding the world. Yet just under 1% 

of agricultural land worldwide is now managed organically (Willer, 2011). Scholars agree that this 

percentage should be much larger in the future (Renagold, 2012). Therefore, the support to 

sustainable agriculture through social innovations by consumer and citizen activism can make an 

important contribution to the sustainability transition.  

Altough less systematic comparative studies are available, some scholars have also analyzed the 

possible role of local food networks in the change in dietary habits of consumers. For instance, single 

case studies show that participation in community gardens and school gardens has a clear positive 

effect on greater fruit and vegetable intake (Alaimo et al. 2008; Litt et al. 2011). Moreover, sourcing 

food locally increases the freshness and overall leads to a greater nutritional content of the food. 

Overall, promotion of sustainably grown products through the involvement of citizens and 

consumers in sustainable local and regional food networks therefore clearly is a fruitful strategy for 

promoting agri-food transition. Early initiatives of Community Supported Agriculture and Collective 

Food Buying groups already developed in Japan, Germany and Switzerland in the 1960s (Schlicht et 

al., 2012). In Japan, in particular, women took the lead and founded Teikeis, which are family-farmer 

partnerships (David-Leroy and Girou 2009; Schwartz 2011). The main motivation for these initiatives 

were environmental concerns, concerns about food quality and an interest in setting up a non-

conventional distribution system based on direct links between producers and consumers. Table 1 

illustrates some of the major local consumer-producer partnerships that have emerged in various 

countries, along with some of the governance and public policy features which characterize these 

initiatives.  

Table 2.1 Consumer-producer partenerships in some selected countries. Additional list of initiatives 

in Schlicht et al., 2012 and at http://urgenci.net/. 

Type Growth (data : September 2015) Kind of policy support 

Japan, Seikatsu (a Over 350.000 members, organised No direct support, but intense networking with 
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cooperative that has grown 

out of the local Teikei) 

through small groups of 7 to 10 

families who collectively plan and 

buy food products directly from the 

farmers and from 32 cooperatives 

distributing other products from 

sustainable sources (Lewis and 

Conaty, 2015, p. 167) 

local authorities in favour of sustainable agri-food 

systems. 

France, AMAP (started in 

2001) 

Between 1,200 and 1,500 AMAPS; 

involves around 50,000 families 

and 200,000 consumers (estimated 

number of farms: 1250, when 

counting 40 families/farmer) 

Subsidies for regional AMAP networks (through 

agricultural policies and social economy policies) 

North America 1700 farms involved in Community 

Supported Agriculture (Groh and 

McFadden, 2004) 

(further review needed) 

 

As can be seen from the broad variety of alternative food networks, the possible role of sustainable 

consumer-producer partnerships cannot be reduced to the environmental benefits alone. Indeed, 

the impact of these partnerships varies strongly from one type of initiative to another and also 

includes other societal benefits such as increased transparency of decisions within the food chain, 

viability of food culture, public health or reduction of packaging and food loss. For instance, a 

comparative case study by European scientific experts, regional stakeholders and practitioners of 

local food networks within five Metropolitan areas in Europe shows that, although on average the 

sustainability performance features of short and regional food chains is better than the conventional 

global long food chains, this is not necessarily true for all type of short and regional food chains. In 

particular, some short and regional food chains address needs and preferences of individual 

consumers, rather than the situation of sustainable food producers or other collective concerns 

(Foodmetres, 2014). 

The experts that coordinated the European study find the best sustainability performance features in 

short and regional food chains with direct consumer-producer interaction, like community supported 

agriculture, collective food buying groups or direct sales on-farm (Foodmetres, 2014: p. 63) (cf. figure 

2.1.). The study also mentions the interest of building Metropolitan Food Clusters, though there is 

only limited practical experience with such clusters. At the current stage of the research, collective 

food buying groups and community supported agriculture therefore seem very promising social 

innovations for contributing to the transition of urgent food systems by offering an economic niche 

that has proven to be attractive to a growing number of consumers, while allowing to experimenting 

and learning from new production, consumption and distribution patterns in a way that is relevant 

for other actors and initiatives within the food chain. According to the EU study, the overall 

sustainability performance of these collective food buying groups is highest if they are situated close 

to the consumers (to increase the transportation efficiency) and support the profitability of the local 

farm (through reducing distribution, packaging costs etc.). 
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Figure 2.1 Sustainable impact assessment of alternative food networks (final results, expert survey N=37 : 

Foodmeters, 2014, p. 32); from left to right: a to g 

Dimensions assessed 

Environmental (in green):  Eco-efficiency in abiotic resource use; Provision of ecological habitats and (agro-) 

biodiversity; Animal protection and welfare; Reduction of transportation distance; Reduction of packaging 

Economic (in blue): Employment along the food chain; Income and profitability for chain actors; Rural viability 

and competiveness; Transportation efficiency; Reduction of food loss and waste 

Social (in yellow):  Food safety and human health; Food quality (freshness, taste, nutritional value); Viability of 

food traditions and culture; Transparency and traceability; Food security (availability and accessibility) 

 

Short chain types (from left to right: a to g) 

a) Urban gardening for self-supply / private consumption  

b) Urban gardening for commercial purposes in the urban setting 

c) Consumer-producer-partnerships: network or association of individual consumers who have decided to 

supporting one or more local farms and/or food producers 

d) Direct selling on farm 

e) Direct selling of products from a farm on the market in the urban area 

f) Sale to regional enterprises like retail or hospitality industry  

g) Metropolitan food clusters (clusters  of producers, transformers, etc. to achieve sustainable food production) 

 

In the current situation where the negative environmental externalities of conventional farming are 

not reflected in the food price, the growth and further development of the collective food buying 

groups however strongly depend on voluntary contributions of citizens and consumers (cf. 

illustration in table 2.2.). Indeed, without the collective action practices of the consumers and 

citizens these products from sustainable farming cannot compete with the products from the 

conventional system, seen the higher labour costs per unit of production as mentioned above. The 

next section therefore first further develops the concept of social enterprise based transition 

movements, which develop a set of collective goods and supporting services as a strategy for 

promoting more encompassing social change, and the role that they can play in fostering 

sustainability transitions.  

Table 2.2. Social enterprise dimensions of some sustainable consumer-producer partnerships 

mentioned in figure 2.1. above 
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 Non-profit service provision features 

 Harvest Collection of 

products to 

selling point 

Distribution Administration 

of individual 

sales 

Information 

and 

communication 

Community 

Supported 

Agriculture 

non-profit 

(members) + 

producers 

non-profit 

(members) + 

producers 

non-profit 

(members) + 

producers 

producer non-profit 

(members) + 

producers 

Collective 

Food Buying 

Groups 

producer non-profit 

(members) + 

producers 

non-profit 

(members) 

non-profit 

(members) 

non-profit 

(members) 

Voedselteams      

Other (to be 

completed) 

     

 

3 The contribution of social innovation to transition  
 

Mature alternative food networks have evolved into a viable alternative to other forms of direct 

marketing of farm products such as the conventional public markets. Indeed, these networks 

organize a set of voluntary services that provide a crucial economic support to small-scale farmers 

that wish to opt for sustainable farming (Pinchot, 2014; Dunning, 2013). For instance, although the 

alternative food networks often require additional expenditure for processing and distribution of the 

farm products, sustainable consumer-producer partnerships have shown to yield producer shares 

ranging from 70 to 80 percent higher as the share they receive when selling through big retailers 

(King et al., 2011). In the same time, studies of organic produce distributed through local food buying 

group have shown important savings for the consumer that participate in the system (Cooley and 

Lass, 1998; Brumauld et Bolazzi, 2014). The actors of the alternative food system reach these 

benefits through various collective and voluntary activities, such as organizing collecting points, on 

line platforms for organizing the purchases and the distribution of product information. In the same 

time, these actors strive to contribute to a set of sustainability objectives such as reduced packaging, 

refrigeration and transportation. 

Nevertheless, in spite of these important business features, many scholars argue that it would be 

mistaken to consider the alternative food networks only through the lens of the non-profit service 

enterprise aspect (Connelly et al., 2011; Foodmeters, 2014). Indeed, as seen above, many alternative 

food networks consider themselves as being part of a broader social movement that strives to 

promote a transition towards low-input agri-food systems. The latter transition requires larger 

political and societal changes, which can overcome the current lock-in of the agri-food system in an 

unsustainable development path. This section aims to review some of the literature on the 
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emergence of these so-called hybrid organisations – in between non-profit service enterprises and 

social movements – and discusses some of the challenges they face. 

3.1 Social enterprise based transition movements 

Scholars of socio-ecological transition have shown an increasing interest in the contributions of social 

enterprises to sustainable development (Seyfand and Smith, 2007; Johanisova, Crabtree, Frankova, 

2013). In this context, they consider social enterprises not just as a possible tool for fixing social 

problems created by market failures, but in a broad sense as a social innovation that can provide an 

alternative organisational model to a prevailing unsustainable economic system. More specifically, 

through accessing a series of non-market capitals (such as voluntary labour, accessible small loans, 

lower-than-market rent for premises, various sharing arrangements for the use of resources), social 

enterprises can provide an effective survival strategy for transition initiatives, which could otherwise 

not compete in a globalized market, due to the higher costs they face by their contribution to 

collective goods provision. 

In this broad sense, social enterprises can be defined as organisations involved at least to some 

extent in the market; with a clear social, cultural and/or environmental purpose; rooted in and 

serving primarily a community or  members’ group and ideally having a democratic ownership 

structure (one-member-one-vote rather than one-euro-one-vote) (Johanisova, Crabtree, Frankova, 

2013, p. 11)
1
. As such, social enterprises are part of the so-called third sector (as it is labelled in the 

US literature) or social economy (in the EU literature), which encompasses various forms of non-

profit and not-only-for-profit organisations, while participating to some extent to market activities. 

Sustainable consumer-producer partnerships are part of this emergent role of social enterprises in 

the transition to more sustainable consumption and productions patterns. Indeed, although often 

not explicitly conceptualized as such, they provide various non-profit services to the local and 

regional food economy on a voluntary basis, participate to market activities and sometimes generate 

a small income (such as a small percentage on the sale of the products) which is used to further the 

objectives of the organisation. In many countries the partnerships are still at the level of small niche 

innovations, but in some countries they have grown to large and established organisations (cf. table 

2.1 above), which rely on many of the organisational forms of the social enterprises sector such as 

social cooperatives, community interest companies or voluntary associations.  

This role of social enterprises in socio-ecological transitions is supported by the insights of scholars of 

transition theory, who show the importance of experimental niche innovations in so-called 

“protected” environments, where these innovations are not exposed to the globalized market 

competition. Such protected niches can provide the necessary space for a path breaking technology 

or a radical social innovation to evolve into a more mature form and eventually multiply and inspire 

other transition actors.  

The overly strong focus on the role of experimental niches has been criticised however within 

transition theory for its lack of attention to the necessarily co-evolution of the broader political and 

regime that is needed to overcome the lock-inn in unsustainable development paths. Indeed, niches 

can only thrive if the political and legal regime opens up opportunities for societal change. In the 

same time, changes in the political and legal regimes depend also on broader socio-cultural changes. 

                                                           
1
 Compare also with http://www.socialenterprisecanada.ca/learn/nav/whatisasocialenterprise.html 
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This is especially true in the context of agri-food systems, where transition theory has underlined the 

need to give a greater attention to the “demand” side of transition, such as the role of consumers’ 

and citizens’ initiatives (Grin et al., 2010, p. 331). In particular, the “supply” of niche innovations can 

only further develop in presence of a “demand” that comes from a long-term transformation of the 

social practices of the individual citizens and consumers (Spaargaren et al. 2012). Therefore, 

according to transition scholars a “multi-level” perspective is needed that addresses both the internal 

development of the social innovation niches, the broader political and socio-cultural changes and the 

co-evolution and mutual adaptation between these various levels (Schot and Geels, 2008).  

3.2 The challenge of co-evolution of the social enterprise niches and broader social 

transformation 

The need to promote both experimental niches that can provide collective goods, without being fully 

exposed to the global market competition, and a broader reform of the legal and political regime, has 

led to the emergence of social enterprise organisations with a strong social transformation agenda. 

Indeed, the emergence of many social innovations for socio-ecological transition, such as energy 

cooperatives, community currencies, land trusts, urban gardens or the sustainable consumer-

producer partnerships, has been fostered by the broader social movements of which these initiatives 

are part to various degrees. Notable amongst these are the Transition Town movement in Northern 

Europe, the Città-slow movement in the South and the global organic farming movement (Kunze and 

Becker, 2015, p. 433). 

Unlike the more restricted notion of community enterprises or local economies, these social 

enterprise based transition movements are not necessarily local or oriented in priority to a specific 

community. Rather, they combine innovative forms of non-state collective action to deliver collective 

goods and services (such as logistic support to sustainable food chains) with explicit aspirations for 

broader societal transformations (Kunze and Becker, 2015, p. 435). Even though some might not 

have an ambition to directly contribute to change beyond their core activities at a micro-level, what 

is common between these movements is their commitment to develop alternatives to the existing 

unsustainable consumption and production practices (Seyfand and Smith, 2007, p. 592). Regime 

change can result from their activities in an indirect way, through their aggregate impact on the 

system (Church and Elster, 2002, p. 25) or through their capacity to inspire social innovation of 

mainstream actors (Seyfand and Smith, 2007, p. 595). Change can also result more directly from their 

activities, through connecting with higher-level policies through umbrella organisations which 

aggregate and disseminate the lessons learned (Geels and Deuten, 2006). Therefore, even though 

these initiatives seek to bring about social change, this is not necessarily through protest or interest-

based lobbying, but rather the services they provide are themselves a strategy for social change.    

The emergence of the hybrid social enterprise/transition movement organisations give rise to a set of 

new research questions. Indeed, key questions such as the mobilisation of resources for their 

functioning and the mechanisms to enlist and commit members only rarely have been assessed 

empirically in a systematic manner. One notable exception is the study of hybrids between non-

profits and social movements for peace and reconciliation in South Africa (Hasenfeld and Gidron, 

2005, p. 105-107). In this case, researchers have shown that typically members of hybrids gather 

around common social values, mobilize resources through accessing social networks and connecting 

with organisations that control important resources (e.g. members, funds, legitimacy, and technical 

expertise) and build social capital through responding to the expressive and social identity needs of 
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their members. The qualitative assessment of sustainable food chains in major EU city areas 

(Foodmeters, 2014) also highlighted the importance of these features, even though the “community” 

and “social capital” aspect appears to be less important in the case of the development of 

sustainable food chains (Berehm and Eisenhauer, 2008). 

The combination of a social enterprise and transition agenda might also lead to some divergence 

within the membership basis of the initiatives. Indeed, as analysed in more details by Seyfang and 

Smith (2007), the goal of reaching a more widespread social transformation for socio-ecological 

transition requires to make some compromises with the existing regime, which might however 

conflict with the more purist radicalism of some niche innovators. System builders of larger initiatives 

might be welcomed as a recognition of the legitimacy and the impact of the niche, but may also be 

resented as an unwelcome sell-out to policy makers that support the initiative or economic interests 

who might provide additional financial resources. On the other hand, the critical power of more 

radical innovations is still required, even in the event of a dissemination of the original ideas to 

larger-scale networks of initiatives, with the view to maintaining the essential link with the societal 

transformation aspect of the social enterprise based transition movement.  

Therefore it seems that a twin track approach (Seyfang and Smith, 2007, p. 599) is needed in support 

of these initiatives. On the one hand, umbrella organisations and policy initiatives are needed that 

support the creation of diverse grassroots innovations and innovations that are not minor variations 

from the prevailing set of technologies and societal practices, but differ radically from them (Schot 

and Geels, 2008). On the other hand, the niche innovations need to be incorporated in the current 

regime in order to transform the regime also from within. In other terms, successful transition will 

depend on the enlisting of both “radical transformers” and “gradual reformers” into the social 

enterprise based transition movement and the umbrella organisations and policy initiatives need to 

be sufficiently broad in order to address these two groups. Moreover, as these two categories of 

membership might rely on different mechanisms of commitment and have different coordination 

needs, a better understanding of the governance features of these two groups is needed for 

organising effective support.  

4 Data collection, empirical model and methodology 
 

4.1 Details of the data collection 

Between December 2014 and July 2015, field interviews amongst 104 collective food buying groups 

were conducted in selected regions throughout Belgium. The sample was built to have a broad 

diversity of urban and non-urban regions, including 3 large urban regions, 2 small size and 2 non-

urban regions. For each region, a number of food buying groups within a distance of 30 km were 

chosen to be able to explore potential network effects. Further, a broad variety of organisational 

types within the overall category of sustainable producer-consumer partnerships (cf. category c. in 

figure 2.1) was chosen. During the fields visit, a structured questionnaire was administered, 

containing 3 open questions and 28 closed questions with pre-defined options (cf. questionnaire in 

Annex C). With the exception of 4 interviews with the “Ruches”, which were conducted by phone, all 

the interviews were done face to face and lasted between 45 min and 2 hours. 

Table 4.1. Overview of the interview sample 
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Brussels Antwerp Liège Leuven Ottignies-LLN Non-urban (Limburg) Non-urban (Walloon 

Region) 

TOTAL 

14 15 17 21 12 6 14 104 

 

  Legal status 

Voedselteams (Leuven, Antwerp, Limburg) 35 Vzw / asbl 

GAC : Groupes d’achat collectif (Brussels, Ottignies-LLN, Walloon Region) 42 Association 

bénévole 

GASAP : Groupes d’achat solidaires de l’Agriculture Paysanne (Brussels) 10  

CSA: Community supported Agriculture (Antwerp, Leuven) 8  

Ruches : Ruches qui dit oui (Brussels, Ottignies-LLN, Walloon Region)
2
 7 Entreprise 

Solidaire d’Utilité 

Sociale (ESUS) 

AMAP : Association pour le maintien de l’agriculture paysanne (Ottignies-LLN, Walloon 

Region) 

2 Association 

bénévole (loi 

1901) 

TOTAL 104  

 

4.2 Hypotheses and empirical model 

As argued throughout this paper, the alternative food networks that have been built around 

individual producers include both organisations that actively promote the normative goals of radical 

change of the agri-food systems (the social movement component, oriented towards radical change 

in terms of a “degrowth” or an “absolute decoupling” agenda referred to above) and organisations 

that have a more functional, service providing orientation (through the non-profit service 

component, oriented towards gradual reform by enlisting consumers in more sustainable 

consumption patterns). In the sample that was surveyed, the social movement component is 

represented by organisations that give higher priority to the transformation of the farming systems, 

while the non-profit service component is represented by organisations that give higher priority to 

providing tasty and health food from sustainable agriculture to the consumers.  As shown in table 

4.2. these two orientations are more or less equally represented in our research sample. Moreover, 

except for the 2 AMAP that were surveyed, every organisational type includes member organisations 

of both orientations. A third orientation, which represents the social capital formation hypothesis of 

the literature on non-state collective action reviewed above is overall only marginally present in the 

alternative food networks (only 7 % indicate it as first priority, 22% as second priority and 73% as last 

priority).  

Table 4.2. Hybrid nature of the alternative food networks 

  Voedsel-

teams 

CSA GASAP  GACs Ruches Amap 

Total number in sample : 104 35 8 10 42 7 2 

First priority/3: supporting the farmers that 

supply the FBG (q28a) (average: 41%) 

31% 38% 60% 38% 71% 100% 

                                                           
2
 Pour une comparaison entre « AMAP » et « Ruche qui dit oui » cf. par exemple http://www.natura-

sciences.com/agriculture/ruche-qui-dit-oui-amap776.html.  
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First priority/3: providing tasty, healthy, 

sustainable and affordable food to the 

members of the FBG (q28b) (average: 52%) 

63% 50% 30% 55% 29% 0% 

First priority/3 : creating a participatory 

dynamics around food for the FBG members 

(q28c) (average: 7%) 

6% 12% 10% 7% 0% 0% 

 

As discussed above, scholars of non-state collective action highlight the key role of three factors in 

the emergence of hybrid voluntary organisations: various forms of policy support for the emergence 

of these organisations, the mobilisation of non-market resources for their economic sustainability 

and specific strategies to enlist and commit members. Although it is beyond the scope of this paper 

to analyse each of these three categories of explanatory variables in depth, a sufficient number of 

variables within each of these categories has been included in our analysis, in order to substantiate 

our hypothesis of the co-existence of contrasting governance features of the social movement and 

the social enterprise components in the alternative food networks.  

 

Figure 4.1. Sustainable consumer-producer partnerships as a hybrid social enterprise/social 

movement organisational form 

Figure 4.1 schematically represents the explanatory variables that have been addressed in the survey 

to better understand the main drivers of these two components. For the social movement 

component, both the variables related to supporting the transition by certain political elites and 

mobilisation of resources through linkages with other social movements that promote radical change 

are expected to be significant. Indeed, the hybrid social movement/social enterprise organisations 

depend on various funding sources, including some support from the public authorities. As discussed 

above, in this context, social movements are more likely to emerge when the political system is open 

to a diversity of social movements and when the organisations have access to some elite allies that 

support their cause. On the other hand, support from other social movements active in the field of 

the agri-food transition will be necessary to guarantee sufficient autonomy from an overly strong 

political interference, often through enhancing their financial autonomy by kind sharing of resources 

with other organisations (in terms of sharing of staff, sharing of buildings, etc. ).  
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In contrast, the non-profit service enterprise component is more likely to depend on generic non-

profit sector public infrastructure components, such as technical or administrative support for the 

development of the voluntary service activities related to the packaging, distribution and selling of 

the sustainable food products. Further, resources in support of their activities can be mobilised 

through networking in a pragmatic with a variety of environmental and social organisations that are 

not necessarily focused on the agri-food transition, but which reflect main consumers’ concerns 

(such as educational associations, other social enterprises, fair trade etc.).  

The two components of the alternative food networks are also likely to show contrasting features in 

relation to membership commitment. Although face to face contacts are likely to be important in 

both components, members’ meetings and information on the activities are likely to be more actively 

promoted in the social movement component. This is in line with the social movements’ literature, 

which highlights the importance of the building of common frames’ amongst the membership base. 

In the non-profit service component, membership contacts are likely to be important as well, but 

probably more in line with the core activities around the functional organisation of the voluntary 

services by the food buying group. 

To assess the role of these variables in the explanation of the specificities of these two components 

of two regression models were developed, based on the responses to the multiple choice options of 

the close-end structured questionnaire. A first model focuses on the mobilisation of resources and 

the tools used to maintaining the members’ commitment. More specifically the model tests if giving 

priority to “Transforming farming systems” as compared to “Sustainable food distribution” in the 

overall organisations’ mission is significantly correlated with   

• Resource mobilisation 

o the use of shared buildings for food deposit from food transition related associations 

(variable: Resources food transition assoc) 

o the use of shared economic and knowledge resources from other 

environmental/social associations (variable: Resources other assoc),  

o self-organisation for technical advice on the functional activities (variable: Members 

consulted for practical advice) 

o Social networking with other, nearby, FBG’s (variable: FBG social networking) 

• Commitment 

o the organisation of convivial events (variable: Convivial events) 

o the distribution of a newsletter (variable: Newsletter) 

o social networking with radical degrowth/decoupling movements such as transition 

towns (variable: Netw transition towns) 

• Control 

o My organisation struggles against the existing food system (as opposed to the more 

radical option of building a different food system) (variable: Reform of the food 

system) 

 

A second model tests for the various means of political support that is needed for the further 

development of the activities in their organisation, along with some of the resource mobilisation 

variables that were already identified as being important in the first model. More specifically, the 

model tests if giving priority to “Supporting the sustainable farming practices” as compared to 

“Supporting the local circuits” as the most important objective for building relationship to the 

farmers is significantly correlated with   

• Support needed for the emergence/development of the alternative food networks 
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o Political support for assigning higher priority to the FBG in the food system (variable: 

Political legitimacy) 

o Technical support in terms of software, logistic advise, etc. (variable: Technical 

support) 

o Political support by organising a specific administrative service (variable: 

Administrative service) 

• Resource mobilisation 

o The use of shared economic and knowledge resources from food transition 

associations (variable: Resources food transition assoc),  

o Distribution of the organisational tasks for the functional activities amongst the 

members (variable: Members mobilised for functional activities) 

o Absence of social networking with other, nearby, FBG’s (variable: No FBG social 

networking) 

• Control 

o My own FBG builds a different food system (as opposed to the gradual change 

option: struggles against the existing food system) (variable: Building different food 

system) 

 

Control variables pertaining to the location of the initiative in one of the 7 regions, the organisational 

types and the role of the interviewee (as a core manager in the Food Buying Group) were included in 

the analysis.   

4.3 Data analysis method 

The outcome variables can reasonably be represented by binary response variables (closed questions 

28 and 29 of the questionnaire). We therefore estimated the correlations with the outcome variables 

through a binary probit model. The statistical software package stata 13.1 was used to perform the 

analysis. The original survey data will be made available online and can be retrieved through a search 

for the article title on the EU open access infrastructure for research data zenodo (www.zenodo.org). 

5 Governing local and sustainable producer-consumer partnerships 
The following subsection first presents some common features amongst the alternative food 

networks that were surveyed. We then present the regression analysis on the specific governance 

features of each of the two components of the hybrid social enterprise/social movement 

organisational form. 

5.1 Common features of the hybrid social enterprise/social movement organisations  

 

Sustainable consume producer partnerships combine the technological ability of easy manageable 

internet portals for managing food buying groups, with a social movement of solidarity with 

sustainable farmers and a democratising business model. As such these partnerships are expected to 

have a double specificity. First, they are expected to give a central role to the farmer in the social 

network that is built around the collective food buying group. Second, they should provide a variety 

of tools that favour a certain degree of participation in the decision making. 

 

These two features are confirmed by the descriptive data of the survey.  First, when inquiring into 

the most influential organisations for shaping beliefs of the Food Buying Group, the main supplier 
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comes out systematically first for the vast majority of the FBG, far above other options such as local 

authorities, social organisations or other FBG’s (cf. table 5.1). Second, the majority of the FBG’s 

provide a General Assembly Meeting on a frequent basis (64,7 % of all the FBG), mailing lists (82,4 % 

of all the FBG’s) and Convivial events amongst the members (64,7%), to foster participation and 

involvement of the members. 

 

Table 5.1. The most influential organisations for shaping beliefs of the Food Buying Groups (Q34 of 

the survey) 

 No influence 

(%) 

Influence 

(%) 

Don’t know or n/a  

(%) 

Total 

respondents 

the first closest FBG to yours (Mention the name in 

the box below) 36 45 16 97 

the second closest FBG to yours (Mention the name in 

the box below) 32 36 29 97 

your main supplier 7 92 1 100 

Local groceries, cooperatives and local market 49 46 4 99 

supermarkets 84 13 0 97 

local authorities 76 22 1 99 

national or regional governments 81 15 1 97 

EU level governments 81 14 2 97 

social organisations: mutual insurance organisation, 

medical centre, municipal social services 72 13 12 97 

 

5.2 Governance features of the 2 components of the social enterprise based 

transition movement 

5.2.1 Presentation of the results 

Table 5.2 and 5.3 show the results of the two regression models. The left column of table 5.2 

presents the correlation of key governance features of the food buying groups, related to resource 

mobilisation and commitment, with the case where the coordinator indicates “Transformation of 

farming systems” (M1) as the first general objective of the collective food buying group (as compared 

to indicating it as second or third objective). The right column presents the correlation of these key 

governance features with the case where the coordinator indicates “Sustainable Food Distribution” 

(M2) as the first general objective” (as compared to indicating it as second or third objective). Table 

5.3 presents the correlations of key governance features related to resource mobilisation and 

governance support with the case where the coordinator indicates “Support to sustainable farming 

practices” (M3) as the first objective concerning support to the farmers and the case where the 

coordinator indicates “Supporting the local circuits”(M4) as the first objective concerning support to 

the farmers. 

Table 5.2. Results of the probit estimations on governance features related to resource 

mobilization and commitment (technical specification of the variables and descriptive statistics in 

annex 1). 

 Dependent variables 

 M1: Transform Farming 

Systems FBG’s Priority 

Objective (in general) 

M2 : Sustainable Food 

Distribution FBG’ Priority 

Objective (in general) 
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Independent variables 

  Signif Coef. St.err. Signif. Coef. St.err. 

Resource 

mobilisation 

Resources food transition assoc (+)***   (-)***   

Resources other assoc (-)**   (+)*   

Members consulted for practical advice (-)*   (+)***   

FBG social networking (+)*   (-)   

Commitment Convivial events (+)*   (-)   

Newsletter  (+)*   (-)   

Netw transition towns (+)*   (-)**   

Control variable 

 My own FBG struggles against the existing food system 

(as opposed to the more radical option : building a 

different food system)  

(-)***   (+)***   

 

Table 5.3. Results of the probit estimations of governance features related to resource mobilization 

and governance support (technical specification of the variables and descriptive statistics in annex 

1). 

 

 Dependent variables 

M3 : Support sustainable 

farming practices priority 

objective (in the building of 

relations with the farmers) 

M4: Supporting the local 

circuits priority objective (in 

building of relations with the 

farmers) 

Independent variables 

  Signif. Coef. St.err. Signif. Coef. St.err. 

Resource mobilisation Resources food transition assoc (+)**   (-)   

Members mobilised for functional 

activities 

(-)***   (+)**   

No FBG social networking (-)***   (+)**   

Support needed for the 

emergence/development 

Political legitimacy (+)**   (-)*   

Technical support (+)   (+)   

Administrative service (-)*   (+)**   

Control variable 

 My own FBG builds a different food 

system (as opposed to the option : 

struggles against the existing food 

system)  

(+)***   (-)   

 

Significant at 10 % level (*), 5 % level (**), at 1 % level (***). 

5.2.2. Discussion of the regression results 

We first discuss the variables that are at least significant at the 1% level in one of the four models. In 

the second section we then discuss the variables that are significant at the 5% level in one the four 

models. 

(a) Most significant variables at 1% level in at least one of the regressions 

The general outcome of the survey confirms the difference in governance features of the social 

movement component and the social enterprises component of the alternative food networks.  The 

most significant difference lies in the resource mobilization from other organisations. The use of 

buildings (meeting rooms, deposit space, etc.) from food transition related associations that are 
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made available through a sharing arrangements (variable “Resources food transition assoc) is 

positively correlated with the social movement component, while the absence of social network with 

other Food Buying Groups (variable “No FBG social networking”) is negatively correlated with the 

social movement component. The latter is also reflected in the positive correlation (albeit only at the 

10% level) between the social movement component and the social networking with the 1
st

 or 2
nd

 

closest FBG. No significant difference between the two components is observed in relation to the 

other options for using of shared resources that were part of the survey (from local authorities, 

market or producer/supplier). These results are consistent with the theoretical models reviewed 

above which highlight the importance of inter-organisational networking within the social movement 

as a key element of autonomous resource mobilisation in favour of radical transformation of the 

production system. 

A second set of features with highly significant correlations are related to the organisation of the 

non-profit service component. Both the variable related to the requesting of advice to the own 

members (“Members consulted for practical advice”) and the variable related to the distribution of 

general organisational tasks (accounting, invitation for the meetings, organisation of the collection 

point, etc.) amongst the members (variable “Members mobilised for functional activities”) are 

positively correlated with the non-profit service provision component. The latter reflects the light, 

functional governance system that characterizes the service provision component of the Food Buying 

Groups.  

Finally, the survey also “controlled” for the general orientation of the organisation in relation to the 

food system, by proposing three options: gradual improvement, internal reform or building a 

different system. As might be expected the social movement component is correlated with the 

building of a different system, while the non-profit service component is oriented towards internal 

reform. 

(b) Most significant variables at the 5% level in at least one of the regressions 

The two regression models also show significant differences concerning needed governance support 

(as formulated by the organisations’ coordinators) and governance features that stimulate members’ 

commitment to the organisation. The variable “Political legitimacy” is positively correlated to the 

social movement component. This variable indicates that respondents highlighted the assigning of 

“higher priority to Food Buying Groups within the food system” as the most importantly needed 

governance support to developing or improving the organisations’ activities, as compared to five 

other options that were proposed to the interviewee, which were respectively related to financial, 

administrative, technical, legal and information sharing/political lobbying support. Interestingly, this 

variable fits well with the general nature of the hybrid organisations, which strives to change the 

legal and political food-regime through the development of innovative niche activities, instead of the 

more conventional lobbying and advocacy channels.  

Organizing a specific administrative service with councillors/researchers/advisers by the government 

is highlighted as a highly needed form of governance support by the respondents of the non-profit 

service component. This is consistent with the need for general non-profit infrastructures as 

highlighted in the literature.  
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In terms of commitment, the social movement component is correlated with the organisation of 

activities with transition town movements (which belong to the network of transition towns initiated 

by Rob Hopkins). This allows to contribute to building shared values amongst the members, in 

relation to the radical transition agenda of the transition towns, which is highlighted as an important 

element of successful building of social movements in the literature.  

Finally, the results on the variables “Resources other assoc” and “Resources food transition assoc” 

are consistent with the results discussed above for the variables that are significant at the 1% level. 

6 General discussion: options for broadening the toolbox of public 

policy for agri-food transition 
 

In response to the major sustainability, social and democratic challenges of the large-scale industrial 

agri-food systems, citizens, consumers and producers are building new forms of cooperation with the 

view to contributing to a transition towards more sustainable production and consumption practices. 

In particular, the growing scale of operation of food supply chains and the concentration of 

processing and retail industries has undermined the strength of the classic cooperative model. This is 

caused by the reduction of the negotiation position of farmers’ cooperatives vis-à-vis large-scale 

downstream supply-chain actors and the lack of real democratic control of members in ever larger 

cooperative enterprises (Schermer et al., 2010). Therefore, societal actors have increasingly turned 

to the building of protective innovation niches, where initiatives are not yet fully exposed to the 

market pressure so that they can evolve towards a mature stage and, in the same time, put pressure 

on the policy makers for the development of more supportive legal and administrative regimes.  

Two major challenges for the development of these so-called alternative food networks were 

discussed in this article. First, the networks are confronted to the need to find mechanisms to 

increase the local and regional “supply” of sustainable farm products in these social networks, 

through supporting farmers in low-input, agro-ecological or organic farming systems or through 

supporting farmers to converting to such systems. Second, the multiplication of partnerships with 

sustainable producers and food processors depends on the growth of the “demand” for such 

partnerships, which in turn depends on the enlargement of these networks beyond the core group of 

highly motivated and involved consumers.  

As shown in this article, organizational networks of collective food buying groups address this twin 

challenge by a hybridisation of a social movement component, focused on the transformation of the 

farming systems, and a social enterprise component, focusing on non-profit services (such as 

collection and distribution) for provision of quality foods. More specifically, each food buying group 

includes members from within each component, even if each organisation will put a higher accent 

overall on one or the other dimension as shown through the survey. In addition, each of the 

organisational networks that have been studied (cf. table 4.1 above) include organisations of both 

components.  

However, effective transition in agri-food systems will depend on change in practices of all the actors 

along the agri-food supply chain and across a wide spectrum of food products. Therefore transition 

should also include change in practices of other actors, such as large-scale catering for private or 
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public sector clients, whole sale and retail. Therefore, in these other areas as well “protective spaces” 

(the so-called niches) are equally needed for the development of mature initiatives, allowing the 

necessary technical, organisational and social learning.  

Scholars of transition in agri-food systems have analysed many individual cases where hybrid social 

enterprise based transition movement have been developed by other actors in the agri-food supply 

chain. For instance in the context of the EU project on “Healthy Growth” (Kvam and Bjørkhaug, 

2014), researchers who reviewed collective initiatives in successful “value-based" food chains 

emphasize the diversity of consumer related values that reach beyond the transformation of agri-

food systems and are related to various social movements such as organic farming, animal welfare, 

fair trade, or regional economies (p. 28). In particular, especially in the early stages of development, 

the 32 cases that were reviewed in 10 EU countries, were characterized by the combination of a 

strong social movement component and a variety of social enterprise business models (cf. table 6.1 

below for a selection of such cases). However, the review also underlined the lesser importance of 

maintaining the social networks in the later, more mature stages, of development of these initiatives, 

when more supportive legislative frameworks (Schermer et al., 2010) and/or a stable social demand 

have been established (Marsden and Smith, 2005).  

Table 6.1.  Selection of initiatives reviewed in the EU project “Healthy growth” (Kvam and Bjørkhaug, 

2014), organised by the authors along the two components of social enterprise based transition 

movements 

  Social movement 

dimension (political 

dimension of food, 

transformation of 

agriculture) 

Social enterprise 

dimension (non-profit 

service provision to 

broad social network) 

Role of public 

authorities 

Bersta, Austria, 

cooperative for 

whole sale of 

regional organic 

products (Petrovics 

et al. 2010) 

Cooperative 

founded in 1980 by 

a Vienna based 

consumer group and 

17 farmers in the 

Waldviertel region; 

due to the success 

since 1997 

transformed into an 

autonomous 

enterprise with the 

same values 

* Fair price for the 

farmers (higher share of 

the retail price for the 

farmer) 

* Better product quality 

* Social cohesion and 

solidarity between 

producers and consumers 

* Supply and demand 

not determined by the 

market, but discussed 

directly between the 

consumers and 

producers 

* Involvement of 

consumers in the 

collection and selling 

of the products 

 

* Advisory 

support for the 

foundation 

(legal, financial 

and production 

aspects) 

* Courses and 

exchange on 

organic farming 

practices 

 

Waddengroup 

Foundation, the 

Netherlands 

(Marsden and Smith, 

2005)  

Cooperative of 

producers and 

small-scale 

processors in the 

North of the 

Netherlands; 

collectively 

managed registered 

trademark 

* Development of 

sustainable agriculture 

with a high value in the 

Wadden area (all primary 

production and 

processing re-locate to 

the area) 

* 5% of return 

invested in 

development of new 

value added products 

in the area 

* support for 

R&D and 

marketing 

capabilities  
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Tradice Bílých 

Karpat, Czech 

Republic (Tisenkopfs 

et al., 2010) 

Non-profit 

organization of 

environmental 

associations and 

producers 

* Re-localization of fruit 

production 

* landscape preservation 

* profits of a market 

subsidiary owned by 

the non-profit 

organisation used to 

financing other 

projects in the locality 

* initial grant 

from a 

foundation for 

cider processing 

* no 

governmental 

funding schemes 

for support to 

small-scale 

collective 

marketing 

initiatives 

 

The similarities between the hybrid social movement/social enterprise nature of the collective food 

buying groups and other transition initiatives provides some indications for broadening the public 

policy toolbox in support of sustainability transitions in the agri-food system. In general, scholars of 

non-state collective action have shown the important role of support to network bridging 

organisation in the context of collaborative social networks amongst non-profit private and public 

sector actors (such as regional platforms, umbrella organisations or knowledge hubs). These 

organisations fulfil various roles that are key to the building of the cooperative action amongst the 

various social actors that drive the transition initiatives. Key roles that are highlighted in the 

literature are the building of social capital (trust, face to face meetings), support for collaboration 

(resource exchange and cooperation amongst social enterprise based social movements) and 

knowledge exchange (best practices, organisational and technical expertise, legal advice). As 

underlined in the literature, the specific challenge for supporting network bridging organisations that 

fulfil one of these functions is to provide support, but without creating a feeling of control. Indeed, 

one of the key motivations of actors in these networks is to be able to shaping themselves the 

organisations’ activities based on their social and collective norms. In the same time, as these non-

state collective actors’ contribute to collective goods in a competitive market environment, some of 

their activities – especially related to the network bridging functions – can only be developed with a 

certain level of state support.    

In the context of social enterprise based transition movements analysed in this paper, an important 

task for public policy is to provide support for network activities related to collaboration (resource 

exchange and cooperation amongst various social enterprise based transition movements), in 

addition to the more conventional supporting activities in terms of exchange of best practices, 

administrative support and legal advice. These various tasks can be accomplished by various network 

bridging organisations, but the collaborative aspect is often less straightforward as it implies a lot of 

less obvious “process” dimensions such as a fair degree of self-governance and inclusiveness of 

participation. An  interesting example of a network bridging organisation operating along these lines 

is the “Endogenous Regional Development” program supported by the Regional authorities in Lower 

Austria, that played a key role in the success of the Bersta cooperative (cf. first example in table 6.1). 

This program is explicitly geared towards supporting social enterprises for regional sustainability 

transitions, but also includes an important aspect of regional and supra-regional collaborations 

between the initiatives. Another example is the role of the “Grand projet Rhône-Alpes” in the Val de 

Drôme in the South of France, where support for non-profit and for profit enterprises involved in 
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ecological activities was combined with a collaborative networking of all the actors in a specific 

territory (éco-territoire de reference). Other regions in Europe, under the name of eco-districts are 

currently envisioning similar initiatives. However, further research is needed to understand the 

various governance and complex “process” management needs of the collaborative tools established 

in these large-scale transition experiments.  
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7 Conclusion 
This paper analysed the contribution of hybrid organisational strategies, based on synergies between 

social enterprise and social movement missions, with the view to fostering transition towards more 

sustainable agri-food systems. As shown in the literature on transition, in the current situation where 

the negative environmental externalities of conventional farming are not reflected in the food price, 

transition initiatives depend on the building of protective innovation niches, where initiatives are not 

yet fully exposed to the market pressure so that they can evolve towards a mature stage and, in the 

same time, put pressure on the policy makers for the development of more supportive legal and 

administrative regimes. The main contribution of this paper is therefore to contribute to the 

development of the “demand side” of transition theories, by focusing on hybrid non-profit 

organizations that are built on networks of producers, consumers and social movements.  

 

To analyse such hybrid organisational strategies, the paper analysed a survey with a structured 

questionnaire administered through face to face interviews to 104 collective food buying groups in 

Belgium.  The main finding of the paper is the possibility to combine the governance needs of the 

social movement component and the non-profit service component. In addition, the survey results 

clearly indicate that the hybridisation of these two components is not specific to one type of 

consumer-producer partnership, but has been found across a broad variety of organisational types.  

While the study needs to be further substantiated through additional comparative research on other 

actors in the agri-food systems, such as related to retail, whole sale or food processing, the analysis 

provides strong evidence for the existence of successful hybrid transition initiatives, which depend 

on the successful implementation of a broad set of governance features. These needs cover support 

for network activities related to collaboration amongst various social enterprise based transition 

initiatives, in addition to the more conventional supporting activities in terms of exchange of best 

practices, administrative support and legal advice. Nevertheless, it is unlikely that such support will 

be covered by one single kind of tool or policy mechanism. Therefore, the overall goal of the analysis 

is to stimulate reflexion on the appropriate combination of various mechanisms in supporting the 

regional transition dynamics of agri-food systems analysed in this paper. 
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Annex 1. Definition of the variables and descriptive statistics 

Probit estimation first model (n = 104) 

DEPENDENT VARIABLES mean Std. 

Dev. 

Min-

max 

S
u

rv
e

y
 q

u
e

st
io

n
 

Transform Farming 

Systems FBG’s Priority 

Objective (in general) 

 

=1 if the following option is ranked first priority for the FBG’s objectives: 

Support the farmers that supply the FBG (local economy, small-scale farming, 

sustainable farming practices) 

= 0 if this option is ranked 2
nd

 or 3
rd

 (amongst 3 options) 

0.41  0-1 28 

Sustainable Food 

Distribution FBG’ 

Priority Objective (in 

general) 

=1 if the following option is ranked first priority for the FBG’s objectives: 

Provide tasty healthy, sustainable and affordable food to the members of the 

FBG (good taste, no pesticides, affordable prices, neglected vegetables) 

= 0 if this option is ranked 2
nd

 or 3
rd

 (amongst 3 options) 

0.52  0-1 28 

INDEPENDENT VARIABLES (alphabetic order)     

Convivial events  

Q26a_10 

=1 if “Meals and Convivial” events are indicated as one of the tools that the 

FBG uses/provides, amongst a list of 18 proposed tools 

= 0 if it is not indicated 

0.63  0-1 26 

Members consulted 

for practical advice 

q37e_123 

= 1 if the option “your organization organizes itself to seek for advices by 

requesting its own members” is indicated amongst one of the 3 most 

relevant ways to organise support to the development or improvement of 

the food buying group (out of a list of 5 options) 

= 0 if it is not selected 

0.63  0-1 37 

Netw transition towns 

qtrall 

= 1 if transition towns are mentioned spontaneously in one of the “open 

answers” as an organisation that is trusted/influences beliefs and/or in which 

activities they participate 

= 0 otherwise 

0.39  0-1 9, 

19,

27,

34 

Newsletter Q26a_2 =1 if “Newsletter” is indicated as one of the tools that the FBG uses/provides, 

amongst a list of 18 proposed tools 

= 0 if it is not indicated 

0.22  0-1 26 

Resources food 

transition assoc 

q15c6_1 

= 1 if buildings (meeting rooms, deposit space, etc.) that are made available 

through a sharing arrangements are used from food transition related 

associations 

= 0 if this is not the case 

0.06  0-1 15 

Resources other assoc 

q15a8_b8_c~8   

= 1 if one of the listed resources (software, list of suppliers, buildings, 

common delivery, volunteer time, meals/recipes) are used which are made 

available through a sharing arrangement with other associations (not food 

related associations: environmental / social) 

= 0 if this is not the case 

0.49  0-1 15 

FBG social networking 

q34ab_2 

= 1 if the first/second closest Food Buying Group is indicated as being most 

influential in shaping beliefs on your own Food Buying Group 

= 0 if it is not indicated as most influential 

0.45  0-1  

CONTROL     

Reform of the food 

system q33_2 

= 1 if you consider that your own Food Buying Group “struggles against the 

food system”  

= 0 if you consider that your own Food Buying Group “improves the existing 

food system” or “builds a different food system” 

0.13  0-1 33 

 

Probit estimation second model (n = 104) 
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DEPENDENT VARIABLES mean Std.D

ev. 

Min

Max 

S
u

rv
e

y
 q

u
e

st
io

n
 

Support sustainable farming practices FBG’s 

priority objective (in the relation with the farmers) 

 

= 1 if the following is ranked first priority, as 

FBG’s objective concerning support to the 

farmers: Support sustainable farming practices 

0.40  0-1 29 

Supporting the local circuits FBG’s priority 

objective (in the relation with the farmers) 

 

=1 if the following is ranked first priority, as 

FBG’s objective concerning support to the 

farmers: Supporting the local circuits 

=0 if  

0.41  0-1 29 

INDEPENDENT VARIABLES (alphabetic order)     

Administrative service q37a_12 = 1 if the option “the government organizes a 

specific administrative service with 

councillors/researchers/advisers” is indicated 

amongst one of the 2 most relevant ways to 

organise support to the development or 

improvement of the food buying group (out of a 

list of 5 options) 

= 0 if it is not selected or selected as the 3
rd

 most 

relevant only 

0.28  0-1 37 

Members mobilised for functional activities 

q22a_1 

= 1 if the general organisation tasks (accounting, 

invitation for the meetings, organisation of the 

collection point, etc.) is distributed amongst the 

members (more than 5) 

= 0 if it is done by a single person or a small 

coordinating group (between 2 and 5) 

0.18  0-1 22 

No FBG social networking q34b_1   = 1 if the first/second closest Food Buying Group 

is indicated as having no influence on shaping 

beliefs on your own Food Buying Group 

= 0 if it is indicated as influential / not applicable 

0.31  0-1 34 

Political legitimacy q36f_4 = 1 if political support (assigning higher priority 

to Food Buying Groups within the food system) 

is indicated as most importantly needed to 

develop or improve activities  

= 0 if it is indicated as not needed , mildly 

needed or needed 

0.13  0-1 36 

Resources food transition assoc q15a6_b6_c~6 = 1 if one of the listed resources (software, list of 

suppliers, buildings, common delivery, volunteer 

time, meals/recipes) are used which are made 

available through a sharing arrangement with 

food related assocations 

= 0 if this is not the case 

0.34  0-1 15 

Technical support q36c_34 = 1 if technical support (software, logistic 

advises, information on new suppliers, 

stockroom, tools to improve the inclusiveness or 

the efficiency of the Food Buying Group) is 

indicated as needed or most importantly needed 

to develop or improve activities  

= 0 if it is indicated as not needed or only mildly 

needed  

0.36  0-1 36 

CONTROL     

Building different food system q33_3   = 1 if you consider that your own Food Buying 

Group “builds a different food system”  

= 0 if you consider that your own Food Buying 

0.79  0-1 33 
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Group “improves the existing food system” or 

“struggles against the food system” 

 

q*: question number of the survey 

 


