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Consumers and Producers: Coping with Food Anxieties through ‘Reconnection’?

1. Introduction: ‘alternatives’, ‘reconnection’ and food anxieties

Much has been made of the increased separation of consumers and producers in modern food systems, which are characterised by industrialised agriculture and the retailing of heavily processed foodstuffs through supermarkets.  Nevertheless, and perhaps as a result, there has been increasing interest in ‘alternative’ modes of food provision, which aim to ‘reconnect’ consumers, producers and food (e.g. Renting et al 2003, Holloway and Kneafsey 2000, Sage 2003).  This working paper arises from research into the emergence of these ‘alternatives’, which are seeking to construct more sustainable, open and trusting relationships between food producers and consumers.  These relationships are usually associated with particular geographical locations and ethical frameworks which address a range of concerns including food transport or the use of agro-chemicals, human health and animal welfare, (un-)fair trading practices (at local and global scales) and labour exploitation.  A crucial feature which distinguishes these relationships from conventional ones is that there is an element of ‘reconnection’ between producers, consumers and food.  This suggests some degree of consumer engagement with the production of food, ranging from direct knowledge of the producer, production methods or place of production, to actual participation in the growing of food.  ‘Reconnection’ implies a return to lost connections, but as our research is beginning to show, the participants in ‘alternative’ food networks do not necessarily come from places or generations that were once more directly connected with food production. In many instances our empirical data show that ‘alternative’ food networks are actually creating new connections between consumers and producers. These new connections may be nostalgically framed in terms of mythical past connections and closeness, but they are not simple re-establishments of old-fashioned ways of doing things.  Some of them, for example, have been enabled by technologies such as the internet.  

Our research is examining the types of relationships operating between producers and consumers in these ‘alternative’ and ‘reconnected’ food networks and the ways in which these are discursively, practically and materially constructed.  This working paper explores just one dimension of the relationships, motives and behaviours associated with ‘alternative’ food networks: the role played by food anxieties.  Whilst not claiming that anxiety is the only driver of food consumption decisions and practices, our research suggests that it is one of the key factors pushing the growth of ‘alternative’ food networks. We did not set out to ask consumers about their anxieties; rather anxieties emerged as an important feature of consumer responses to contemporary food provisioning and in many cases, were revealed to be a motive for participation in ‘alternative’ food networks. In this paper, we use findings from the first round of our empirical research to firstly, establish the extent to which the managers of ‘alternative’ networks perceive and respond to consumer anxieties; secondly, examine the types of food-related anxieties expressed by consumers involved in five different ‘alternative’ food networks and finally, assess the extent to which their involvement in these networks actually addresses and resolves these anxieties.  We begin by briefly examining some of the key literature addressing risk and anxiety in relation to food. We then discuss the scope of so-called ‘alternative’ food networks (AFN) as they now exist in the UK, drawing on our empirical enquiry at the start of the research.  Finally we focus in more detail on the case studies, examining them from the perspective of both their managers and the consumers involved with them.  We conclude by raising a series of questions about the extent to which different modes of consumer participation in food production are successful in addressing anxieties in relation to food in contemporary UK society.

2. Food Anxieties in a Risky World: Distance and Separation

Food anxieties are arguably a persistent phenomenon associated with long-term processes of modernisation. Rappaport (2004) usefully reminds us that anxieties about adulteration – in this case of packet tea – date back to at least the mid-Victorian era. Burnett (1989: 93) also discusses the history of food adulteration at length, and clearly makes links between the risk of adulteration and the distancing of consumers and producers:

“The root causes of adulteration are to be found in the changes which took place in this period of rapid industrialization and urbanization, a period when an ever-increasing proportion of the population was becoming dependent on commercial services for the supply of its food and, as capitalism and specialization advanced, further and further removed from the ultimate food-producers.”

Burnett defines food adulteration as the use of cheaper and nutritionally inferior substitutes to replace the proper constituents of food, the removal of essential ingredients, or the adding of foreign substances to impart fictitious flavour, appearance or strength (1989: 86).  Such practices are enabled by an industrialised, distanced food system in which consumers literally do not know where their food has come from or how it has been made.  Contemporary discourses of adulteration include reference to chemical additives, trace elements, genetic modification or excessive processing.

Adulteration is, however, only one element of food anxiety. The eminent French sociologist Claude Fischler (1980; 1988), for example, has argued that the very act of eating is itself infused with anxiety and suspicion because it is linked with the process of ‘incorporation’.  Food crosses the barrier between the ‘outside’ world and the ‘inside’ world of the body.  In this process we incorporate all or some of the food’s properties: “we become what we eat. Incorporation is the basis of identity” (1988: 279).  Consequently it is vital to identify foods in both the literal and figurative sense, for “if we do not know what we eat, how can we know what we are?” (p.282).  For Fischler, much of the anxiety surrounding food consumption is directly related to the ways in which food supply systems are currently structured and the breakdown of traditional rules, norms and meanings which organize human food intake. Writing about the contemporary United Kingdom, Felicity Lawrence, in her best-selling Not on the Label, continues the critique of food provisioning and argues that “[P]aradoxically, as we have become more affluent as a nation, we have also become more anxious about our food and how it is produced” (2004;xiii). Compared to pre-industrialised food systems, modern production processes are highly complex and the ways in which food is grown and processed have become ever more opaque to the consumer. In addition to some of the more obvious concerns about the effects of highly processed and modified foods on human health, there is also evidence of a range of different socio-ethical and environmental anxieties and perhaps most significantly, a perceived distancing of consumers from the people, processes and places associated with their food.

Recent food ‘scares’ are often referred to as an inevitable result of this ‘stretched out’, industrialised food system, whereby the emphasis on productivity has resulted in practices which in many instances help to nurture and spread biological threats to human health. In the United Kingdom, they include salmonella in eggs (1988), listeria in soft cheese and chicken (1989), BSE in cattle and the human variant vCJD (first case reported 1995), Ecoli (various cases), Avian Influenza, Sudan Dyes and the existence of PCBs in farmed salmon (2004).  In addition there has been a plethora of less focussed scare stories in the media which seem to demonstrate that yet another hitherto un-remarkable food such as lettuce, for example, has carcinogenic qualities. The Foot and Mouth Disease outbreak (2001), whilst not a direct threat to public health through food consumption, caused concerns about air and water pollution associated with the disposal of culled animals and further raised the public’s sense of unease about some of the practices of contemporary farming and food distribution.  This incident (like BSE) highlighted the increased separation of consumers and food producers and the degree to which food origins are obscured within the industrialised food system.  It also intensified a sense of public mistrust in key actors such as government, scientists and large retailers. Importantly, the outbreak prompted the formation of the influential 2002 Policy Commission on the Future of Farming and Food which, among other things, advocated the need for a ‘reconnection’ of farmers and consumers.  As proposed by the Commission, this would ensure not only a greater return of the profits to farmers by cutting out intermediaries in the food chain, but would increase consumer trust and knowledge of food and its origins.  

In a late modern context, the examples just described can be conceptualised as instances of the uncertainty and ‘unknowability’ which, according to Ulrich Beck, are produced by the way techno-scientific, capitalist societies operate. In Beck’s ‘risk society’, the ‘production of wealth is systematically accompanied by the social production of risks’ (Beck, 1992: 19). Within this context, and drawing on Holloway (2004) and Green et al (2003) it can be argued that food risks typify contemporary risks for several, related reasons.  First, unlike the obvious and external hazards of earlier times, “risks in the contemporary world are hidden within the ordinary and even wholesome goods we rely on” (Green et al 2003: 34).  Second, they result from the application of science and technology to food systems, rather than being just something to which science can be applied as a solution. Third, they are often not immediately sensible to individuals; indeed, they require “the ‘sensory organs of science’ - theories, experiments, measuring instruments - in order to become visible or interpretable as hazards at all’ (Beck, 1995: 27). Fourth, the risks produced are omnipresent and have impacts over greater spatial and temporal scales than was the case in earlier industrial society. Fifth, and crucially for our research, the management of risks involves individuals in complex assessments in which diverse sets of risks must be balanced against other sets of benefits.  

Beck’s idea of the ‘risk society’ provides a useful starting point but a couple of important critiques must be mentioned in the context of this particular research topic. Firstly, his sociology has been critiqued from social constructivist and poststructuralist positions (see Eden, 1998; Whatmore, 2002 among many) for maintaining a distinction between the social and the natural that is unrealistic given the social-natural hybrids (like GMOs) that increasingly populate our world and food systems. Secondly he has been accused of neglecting cultural dimensions of social responses to risk, and for accepting ‘expert’ constructions of environmental problems and the exclusion of lay understandings of those issues. Thirdly, different cultural groups, in different places, are likely to make sense of and respond to risks in different ways. Risks are not simply matters of fact, but become parts of cultural discourse and embedded in social practice. As Douglas and Wildavsky  (1983: 5) put it, “risk should be seen as a joint product of knowledge about the future and consent about the most desired prospects.”  The perception of risk is a social process whereby “people agree to ignore most of the potential dangers that surround them and interact so as to concentrate only on selected aspects” (1983: 9).  Crucial questions revolve around how and why risks are selected, and whose interests are served by these value-laden, politicised decisions. Rather than dealing with the social production of risk, Douglas’ work is thus concerned with the social construction, or as she more precisely puts it, the social construal of risk:

 “[A]ll knowledge and everything we talk about is collectively constructed.  Language is no private invention. Words are a collective product and so are meanings. There could not be risks, illnesses, dangers or any reality, knowledge of which is not constructed. It might be better if the word ‘social construal’ were used instead of ‘construction’ because all evidence has to be construed” (Douglas 1997: 123, cited in Tansey and O’Riordan, 1999).
This is illustrated by Draper and Green’s (2002) work on the changing nature of food policy in the UK. They demonstrate that there has been a ‘cyclical’ interest in food safety over the last two hundred years, which has been shaped by different models of public governance, “each constructing particular potential risks from food and each shaping particular constructions of choice” (p.610).  

Douglas’s work is particularly useful in emphasising the ways in which risks are perceived and selected but in this research we are especially interested in anxiety, a psychological phenomena that is related to, but not the same as risk. Whilst work on risk provides a useful framework for identifying some of the possibly novel hazards faced by late modern societies and the ways in which these are perceived, the present research focuses on a particular set of consumers who have, in many instances,  consciously changed aspects of their behaviour as a result of anxieties relating to perceived risks.  Anxiety is one element of consumer responses to risk and it also influences the ways in which risks are perceived.  Whilst it has long been recognised that anxiety is a “pervasive psychological phenomenon” (Levitt 1980: 1) which is an essential part of the human condition (May 1950), some writers feel that it has taken on a particular intensity in the late modern era.  May (1950: v) for instance, notes “a nameless and formless uneasiness that has dogged the footsteps of modern man (sic)” and suggests the emergence of an “age of anxiety” in relation to experience of rapid change and instability. May argues that such anxiety can be related both to the specific fears of a period of time (for him, that included nuclear war and economic upheaval) and to a deeper psychological sense of disorientation and uncertainty.  For May, anxiety is important in understanding what it is to be human in modernity. While people can develop personal strategies or “security patterns” for dealing with fears, “in anxiety it is this security pattern itself which is threatened” (p.191, emphasis in original).  More recently, Dunant and Porter (1996) have also suggested that we live in an age of anxiety, related to feelings of individual powerlessness to influence economic conditions, environmental damage and so on.  Reflecting Beck’s specifically late modern risks, they argue that it is the great complexity of the economic, political, social and environmental problems that people perceive which causes a heightening of anxiety, along with the knowledge that while any individual cannot effect significant change, it is unlikely that radical change will arise from entrenched political economic establishments either. A common theme in these accounts is that paradoxically, it seems that increasing knowledge of something can produce even more anxiety as the individual becomes more aware of the things to be anxious about (Mulgan 1996).  For Midgley (1996) an increased awareness of the scientific inputs into agriculture, for example brought about through seminal works such as Rachel Carson’s (1962) Silent Spring and expressed in contemporary environmentalism, is important in understanding recent concerns for environmental issues.  

Thinking geographically, Sibley (2000) illustrates the ways in which anxieties can be specifically located in space and time.  He refers, for example, to the ‘moral panics’ associated with the things, activities and people regarded as ‘out of place’ in particular locations, but we could also point to the ‘food scares’ which represent an intensification of anxiety around specific events and time-spaces.  In addition to this, it could be argued that many contemporary anxieties about food are inherently geographical in the sense that they are to do with the ways in which food production and consumption are spatially organised.  The sociologist Fischler, points out that unlike traditional societies, modern eco-systems are characterised by a high degree of specialization, the division of tasks in agricultural production being continent-wide. As a result most of our food comes from ‘elsewhere.’ For the individual consumer this has paradoxical effects: on the one hand, there is a wider range of possible foods available, including exotic ones; on the other, food in the industrial world has become homogenized to the extent that “modern food has become in the eyes of the eater an ‘unidentified edible object’, devoid of origin or history, with no respectable past – in short, without identity” (Fischler 1988: 289).  The source of the problem is “the omnivore’s paradox” (a term first used by Paul Rozin) which refers to the need for humans to include diversity in their diets but simultaneously to be conservative in their eating habits, because any new food is a potential danger.  The paradox lies in the “tension between the two poles of neophobia (prudence, fear of the unknown, resistance to change) and neophilia (the tendency to explore, the need for change, novelty, variety)” (Fischler 1988: 278).  Fischler’s thesis is that instead of regulating the anxiety of the paradox, modern society develops in such a manner that it tends to increase it.  Just as Beck writes about processes of ‘individualization’  whereby ‘[P]eople are invited to constitute themselves as individuals: to plan, understand, design themselves as individuals, and should they fail, to blame themselves’ (Beck, 1999: 9), so Fischler portrays a society where individuals are left without clear socio-cultural cues as to what choices they should make:

“Food selection and intake are now increasingly a matter of individual, not social, decisions and they are no longer under ecological or seasonal constraints.  But individuals lack reliable criteria to make these decisions and therefore they experience a growing sense of anxiety” (1980: 948).

Hence, Fischler contends, “the growing demand for symbols of nature could be interpreted in terms of a response to, a reaction against, the increasingly serious problem we have in identifying our food” (Fischler 1980: 945).  He believes a shift is taking place in what western culture perceives to belong to the categories of purity and pollution.  Whereas traditionally, raw foodstuffs had to be “civilized” or “tamed” through processing in order to become fit for consumption, this “industrial purification” appears no longer to guarantee symbolic purity.  Instead, it breeds “symbolic danger” in the form of chemicals or trace elements.  As a consequence, people start preferring ‘natural’ or ‘organic’ food.  

Enticott (2003a; 2003b), in recent ethnographic research, pursues the theme of consumer preferences for ‘natural’ and ‘local’ food (or food with ‘identity’ to use Fischler’s term). Whilst much research has identified this trend, Enticott’s work is particularly useful in identifying important nuances in the construction of food qualities.  For example, he challenges the notion that consumers uncritically accept that organic and local foods are implicitly safer and argues that the assumption that ‘organics’ is the only nature that consumers turn to in times of crisis is misleading. Instead, Enticott argues that the ‘natural’ qualities of food are not fixed but open to negotiation and that consumers may draw on different ‘cultures of nature’ when making food choices. For example (and echoing Fischler’s point), they may turn to foods containing ‘impure’ ‘raw’ natures such as unpasteurised cheese:

Such a culture of nature would appreciate nature’s ‘raw’ and ‘impure’ qualities, for example, those microbes, bacteria and chemicals usually expelled.  Whilst these impurities scientifically represent a health risk, consumers adopting this culture of nature do not construct them in this way, instead associating risks with industrialised production systems and purified natures (Enticott 2003a: 412).

Enticott’s case study on the consumption of unpasteurised milk also demonstrates the significance of spatial and ethical contexts for the negotiation of consumption decisions. He reveals that it is 

strongly linked to the demonstration of a rural identity which rejects the alternative way of living implicated in scientific definitions of risk and which evolves from distinct (rural) moral behaviours.  These moralities emphasize particular relations with nature and the belief that all natures including ‘germs’ are beneficial; the importance of maintaining community by participating in community relations and projects; and relying on local knowledges such as previous experience to inform consumption decisions (2003a: 421).
Thus consumers challenge scientific discourses of food safety and purity.  They defend local identity by maintaining reciprocal relationships with the local farmer who provides the milk. Elements of trust, care and friendship are vital in ‘gluing’ these relationships together. Previous experience of consuming unpasteurised milk and the evidence presented by the longevity and healthiness of elderly people who have always done so reassures consumers that the product is safe and indeed has health-giving properties. Moreover, rejecting the milk would have ramifications beyond the individual. It would contribute to a dislocation of community relations and erosion of village/rural identity.

What Enticott’s work also demonstrates is the potential for action to be built from consumer responses to food-related anxieties – although it should be acknowledged that even if consumers care about risks in the same ways, not all are able to respond in these ways.  This is an aspect which several of the authors discussed converge upon.  Whilst a focus on anxiety may paint a dismal picture of the state of being a consumer, such assessments should not be accepted without consideration of a more positive understanding of the phenomenon. Beck, for instance, argues that whilst personal experiences of fear and risk might well produce defensive or paralysing reactions, they might instead reflexively produce new forms of ethical and political engagement with the world, which might connect people in geographically disparate places, and be centred around, for example, ecological issues or in the case of this paper, food. Similarly, for psychologists such as May and Levitt, although anxiety can be debilitating, it can also be productive for those who respond with attempts to change themselves or their environments to counter their anxieties. Whereas individuals may feel powerless to act alone, anxiety may motivate collective behaviour to bring about change. As Midgely (1996: 49) notes, “anxiety has a function.”  For her, anxiety is associated with creativity and energy and with alternative visions of how things might be done.  We should be alert then, to the “imagined function of anxiety – to the possibility of using it constructively in changing the communal vision…”  In these terms, anxieties about society and the environment might be associated with radical or utopian visions for better futures.  Fischler too identifies simultaneous risks and opportunities bound up within the act of eating: 

“each act of incorporation implies not only a risk but also a chance and a hope – of becoming more what one is, or what one would like to be.  Food makes the eater: it is therefore natural that the eater should try to make himself by eating” (1988: 282).

There are thus individual and collective attempts to reintroduce ‘normative logic’ into everyday eating practices and food meanings. The adoption of a dietary regime (e.g. vegetarianism), interest in culinary art or preoccupation with diet are examples of such attempts, to which we might also add the case of participation in ‘alternative’ food networks. 
To summarise, food can be seen as a potent symbolic and material focus for late modern anxiety both in its production and in the ways in which individuals have to negotiate the risks surrounding its consumption.  Anxieties, like risks, are socially constructed and strategies for coping with them are culturally embedded, spatially and temporally located, fluid, fragmented and contested.  Whilst food consumption is also associated with pleasure, we feel that when considering the emergence of ‘alternative’ food networks (as defined briefly at the start of the paper), anxiety on the part of consumers and producers is an important motivating element.  For instance, many ‘alternative’ food networks position themselves in opposition to the ‘conventional’ food system and the way in which it is spatially and ethically structured.  As the following empirical evidence shows, many consumers engaged in ‘alternative’ food networks also express some sense of dissatisfaction or even opposition to dominant modes of food provisioning, as symbolised by large retailers.  In the following sections we illustrate the sorts of anxieties which are perceived and addressed by actors involved in ‘alternative’ food networks.

3. ‘Reconnection’ as a Response to Consumer Anxieties?

Increasing numbers of food producers appear to be actively differentiating themselves and their products from numerous perceived agro-food risks. Whilst much of the existing European literature on ‘alternative’ food networks or agro-food economies portrays an accessible and diverse body of non-conventional food networks (see, for example, Renting et al, 2003; Sage, 2003; Marsden et al, 2000), little has been written about the scope of strategies employed by these enterprises to respond to consumer anxieties.  Two techniques were utilised in an effort to determine the breadth of the various consumer-producer relationships that exist as a result of attempts to ‘reconnect’. First, a scoping review was done upon existing literature, Internet sites, producer directories and various industry and trade press in order to identify and locate examples of ‘reconnection’. Second, promotional materials associated with each example (i.e. websites, leaflets, listings) were subjected to a content analysis to determine the main activities of schemes. 

The scoping review (conducted between June and December 2003) revealed a wealth of non-conventional food networks. The database contains details of over 140 entries – many of which are umbrella organisations representing more than one scheme - but it is not exhaustive; it is primarily a reference tool for the project and depicts the diversity of scheme types available to consumers. Schemes were grouped, at a descriptive level, into 6 categories (see Table 1).  Great diversity is present within categories and individual schemes can exhibit characteristics that allow them to be located in more than one category. The typology has nevertheless proved useful in highlighting the heterogeneity of food production-consumption practices, with implications for how research into such schemes and the people involved should be approached. It also distinguishes between those schemes that are directly involved in food production and create direct linkages between consumer and producer (i.e. direct sell initiatives, producer food cooperatives) and those that assist with developing schemes (i.e. food links, food societies).  The latter are indicated in the shaded boxes and did not form a direct focus for the study, although we acknowledge their important role within the ‘alternative’ food sector. 

Table 1.
Categories of Reconnection identified through the scoping review
	Category
	Examples
	Case Studies Selected for further research

	Producers = consumers
	Community gardens, community co-ops, allotments
	Salop Drive Market Garden, W. Midlands: about 50 households

	Producer-consumer partnerships
	Community Supported Agriculture schemes
	EarthShare, Forres, Scotland: 180 households

	Direct sell
	Farmers markets, farm shops, box schemes, adoption schemes
	Farrington’s Farm Shop, near Bristol: 8,000 customers

Moorland Farm Shop, near Bristol:  350 customers per week

Waterland Box Scheme, near Cambridge; about 80 households.

	Specialist retailers
	On-line grocers, tourist attractions, specialist wholesalers
	Adotta Una Pecora, Abruzzo, Italy: 1000 customers

	NGOs and campaigning groups
	Fair Trade, Slow Food, Soil Association

	Public sector agencies 
	Food links, School projects, regional and local hallmarks


Focusing on the schemes with a direct link between food producers and consumers, research analysed the content of their promotional materials to assess the perceived anxieties that they were aiming to address. Based on this analysis, two broad sets or inter-linking spheres of anxiety were identified.  The first of these is particularly concerned with the risks understood to be posed by foods to bodily health. This clearly encompasses a wide range of ‘contamination’ fears and might also include issues such as obesity, cholesterol, salt and fat content of food, the as yet unknowable potential effects of eating GMOs, and the accumulation of toxins such as pesticide residues and heavy metals in some foods. Extending away from an individual’s concern with their own body, many food scares have been associated with what is fed to children, and thus parental anxieties over how to feed their children, and also anxieties associated with food in pregnancy and potential risks to the unborn child, suggest that bodily anxieties might also be understood in relation to family contexts. 

With reference to these anxieties numerous schemes sought to promote the healthy, natural, wholesome characteristics of their produce: 

One man’s vision has enabled a rapidly growing number of people to enjoy top quality, healthy and natural food produced without compromise

Perceived anxieties about personal health and the impurities that can be found in food, such as GMOs, pesticides, herbicides and animal growth hormones are specifically acknowledged as schemes seek to promote the (organic) naturalness of their foods:

We grow and supply tasty, nutritious, g.m.o and pesticide free, organically produced vegetables, fruit and herbs

Our organic shop only stocks food farmed locally and is produced with the animals’ welfare in mind, free from antibiotics and growth promoters and is not genetically modified in anyway – so you can rest assured that you are getting the most natural foods available

The second set of anxieties addressed by schemes concerns the socio-ethical implications of food consumption practices in relation to notions of locality and community. Anxieties here range from risks presented by particular farming methods to local ecologies and landscapes, to a sense of loss of community structure in both urban and rural contexts associated with, for example, the closure of local shops or the loss of localised food supply systems such as milk rounds. Here, anxiety is perhaps associated with a sense of change, or loss, as familiar modes of food provisioning are disrupted by the effects of, for example, supermarket dominance and the associated disconnection of people from local food suppliers or producers. Many of the schemes in the database seek to reassure consumers by highlighting the embedded nature of their enterprise in the local economy, presenting themselves as significant contributors to the local community. In addition to the production of local food and the economic benefits for the area, in terms of job creation and capital circulation, several schemes addressed ecological and environmental benefits of sourcing local food:

The produce is guaranteed to be free of added pesticides, herbicides and GMOs, and is grown using ecologically sound and sustainable methods so members will be supporting a healthier environment as well as their own health

The preservation and protection of local food chains, for example, keeping skilled butchers in employment and maintaining traditional modes of farming were all identified by schemes as further community benefits. Furthermore, these reciprocal relationships facilitate direct linkages between producer and consumer, thereby reducing the links in the food chain and allowing consumers to know exactly who has produced the food on their plate:

Andrew Sharp is the public face of 27 co-operating farmers in the English Lake District whose mission is to raise the best quality meat and sell it directly to the public, with no short cuts in production, no middlemen and no supermarkets

This degree of traceability and being able to trust the farmer is a critical part of these schemes and is often symbolised through the use of photographs of farmers and their families on websites and promotional literature. Many of these farmers present themselves as trustworthy, honest figures eager to serve and supply the family on a personal basis, in contrast to the large conglomerates omnipresent in the conventional food chain.

Thus many of these networks appeal to consumers on a number of levels as the characteristics they promote address the various sets of anxieties, including those related to individual and family bodies and health, and those related to wider socio-ethical concerns. In addition to offering quality produce, many schemes are eager to persuade consumers that their food has a positive impact on individual health, the environment and community and in doing so contributes to a more sustainable food system demonstrating an implied assumption about the broader global and societal risks posed by the conventional food chain:

Eostre Organics – A fair, ecological and co-operative food system

Research case studies

To explore further the producer-consumer relationships that ensue from ‘alternative’ food networks (which includes the extent to which they respond to, and satisfy consumer food anxieties), six case studies (as noted in Table 1, final column) were chosen from the database to reflect varying degrees of consumer engagement and involvement in food production. For instance, EarthShare subscribers are encouraged to participate in the actual production of food, whereas Farrington’s and Moorland consumers have little to do with (or potentially know about), the food production process. In addition to differing levels of consumer engagement, the schemes occupy different points along a spectrum from the relatively conventional (e.g. a farm shop) mainstream to more marginal schemes (e.g. CSA), associated with potentially highly variable producer-consumer-food relationships. 

Interviews conducted with the managers of each of these schemes sought to understand their motivations for becoming involved. Anxieties motivated producers to become involved in finding new ways to produce food and to relate to localities and consumers. These anxieties ranged from concerns about the environment as a whole (food miles, GMOs, soil and water pollution) to worries about their ability to maintain profits in an increasingly globalised sector and fears about health, welfare and social inclusion in the local community.  Producers were not simply responding to consumer demands for less risky and more wholesome, better quality foods, but saw themselves in a more complicated relationship with consumers who they sometimes followed, but more often felt they had to lead and convince.  

A number of producers reported that enquiries from new customers often increased directly after a food scare in the press and these could be in quite tangential ways, so, for example, worries over BSE seemed to underpin interest in organic fruit and vegetables.  However, producers also told stories of perceived mismatches between their own motivations, often built on concerns for the wider environment and consumers’ attitudes.  Both EarthShare and Waterland Organics talked of some consumers not understanding why quality and appearance of produce varied or why fruit and vegetables weren’t cleaned before distribution.  These customers, who were seen as treating the scheme ‘like Tescos’ were contrasted with producers who were driven by an ethos of environmental concern and understanding. Producers perhaps saw consumers’ anxieties about food as being concentrated at the personal or bodily level, imagining that consumers were motivated by a wish to avoid ingesting GMOs, agricultural chemicals or diseased meat (however, workshops showed many consumers were deeply engaged with and concerned about broader environmental issues), whereas producers thought of themselves as responding to social and environmental worries at a larger scale.
Both Waterland and EarthShare, and the Adopt-a Sheep scheme in Abruzzo, were driven by ‘crusading’ individuals who seem to feel apprehensive about many aspects of modernity.  The manager of Adopt-a-Sheep described it as part of a larger plan to save the local environment from destruction, address population loss, unemployment and loss of services in the local village and to give people who were removed from nature the chance to learn and take responsibility and therefore to grow to be ‘truly adult’. In this brief discussion then, the different sets of anxiety, and a range of socio-ethical concerns, are expressed both in terms of the producers’ own feelings about food, and in terms of producers’ understandings of consumers’ anxieties and reasons for participating in their schemes. 

4. Consumer Anxieties and Participation in ‘Reconnection’

To explore the relationships fostered between the case studies and their consumers/members and specifically the experiences of the different groups of consumers, workshops were held between May and August 2004
. Here we reflect on the analysis from these workshops which suggests that consumers who participate in these networks are aware of, and to differing degrees driven by, anxieties which relate to the concerns discussed in the earlier parts of this paper. Consumers were selected because they participated in the chosen case study schemes rather than because of their personal characteristics.  We have not theorised them as being different from or the same as each other, but have perhaps thought of them as different from people who only participate in mainstream consumption practices.  This is not to say that they are not affected by the same constraints as other consumers. The consumers who took part in the workshops lived in rural and urban areas, were of different ages, in different life cycle stages and from different socio-economic groups. What we are interested in is the relationships within the scheme and between participation in the scheme and other forms of consumption.  So from that point of view one important element of our conceptualisation is that personal interactions and emotional reactions need to be understood as well as things like cost and convenience.  

Participants were divided into small working groups consisting of between 4-6 members and asked to debate the differences between the different types of food sources that they regularly use. Consumers were not asked about anxieties directly, but analysis of the workshop transcripts reveals that they frequently discussed anxieties they held about different food sources. What follows is a brief account and exploration of this analysis.  Consumer anxieties related to the two spheres addressed by the networks in the database: those relating to bodily health and local communities  / ecologies.  In addition, and despite what some of the scheme managers felt, a third set of anxieties was identified amongst the consumers participating in the research, concerning distant societies and environments and including global issues of, for example, ecological destruction, fair trade etc. The ways in which consumers constructed these anxieties are examined in more depth in the following sections.

Anxieties relating to the body and health 

In terms of anxieties relating to the bodily experiences of food and, in particular, the potential effects of food on personal health, workshop participants mentioned numerous food scares that had made them sceptical about industrial methods of food processing. As the following excerpt demonstrates, perception of food adulteration remains a source of anxiety, at least for some.  However, the crucial issue seems to be over whether food labelling can actually be trusted:

Participant A: “they’ve [bakers] started putting fat into bread to make it last longer, I mean they never used to do that, but how many people actually know about it, that’s what concerns me” 

Participant C: “I guess it depends on how you feel about fats, carbohydrates and so on” 

Participant A: “Yes, but what worries me is that things are being put in food that you don’t know are there” 

Participant B: “They [bakers] do have to put it on the label though” 

[extract from Farrington’s workshop]
Evidently, coping strategies vary as consumers use numerous means to rationalise food consumption, e.g. decision-making based on labels and product information, ambivalence or ignorance, or even fatalism. However, even these personal strategies are contingent and, as in the case below, dependent on whom the decision affects:

“Yeah but when you get to my age you tend not to look at the packaging, because you think, well if I’ve got to this age it’s probably not done me any harm, but then it’s when you get your grandchildren over that you begin to think” (Farrington’s Participant A).
On a more positive note, regular deliveries of healthy, affordable food to members and their families was acknowledged as being a key driving force in ensuring that people adhered to a healthier lifestyle, eating a balanced, nutritious diet and increasingly experimenting with unfamiliar varieties of produce and eating greater proportions of vegetables, in addition to making a concerted effort not to waste produce: 


“We now eat more vegetables than we ever used to” (Waterland Participant D)

“You end up cooking and liking things that you wouldn’t have necessarily bought” (Earthshare Participant F)

“I don’t have to think about what to cook for tea I just look at what needs using in the box” (Earthshare Participant C).
As suggested in the earlier parts of this paper, at the personal level, the system of food production and the food product itself can be the source of anxieties:

“It [the food system] is one of life’s mysteries, isn’t it, because you can’t see what you’re buying, whereas when you go to Farrington’s you know what you’re getting” (Farrington’s Participant G).
Such personal accounts also revealed the effects of participation on other consumption practices, for example, the way in which experiencing these types of food procurement had been the catalyst for a review of other household consumption patterns and the resultant motivation to seek products with reduced packaging, to recycle and consider the social and environmental costs of products in purchasing decisions:

“Because of the scheme we now try and buy all our meat locally, at the local butchers and choose products with less packaging, we’ve also found that we are recycling more” (Waterland Participant G).

Anxieties relating to the locality and community

Buying locally produced food was also recognised as being important due to the benefits to both the local environment and social community. Significantly, consumers in all workshops were aware of the contribution of the individual schemes to the community, in terms of employment, money circulation, prosperity and community involvement:

“Another good thing is that it [Salop Drive Market Garden] involves the community, there’s a lot of volunteers there and it does involve people…and there will be a community garden there soon” (Salop Drive Market Garden Participant B).
In addition, several workshop groups discussed other benefits associated with the embeddedness of local food chains. In particular consumers using EarthShare expressed an eagerness to be involved with local food production, share with the farmer the risks of farming in order to receive the much desired rewards of fresher produce, and gain a sense of belonging through sharing membership of a scheme with like minded people. Similarly, consumers from this scheme derived considerable pleasure and reassurance from knowing both the provenance of food, and the actual food grower, such relations offering consumers the chance to contact and discuss with the farmer any food concerns, be these how to cook something or to simply ask for advice.

Participant F: “You’ve got trust in the local product but also trust in the small producer” 

Researcher: “Why?” 

Participant F: “Because it’s a well known business and reputable and all the rest of it, similarly when you buy from Phoenix you know where the veggies have come from, same as the butcher knows exactly where the meat has come from. Unlike the supermarkets who might put on the label where food has come from but actually have no idea.” 

[extract from Earthshare workshop]
For numerous participants of these networks the proximity and intimate relationships that are forged through participation, in addition to knowing that the farmers and growers share the same food philosophy and hold similar outlooks to themselves, provide a significant sense of satisfaction and trust in the food:

“It’s something to do with intimacy and that you can identify with the structure of it because you are close enough as a consumer to identify with the central concept and philosophy and that’s attractive because so much now in everyday life is out of our hands” (Earthshare Participant F).

“It’s as we said before you know that the things are grown with love and respect” (Earthshare Participant G).

Such is the apparent strength of trust that one participant reported that participation marked her abandonment of vegetarianism:

Participant B: “It was the first time that I’d eaten beef since 1980 or sometime” 

Researcher: “So what was it that made you pick Moorland beef then?”

Participant B: “Because it was the first time that I’d had access to what I knew was an accredited and BSE free herd, and I talked to Liz [farmer] about it” 

[extract from Moorland workshop]
However, not all workshop participants shared this desire to know exactly who had produced their food or how it was produced, instead, and particularly in the case of Salop Drive Market garden (the urban community co-operative), participation in the ‘Bag Your Share’ scheme was due to the freshness of the produce itself. In this case participants were more anxious about sourcing fresh, quality produce and would do this from whatever sources provided the best produce, including supermarkets if need be. Members of this scheme demonstrated an in-depth knowledge of the quality, freshness and price of fruit and vegetables at all local outlets and made their choices accordingly dependent on factors congruent with their personal circumstances.

With the exception of Sandwell, the groups expressed fewer anxieties about local community-based food suppliers compared to the larger retailers and, in terms of the three sets of anxiety, communicated significant concerns about the wider societal externalities of larger retailers in contrast to the more personal anxieties relating to choice and availability associated with local food supply chains. Table 2 depicts one such illustrative example drawn up by a group of consumers involved in the EarthShare Community Supported Agriculture project.

Table 2
Anxieties and Disadvantages associated with different food sources

	Anxieties/disadvantages associated with local (community based) food suppliers 
	Anxieties/disadvantages associated with large food retailers (supermarkets)

	Limited availability due to the seasons

Glut of vegetables can be problematic

Taking risks with the farmer

Limited collection times

No choice sometimes
	Pressure exerted on producers

Monopoly position

Exploitation

Drain on the high street

Food Miles

Globalisation

Over packaging of products

Aggressive, hard marketing

Promote unhealthy food

Impersonal

Self guilt from shopping there


Source: EarthShare Consumer Workshop, Group B responses to Exercise 1, Part C.
However, awareness of the negative aspects associated with large food retailers did not always prevent use, as numerous consumers admitted to having to use - in many cases reluctantly - supermarkets for store cupboard goods and general ‘family-fuelling’. Conversations detailed the ethical struggle concerning use of, and reliance upon, supermarkets. One workshop in particular, discussed at length the tensions that exist between shopping at local stores and the larger retailers, demonstrating that the process of purchasing food is a complicated undertaking where habit, convenience and extant structures compete with ideological and emotional desires. The following excerpt reveals that ideals are not always easily accomplished in everyday life:

Participant A: “They [supermarkets] are good for products that come up to certain standards, they’re cheap, they’ve got what you want”

Researcher: “Can anyone add anything to that?” 

Participant B: “They’re convenient, sometimes its not possible to go into Elgin, some might be near where you work”

Participant C: “I don’t use them because I don’t want to support them so I use my customer power not to support them by not going there.”

Researcher: “So for you, you don’t like what they represent?” 

Participant C: “Yes, I don’t like the economy they feed”

Participant D: “You see for me I would agree with that, but it isn’t always that easy”. 

Participant C: “Yes, I know I am lucky living close to Phoenix” [a local organic food store] 

Researcher: “What about you [participant E]?” 

Participant E: “Well, Tesco is very convenient for me living in Forres, but I would agree if the right source was close I would use it instead.” 


[extract from Earthshare workshop]

For others, the struggle and need to compromise, for example, having to travel further or pay a premium price for food was considered morally satisfying:

“There are ones that I choose to shop in quite conscientiously and go out of my way, I’d be prepared to go further and spend more money for the sake of supporting those particular outlets” (Moorland Participant C).
In addition to the many anxieties that dissuaded use of the larger retailers, participants in different workshops, reflected upon anxieties related to supermarkets and the current competitive market conditions that positively made them support smaller, more local food outlets:

“I tend to get my milk from my village shop, I shop in there quite a bit as it’s one of those things, you know, that if you don’t use it, you’ll lose it, but it doesn’t have a vast stock of exotic things” (Participant A, Farrington’s).

“I think unfortunately these [supermarkets] will displace the local shops eventually, but we try and support numerous places including the local 10 o’clock shop as they are useful occasionally, to make them feel wanted. Plus, my milkman is struggling so I want to support him even though it’s not the best milk” (Moorland Participant A).
This fear of loss and sense of risk was also shared by numerous participants who were able to recall the local shops, greengrocers and butchers that had disappeared from local villages and towns.

Anxieties relating to global communities and environments 

Overall, anxieties about the wider social and ecological environment were less prominent in group discussions, although they were a particular feature in the Waterland, EarthShare and Moorland  workshops.  Reference to reduced food miles as a result of local deliveries and the benefit of the less intensive farming practices adopted by schemes demonstrated not only an awareness of the necessity to protect the local environment, but also revealed a heightened awareness of the negative effect that individual consumption practices reliant on mass retailers sourcing, distributing and selling food internationally has on the wider environment:

“Supermarkets are environmentally catastrophic, they’re not seasonal and they create a huge demand for food from all over the world contributing massively to food miles” (Waterland Participant B).

“Its not just about the supermarket practices but the individual expenses of car travel and the pollution that is created by driving to the shops” (Earthshare Participant I).  

However, the Farrington’s and Salop Drive Market Garden consumers, notably, talked less about the broader impact of food chains and the contribution of these schemes to reducing global ecological and social risks. In fact for one Salop Drive member, country of origin and food provenance was something she checked whilst in the supermarket, but this was for purely personal reasons rather than being a reaction against the global distribution of food:

Participant E: “I always want to know where my produce comes from and I always look at the label to see what country it’s come from and how far its travelled and various things” 

Researcher: “Why is country of origin important to you?”

Participant E: “Well it affects taste you know, I’m a grape addict and I find that different countries…, take Israel…. I don’t find that they’ve got the flavour in their grapes”

[extract from Salop Drive Market Garden workshop]

In thinking about the anxieties that the case study schemes address, it is apparent that they satisfy consumer demands in relation to anxieties on a number of levels. For instance, the demand for quality produce, in some cases from known provenance, relates to bodily experiences and the satisfaction, pleasure and enjoyment derived from high quality produce, which for some is enhanced by knowing and being able to appreciate the provenance of food and the locality in which it was produced or even the way in which certain foods should be consumed. Similarly, the freshness and seasonality of produce as well as providing gastronomic pleasure, facilitates links with the local food producing community and allows people to ‘eat off the land they live on’, in harmony with the seasons.

5. Conclusions 

In this paper we have explored the relationship between anxiety and participation in ‘alternative’ food networks. When investigating reasons for participation, we found that it reflected the existence of anxieties on the part of those who both manage and join the schemes.  To a certain extent, the anxieties addressed by network managers and those expressed by consumers did converge, even though the former seemed to feel that the latter were not too concerned with broader, global trade and environmental issues (evidence from the workshops suggests that on the contrary, consumers were aware of, and worried about such issues). We do, however, recognise that anxiety is not always the primary discursive framework used by consumers to justify their food choices. Moreover, we propose that anxiety can also be associated, inextricably, with pleasure, creativity and the construction of more equitable and environmentally just socio-economic relationships.  Indeed, whilst anxiety has been foregrounded in this account, we are working towards an interpretation which positions anxiety and pleasure as two sides of the same coin.  Pleasure can be derived from the absence of anxiety and anxiety about particular aspects can lead individuals to adopt practices which result in happiness and self-fulfilment.  In seeking pleasures, such as taste, wholesomeness, quality, freshness and a sense of belonging, producers and consumers are implicitly addressing anxieties about the lack of these characteristics in many foods and food systems. 

A series of issues is presented by our ongoing research and further detailed investigations with consumers will seek to answer questions raised as to the actual effectiveness of ‘reconnection’ in dealing with consumer anxieties. We are particularly concerned here with the ways in which participation might actually produce other forms of anxiety. For example, the case studies exhibit change rather than stasis, with many producers raising issues of business expansion and so on. Such instability might be associated with consumer anxiety related to the future of ‘their’ schemes – for instance if a scheme becomes larger will the producer-consumer relationship become more distanced? At the same time, in relation to the totality of a consumer’s lifestyle, participation in ‘reconnection’ might be associated with anxieties which emerge due to competing demands – ‘reconnection’ often demands more input of time, thought and energy than more convenient conventional modes of provisioning. There may thus be anxieties associated with feeling a need to make full use of (perhaps unfamiliar) foods delivered as part of a box scheme, and a desire to avoid wastage of food sourced in this way.

Similarly, there is some early evidence that participation in what are often seen as more ‘ethical’ food supply systems leads to a process of awareness raising amongst consumers, related to other spheres of consumption as well as to the foods sourced from conventional supply systems. Does this lead to new anxieties related to the environmental and socio-ethical consequences of a set of consumption practices? Is there perhaps a danger here of consumers feeling overwhelmed by the enhanced sense of responsibility which might come with active participation and heightened awareness? In some cases this might then be associated with more reactionary responses, and a process of disengagement from having to think about such issues. Questions are thus raised as to how consumers deal with the tensions surrounding food anxieties and consumption in the conduct of everyday life; that is, how they are dealt with in the practices of consumption, as well as how they are discursively managed. We might envisage the condition of being a consumer as one of constant anxiety, with one set of anxieties replacing another as choice, both of actual foods and of modes of provisioning, proliferates. However, as our empirical data begins to show, the ways that consumers deal with anxieties are contingent on a variety of factors and as Green et al (2003) so clearly demonstrate, safety and risk are taken into account in pragmatic and various ways.  

Green et al (2003) found that consumers use a number of ‘short cuts’ or ‘rules of thumb’ to establish food choices as routine and unremarkable.  Such devices act as a ‘bulwark’ against the uncertainties of food risks.  Does this finding also apply to those consumers who have sought ‘reconnection.’?  Have these consumers lost faith with the common and conventional ‘rules of thumb’ routinely used by millions of shoppers day in and day out and if so why? What makes these consumers think and act differently? We do not want to ‘pigeon hole’ the consumers in our research as ‘fringe’, ‘middle class’, ‘radical’ or ‘alternative’. Indeed, the workshops show that they are embroiled within the same constraints and contradictions as other groups of consumers.   What is interesting is to explore why these individuals have chosen different ways of sourcing their food.  We are also interested in whether these consumers perceive themselves as different and if so how.  Moreover, do the consumers we have identified feel that they have anything in common with each other?  

The initial analysis presented here starts to broaden our perspectives on how food anxieties are being dealt with through ‘reconnection’, but we want to problematise the notion that participation, and the ‘reconnection’ of producers, consumers and food simply ‘solves’ the issue, by exploring in detail the tensions and contradictions present in the schemes and in the practice of participation, and by assessing the persistence of anxieties amongst producers and consumers. Not only this, but we seek to improve our understanding of the ways in which anxieties and pleasures are inextricably linked. These are questions which will be explored further in the next phase of research through intensive interviews with the workshop participants.  
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� Northern Quality Meats – � HYPERLINK "http://www.northumbrian-organic-meat.co.uk" ��www.northumbrian-organic-meat.co.uk�. Accessed 06/07/04.


� Cornerplot organics – � HYPERLINK "http://www.2boats.freeserve.co.uk" ��www.2boats.freeserve.co.uk�. Accessed 06/07/04.


� Somerset Organics – � HYPERLINK "http://www.somersetorganics.co.uk" ��www.somersetorganics.co.uk�. Accessed 06/07/04.


� North East Organic Growers  - � HYPERLINK "http://www.neog.care4free.net" ��www.neog.care4free.net�. Accessed 06/07/04.


� Farmer Sharp – � HYPERLINK "http://www.farmersharp.co.uk" ��www.farmersharp.co.uk�. Accessed 06/07/04.


� Eostre Organics. � HYPERLINK "http://www.eostreorganics.co.uk" ��www.eostreorganics.co.uk�. Accessed 06/07/04.


� Note, workshops were held with customers from every scheme except Adotta Una Pecora. Research with customers of this scheme is currently being conducted on-line
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