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ABSTRACT
Alternative Food Networks (AFN) have garnered significant 
attention recently, yet the concept remains fuzzy. This paper 
examines the evolving interpretations of AFN over the past two 
decades, aiming for conceptual clarity. Using a three-stage 
approach to systematic literature reviews, we conducted 
a rigorous synthesis of existing research. Through concept and 
thematic analyses, we identified key attributes and recurring 
themes associated with AFN. While a conceptual consensus 
remains elusive, diverse definitions often share essential attri
butes such as “alterity,” “proximity,” “connectedness,” and “sus
tainability.” Additionally, we find that AFN and short food supply 
chains generally describe the same phenomenon, with civic 
food networks viewed as a subset of AFN, emphasizing com
munity engagement and civic participation. Notably, AFN are 
not always local food systems, nor do local food systems always 
involve AFN. To address these nuances, we present guiding 
questions to assist researchers in studying and reporting on 
AFN. This work clarifies the core attributes of AFN and offers 
a roadmap for focused inquiries. Ultimately, our findings aim to 
guide decision-making processes, ensuring that efforts to sup
port AFN are rooted in a nuanced understanding of their com
plexities and potential for driving change in food systems.
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Introduction

The origin of the concept of Alternative Food Networks (AFN) is difficult to 
trace, but according to Letelier et al. (2021, 187) it “emerged in the 1990s to 
describe networks of production, distribution and consumption of food which 
stood as alternatives to dominant or conventional food systems.” In this 
context, the conventional food system can be understood as one based on 
large-scale, highly mechanized, and industrialized agriculture with an 
increased use of monocultures, fertilizers and pesticides (Beus and Dunlap  
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1990). Conventional food systems are also characterized by long food supply 
chains encompassing many nodes and food miles, which usually include 
supermarkets as outlets for final consumers (Ericksen 2007). Whilst this 
model is not widespread, it is dominant in developed countries and spreading 
rapidly. In contrast, AFN have been linked to broader concepts such as 
locality, quality, embeddedness, and sustainability (Tregear 2011). Farmers’ 
markets, community-supported agriculture, box schemes, cooperatives, farm 
shops and other initiatives have been grouped under this umbrella (Bazzani 
and Canavari 2013; Michel-Villarreal et al. 2019).

Despite the optimistic vision surrounding AFN, several critiques highlight 
their limitations. Critics argue that AFN often struggle with scalability and 
impact, questioning whether these initiatives can effectively address the broad 
issues inherent in conventional food systems (Kump and Fikar 2021). 
Furthermore, as AFN gain popularity, there is a risk of co-optation, where 
large corporations may adopt AFN principles superficially, potentially under
mining their original values and goals (Ajates 2021). This heightens the 
potential for unfair competition, wherein the “false” AFN undermine the 
more “authentic” ones (Belletti and Marescotti 2020). Additionally, some 
AFN face challenges related to accessibility and inclusivity, with concerns 
that they may reinforce class and geographical exclusions for a range of 
stakeholders, including producers and consumers (Goszczyński and Śpiewak  
2023; Turkkan 2023). These critiques emphasize the need for a more critical 
examination of AFN to ensure they fulfil their intended promise of sustainable 
and equitable food systems.

Against this backdrop, some fundamental questions arise: Why do scholars 
use AFN to refer to such diverse initiatives with arguably very different 
rationales and outcomes? What commonalities justify grouping these initia
tives under a single term, and how do they differ from one another? AFN have 
created new heterogeneous economic and social spaces for production and 
trading of food with special qualifications such as organic, local, specialty, fair 
trade, and sustainable, which are different from those of products supplied by 
the conventional food supply chain (Goodman, DuPuis, and Goodman 2012). 
This promise of “difference” (Le Velly 2019) has attracted plenty of research 
into the potential tangible and intangible benefits. Yet, due to the ambiguity of 
the concept, many diverse food initiatives have been described as AFN in the 
literature, without a clear reflection on the nature of their “alterity.” In many 
cases, such initiatives are uncritically deemed to be “good” or “sustainable” 
without a comprehensive analysis of how exactly they challenge unsustainable 
practices of conventional food systems (Forssell and Lankoski 2015).

Although numerous definitions have emerged over the years, Tregear 
(2011) recognized a lack of clarity with regard to the overall concept of 
AFN, suggesting that the concept is universally used to describe systems that 
differ from the mainstream and is usually defined by what “it is not,” instead of 
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what it is. The author called for greater conceptual transparency in AFN 
studies to minimize risks of misunderstandings between scholars from differ
ent disciplines and of varied perspectives, and emphasized the importance of 
greater clarity and transparency to ensure that AFN concepts continue to be 
“genuinely useful building blocks for explaining real world phenomena, rather 
than somewhat fuzzy abstractions” (Tregear 2011, 428).

The need for conceptual clarity

To this day, conceptual ambiguity remains a challenge, and the literature 
reflects an ongoing recognition of the need for greater conceptual clarity 
regarding the concept of AFN (De Bernardi et al. 2020; de Souza 2020; Gori 
and Castellini 2023). This is compounded with a tendency to use AFN and 
other concepts interchangeably, including “short food supply chains” (SFSC), 
“civic food networks” (CFN) and “local food networks.” Over time, the initial 
traits of AFN have undergone evolution, expanding, and diversifying into 
various typologies. Today, there is a discernible tendency toward the dilution, 
if not actual erosion, of the original ecological, ethical, and political values and 
objectives. Concurrently, there is a growing emphasis on purely economic 
objectives (Belletti and Marescotti 2020; Sonnino and Marsden 2006).

Two main responses to address the current lack of conceptual clarity have 
been identified in the literature (Wilson 2013). On the one hand, some authors 
have attempted a more comprehensive qualification of what is meant by 
“alternative” through a characterization of different degrees or types of alter
ity. The characterization of “weaker” and “stronger” proposed by Watts, 
Ilbery, and Maye (2005) is an example of this. A second response has been 
to move away from the overall concept of AFN by proposing different con
ceptual or analytical frameworks that can better capture the complexities of 
“alternative” food spaces (Wilson 2013). For instance, Renting, Marsden, and 
Banks (2003) proposed the concept of Short Food Supply Chains (SFSCs) as 
a substitute for AFN, and as a response to the need for more specific concepts. 
Others claim that it would be more appropriate to speak of “civic food 
networks” (Renting, Schermer, and Rossi 2012) or “autonomous food spaces” 
(DiVito Wilson 2013) to avoid the fuzziness of the AFN concept. More 
recently, Le Velly (2019) argued in favor of retaining the alternative/conven
tional pair, but proposed to see AFN as “projects,” where projects refer to the 
reasons and ends that orient the action of collectives toward a desired future.

The persistent ambiguity in defining AFN stems from a lack of conceptual 
clarity, which leads to conflations and an inconsistent understanding of their 
key attributes. Yet, clearly bounding and characterizing phenomena under 
study has been recognized as a crucial step in research, as it establishes 
a shared understanding among researchers and ensures clarity, accuracy and 
transferability of findings (Stichler 2018). While various definitions highlight 
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attributes like locality, sustainability, and quality, there is no clear, unified 
framework that adequately captures the fundamental attributes of AFN and 
distinguishes them from conventional food systems. Clear and well-defined 
concepts are essential for establishing a shared understanding among scholars, 
policymakers, practitioners, and other stakeholders. Without conceptual 
clarity around what constitutes AFN, progress is hindered, making it challen
ging to accurately assess their impacts and potential within food systems.

Moreover, the diverse initiatives classified as AFN often lack a thorough 
critical analysis of their “alterity” or how they differ from traditional food 
systems. To fully grasp the complexities of AFN, we must engage in a more 
nuanced examination of their unique characteristics. Without such reflection, 
critical inquiry, and transparency, we risk diminishing the authentic efforts of 
producers, consumers, and broader civil society working toward innovative 
food production and consumption models rooted in principles of difference, 
change, and sustainability. It is vital to deepen our understanding of the 
“alterity” of AFN and to enhance transparency in how these initiatives are 
reported in the literature. By doing so, we can ensure that the contributions 
and challenges of AFN are accurately represented and supported within the 
broader discourse on food systems.

Thus, the aim of this paper is to conduct an extensive review of AFN 
scholarship and to apply principles of concept analysis methodology (Koop 
and Lodge 2017; Walker and Avant 2011) to identify and dissect the different 
definitions given to the concept of AFN over the years, providing a thorough 
examination of their nuances through conceptual clarification. Conceptual 
clarification involves defining a concept more clearly by resolving ambiguities, 
identifying fundamental attributes, and distinguishing it from related or over
lapping concepts (Bringmann, Elmer, and Eronen 2022). This process may 
contribute to strengthening theoretical foundations, improving communica
tion among scholars, and enhancing the validity of research.

Our study proceeds as follows. In the next section, we provide an overview 
of the process followed to conduct the review of the literature to identify 
existing AFN definitions. Then, we summarize the data extracted from the 
reviewed literature, with a focus on highlighting key attributes of extracted 
definitions of AFN. Lastly, we discuss the main results from the analysis and 
propose ways to advance research in relation to more consistent conceptuali
zation and usage.

Methodology

To achieve the aim of this study, we chose the systematic literature review 
(SLR) methodology. This methodology has been recognized as a powerful 
tool for evaluating, summarizing and disseminating evidence about a given 
research topic. It is said to minimize bias by adopting a more transparent 
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process of review that increases replicability (Auler, Teixeira, and Nardi  
2016). The three-stage SLR approach by Tranfield, Denyer, and Smart 
(2003) was selected for its structured methodology, which aligns with our 
research goals by ensuring a comprehensive review of literature. The frame
work promotes a replicable, scientific, and transparent evaluation of exist
ing evidence, aiming to reduce bias that might arise from arbitrary 
inclusion or exclusion of studies during the literature review process 
(Linnenluecke, Marrone, and Singh 2020). The stages including planning, 
conducting, and reporting, help systematically to identify and analyze 
relevant studies. While this choice aligns with recent reviews in the field 
(Acerbi and Taisch 2020; Tavares et al. 2023; Toth-Peter et al. 2023), the 
approach can be resource-intensive, reliant on the availability of compre
hensive literature, and may limit flexibility in adapting to evolving research 
questions or incorporating unexpected findings that emerge during the 
review.

Stage 1: planning the review

After years of researching AFN and reviewing peer-reviewed articles on the 
topic, it has become clear that confusion surrounding the concept persists. 
Given the extensive AFN literature that has developed over the past decade, 
a concept analysis was undertaken to analyze existing definitions of AFN. This 
analysis aims to achieve conceptual clarity by resolving ambiguities, identify
ing essential attributes, and distinguishing AFN from related or overlapping 
concepts. The search terms were intentionally limited to “alternative food 
network” and “alternative agro(i)-food network” to maintain a focused and 
concept-specific analysis. This narrow scope may exclude relevant studies that 
use related terms; however, this approach aligns with the study’s objective to 
critically examine the development and usage of the AFN concept in academic 
literature.

We utilized Web of Science and Scopus-Elsevier databases to carry out our 
search. Scopus-Elsevier is one of the most comprehensive databases and has 
been recognized as containing more high-quality, peer-reviewed publications 
than other databases (Ferreira Gregorio, Pié, and Terceño 2018). Web of 
Science was also used to enhance the coverage of the review as it includes 
unique journals and articles that may not be indexed in Scopus-Elsevier. 
Following this, the inclusion and exclusion criteria were established: we 
ensured the selection of relevant papers by limiting the search to papers 
containing the defined keywords in the title, abstract or keywords section. 
We also limited the search to English-language documents only. The type of 
document was limited to “article” and source type to “journal.” No restrictions 
were established in terms of year of publication. The initial search was con
ducted in March 2022. The final search string used is the following:
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TITLE-ABS-KEY (“alternative food network*” OR “alternative agr*-food network*”) AND 
(LIMIT-TO (SRCTYPE, “j”)) AND (LIMIT-TO (DOCTYPE, “ar”)) AND (LIMIT-TO 
(LANGUAGE, “English”))

Stage 2: conducting the review

Our initial sample consisted of 391 journal articles from Scopus-Elsevier and 
413 journal articles from Web of Science. Given the broad scope of the research 
aim, all papers that included the keywords within the abstract or title were pre- 
selected for review. Following an initial screening and removal of duplicates 
the sample was reduced to 483 papers. After a second screening of titles and 
abstracts, studies that were not relevant or directly related to the study of AFN 
were removed, resulting in a final sample of 461 articles. A further screening of 
full texts resulted in a total of 84 articles that defined AFN. This review 
procedure is summarized in Figure 1.

The definitions in 84 articles were taken forward for further review using 
thematic analysis. Thematic analysis was based on the six-phase thematic 
analysis approach proposed by Braun and Clarke (2006). The adoption of 
this framework ensured a structured and consistent approach to coding and 
helped maintain coherence and consistency throughout the coding process. 
Phase 1 required familiarization with the data and established a preliminary 
understanding of possible emergent patterns from the extracted definitions. 
Phase 2 called for the identification of initial codes across the data. This phase 
focused on identifying key attributes of AFN as prescribed by the principles of 
concept analysis (Walker and Avant 2011). The purpose of this method is to 
identify and highlight characteristics that exemplify the concept under study 
(White 2009). It involves a systematic examination of the structure and 
components of a concept, aiming to provide a clearer understanding of its 
essential characteristics. To this end, we focused on how the concept is 
defined, used, and understood within literature. In the context of this study, 
this method has the potential to help in developing a more precise and shared 
understanding of AFN. Phase 3 involved categorizing the identified codes into 
emergent themes. Here, consideration was given to how different codes may 
fall under a wider theme. In phase 4, identified codes and themes were refined. 
This step involved reviewing whether the codes within each theme were 
consistent and form a coherent pattern. In phase five, names were assigned 
to the overarching themes based on the main aspects of the data that they 
represented. Lastly, phase 6 involved the writing up of individual case reports.

The coding process was conducted solely by the first author, as part of 
their PhD project. Several steps were taken to ensure rigor and reliability 
in the analysis. Peer debriefing was employed throughout the process, 
with the first author regularly discussing emerging themes with coauthors 
to ensure alignment with the research aims and consistency across the 
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data. Additionally, coding checks were performed where themes and 
subthemes were reviewed and refined in collaboration with coauthors. 
To further enhance dependability and transparency, an audit trail was 
maintained (Guest, MacQueen, and Namey 2012). A key aspect of this 
audit trail was linking verbatim quotes from the literature to specific 
codes, ensuring transparency between the raw data and the researcher’s 
interpretations.

Stage 3: reporting and dissemination

The results reported in the following section highlight the key emerging 
themes derived from the sample of definitions of AFN. This thematic 

Figure 1. Selection and assessment procedure (adapted from Page et al. 2021).
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exploration provides valuable insights into the diverse interpretations of 
AFN, enhancing the understanding of the concept and its core 
attributes.

Results

In total, 84 definitions were extracted from a sample of 461 papers reviewed. 
Some of the most cited definitions of AFN are those proposed by Feenstra 
(1997) and Renting, Marsden, and Banks (2003). Feenstra (1997, 28) explains 
that AFN are “[. . .] rooted in particular places, [AFN] aim to be economically 
viable for farmers and consumers, use ecologically sound production and 
distribution practices, and enhance social equity and democracy for all mem
bers of the community.” A slightly more ambiguous definition is proposed by 
Renting, Marsden, and Banks (2003, 394) who see AFN as a “ . . . broad 
embracing term to cover newly emerging networks of producers, consumers, 
and other actors that embody alternatives to the more standardised industrial 
mode of food supply [. . .].” On the other hand, Jarosz (2008, 232) provides 
a definition that encompasses most of the characteristics identified across the 
sample of definitions. The author suggests that there are four main ways to 
define AFN:

(1) by shorter distances between producers and consumers; (2) by small farm size and 
scale and organic or holistic farming methods, which are contrasted with large scale, 
industrial agribusiness; (3) by the existence of food purchasing venues such as food 
cooperatives, farmers markets, and CSA and local food-to-school linkages; (4) by 
a commitment to the social, economic and environmental dimensions of sustainable 
food production, distribution and consumption.

More recently, Allaby, MacDonald, and Turner (2021, 678) highlighted four 
similar key characteristics that define AFN and differentiate them from con
ventional food systems:

First, shorter distances between producers and consumers; second, small-scale farms 
operating with sustainable practices; third, direct marketing through initiatives such as 
farmers’ markets; and fourth, a commitment to the social, economic, and environmental 
dimensions of food production, distribution and consumption.

Thematic analysis of AFN definitions

Through a thematic analysis of definitions, five main themes and asso
ciated codes to characterize AFN were identified (see Table 1). The codes 
included in the table are verbatim quotes taken from the definitions 
analyzed here.
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Table 1. Thematic analysis of AFN definitions.
Themes Codes

Whatness “Systems and channels”
Food production-consumption practices, “a comprehensive body of practices,” “wide ranging 

body of practices”
“Supply model”
“Organised flows of food products”
Hybrid or socially embedded networks, “networks of producers, consumers, and other actors”
“Spaces in the food economy”
“Economic platforms”
“Processes that integrate new complexes of production-consumption”
“Grassroots collectives”
“Community-led initiatives”
“Community organizations”
“Innovative food supply chains,” “short production and distribution chain”
“Novel forms of food production, distribution, and consumption,” “forms of food supply (and 

increasingly also consumption)”
Alterity “Alternative to the industrialized food supply,” “alternatives to industrial modes of food supply”

“Differ from conventional food supply systems,” “different from the mainstream [. . .] in many 
ways,” “dealing with food provisioning in a different way from the mainstream agro-food 
system”

“Contrasted with large scale, industrial agribusiness,” “contrasting with large-scale [. . .] 
agribusiness”

“Resistance to dominant market logic”
“Counter to the dominant (or conventional),” “means of effectively countering rural decay”
“Corrective to conventional agri-food systems”
“Call into question the current industrial food system”
“Producing, distributing, and consuming food outside the conventional food system,” “Operate 

outside of corporate-industrial food regimes,” “food distribution models outside of the 
conventional food system”

“Seek to challenge the ecological, social, and economic impacts of a globalized food system”
“Providing a spatial, economic, environmental, and social alternative to conventional food 

chains,” “offer alternatives to conventional modes of food supply”
Connectedness “Reconnect producers with consumers”

“Reconnect productivity and nature”
“Flows of product that connect people”
“Ways to reconnect food producers with consumers”
“Intentions to reconnect with local food producers”
“Bring together farmers and consumers”
“Involve close connections between producers, processors, and consumers”
“Rebuilding relations of care, trust, and commitment”

Proximity “Shorter distances/shortness of the supply chain,” “Based on short food supply chains that enable 
direct contact between producers and consumers”

“Rooted in places/embedded in place,” “place-based and community connected,” “territorially 
embedded”

“Based on closer proximity,” “characterized by spatial and temporal proximity”
“Local or regional in scale,” “local, decentralized approaches”
“Promote direct producer-consumer relationships,” “link producers and consumers in direct ways 

and/or at the local scale”
Sustainability “Defined by an explosion of organic, fair trade, quality, and specialty goods”

“Response to environmental, health, justice, and ethical concerns”
“Small-scale farms operating with sustainable practices”
“Draw on alternative production principles such as organic, Fairtrade, or local production,” 

“Selling quality products from fair trade, local and ecological”
“Values of mutual trust, social justice, embeddedness and environmental sustainability are 

embraced”
“Use ecologically sound production and distribution practices, and enhance social equity and 

democracy for all members of the community”
“Respect for local production and nature”
“Eco-friendly production methods closer to natural cycles”
“Committed to social justice, ecological sustainability, and economic viability”
“Commitment to sustainable food production and consumption”
“Economically viable and use of ecologically sound production and distribution practices”
“High quality and ecologically and/or ethically superior goods”
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Whatness
The first theme relates to efforts to describe the “whatness” or essence of AFN. 
They have been explained in at least ten different ways, from spaces in the food 
economy (Duram and Mead 2014) to complex processes of food production- 
consumption (Miller 2015). Several authors define AFN as a set of “practices” 
related to the production, distribution, and retail activities, that attempt to 
differentiate AFN initiatives from the mainstream (Barbera, Dagnes, and Di 
Monaco 2020; Martindale 2021; Pardillo Baez, Sequeira, and Hilletofth 2020; 
Piccoli, Rossi, and Genova 2021). AFN have also been defined as “spaces” in 
the food economy that attract a variety of initiatives characterized by certain 
claims and characteristics that differ from the conventional food networks 
(Argüelles 2021; Bui et al. 2016; Escobar-López et al., 2021). And most 
commonly, AFN are simply defined as socially embedded (Blumberg and 
Mincyte 2020) food “networks” that typically encompass producers, consu
mers, and other actors (Brunori, Rossi, and Guidi 2012; Renting, Marsden, and 
Banks 2003; Zagata 2009) that share common objectives and embody alter
natives (Nizam and Yenal 2020). There is a reference to producers and 
consumers as key actors, but it is also acknowledged that other stakeholders 
may be involved, although no single definition elaborates on this. Yet, 
a systematic literature review of AFN sheds some light on this by identifying 
a wide variety of stakeholders involved in AFN, including managers, organi
zers, activists, government officials, and distributors (Michel-Villarreal et al.  
2019).

Alterity
The second theme “Alterity” emerges from efforts to define AFN by what they 
are not (Tregear 2011) and differentiate them from the “mainstream.” For 
instance, Cox et al. (2008) suggest that AFN are food production – consump
tion practices of any scale which present possibilities for producing/consum
ing food in ways that differ from those typical in industrialized food systems. It 
was noted that most conceptualizations tend to highlight the oppositional 
nature of AFN in the context of conventional food systems. AFN are said to 
differ (Holloway et al. 2006), counter (Hedberg 2016), resist (Kulick 2019) and 
even correct (Som Castellano 2016) conventional food systems, which are 
perceived as placeless and faceless (Turner et al. 2016) highly standardized 
(Renting, Marsden, and Banks 2003; Weissman 2015), based on largescale, 
mono-cultural and for-profit production (Edwards 2021), and surrounded by 
environmental, health, justice, and ethical concerns (Rosol and Barbosa 2021).

The alterity of AFN has been widely discussed (Holloway et al. 2016; Watts, 
Ilbery, and Maye 2005), and a framework that could help us understand the 
different degrees of alterity, and how this interacts with the “whatness” of 
AFN, is the one suggested by Rosol (2020). Building on Watts, Ilbery, and 
Maye (2005) framework, it proposes three alterity pillars of AFN, namely 
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alternative food (e.g., the quality of the products in circulation), alternative 
networks (e.g., distribution channels and production–consumption relations) 
and alternative economies/models (e.g., the forms of work and enterprise 
organization). The author argues that “we need to look beyond definitions 
based on products or distribution systems alone” (Rosol 2020, 57) as these 
characteristics are increasingly co-opted by the conventional food systems. 
Instead, alternative economies/models may refer to forms of economic trans
actions (e.g., barter and production for self-consumption), working practices 
(e.g., voluntary work), forms of economic organization (e.g., cooperatives and 
collectives) and forms of financing (e.g., member subscription and crowd
funding). These three pillars of alterity can be seen in the definitions of AFN, 
as demonstrated by codes under the theme “Whatness.” However, there has 
been a more marked emphasis on explaining alterity in terms of the produc
tion-distribution systems/relationships (i.e., networks), and only more 
recently alluding to the alternative economies/models.

While the distinction between AFNs and conventional food systems is often 
contested and not always clear-cut, with some arguing that the dichotomy is 
increasingly being replaced by the concept of hybridity (Le Velly and Dufeu  
2016), key differences can still be illustrated through the themes of 
“Connectedness,” “Proximity,” and “Sustainability” (see Table 1). These 
themes highlight how AFN seek to offer alternatives to conventional systems. 
However, the “alternativeness” of AFN is not a fixed characteristic; rather, it 
represents a series of variable traits that initiatives embody to differing degrees 
(Watts, Ilbery, and Maye 2005), further blurring the lines between alternative 
and conventional practices.

Connectedness
The theme “Connectedness” refers to the types of producer–consumer rela
tionships that AFN help to create or regain. Several outcomes and antecedents 
of reconnection are highlighted in AFN definitions. Through the reconnection 
of producers and consumers, producers can skip intermediaries and bring 
back some of their profits (Jarzębowski, Bourlakis, and Bezat-Jarzębowska  
2020; Trauger 2007), and consumers increase their interest in agricultural 
and environmental challenges (Hayden and Buck 2012) and change their 
purchasing habits (Bui et al. 2016). Touri (2018) refers to the capability of 
AFN for rebuilding relations of care, trust, and commitment. The antecedents 
that facilitate such relations within AFN can include democracy, solidarity, 
knowledge sharing (Piccoli, Rossi, and Genova 2021) and cooperation (Zagata  
2009). From the consumers’ perspectives, AFN can be seen as manifestations 
“of individuals’ intentions to reconnect with local food producers and to re- 
embed themselves in community-based values and institutions” (Migliore 
et al. 2019, 129). The concept of “Connectedness” is also linked to the idea 
of alternative economies/models proposed by Rosol (2020). The new types of 
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producer–consumer relationships that AFN help to create can translate into 
new economies/models such as community-supported agriculture (CSA), 
where the commitment required from consumers is greater than in conven
tional food spaces. Thus, “Connectedness” translate into a spectrum of work
ing practices, forms of economic organization, and forms of financing created 
by new types of producer–consumer relationships within AFN.

In AFN literature, Venn et al. (2006, 254), proposed four different cate
gories of AFN “according to the relative ‘connectedness’ of food consumers to 
the act of food production,” including “producers as consumers,” where food 
is produced and consumed by the same people, “producer – consumer part
nerships,” where consumers gain a certain amount of control and agency 
through mutually beneficial arrangements (e.g., CSA contracts), “direct- 
selling,” where consumers’ contact with the act of food production is limited 
to “moments of connection” (e.g., through weekly contact at a farmers’ mar
ket), and “specialist retailers,” where consumers are less likely to come into 
direct contact with the food producer, engaging with intermediaries instead. 
These categories highlight the varying degrees of consumer involvement in 
food production, illustrating how the structure of AFN can range from direct 
engagement to more mediated forms of participation.

Building on the varying degrees of connectedness and consumer involve
ment in AFN, it is essential to consider how specific motivations and 
dynamics influence the strength of these producer–consumer relationships. 
Preference, circumstance, and the AFN’s vision for change significantly 
shape members’ connectedness. While some members are content with 
weaker ties, most prefer in-person connections at collection points and 
through volunteering (Furness et al. 2022). Studies have shown that few 
people join CSA for community-related reasons, and sharing financial risks 
with farmers is not a primary motivator. Although members express interest 
in local political or social issues, CSA do not seem to foster a strong sense of 
community, suggesting that CSA membership is neither representative of 
nor conducive to building community (Pole and Gray 2013). Grassroots 
dynamics further influence the level of community involvement in AFN, 
with factors such as social cohesion, economic inequality, and cultural values 
shaping participation. Some initiatives, such as civic food networks, prior
itize community-building and shared governance, fostering a sense of own
ership and collaboration (Wahn 2024). However, not all AFN focus on these 
principles. To enhance community engagement, future AFN development 
should prioritize participatory frameworks that promote collective action 
rather than individual consumerism.

Proximity
The theme “Proximity” captures the view that AFN are mechanisms to shorten 
supply networks to create geographical and/or relational proximity. Sage 
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(2003) explains that many AFN initiatives use direct marketing to short-circuit 
long food supply networks. The shortening most commonly occurs in the 
distance between the physical location of the site of production and the site of 
purchase or consumption (Evers and Hodgson 2011; Jarosz 2008). However, 
the shortening can also translate into the reduction of the number of inter
mediaries between producers and consumers along supply networks, which 
can many times result in direct face-to-face interactions between producers 
and consumers at the point of sale (Venn et al. 2006). This is where AFN and 
other concepts such as short food supply chains (SFSC) and local food net
works seem to converge. Re-localization implies that through the shortening 
of food networks (both in terms of distance and actors), consumers can 
become aware of the provenance and modes of production of the food that 
they purchase. This knowledge is said to be reassuring to those consumers 
concerned with health, safety and environmental issues or the socio-economic 
well-being of farmers (Turner and Hope 2015). The different types of 
“Proximity” are conceptualized in a framework originally proposed by 
Marsden, Banks, and Bristow (2000). The authors define “Proximity” in 
terms of physical distance, value-chain distance (i.e., number of intermediaries 
in the supply chain), and informational distance (i.e., increased availability of 
information via face-to-face communication or labels on the packaging on 
products).

Sustainability
PadilloBaez et al. (2020)

AFN have been widely associated with superior practices across the social, 
economic, and environmental sustainability dimensions (Forssell and 
Lankoski 2015), and this is reflected in the theme “Sustainability.” 
Accordingly, sustainability has become a key characteristic often used in 
AFN definitions. For instance, Jarosz (2008, 232) suggests that AFN are 
characterized by “a commitment to the social, economic and environmental 
dimensions of sustainable food production, distribution and consumption.” 
The sustainability of AFN has been associated to their production methods 
which are said to be environmentally friendly (Naylor 2012), but also to 
certain qualities of the products sold through them (e.g., organic, artisanal, 
local, etc.) (Barnett, Dripps, and Blomquist 2016). Furthermore, AFN are said 
to contribute toward the conservation of local food culture (Pesci and Brinkley  
2021), social and economic equity in the food chain (González de Molina and 
Lopez-Garcia 2021), and mutual trust and social justice (Slavuj Borčić, 2022). 
Padillo Baez et al. (2020), explain that AFN are a set of practices that play a role 
in fostering a sustainable and civil economy, environment, biodiversity, and 
respect for tradition. Lastly, AFN are said to be characterized by decentralized, 
independent, community-focused, and sustainable business models (De 
Bernardi, Bertello, and Venuti 2019).
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Yet, sustainability is a contested claim in the context of AFN. Forssell and 
Lankoski (2015, 72) acknowledged that “the promise of specific real-life AFN 
is demarcated by what AFN characteristics they exhibit,” including physical 
proximity, alterity or quality of products offered (i.e., environmentally benign 
production choices), and new forms of governance and strong relationships. 
There is agreement that the sustainability of AFN will vary among different 
types, but also within the same types of AFN, and will depend on different 
attributes or characteristics (Kneafsey et al. 2013; Mastronardi et al. 2019). For 
instance, a farmers’ market that supports the use of organic or agroecological 
practices may deliver more environmental sustainability than one that does 
not. Similarly, a CSA initiative may deliver more socio-economic sustainability 
(e.g., economic risk sharing and shared responsibility) than a farmers’ market 
due to differing forms of financing and levels of consumers’ commitment. All 
this suggests that the sustainability of AFN needs to be critically evaluated on 
a case-by-case basis. Scholars need to approach the sustainability promise of 
AFN with caution and carefully consider the actual evidence behind sustain
ability claims. In the literature this should be reported in more detail to 
improve transparency.

It is also important to highlight some criticisms associated with the “sus
tainability” of AFN. A key critique of AFN is their tendency to cater predo
minantly to middle-class, white consumers, raising concerns about inclusivity 
and accessibility (Goszczyński and Śpiewak 2023; Turkkan 2023). This demo
graphic bias highlights broader structural inequalities, where access to sustain
able food is often linked to socio-economic status. This critique highlights the 
need to engage with issues of equity and inclusion in AFN literature to ensure 
broader sustainability impact.

Another important challenge relates to the transformative potential of AFN 
in relation to the dominant food system. While AFN present themselves as 
alternatives that emphasize sustainability, the extent to which they challenge 
and transform the conventional food system remains debated. It has been 
argued that AFN face significant difficulties in scaling up, which limits their 
capacity to drive systemic change (Kump and Fikar 2021). Drawing from 
sustainability transition theory, AFN often remain in the niche phase, unable 
to break into or disrupt the dominant food regime (Bui et al. 2016). This 
suggests that while AFN may offer innovative practices and alternatives, they 
largely exist on the periphery and struggle to influence the broader structures 
of the mainstream food system.

Alternative, short, civic or local? Uncovering differences

The concepts of AFN, short food supply chains (SFCS), civic food net
works and local food networks are often used interchangeably. The 
literature review uncovered some trends in the use of these similar 

14 R. MICHEL-VILLARREAL ET AL.



concepts. For instance, some of the most common keywords within the 
sample reviewed are SFSC and local food, which may suggest that authors 
see these concepts as synonyms or at least related to the same phenom
ena. Nonetheless, this conceptual equivalence remains largely unexplored 
in the literature.

Alternative food networks or short food supply chains?
Some authors argue that a main characteristic of AFN is that they are based on 
SFSC (Rosol and Barbosa 2021; Sitaker et al. 2020) or that AFN include SFSC 
(Kessari et al. 2020). The concept of SFSC was first proposed by Marsden, 
Banks, and Bristow (2000) and later Renting, Marsden, and Banks (2003), as 
a substitute for the concept of AFN. The authors’ rationale was the need for 
more specific conceptualizations. Since then, there has been a notable growth 
in literature focussed around the conceptual aspects of SFSC, and the concept 
itself has gained significant importance in policy making. For instance, the 
French Ministry of Agriculture, Food and Forestry suggests that SFSC are 
those systems that involve only one or fewer intermediaries (Galli and Brunori  
2013). Building on this, the European Network for Rural Development defines 
SFSC in relation to the reduction of intermediaries and physical distance 
between the producers and consumers (Peters 2012). A report on behalf of 
the European Commission further suggests that the number of intermediaries 
in a SFSC should be minimal or ideally nil (Kneafsey et al. 2013). Most 
recently, the United Nations Industrial Development Organization (Belletti 
and Marescotti 2020) defined SFCS as follows:

The term ‘short food supply-chains’ (SFSCs) encompasses different typologies and 
operating models. [. . .] Broadly speaking, SFCSs aim at reducing the ‘distance’ between 
agriculture and final consumption, directly re-connecting farmers to consumers, and are 
at the crossroad of economic, environmental and social issues and needs.

In this case, the shortening of the supply chain is not only based on the 
number of actors within the chain or the physical distance. Instead, the 
shortening of the “distance” can be understood from three distinct perspec
tives: minimizing the physical distance between farmers and end consumers, 
decreasing the number of intermediary steps linking farmers to end consu
mers, and fostering greater cultural and social closeness between farmers and 
consumers (Belletti and Marescotti 2020).

This recent interpretation is more in line with the origins of the concept. In 
their original paper, Marsden, Banks, and Bristow (2000) proposed that the 
number of intermediaries or the physical distance that products travel is not 
what ultimately distinguishes SFSC (previously known as AFN); instead, the 
connection between consumers and producers through products embedded 
with information is what is critical. Following a similar line of thought, 
Renting, Marsden, and Banks (2003) define SFSC in terms of “shortened” 
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producer–consumer relations and information-embedded products. They 
proposed three different categories of SFSC: face-to-face SFSCs, proximate 
SFSCs and extended SFSCs, with each category involving a different degree of 
proximity between producers and consumers.

Drawing from the origins of the SFSC concept, it is argued that the SFSC 
concept, particularly as introduced by Marsden, Banks, and Bristow (2000), 
encompasses the same phenomena targeted by AFN. The discourse or litera
ture of SFSC, specifically the definitions, contribute additional precision, 
emphasizing geographical, relational, and informational “proximity,” 
a pivotal attribute of AFN discussed earlier. It is noteworthy that while 
numerous AFN definitions characterize the phenomena in relation to their 
sustainability inclination, such inclination is not prominently reflected in 
SFSC definitions, hinting at the implicit inclusion of sustainability within the 
conceptual framework. Importantly, the concept of SFSC has emerged as more 
pivotal for policymaking compared to AFN.

Alternative food networks or local food systems?
The literature review also identified that keywords such as “alternative food 
networks,” and “local food networks” or “local food systems” or “local food,” 
are often used interchangeably to refer to the same phenomena. For instance, 
Wiśniewska-Paluszak and Paluszak (2021) suggests that local food systems are 
usually referred as alternative food networks. In a critical review of literature to 
identify the most significant elements in the field of AFN, González De Molina 
and Lopez-Garcia (2021) use keywords such as “alternative food networks,” 
“local food systems” and “sustainable food systems” as equivalent concepts. 
Other authors highlight the link between AFN and local food. For instance, 
Brinkley, Manser, and Pesci (2021) explain that the proximity of producers 
and consumers within local food systems creates a sense of community and 
social values, which gives rise to alternative food networks. Papacharalampous 
(2021) suggests that alternative food networks usually include shorter supply 
chains, such as CSA, cooperatives, and other local food systems. These seems 
to suggest that local food systems are antecedents for the creation and opera
tion of alternative food networks.

The concept of local food lacks a precise definition, as its interpretation 
varies based on the distinct socio-economic and political circumstances 
(Enthoven and van den Broeck 2021). Local food can usually be characterized 
by geographical proximity (e.g., distance between food production and con
sumption), relational proximity (e.g., closer relationships between producer 
and consumer), and values of proximity (e.g., environment, social, ethical, 
health, safety) (Eriksen 2013). AFN play a key role in the geographical proxi
mity of local food systems, as local food is usually provided via alternative food 
networks such as farmers markets and CSA. However, Enthoven and Van den 
Broeck (2021) warns that the two concepts can wrongly be used 
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interchangeably as AFN are not always local (e.g., extended SFSC), while local 
food systems do not always involve AFN (e.g., supermarkets and large retailers 
sourcing food locally). Thus, AFN and local food systems seem to share 
characteristics of proximity, connectedness and sustainability, and hence, 
interact very closely.

Local food systems facilitate the creation of many forms of AFN, and AFN 
facilitate the operation and distribution of local food. One of the main 
distinctions is that AFN are not always constrained by a specific physical 
(territorial) locality, and their “alterity” can be explained by other character
istics such as alternative economies and models and informational or value- 
chain proximity. Lastly, whereas local food has been increasingly co-opted by 
conventional value chains via the selling of locally sourced products, the 
mainstreaming of AFN has proven more difficult.

Alternative food networks or civic food networks?
A clear definition of Civic Food Networks (CFN) is lacking, with overlapping 
interpretations (Giovannini, Forno, and Magnani 2023). The term arose in 
response to critiques of the AFN concept (Bos and Owen 2016). Renting, 
Schermer, and Rossi (2012) called for new theoretical frameworks to capture 
the evolving roles of citizens, consumers, producers, and civil society, focusing 
on the unique social and economic relations in emerging food networks. They 
subsequently introduced “civic food networks” as an alternative analytical 
concept.

CFN embody evolving relationships between consumers and producers, 
engaging in new forms of food citizenship (Renting, Schermer, and Rossi  
2012). They extend beyond traditional food practices, fostering cooperation 
among local actors and shifting governance toward civil society and local 
administrations. Often emerging from urban areas, CFN drive innovations 
such as urban agriculture and introduce discourses linked to movements like 
degrowth and ecofeminism. Frequently, CFN involve participatory initiatives, 
such as consumer cooperatives and collective urban gardening, aimed at 
reshaping the dominant food system through civic engagement (Bos and 
Owen 2016).

Kneafsey et al. (2013) identify three approaches to civic engagement in 
CFN: first, through food democracy, which empowers stakeholders to shape 
the food system; second, aligning with food sovereignty, emphasizing the right 
to choose foods and challenge power relations; and third, promoting food 
citizenship, where individuals actively organize and participate in community- 
driven systems. These approaches foster civic engagement that encourages 
community action and organization (Kneafsey et al. 2013).

CFN are a distinct type of AFN that prioritize civic engagement (Smith  
2023). While CFN fall under the AFN umbrella, not all AFN qualify as CFN. 
The key difference lies in CFN’ civic focus, which transcends providing 
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alternative food sources to foster public dialog, collaboration, and social 
empowerment. Through public forums and community initiatives, CFN 
drive broader social change and collective action in food systems (Wahn  
2024), distinguishing them from other AFN that may focus on local or ethical 
practices without a civic engagement agenda.

Conclusions and future research

This paper presents findings from the analysis of AFN definitions, identified 
through a systematic review of 461 papers. This analysis allowed a more 
precise characterization of AFN based on five main emerging themes (see 
Figure 2). Generally, AFN seem to be defined as spaces, practices, networks, or 
organizations that are somehow different from conventional food systems. 
Their “alterity” can be linked to the nature of food sold, the network used for 

Figure 2. Key attributes of AFN based on the literature review.
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distribution, or the new or alternative economies/models adopted. Other 
important attributes identified in the definitions are “connectedness” (i.e., 
values or principles underpinning the relations), “proximity” (i.e., shortness 
or embeddedness of distribution channels) and “sustainability” practices or 
outcomes. The “alterity” of AFN could be seen as a spectrum along which 
different initiatives can be placed, based on their specific characteristics or 
attributes. Researchers studying AFN should aim to critically assess and clearly 
articulate these attributes, enabling a deeper understanding of the nuances that 
distinguish AFN. This approach will also enhance the transferability of find
ings, allowing for more meaningful comparisons and applications across 
different contexts.

Although full conceptual consensus has not been reached within the litera
ture, with many authors acknowledging that a universally accepted definition 
of AFN does not exist (De Bernardi et al. 2020; de Souza 2020), AFN con
ceptualizations tend to share a series of attributes. Thus, AFN can be defined, 
by one or several of the following: 

(1) by their “alterity,” which can be linked to the nature of food sold, the 
networks used for distribution, or the new or alterative economies/ 
models adopted

(2) by their “connectedness,” which refers to closer producer–consumer 
relationships that can translate into new working practices, forms of 
economic organization, and forms of financing

(3) by their “proximity,” which can refer to the physical distance, value- 
chain distance and/or informational distance

(4) by their “sustainability,” which reflects a commitment to social, eco
nomic, and environmental food production, distribution, and con
sumption practices.

This study has also explored the relationships and distinctions among AFN, 
Short Food Supply Chains (SFSC), local food systems, and Civic Food 
Networks (CFN). While these terms are often used interchangeably in the 
literature, this research underscores the necessity of understanding their 
specific attributes, uses, and implications. The SFSC concept emerged as 
a refined framework for conceptualizing AFN, gaining traction in policy 
discussions largely due to its clear focus on reducing intermediaries and 
shortening the distance between producers and consumers. Despite the differ
ences in terminology, the core attributes of SFSC and AFN closely align, 
suggesting that they can be viewed as interchangeable. The evolution of 
SFSC from the AFN concept highlights this connection, reinforcing the idea 
that both concepts aim to address similar phenomena. Conversely, AFN are 
not always local, and local food systems can operate independently of AFN, as 
seen in supermarkets that source food locally. Both AFN and local food 
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systems may share characteristics of proximity, connectedness, and sustain
ability, fostering close interactions between them. Local food systems often 
give rise to various forms of AFN, while AFN facilitate the operation and 
distribution of local food. A key distinction is that AFN are not constrained by 
geographic boundaries, with their uniqueness often tied to alternative eco
nomic models and informational proximity. CFN, emerging from critiques of 
AFN, provide a distinct perspective by emphasizing civic engagement and 
community involvement in shaping food systems. While CFN can be consid
ered a subset of AFN, their focus on social empowerment and public dialog 
sets them apart from other forms of AFN. Ultimately, the evolution of the 
literature surrounding these related concepts has led to different emphases, yet 
they collectively share a common goal of reshaping food systems.

Our study contributes toward a better understanding of the key attributes of 
AFN and consequently a more consistent use of the concept. Two decades ago, 
Renting, Marsden, and Banks (2003, 394) recognized the importance of not 
theoretically restricting “definitions of AFN given the scarcity of theoretical 
and empirical work conducted upon them.” Since then, a wealth of literature 
has emerged, and empirical evidence is now plentiful. Hence, there is an 
opportunity to work toward more conceptual clarity in future research studies. 
The findings presented here can be used to more critically examine and report 
on the heterogeneity of AFN. Such effort could shed some light on the specific 
and shared features of diverse AFN, contributing to a better understanding of 
how these alternative forms of provisioning challenge conventional food 
practices. Without more criticality, we risk putting anything and everything 
under the AFN label. By increasing transparency and attention to the key 
attributes of AFN in future studies, we can better understand whether and how 
different attributes translate into similar or different outcomes (e.g., do vary
ing degrees of “proximity” lead to the same sustainability performance?).

Achieving greater conceptual clarity by more clearly characterizing AFN in 
future studies is also essential from a methodological perspective. AFN studies 
have largely relied on qualitative methods such as case studies (Michel- 
Villarreal et al. 2019; Tregear 2011) which are seen as suitable for capturing 
the complex processes, relationships, interactions, and dynamics within AFN 
in their real-life contexts. However, effective case studies require clear bound
aries around the unit of analysis under intensive exploration and a “thick 
description” of it (Yin 2014) to maximize transferability of findings beyond the 
immediate study. Doing this typically involves in-depth local observation and 
consideration of factors unique to the cases (e.g., the proximity, alterity or 
connectedness of a given AFN). Therefore, the transferability of findings 
largely depends on the extent to which key attributes are shared between 
cases. For instance, if case A (the AFN under study) and case B (the AFN to 
which findings will be applied) share sufficient similarities, the findings from 
case A are more likely to be relevant and applicable in case B. Therefore, for 
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scholars to transfer or generalize findings, both cases must be clearly and 
thoroughly characterized (Merriam 1998). This paper advocates for more 
explicit characterization of AFN in future studies, so that scholars can better 
assess the transferability between cases. The key attributes identified here can 
help provide “thicker descriptions” of cases, enhancing the precision with 
which future studies can compare and transfer findings across different AFN.

The aim of this paper was not to establish a universal definition of AFN, as 
these socially constructed initiatives arise from very diverse communities and 
exhibit a broad range of characteristics. Instead of seeking a singular defini
tion, we advocate for enhanced precision in future research by clearly bound
ing the object of study, emphasizing a core set of essential attributes inherent 
to AFN. The challenge for researchers lies in recognizing these attributes in the 
real-world manifestations of AFN and transparently disclosing them in their 
reports. Drawing from the key attributes outlined in Figure 2, we propose the 
following guiding questions for researchers aiming to identify, study, and 
report on AFN:

● How is the initiative characterized by “alterity”? Is it linked to alternative 
food, alternative networks and/or alternative economies/models?

● How does the initiative facilitate closer relationships between producers, 
consumers, and other actors in the chain? Does this translate into new 
working practices, forms of economic organization, and forms of 
financing?

● How does the initiative encourage geographical, relational and/or infor
mational proximity?

● Is the initiative driven by a commitment to social, economic, and envir
onmental food production, distribution, and consumption practices? 
What sustainability practices or outcomes are observed?

This research carries important implications for both theory and practice in 
the field of AFN. The findings underscore the importance of establishing 
a clear and consistent framework for understanding AFN, which can enhance 
theoretical development and facilitate more robust scholarly discourse. By 
identifying key attributes and distinguishing AFN from similar concepts, 
this study contributes to a deeper understanding of the dynamics within 
AFN, enabling researchers to frame their studies accurately and develop 
more targeted interventions that address the specific needs and challenges of 
different communities. By proposing a set of key attributes and guiding 
questions, we aim to enhance understanding of the AFN concept and encou
rage more transparent and comprehensive reporting in future studies. 
Practically, the insights gained from this research can inform policymakers, 
practitioners, and community stakeholders in designing and implementing 
initiatives that promote sustainable food practices. A clearer conceptualization 
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of AFN can guide decision-making processes, ensuring that efforts to support 
these networks are grounded in a nuanced understanding of their complexities 
and potential for driving change in food systems. Ultimately, understanding 
the essential attributes of AFN can deepen comprehension of how commu
nities are coming together to address issues related to food and sustainability, 
and to develop more effective policies and interventions that can support and 
promote these initiatives.
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