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Abstract

This thesis presents research from two interrelated studies examining the marketing practices
of local food businesses in Southwestern Ontario. Focus groups were held with food system
stakeholders to examine their attitudes and insights toward developing new technologies (i.e.,
smartphone and web-based tools) to promote local food. A survey of direct-market farmers
sought to uncover their marketing practices and motivations. A combination of quantitative
and qualitative analysis revealed that although technology already plays a prominent role in
marketing, there is a strong desire for more metrics to measure the efficacy of marketing
efforts. Further, new technologies should facilitate producer-consumer connections, as this
practice plays an important role in marketing local food. This research will help to inform
future efforts to ‘scale-up’ local food systems by examining the preferences and perspectives
of local food businesses. This ensures the needs of these businesses are addressed in the
pursuit of sustainable, resilient local food systems.

Keywords: local food systems, food marketing, technology, direct-marketing, vendor
perspectives, Southwestern Ontario
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Chapter 1

1.1 Research Background

Agriculture is an important industry in Ontario, employing over 740,000 individuals and
adding nearly $34 billion annually to the economy (Office of the Premier, 2013).
Recognizing this, the Ontario government passed the Local Food Act in 2013, which aims to
increase the viability of ‘local’ food production across the province (Bill 36, 2013). This
program helps encourage local food production and likely stems from the recent proliferation
of evidence outlining the potential benefits of local food systems as alternatives to
conventional agricultural systems. Academic literature on alternative food system production
has underscored its capacity to: improve access to healthy food (Larsen & Gilliland, 2009);
bestow local economic benefits (Henneberry, Whitacre, & Agustini, 2008; Hughes, Brown,
Miller, & McConnell, 2008; Sadler, Clark, & Gilliland, 2013); increase profits for farmers
(Broderick, Wright, & Kristiansen, 2011; Kaufman, 2004); and deliver ecological benefits
(MacRae, Cuddeford, Young, & Matsubuchi-Shaw, 2013).

Despite these benefits, the future prospects for small and medium scale farmers in Ontario
remain uncertain. Recent decades have seen a continual decline in the total number of farms
in Ontario (Ontario Ministry of Agriculture and Food, 2013), with small-scale farmers (i.e.,
farms with total gross farm receipts valued less than $250,000) increasingly relying on off-
farm income sources to continue their farming operation (Alasia & Bollman, 2009). This is
especially problematic, as it is these small-to-medium sized farms that are more likely to
engage in direct sales (also referred to as direct-market farms) (Thilmany & Watson, 2004;
Wolanin, 2013), which are a vital component in many emerging local food systems. As such,
developing a better understanding the current practices of direct-market farms may help to
increase the viability of small- and medium-scale farms, contributing to the overall growth
and strengthening of the local food economy.

Although there is a large sub-section of academic literature devoted to the marketing
practices of small-to-medium size enterprises (SMESs), current knowledge surrounding the
marketing practices of small-to-medium scale direct-market farms is limited. Existing studies

examining marketing among direct-market farms have predominantly focused on consumers’



motivations and experiences (Feagan & Morris, 2009; Hunt, 2007; Pearson et al., 2011; Rosa
& Nassivera, 2013; Sadler et al., 2013; Schmit & Gomez, 2011; Smithers, Lamarche, &
Joseph, 2008; Thilmany, Bond, & Bond, 2008). The few studies from the farmer’s
perspective have predominantly focused on their reasons for choosing a direct-marketing
retail strategy (Griffin & Frongillo, 2003; Hunt, 2007; Matts, Conner, Fisher, Tyler, &
Hamm, 2015; Smithers et al., 2008), but do not identify the specific practices that farmers
use to market to consumers. A better understanding of marketing practices is important to
help build knowledge of how economic actors build relationships with their consumers and

other members of local food networks.

Over the past several decades, economic geographers have turned to relational approaches to
better understand how actions are produced through interactions with other actors (Bathelt &
Gliickler, 2003; Boggs & Rantisi, 2003). More recently, the potential of examining economic
actors’ practices, also called practice-based research, to better understand the aforementioned
relationships has become a promising line of inquiry (Jones & Murphy, 2010; Jones, 2013).
Despite there being numerous studies which have used relational approaches to study direct-
market farmers (for examples see: Feagan & Henderson, 2009; Feagan, 2007; Hinrichs,
2000; Migliore, Caracciolo, Lombardi, Schifani, & Cembalo, 2014; Murdoch, Marsden, &

Banks, 2000; Winter, 2003), few have used a relational practice-based approach.

1.2 Research Objectives

The proposed research examines how local food businesses in Southwestern Ontario (SWO)
market their products and interact with consumers and other actors in the local food network.
The purpose of the thesis is twofold: to uncover the marketing strategies, practices and
perceptions of direct-market farmers in SWO, and to gain a better understanding of how new
web-based and mobile technologies can be used to help promote local food businesses and

strengthen the local food system in SWO.

The four inter-related objectives of the study are to:
(1) To identify SWO local food vendors’ perceptions regarding how technological tools
could be used to promote their businesses;
(2) To understand how new technologies can be integrated into existing marketing efforts

and initiatives;



(3) To reveal how SWO direct-market farmers prioritize marketing and promotional
strategies for their farm business;

(4) To examine if there is a relationship between demographic factors and the adoption of
technology-based marketing strategies; and

(5) To uncover SWO direct-market farmer’s perceptions about using different strategies

to market their business (including different methods perceived benefits).

1.3 Research Summary

The research objectives were addressed using a mixed methods approach. To fulfill the
specific objectives, two phases of data collection occurred consecutively. Objectives 1 and 2
were accomplished by conducting focus groups with a wide variety of members of the local
food networks of SWO. These focus groups produced qualitative data which was analyzed to
broadly identify the perspectives of local food businesses around issues associated with
marketing, technology use, and strategies to help strengthen the local food network in SWO.
With an understanding of the role that technological tools might play in local food marketing,
a case-study approach was used to better understand what specific marketing practices are
being used by direct-market farmers in SWO. Objectives 3 and 4 were addressed using a
survey methodology. Surveys were electronically distributed to direct-market farmers in
thirteen SWO counties to uncover their marketing priorities, as well as business and
demographic characteristics. Objective 3 was addressed using a rank-order logit model
analysis, objective 4 was examined using Pearson’s chi-square analysis, and objective 5 was
fulfilled by conducting thematic analysis of responses to open-ended survey questions.
Fulfillment of objectives 3, 4, and 5 will offer more focused insights into the specific
marketing practices within a sub-set of businesses in the local food movement (i.e. direct-
market farmers). The intention of using multiple methods in this research is to increase the
flexibility of the research process and generate robust knowledge that is both representative

and context specific.

This research attempts to gain a better understanding of marketing practices of local food
businesses within the geographic region of SWO. The knowledge that is produced has the
potential to contribute to the strengthening of local food policy and increase knowledge of

local food producer characteristics, including their marketing strategies. By understanding



existing marketing practices of direct-market farmers, programs may be enacted to limit
barriers and encourage effective practices. As Timmons & Wang (2010) note, understanding
the factors associated with direct food sales is an important step in making policy changes.
Further, knowledge of existing practices may help to inform existing vendors and new
farmers alike in devising an effective marketing plan, helping to grow the local food
economy in Ontario and beyond. Additionally, this research builds upon and expands current
academic literature on marketing practices among direct-market farmers and contributes to
theory on the overarching characteristics of producers’ interactions with consumers. It also
extends the recently developing dialogue regarding the use of practice-based research in
economic geography scholarship into the realm of local food systems. With focus now being
placed on strategies to ‘scale-up’ local food systems (Blay-Palmer et al., 2013; Mount, 2012;
Mount et al., 2013), understanding how businesses market themselves could contribute to
growing the demand for local food and helping to create more resilient, sustainable food

systems.

1.4 Outline of Thesis

Following this introduction, chapter 2 provides an overview of literature in the field, focusing
primarily on: the current state of agriculture in Ontario, the role alternative food systems and
direct-marketing in food production, marketing theory, practice oriented research and
relational approaches to economic geography. Chapters 3 and 4 include two case studies
focused on the marketing preferences and practices of local food business in SWO. Chapter 3
focuses on the perspectives of key LFS stakeholders in developing technological tools to help
strengthen Southwestern Ontario’s local food system and Chapter 4 focuses on the specific
marketing practices of direct-market farmers. The two chapters are complementary, in that
Chapter 3 uncovers vendor perspectives on developing new technologies to market local food
businesses and Chapter 4 then digs deeper into what marketing practices and preferences
direct-market farmers are currently engaged in. Finally, Chapter 5 concludes the thesis with a
summary and discussion of the findings, as well as a discussion of the contributions to

research and policy, project limitations, and directions for future research.
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Chapter 2

2 Literature Review

2.1 Introduction

A great deal of popular and academic literature in recent years has elevated awareness of
local food systems and, more broadly, the role of agriculture in society. Although, this has
generated examinations of the ecological, financial, and social impacts of local food systems,
less attention has been given to the practices and aspirations of the businesses and/or people
who produce and sell the food. By better understanding existing motivations and practices,
more effective support (e.g. policies, subsidies, organizations, education initiatives, etc.) can
be delivered to help strengthen local food systems and foster resiliency among direct-market
farmers. The following literature review will start with an overview of the current state of
agriculture in Ontario, followed by an overview of alternative food production systems. The
chapter will also provide a brief overview of previous literature dealing with the direct-
marketing of food, as well as a brief synopsis of the academic literature dealing with
marketing small-to-medium sized enterprises (SME). Finally, this chapter will provide a brief
theoretical overview of recent developments in economic geography concerning relational

and practice-oriented research.

2.2 Current State of Agriculture in Ontario

Agriculture in Ontario has increasingly been producing more from less, with 15,570 fewer
farms and 22,110 fewer farmers in 2011 than there were in 1996 (Ontario Ministry of
Agriculture and Food, 2013). This trend is consistent across Canada, and although there are
fewer farms, they are progressively getting larger. In Ontario, the average farm size has
increased by 38 acres since 1996 (Ontario Ministry of Agriculture and Food, 2013), with a
6% decline in the number of farms under 240 acres in size (Statistics Canada, 2012). So the

growth in size of the average farm is coming at the expense of smaller farmers.

In spite of these declines, some agricultural sectors continue to expand. Commodity crops
such as wheat, soybeans, canola, and grain corn have all seen acreage increases since 1996

(Ontario Ministry of Agriculture and Food, 2013). This contrasts with the decreases seen in
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land dedicated to fruit, vegetable, and beef production over that same time period (Ontario
Ministry of Agriculture and Food, 2013). Interestingly, the crops in decline are those that are
typically grown on smaller farms (Uzea & Sparling, 2013). Thus, the changes in Canadian
agriculture have disproportionately affected smaller producers.

The increasing size of farms is not the only cause for concern, so too are the large
inequalities in the distribution of income among farms. Although they only account for
10.8% of the total number of farms in Ontario, the number of farms with gross farm receipts
greater than $500,000 continues to rise, with these farms representing 68.1% of the total
gross farm receipts for the province (Statistics Canada, 2015b). This concentration of wealth
further highlights the inequalities within the Canadian agriculture system which seems to

disproportionately favour large-scale operations.

Further cause for concern for the future of Canadian agriculture is the increasing age of
farmers. In Ontario the average farmer was 54.5 years old in 2011, up by 1.9 years from 2006
(Statistics Canada, 2015b). In fact, the proportion of farmers aged 55 and older increased
more for small and medium farm operators than those on large farms between 1996 and 2011
(Statistics Canada, 2015a). An aging farming population, coupled with a continuous decline
in the number of farms presents a fairly bleak outlook for the fate of agriculture in Canada.
This is especially true for those with smaller farms, which has led some farmers to explore

alternative avenues to the conventional system.

2.3 Alternative Food Systems

In response to the demographic and economic changes that have been experienced by certain
members of the agricultural sector, new alternatives have emerged to help re-invigorate
agriculture. Local food is part of the broader conceptual paradigm of alternative food
networks. These food networks are characterized by their emphasis on geographically
proximate and short production chains (i.e., less processing between farm and fork), and are
seen as an ‘alternative’ to the conventional (i.e., industrial) food production system (Sonnino
& Marsden, 2006). Alternative food systems also advocate for stronger social bonds between
food system actors, with food quality being a principal concern, along with social
embeddedness (Sonnino & Marsden, 2006). Hinrichs (2000) notes that the core concepts of

embeddedness, namely “social connection, reciprocity and trust” (296), are considered to be
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considered defining features of these alternative food systems. The growth of alternative food
networks has seen a substantial increase in the number of academic publications examining
them. Alternative food systems have been shown to offer ecological (MacRae, Cuddeford,
Young, & Matsubuchi-Shaw, 2013), economic (Henneberry, Whitacre, & Agustini, 2008;
Hughes, Brown, Miller, & McConnell, 2008; Kaufman, 2004; Sadler, Clark, & Gilliland,
2013), and health (Larsen & Gilliland, 2009) benefits.

2.3.1  Criticisms of Alternative Food Systems

Despite these benefits, several criticisms have also been leveled toward alternative food
systems. Born and Purcell (2006) note the pitfalls of ‘the local trap’, which cautions against
ascribing positive value to food production done on the local scale. The authors contend that
there is nothing inherently good or bad about geographic scale (i.e., local vs. global), but that
such values are given bestowed by a series of actors and networks, including the academics
who study them (Born & Purcell, 2006). Indeed, others argue that the popular fixation on
spatial indicators for alternative food systems has slowed the overall growth of alternative
food networks (Cleveland, Carruth, & Mazaroli, 2015). This highlights the importance of
moving beyond simple geographic studies of alternative food systems to more complex

multi-dimensional geographies of food.

It is worth noting that scale-based fallacies exist for both conventional and alternative food
systems alike. Conventional agricultural systems can be portrayed as another manifestation
of globalization, while alternative systems can be associated with localization and defensive
localism (Hinrichs, 2003; K. Morgan, Marsden, & Murdoch, 2006). However, reducing these
systems to antagonistic binaries is not only incorrect, but also potentially harmful. To move
beyond these simplistic binaries, frameworks like Salais and Stoper’s (Salais & Storper,
1992) ‘worlds of production’ model have been adapted for the food system. The ‘worlds of
food’ model is made up of dynamic conventional and alternative ‘worlds’ that overlap with,
and evolve in response to, one another (K. Morgan et al., 2006). This interpretation
acknowledges differences between alternative and conventional systems while

simultaneously not ignoring the linkages that exist between the two systems.

Another common criticism of alternative food systems is the marginal role local food sales

play as a part of the broader food production/distribution system (Brown, Goetz, Ahearn, &
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Liang, 2013; Tippins, Rassuli, & Hollander, 2002). Additionally, research has shown that
organic farmers who predominately sell to local markets have lower incomes than those who
sell minimally in local markets (Park & Lohr, 2010). As many farmers in the local food
system are selling directly to consumers, they do not sell at the same scale as other farmers
who are part of the conventional agricultural system. In spite of their importance, the
arguments concerning the overarching merits of alternative food production systems are
beyond the scope of this study. However, the dearth of evidence surrounding the marketing
practices of local food vendors, presents an opportunity to better understand ways in which

these businesses practices might be modified to improve demand for local food.

2.3.2 Definitions of ‘Local Food’

Ironically, while some dispute the merits of local food, alternative food system advocates

often have difficulty defining what is ‘local’. Although many academics have used the term,
there no consensus as to what constitutes local food (Coca-Stefaniak, Parker, & Rees, 2010;
Winter, 2003). This lack of agreement makes it difficult not only to create unified local food
movements among food system actors (Mount, 2012), but also impacts interactions between

consumers and producers (Smithers & Joseph, 2010, Smithers, Lamarche, & Joseph, 2008).

Adding further complexity to understanding what is local, consumers view of what local
means can be swayed by how geographically close a specific product can be grown to them
(Pearson et al., 2011). Measures of geographic indicators of local are also quite varied.
Consumers have a difficult time determining whether local products should come from
nearby farms or within their home state (Darby, Batte, Ernst, & Roe, 2008). Interestingly, the
Province of Ontario has chosen to define local food as being “produced or harvested in
Ontario” (Bill 36, 2013), and does not mention anything regarding the production techniques
used. However, this definition is primarily intended to enact province-wide legislation, and

not necessarily act as a guide for regional food networks.

Eriksen’s (2013) review of existing literature found that local food is generally conceived in
terms of: the geographic distance from sites of production, the relationships between the
actors involved, and the values that various actors ascribe to local food. Some definitions
included various combinations of these three themes, and the heterogeneity of definitions

may represent the diversity of the actors involved in shaping alternative food systems
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(Eriksen, 2013). Indeed, definitions of what constitutes local may vary for producers,
intermediaries, and consumers based on their unique vantage points in the food system
(Dunne, Chambers, Giombolini, & Schlegel, 2011; Ostrom, 2006; Pearson et al., 2011; Selfa
& Qazi, 2005; Wittman, Beckie, & Hergesheimer, 2012). As such, it is important to
contextualize definitions of local food that may be unique for different actors and different

regional food networks (Eriksen, 2013).

Other authors have argued that having producers and consumers agree to mutual definitions
of local should not be of primary concern to local food advocates, and that greater focus
should be placed in improving transparency in the interactions between these two groups to
help educate consumers to make informed choices (Ostrom, 2006). Indeed, one of the core
tenets of many alternative food systems concerns the ways in which foods are produced and
improving consumer knowledge about food production (Fonte, 2008; Mount et al., 2013;
Wittman et al., 2012). This greater focus on interactions between actors in the food system
may be a fear of potential unintended consequences that could arise in the search for a
universal definition of what can be considered local food. Assuming one definition as
representative may alienate certain sub-populations, especially those lacking a prominent
voice (e.g., lower income individuals) (Blake, Mellor, & Crane, 2010). This would be
problematic as alternative food systems are seeking to improve upon the conventional

industrialized food system, which already marginalizes certain populations (Hinrichs, 2000).

2.4 Direct-marketing of Food

Direct-marketing is a retail strategy in which products are sold from producers to consumers
without the use intermediaries (e.g. processors or distributors). In the agricultural context,
direct-marketing involves “various producer-consumer path-ways, both old and new, which
shorten the conventional food chain, bringing these two groups of actors closer in proximity”
(Feagan, 2008, 161). Direct-marketing can be thought of as a collective suite of strategies
rather than one single strategy. Low and VVogel (2011) have defined direct-market outlets for
farmers as occurring at: farmers markets, community shared agriculture (CSA), and on-farm
shops and stalls. However, other authors have included farm-to-school programs (Matts,
Conner, Fisher, Tyler, & Hamm, 2015) and pick your own operations (PYO) (Gale, 1997; T.
K. Morgan & Alipoe, 2001), among others. As noted in the section above on defining local
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food, consumers and producers carry their own sets of practices and beliefs with respect to

local food. The two sections that follow will outline each of these groups’ views in turn.

2.4.1  Consumer Perspectives and Practices

A large portion of the literature dealing with local food marketing has focused on consumer
purchasing preferences. Customers have noted several barriers to accessing local food. Some
have observed that there is a lack of information on the location characteristics for vendors
(e.g., address, hours, products sold, products in-season) (Ohberg, 2012; Pearson et al., 2011),
as well as temporal restrictions on availability of local food (both in terms of hours of
operation and seasonal changes in products offered) (Pearson et al., 2011). This is further
illustrated by many consumers’ belief that conventional grocery stores offer a more
convenient shopping experience (Weatherell, Tregear, & Allinson, 2003), facilitating the
purchase all of their food items in one location. However, many local food vendors don’t feel
that they are capable of selling their products in grocery stores due to the traditional food
procurement strategies (i.e., buying in large quantities at lower per-unit prices) used by
grocery stores (Bloom, 2012). Thus, the ‘inconvenience’ of local food acts as a barrier for

consumers.

Local food is also perceived by customers as being more expensive than food found in
conventional grocery stores (Pearson et al., 2011). This sentiment is echoed by local food
vendors, with Bloom (2012) noting that among SWO food producers’ the largest marketing
concern was competing with cheaper import products. Contrary to this notion, local food
purchasing venues, such as farmers’ markets, have been shown to increase the amount of
fresh food available for purchase in disadvantaged areas, and at more affordable prices
(Larsen & Gilliland, 2009). Nganje, Hughner, and Patterson (2014) note that unjustified
perceptions of food safety risks associated with local food can also affect customer’s
purchasing decisions. This highlights that greater awareness and education about several

aspects of local food could help to increase consumer interest in buying local.

An example of this can be seen in famers’ markets, where patrons may not represent the
views of the wider consuming public, but there is a strong desire among local patrons to buy
local and support local farmers (Feagan & Morris, 2009). This desire may be attributed to

consumers’ appreciation for the ability to interact with vendors at direct sale locations, more
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so than being concerned with the price of products (Feagan & Morris, 2009). Support for
local products may extend beyond farmers’ markets, as grocery store patrons also have
exhibited a willingness to pay a premium for products coming from local farms (Toler,
Briggeman, Lusk, & Adams, 2009), hinting a more pervasive consumer desire for fairness

and greater equality in all food chains.

Although issues of physical distance from food vendors cannot be easily overcome, effective
marketing strategies could address other barriers to local food that arise from misinformation
or a lack of knowledge about food production and the local food system.

2.4.2 Vendor Perspectives and Practices

Direct-marketing represents an attractive retail medium, especially for small farms unable to
achieve economies of scale, as it can help to increase gross sales (Detre, Mark, Mishra, &
Adhikari, 2011). Larger farms, better suited to meet such economies of scale, typically
engage with more traditional marketing chains (Corsi, Borsotto, Borri, & Strgm, 2009).
Small scale farms most commonly cite the inability to meet product volume requirements
and transaction fees as reasons for avoiding intermediary buyers and more ‘traditional’
marketing chains (Eastwood, Brooker, Hall, & Rhea, 2002). This makes direct-market
farming all the more appealing, as there are no contractual obligations with intermediaries to
uphold. Direct-marketers are also able to avoid volatility in market prices, reducing price
uncertainty (Broderick, Wright, & Kristiansen, 2011; Uematsu & Mishra, 2011).

In a time when the total number of farms has declined, the number of direct-market farms
and the value of products sold via direct-marketing has increased, especially among smaller-
sized farms (Low & Vogel, 2011; Monson, Mainville, & Kuminoff, 2008; Thilmany &
Watson, 2004). Although direct-market retailing for farmers involves a greater time
commitment (as they have to grow and sell products) (Bloom, 2012; Tippins et al., 2002),
costs may be offset by other non-economic factors, such as the perceived benefit of being
able to interact with customers and receive valuable customer feedback regarding products
(Broderick et al., 2011; Glowacki-Dudka, Murray, & Isaacs, 2012). These interactions with
consumers can also serve as informal educational opportunities, which are seen as an
important component of helping to strengthen alternative food systems (Wittman et al.,

2012). Direct-marketing is perceived by vendors to be a lower stress enterprise than those
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engaged in wholesale selling, as intermediaries can be quite demanding (LeRoux, Schmit,
Roth, & Streeter, 2009). Thus the social value of direct-market farming can be quite

appealing for farm operators.

In order to make local food vendors more financially viable, customers must be recruited.
With respect to farmers’ markets, it has been noted that innovative advertising practices are
needed to increase promotion and ensure customers are retained over a long period of time
(Schmit & Gomez, 2011). Schmit and Gomez (2011) recommended that farmers’ markets
use strategies that are similar to those currently used by chain grocery stores. This mimicry
strategy also applies to farmers, who may find it beneficial to mobilize strategies used in
other sectors to enhance their entrepreneurial capacity (McElwee, 2006). However, mirroring
marketing techniques used by larger grocery chains can prove difficult. Individual vendors or
even farmers’ markets do not have access to the same advertising capital or time that is at the

disposal of grocery store chains.

To overcome this issue several regions have used directories to showcase what is available
locally (Blouin et al., 2009). Since 2002, the Region of Waterloo Health Unit has made a
paper (available at various tourism promotional locations) and digital map of participating
farmers who wish to display their farms available to the public. Although similar maps have
been made throughout SWO and beyond, little analysis of the impact/efficacy of this
advertising strategy had not been undertaken, with Waterloo representing one of the few
regions to make those results available. Over 50% of farmers surveyed credited the map with
an increase in visits, and over 40% credited the map with bringing about an increase in sales
(Xuereb, 2005). Perhaps these initiatives which scale up a pool of farmers resources offer

more effective marketing than any single farmer can achieve.

The evidence on marketing strategies used by direct-market farmers is scant and increasingly
dated. Instead, researchers have focused on the marketing of local foods in the context of
farmers’ markets (Pearson et al., 2011; Schmit & Gémez, 2011; Weatherell et al., 2003). In a
survey of 59 farms in the Waterloo Region, more than 50% of surveyed farmers used word-
of-mouth, roadside signs, and/or newspaper advertisements in their marketing strategies, and
more than 25% of farmers used pamphlets/flyers or had their own website (Xuereb, 2005).

Additionally, over 65% of farmers indicated that roadside signs and word-of mouth were
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among their most effective marketing methods (Xuereb, 2005). Although this study informs
the breadth of marketing instruments used to connect with consumers, it is limited to a
relatively small geographic area. Another study examining farmers’ marketing practices
focused on 570 farms located in the northeastern United States found that all respondents
used word-of-mouth advertising and more than half had business cards (Baer & Brown,
2005). Contrary to the study by Xuereb, only 23% of farmers had road signage (Baer &
Brown, 2005). Interestingly, only 48% of farmers had a mechanism for evaluating their
advertising efforts, suggesting a need for farmers to have more education on how to develop
and evaluate advertising strategies (Baer & Brown, 2005). Missing from the limited literature
on the marketing practices of direct-market famers is the farmer’s motivation for using
specific advertising strategies. Other authors have called for greater attention to be paid to
promotional strategies being used by direct-market farmers (Timmons & Wang, 2010), a

void which the proposed study aims to address.

Websites and other forms of technology are increasingly important tools for marketing
among direct-market farms. With computer use on farms growing steadily over the last
decade, this trend may continue to increase. In 2013, 67% of farmers in the United States had
internet access (United States Department of Agriculture, 2013). In Ontario, 58% of farms
use a computer for farm management purposes (Ontario Ministry of Agriculture and Food,
2013), with 44.7% of all farms having access to high-speed internet (Statistics Canada,
2015b). However, computer use varied by farm, with larger producing farms being more
likely to use a computer for their business than smaller producers (United States Department
of Agriculture, 2013). A similar trend has been noted in Canada, with smaller farmers being
less likely to use a computer for their business (Statistics Canada, 2009). With lower
adoption of computer use on smaller farms, it is unclear what role technology plays in the

direct-marketing of local food.

In the context of North American agriculture, little academic focus has been given to the use
of technology for marketing, with more attention being given to advances in production
technology (e.g., see Tey & Brindal, 2012). Very little research has focused on the use of
online marketing (i.e., via websites) by farm producers of any size. Internet access may be an
important determinant of financial success of direct-marketing farms (Uematsu & Mishra,

2011), but the cause of this relationship is unclear. Some authors have speculated that
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farmers may use websites to emphasize and complement the other advertising efforts they are
engaged in (Baer & Brown, 2005), increasing the farms reach. Therefore, whether
technology is used to complement other marketing efforts or whether it is a significant

endeavor on its own remains to be seen.

Even if farmers have the technological literacy to manage and actively contribute to a
technological marketing approach, they still may not be able to ensure the sustainability of
such an involved marketing strategy. As Bloom (2012) notes, SWO farmers feel the pressure
of taking on the dual role of both producer and marketer. In interviews, farmers have
revealed that time constraints affect farmers’ decisions regarding how much to produce, as
well as where and how they will sell their product (Bloom, 2012; Griffin & Frongillo, 2003).
This dual role can lead to farmers opting to forgo certain farming activities, due to time
constraints (Tippins et al., 2002). The amount of time required by any specific marketing

strategy is an important consideration when determining its feasibility.

Literature on local food sales has grown over the past decade, with a greater academic focus
on the role of local food within the larger food production system. However, current
literature on marketing in local food systems is limited. Greater focus has been put on
customers motivations for buying local rather than on local food vendors’ barriers to selling
their product. Further, existing marketing strategies attempt to scale-up local food and move
beyond promoting individual vendors. The limited research conducted on these initiatives has
revealed that they are effective, but more rigorous empirical research is needed to examine

whether this is evidence is merely anecdotal.

2.5 Marketing Theory

The research to be undertaken adopts theory from multiple fields of the social sciences which
will be integrated and examined through a geographic lens. Marketing represents the
collective toolkit that firms have at their disposal to interact with their customers. In fact,
how firms interact with and relate to their markets is considered to be a fundamental focal
point in marketing (Day & Montgomery, 1999). Marketing geography is a sub-discipline of
economic geography that deals with the influence of place and space on the marketing
activities of businesses. Part of marketing geography’s focus is on “daily trading practices
conducted by small firms” (Davies, 1976:2). Marketing geography will serve as a lens
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through which to examine the marketing practices of direct-market farmers. Although
location choice is somewhat mutable in the sense that farms are able to sell their products at
the farmers’ market of their choice, the production of those same items are restricted to the
productive capacity of the land on which it may grow. Thus, bridging the divide between
production and consumption, which falls under the purview of marketing activities, is a

phenomenon that deserves the attention of geographic analysis.

To date, the study of food marketing has focused on the effects of marketing on consumer
food purchase behaviour (Lien, 2013). However, as Lien goes on to note:

“What is needed is not a study of the effect of marketing on consumer
behavior, but broader analyses of how markets, the marketing
profession and marketing practice, taken together, constitute the

contexts, or the playing fields, of food provision” (Lien, 2013: 271-2).

The study of marketing practices has undergone several theoretical revolutions over its
history. Classical understandings of marketing emphasized the importance of generating
transactions. The transaction marketing theory centered on the notion of attracting more
customers to boost sales was the primary objective of all marketing activities. This was
eventually supplanted by an emphasis on relationship marketing (Berry, 1983), and the idea
that firms need to focus more on the relationships with customers to ensure long-term
retention of their business (Doyle, 2011). More recently, focus has shifted toward a hybrid
model of marketing which combines both transactional and relational aspects (Coviello,
Brodie, Danaher, & Johnston, 2002). As discussed in sections above, little data exists on to

what extent these strategies are being used by direct-market farmers.

Drawing on the foundational work by Callon (1998) a practice based approach to studying
marketing among direct-market farmers will be taken. What constitutes ‘marketing practices’
can be conceived as any of the activities that a firm engages in with the purpose of
“developing an actor’s position within a structure...as well as efforts to operate in markets
qua structures (e.g. to promote, advertise, sell) and the intended and unintended interactions
between these practices” (Araujo et al., 2008: 8). Practice based scholarship, especially as it

pertains to the field of marketing, has more recently focused on the actions of individuals in
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marketing their business/products (Brodie, Coviello, & Winklhofer, 2008; Coviello,
Winklhofer, & Hamilton, 2006). Araujo and colleagues argue that practice based research
should strive for a focus on ‘performance’ rather than attempts at ‘representations’ (2008).
These performances are embedded within “the emergent and unfolding practices that actors
engage in to construct and problematize markets” (Araujo et al., 2008). This is contrasted
with ‘representational’ inquiry, which strives for objective explanations and understanding of
how the world actually is (Pickering, 1993). The proposed research aims to develop practice-
based understandings of direct-market farmers marketing approaches.

2.6 Practice Oriented Research

Although still considered to be in its epistemological infancy, practice oriented research has
become an attractive lens through which to examine topics in economic geography. Jones
and Murphy (2010) conceive practices as being “manifest in the everyday activities that
stabilize organizational communities and serve as repositories of tacit forms of knowledge
that can be vital for long-run competitiveness” (370). It is these practices that allow

economic actors to build and engage with larger networks.

One concern about practice oriented research, especially as it relates to economic geography,
is its fixation on smaller scale processes that are not necessarily generalizable (Jones &
Murphy, 2010; Jones, 2013). Thus practice oriented research is not concerned with merely
cataloguing the actions of economic actors, but identifying those practices which play a role
in shaping higher-level socioeconomic processes and assisting in theory-building (Jones &
Murphy, 2010). The practice oriented approach allows the researcher to understand how
economic actors construct and conceptualize the networks they are interacting with, which in
turn provides the context behind economic and marketing decisions (Callon, 1998). Some
researchers have examined marketing practices of firms of different sizes and from a variety
of different industries, with firm size and industry/sector playing an important role in a firms
marketing practices (Coviello, Brodie, & Munro, 2000). However, fewer have taken a
practice oriented relational approach with direct-market farmers.

2.6.1 SME Marketing Practices
As outlined in the ‘Vendor Perspectives and Practices’ section of ‘Direct-marketing

of Food’, marketing practices are understudied in the context of local food systems.
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However, academics have studied the marketing activities of firms in other industries. The
SME (small to medium-sized enterprises) marketing literature has focused on how smaller
companies are different from larger companies, and how marketing models used by the latter
are unsuitable for the former. Marketing decisions by owners of SMEs are more likely to be
made in less rigorous and systematic ways (Coviello et al., 2000; Gilmore, Carson, & Grant,
2001). It is unclear whether this is also the case among direct-market farmers.

Recent research has focused on the role of relationships in marketing products and
businesses, especially among SMEs. When networking with customers, owners of SMEs will
dedicate significant efforts towards the development and maintenance of positive
relationships with consumers (Coca-Stefaniak et al., 2010; Gilmore et al., 2001; Gronroos,
1990; Zontanos & Anderson, 2004). Many SMEs focusing on these relationships rely greatly
on word-of-mouth promotion from their customers (Coca-Stefaniak et al., 2010). Recent
research has indicated that a fundamental component of being able to maintain these close
relationships with customers is the business’s ‘embeddedness’ within the community (Coca-
Stefaniak et al., 2010). This shows the importance of these relationships for small to
medium-sized businesses.

Other scholars contend that transactional marketing, marketing activities which focus
primarily on economic transactions and the ‘Four Ps’ of marketing (i.e. product, price, place,
promotion) (Brodie, Coviello, Brookes, & Little, 1997), still play in important role in many
firms marketing practices. However, as previously noted, it is likely that firms utilize a
mixture of transactional and relationship marketing practices (Brodie et al., 1997; Coviello et
al., 2002, 2000, 2006). Additionally, marketing practices are not homogenous and tend to
vary in different industry sectors (Brodie et al., 1997; Coviello et al., 2006). These findings
complicate understandings of marketing practices of smaller firms and highlight the
importance of context-specific analysis of the firms being studied. However, it is unclear as
to what degree of transferability exists in comparing the marketing practices of SMEs and

direct-market farms.

2.7 The ‘Relational’ Turn
Economic geography has also undergone several theoretical revolutions, with a recent
interest in the role relationships play in understanding economic actors. An important

component of using a relational approach is understanding that each ‘actor’ cannot operate or
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exist in isolation, and their very ability to perform is dependent upon interactions with other
actors in space (Bathelt & Gliickler, 2003; Boggs & Rantisi, 2003). As such, understanding
how interactions take place and relationships are constructed and maintained between vendor
and consumer represents an important part of understanding the production-consumption
relationship in direct-market farming.

Relational economic geography also helps to critically reflect upon the impact of
space. As Boggs and Rantisi (2003) note, the relational approach’s primary concern with
actors’ interactions with one another downplays the analytical focus on specific scales (i.e.
local vs. global), and instead encourages investigations of how multiple scales may interact.
Bathelt and Glucker (2003) expand on this notion by noting that the specific contexts under
which relationships are formed precludes the use of prescriptive spatial laws.

Interactions are a fundamental analytical component of the relational approach. In
particular, the phenomenon of social embeddedness is of particular interest. Karl Polanyi
(1957) was among the first to describe economic transactions as being composed of
interactions between social actors. This was further developed and popularized by
Granovetter’s theory of social ties, which emphasized the importance of relationships in the
diffusion of ideas (1973). The relational approach helps to build stronger understandings of
these interactions by incorporating social interactions with the importance of place and space.

Examples of relational approaches abound in food studies. Of primary interest has
been the notion of ‘embeddedness’, particularly on the part of the consumer. Embeddedness
has strong roots in sociological theory, and can be thought of as representing “social
connection, reciprocity, and trust” (Hinrichs, 2000:296) in economic relationships (e.g.,
between producers and consumers). Even though notions of embeddedness and social ties are
important in understanding direct-market agriculture, conventional constructs such as price,
still play an important role in these types of markets (Feagan, 2007; Hinrichs, 2000;
Migliore, Caracciolo, Lombardi, Schifani, & Cembalo, 2014; Murdoch, Marsden, & Banks,
2000; Winter, 2003). In fact, evidence suggests that different methods of direct-marketing
food (i.e. CSA vs. farmers’ market stall) foster varied degrees of social embeddedness
(Hinrichs, 2000). Further, the context-specific nature of consumer embeddedness was
exhibited by Feagan and Morris’s (2009) breaking of the concept into social, spatial and

natural subunits to better understand producer consumer interactions at a farmers market.



24

This highlights the importance of investigating how different farmers interact with their
consumers, and building a contextualized understanding of those relationships.

By using a relational approach, this study answers Winter’s (2003) call for “agro-food
research for work which integrates the economic and the sociological through studies that
combine work on consumer and retail social relations and cultures of production and
consumption” (p. 31). This research attempts to combine sociological theory with core
geographic phenomena such as place and space to develop a richer understanding of direct-
market farmers marketing practices.

Although there has been a recent proliferation of studies examining local food
systems, marketing studies in the field have focused more on consumer preferences than
producer practices. This is in spite of the growing body of evidence which suggests that small
businesses operate and market themselves in dramatically different ways than larger
companies. Therefore by combining practice oriented and relational approaches, richer
understandings of the marketing activities of local food businesses can be reached, which

will help to guide future research aiming to help grow local food systems.
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Chapter 3

3  Stakeholder perspectives on the use of smartphone and
web technologies to strengthen the local food system of
Southwestern Ontario

3.1 Introduction

Early work on local food systems (LFS) sought to understand the ways in which these
‘alternative’ systems of production differed from the globalized conventional food system
(Hinrichs, 2000); recently the focus has shifted to strengthening and scaling up LFSs to move
them beyond a ‘niche’ market (Mount, 2012). This can be a difficult undertaking, however,
given the disparate views held, and roles played, by different actors within the LFS (Mount,
2012; Sundbo, 2013). Add to this the barriers faced by individual producers and vendors
within the LFS to remain in business (Blay-Palmer & Donald, 2006), and the prospect of

scaling up LFSs and helping vendors reach a larger consumer base becomes a daunting task.

Over the past decade, mobile technologies, such as smartphone applications and mobile-web
tools, have emerged as a fundamental approach marketers use to reach consumers.
Smartphones have become increasingly ubiquitous in society, and recent developments in
technology have opened up the use of smartphones as agents of behaviour change to realize
predominately health-related outcomes (Appel, Huang, Cole, James, & Ai, 2014; Hebden,
Cook, van der Ploeg, & Allman-Farinelli, 2012; Lubans, Smith, Skinner, & Morgan, 2014;
Patrick et al., 2013). The relative youth of smartphones means that little peer-reviewed
evidence exists on how smartphone applications can be used to modify individual’s
purchasing behaviour and much less on how ‘app’ development can be optimized from the
perspective of food vendors. Yet this untapped group may yield considerable knowledge and
added value for developing and promoting tools that are effective at changing food literacy,
food purchasing and consumption behaviors, and local food marketing (Hebden et al., 2012).

The purpose of this paper is to explore the views of LFS actors in relation to developing
technological tools to help strengthen the local food system in Southwestern Ontario (SWO).
To achieve this overarching goal, we will address two sub-objectives. First, we investigate

the ways in which technology might be used by LFS actors to promote their businesses.
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Second, we will examine how new technologies can be integrated into existing marketing
efforts and initiatives. To accomplish these objectives, the research team hosted a series of
focus groups across SWO in the spring and summer of 2014. The data from these sessions
were analyzed using an inductive, grounded theory approach, which yielded emergent
themes coming directly from the LFS actors. The following sections will outline the research

team’s motivations, methodologies, and the findings and their implications.

3.2 Background
3.2.1 Growth of Local Food Systems

Ontario’s agri-food sector plays a crucial role in the province’s economy, as evidenced by the
passing of the Local Food Act in 2013 which set out to grow and strengthen local food
economies and systems in the province (Bill 36, 2013). Indeed, agri-food has seen continuous
growth in Ontario over the past decade with exports valued at $12.5 billion in 2014, an all-
time high (Ontario Ministry of Agriculture, 2015a). On the other hand, agri-food imports
have also risen considerably over the previous decade —up to $23.4 billion in 2014—
creating a trade deficit of $10.9 billion, the largest in the previous 12 years (Ontario Ministry
of Agriculture, 2015a). Among the products being imported, the two categories of fruits &
nuts and vegetables account for $6 billion (over 25%) of Ontario’s agri-food imports,
compared to only $1.4 billion of those categories being exported (Ontario Ministry of
Agriculture, 2015b). These trade imbalances represent an opportunity to increase
consumption of Ontario-grown agricultural products. Part of the precursor to such a shift,

however, would be an increase in demand for domestically grown products.

Interest in alternative food systems has grown rapidly over the past few decades in response
to systemic issues experienced by both producers and consumers within the increasingly
globalized conventional food system. Although dialogues concerned with ‘food miles’ have
captured popular attention (lles, 2005), this does not necessarily reflect the ultimate goals of
shortened food supply chains. Shortened food supply chains represent an opportunity to
simultaneously oppose the intermediary-laden structure of the conventional food system
(Morris & Kirwan, 2010), while capitalizing on regional strengths and improving marketing
efficiencies (Matson & Thayer, 2013; Renting, Marsden, & Banks, 2003). Renting and
colleagues (2003) argue that:
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“The underlying new and reconstituted spatialities implicit in agrofood
are being built and shaped around new types of comparative advantage,
competition, and power structures, it would seem, which rely much more
heavily upon constructing new synergies between proximate relationships,

associations, and ecological and regional food identities” (408).

Thus, narrowly focusing on food miles misses the broader motivations and impacts that

shortened food supply chains have in LFSs.

Scholars tend to agree that LFSs share at least one common philosophical orientation: they
abhor the productivist paradigm (e.g. socially isolating, environmentally damaging, etc.)
through which industrial agriculture and the conventional food system operate (DuPuis &
Goodman, 2005; Hinrichs, 2000; Morgan & Murdoch, 2000). These alternative food systems
collectively represent a diverse range of beliefs and practices, with the majority of academic
literature focusing on some combination of: authenticity (Sims, 2009; Smithers, Lamarche, &
Joseph, 2008; Wittman, Beckie, & Hergesheimer, 2012), quality (Goodman, 2003; Murdoch,
Marsden, & Banks, 2000; Sonnino & Marsden, 2006), embeddedness (Migliore, Caracciolo,
Lombardi, Schifani, & Cembalo, 2014; Murdoch et al., 2000), transparency (Cleveland,
Carruth, & Mazaroli, 2015; Hunt, 2007; Sonnino & Marsden, 2006) and locality (Sims, 2009;
Sonnino & Marsden, 2006). Because of the diversity of beliefs and practices, however, it has
proven difficult to arrive at a consensus for what these terms mean to actors within

alternative food systems.

A particularly apt example of this phenomenon is defining ‘locality’ and what constitutes
‘local’. Despite the existence of an entire movement colloquially referred to as the ‘local
food movement’, closer inspection reveals little consensus as to what or where the local is
referring to (Coca-Stefaniak, Parker, & Rees, 2010; Winter, 2003). Eriksen’s (2013) review
of 15 studies which explicitly or implicitly defined local food found that most definitions
involve some combination of: the distance to where food is produced; the nature of
relationships between actors in the local food system; and the qualities and values various
actors producing, selling, and consuming ascribe to local food. Adding further complexity is
evidence suggesting that understandings of what local means tends to vary based on the role

of the actor within the LFS (i.e., producer, intermediary, consumer, academic, policy maker)
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(Dunne, Chambers, Giombolini, & Schlegel, 2011; Kneafsey, 2010; Ostrom, 2006; Pearson
etal., 2011; Selfa & Qazi, 2005; Wittman et al., 2012). This suggests that fundamentally
different perspectives are held by different actors within LFSs, which may make it difficult to
create strong, cohesive networks. Thus, the search for universal definitions of what is local
may prove to be a futile endeavor, with greater attention needing to be focused on developing
contextualized definitions of local (Eriksen, 2013). Contextualized definitions that better
meet the needs of all actors involved and account for regional variation and novelties may

better serve to unite the varied members of LFSs.

Although achieving a consensus regarding key definitions in LFSs has proven difficult to
date, other scholars have opined that attention could be more fruitfully focused elsewhere.
Consumer education has been put forth as a mechanism for producers to demonstrate the
importance of ideas like transparency and to empower consumers to make informed choices
(Ostrom, 2006). In fact, this aspiration toward greater consumer education is common among
a number of alternative food production systems (Fonte, 2008; Mount et al., 2013; Sonnino
& Blay-Palmer, 2015; Wittman et al., 2012). Even successful attempts to reach a consensus
definition of what constitutes local may invariably not represent the views of sub-
populations, such as low income individuals (Blake, Mellor, & Crane, 2010). The process of
educating consumers, by contrast, is more in line with the overall goals of creating a more
inclusive food system, unlike the current system which marginalizes many populations
(Walker, Keane, & Burke, 2010). Definitions of what is local may still serve an important
role in unifying producers and vendors in a specific LFS, better enabling interactions with
consumers and the community at large; thus, the need to maintain this link cannot be

forgotten.

3.2.2 Local Food Marketing Initiatives

These educational efforts could help to quell misconceptions that many have about local
food. Particularly strong among consumers are sentiments regarding local food’s
inconvenience. Issues with food safety (Nganje, Hughner, & Patterson, 2014), lack of
information on vendors (Ohberg, 2012; Pearson et al., 2011), price (Pearson et al., 2011), and
temporal availability of products (Pearson et al., 2011) are common reasons cited for

preferring the convenience of shopping at a conventional grocery stores (Weatherell,
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Tregear, & Allinson, 2003). Improved dialogue with consumers surrounding these
perceptions of local food might therefore help make the LFS a more attractive option for

consumers.

It is important to improve knowledge about what consumers know and expect from the LFS,
but little is known about what tools vendors want or need to promote their businesses. Local
food producers are left at a competitive disadvantage with large chain grocery stores in that
they are responsible for both the growing and, in many cases, retail of their products (Bloom,
2012). With time being a scarce and precious resource, occupying these two spheres can
force producers to make compromises both in the growing and selling of products (Bloom,
2012; Griffin & Frongillo, 2003; Tippins, Rassuli, & Hollander, 2002). Many producers turn
to local food as a retail strategy in response to the restrictive procurement strategies used by
grocery stores which typically demand high volumes of product and pay low prices per unit
(Bloom, 2012; Eastwood, Brooker, Hall, & Rhea, 2002; Griffin & Frongillo, 2003). Direct-
marketing food allows vendors to set their own price, helping vendors to reduce price
uncertainty due to market fluctuations (Broderick, Wright, & Kristiansen, 2011; Griffin &
Frongillo, 2003; Uematsu & Mishra, 2011). Further, research suggests that money spent at
local food retailers, such as farmers’ market vendors, is more likely to remain in the local
economy via local economic multiplier effects (Hughes, Brown, Miller, & McConnell, 2008;
Sadler, Clark, & Gilliland, 2013). Thus, moving from the conventional food supply system to

an alternative food system offers economic incentives to producers and vendors.

Economic benefits, of course, are not the only incentive for LFS actors. Direct-marketing is
one strategy used by local food producers to help create connections with consumers, as well
as other vendors (Griffin & Frongillo, 2003; Lyson, Gillespie, & Hilchey, 1995; Smithers et
al., 2008). These interactions help LFS actors build social capital and ties that help strengthen
the LFS (Glowacki-Dudka, Murray, & Isaacs, 2012). Interactions with consumers and the
ability to directly receive feedback can also help inform product development and/or
marketing (Broderick et al., 2011). Additionally, farmers have reported that direct-market
retailing is less stressful than retailing to wholesalers, with their stringent agreements
(LeRoux, Schmit, Roth, & Streeter, 2009). Therefore, while economic incentives may serve
as important motivators, the social benefits of the LFS are also important contributors for

food businesses opting out of the conventional food system.



40

3.2.3 Strengthening Local Food Systems

Efforts to ‘relocalize’—or ‘(re)-regionalize’ (Kneafsey, 2010)—the food system have taken
many different foci over the past decade. Some of these scalar approaches to food systems
have garnered criticism for their conflation of scale with some inherent properties or
outcomes with respect to food production (Born & Purcell, 2006). Similarly, conflations of
scale are present in framing an artificial and antagonistic binary between alternative and
conventional food systems, with conventional systems being equated to globalization, and
alternative systems being linked to localization (Hinrichs, 2003; Morgan, Marsden, &
Murdoch, 2006). With these criticisms in mind, academics are searching for ways to
effectively scale up community initiatives. The importance of governance, infrastructure,
social capital, and education have all been stressed in strengthening LFSs (Beckie, Kennedy,
& Wittman, 2012; Mount, 2012; Mount et al., 2013; Qazi & Selfa, 2005; Sumner, McMurtry,
& Renglich, 2014; Wittman et al., 2012). Additionally, recent work on LFSs has advocated
for the need for region-specific strategic approaches that account for local variation in
capacities and needs (Kneafsey, 2010; Sonnino & Blay-Palmer, 2015). Thus, future
initiatives aiming to positively contribute to the growth of LFSs must account for these

important considerations.

LFSs have experienced a recent explosion of technological tools for helping manage relations
at various stages of the food chain, covering aspects from growing crops to selling products
(for examples of different technologies currently available see FoodHub's website (2015)).
What is missing is evidence of how these technologies are being developed in
correspondence with the needs of businesses operating within LFSs. As noted above, the
academic field of developing smartphone applications and technologies for behaviour change
is rapidly expanding, especially in the context of promoting healthy lifestyles. Despite the
recent proliferation of literature surrounding the strengthening and growth of local food
networks, to the authors’ knowledge, no research currently exists which addresses
technology’s role in LFSs and potential barriers to its adoption. This research aims to
contribute to strengthening evidence for strategies which will help grow and strengthen
LFSs.
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3.2.4 Study Context

Our multidisciplinary research team is inspired by the need to address the triple-bottom line
of: increasing the public’s consumption of healthy foods, increasing profits for local food
retailers, and improving environmental benefits. Previous work in SWO has addressed a wide
range of food system issues, including access, exposure, affordability, consumption,
economic impact, and policy (Glen, Thomas, Loebach, Gilliland, & Gobert, 2013; He et al.,
2012; Larsen & Gilliland, 2008, 2009; Sadler et al., 2013; Sadler, Gilliland, & Arku, 2011,
2014; Sadler & Gilliland, 2015). The current project, therefore, incorporates this knowledge

of the SWO food system to build on previous research.

Most recently, our work examined the impact of a mobile phone-based message delivery
service called ‘SmartAPPetite’ on improving individuals’ knowledge, purchasing, and
consumption of healthy food from local vendors at a London, Ontario, farmers’ market
(Gilliland et al., 2015). Results indicated that those individuals who more frequently
interacted with the messaging service (e.g., clicking on links, ‘liking’ messages, ‘checking-
in”) also increased their consumption of healthy foods and decreased their consumption of
unhealthy foods (Gilliland et al., 2015). Equipped with consumer feedback and usage data,
the following research describes the steps taken to ‘scale-up’ the SmartAPPetite project by
engaging local food businesses to better understand how to make technologies amenable to
both users and vendors in the LFS. Although larger retailers have their own mobile phone
applications (e.g., Starbucks® app, PC Plus™ app), small food businesses do not have the
time and resources available (Bloom, 2012; Griffin & Frongillo, 2003), making development
of these types of technologies difficult. The researchers feel that such an undertaking is
geographically relevant, as the local food system in SWO is fragmented, with a dearth of
community food activity in the region (Nelson, Knezevic, & Landman, 2013). This research
makes strides toward addressing the void in literature to improve vendors access to local
markets (Blay-Palmer et al., 2013), by directly engaging key stakeholders in a focus group
setting to develop solutions that work within their current capacities, while simultaneously

helping them to expand their marketing reach.
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3.3 Methods

The use of focus groups for research purposes offers numerous methodological advantages
for conducting qualitative research with relatively large groups of individuals. Focus groups
can lead to unique forms of knowledge that differ from the data gathered from one-on-one
interviews, in that the knowledge generated is a product of multiple respondents interacting
with one another (Cameron, 2010).

Although focus groups are useful in generating knowledge concerning practices and beliefs,
they also carry several limitations which bear acknowledgement. First, the knowledge
produced from focus groups may not be generalizable to large populations, which
underscores the importance of contextualizing findings, recognizing the limitations of the
research being conducted, and noting any limitations to the transferability of the findings
(Bradshaw & Stratford, 2010). This highlights the importance of carefully choosing the
locations and times of focus groups, as well as considering the backgrounds of those
individuals participating during the analysis of data. Additionally, when conducting focus
group research, peer pressure can result in certain individual’s under-disclosing information,
especially in the presence of other participants they already know (Cameron, 2010). As many
of the participants in this research work and live in the same area, some participants likely
know one another. Because the information being sought in the focus groups was not
sensitive in nature, however, the risk of participants being greatly impacted by peer pressure
is reduced. Because focus group participants have a tendency to agree more often than
disagree (Myers, 1998), focus group leaders encouraged disagreement where possible by
playing ‘devil’s advocate’ and encouraging alternative views. Additionally, questions were

framed in an open-ended manner, so as not to encourage a specific response.

All of these limitations were considered during the development of a focus group guide by
the research team in early 2014. The goal of the guide was to introduce participants to key
lines of inquiry around how vendors perceive marketing opportunities and what they view as
opportunities which could be used to strengthen the local food system in SWO. Particular
focus was placed on the types of technologies LFS actors would like to see and what barriers

might exist for these actors to adopt the proposed technologies.
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3.3.1 Study Area

Lake Huron
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Figure 3.1 - Focus Group Study Area

Seven focus groups were held in six counties across SWO, with participants from 12 counties
and 1 regional municipality being invited (see Figure 1). SWO was chosen as a study area for
its geographic, socioeconomic, and historical ties to agricultural production, and the
opportunities thus present for LFS growth. In 2011, the study area contained over 47% of
both the total number of farms and agricultural land in the province (Ontario Ministry of
Agriculture and Food, 2013a, 2013b). In spite of the strong presence of agriculture in the
region, efforts to develop local food systems in this region are in their infancy relative to
other areas of Ontario (Nelson et al., 2013). This highlights a need to engage the actors
within the region’s LFS to better understand their needs. Finally, the attention brought to

local food by Ontario’s passing of the Local Food Act in 2013 and the province’s show of
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support for local food production makes this research all the more spatially and temporally

relevant.

3.3.2 Contacting Participants

Focus group participants were identified using a purposive sampling strategy: individuals
with knowledge of the local food system were sought out foremost. Starting in February
2014, a contact list of local food stakeholders was assembled. Stakeholders were initially
organized into one of three categories: restaurant/food business, farm, and non-producer
(e.g., government officials, association representatives, local food researchers, etc.).
Information for farmers was gleaned from a combination of each county’s ‘Buy Local’ map
and through correspondence with each county’s farmers association (i.e., Ontario Federation
of Agriculture, National Farmers Union, and Christian Farmers Federation). Restaurants and
food business were also pulled from ‘Buy Local’ maps in addition to various local business
directories. Non-producer stakeholders were identified using the ‘Rural Guide’ for each
county (published annually by the Ontario Ministry of Agriculture, Food and Rural Affairs).
Contacts were added to the list in an iterative process throughout the focus group recruitment
process. Prospective participants were contacted via telephone, email, social media (through

the SmartAPPetite project’s Facebook and Twitter accounts), and word of mouth.

Focus groups were planned without a specific target size for the overall group. Instead, the
researchers ensured that all individuals interested in attending could do so. In order to
accommodate larger groups but still allow for small group interactions, participants were
seated in tables consisting of no more than six participants. Each table was given time to
discuss each topic and take notes on their agenda workbooks before reporting back to and

discussing with the larger group.

To keep power dynamics in balance, locations for focus groups were carefully chosen to be
informal and accessible (Cameron, 2010). Local partners already well connected in their
region’s food system (i.e., producers, food hubs, and community organizations) were sought
out to help promote the focus groups, establish trust with participants, and add legitimacy to
the initiative. In several cases these partners made space available to host the focus groups.
Focus groups were scheduled to maximize geographic coverage across SWO and held in the
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early evening to suit the needs of farmers and food business owners (i.e., after the ‘work-day’

ends).

3.3.3 Focus Group Structure

As participants arrived to each focus group they were given a letter of information explaining
the nature of the session. After reading, participants were asked to sign a letter of consent if
they agreed to take part in the focus group. Following this, participants were asked to ‘sign-
in” with their name, business or organization affiliation and contact information. Light
refreshments were available at each focus group session but no further compensation or

incentives were offered.

Each focus group session followed the same structure. First, an overview of the project was
presented to the participants. This included the research team’s motivations, aspirations, and
work completed to-date. Next, an overview of the focus group portion of the session was
given. Participants were divided into groups of 4-6 to discuss two major themes: what new
local food marketing technologies should do and how they should work. Individual themes
were discussed separately and included sub-questions to guide group discussions. Each group
was asked to appoint one ‘reporter’, who would take notes and report back to the larger
group. Members of the research team sat at or rotated around each table to moderate
discussion (i.e., to keep participants loosely on topic). As each smaller group reported their
findings back to the larger group, one of the research team members would record emergent
themes on a large notepad for all participants to see. To be respectful of participant’s time,
focus groups were structured to last between 1.5 to 2 hours, as recommended by Cameron
(2010).

Large notepads were positioned around the rooms and used to actively capture the comments
of participants, rather than audio recording and transcribing notes from each focus group
session at a later date. Introductory communications revealed that some participants would be
more comfortable speaking and openly contributing their opinions without having their
voices audio recorded. Furthermore, by openly recording on notepads, the researchers were
able to actively engage in member checking during the focus group. It is important to
actively verify and clarify what is being said by participants to ensure that what is being

recorded is reflective of the participants views (Krueger, 1998). As such, member checking
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helps to strengthen the credibility of qualitative research (Baxter & Eyles, 1997).
Additionally, outlines of the focus group with major questions were distributed to all
participants and collected after each focus group session. All participants were encouraged to
write down their responses before sharing with the group, adding another measure to capture

and preserve participant’s thoughts in their own words.

3.3.4 Focus Group Data Analysis

The flip-chart notes were digitally transcribed by the primary author, along with participant
workbooks and all notes taken by the researchers during each focus group session. All
transcriptions were reviewed and verified by another member of the field research team for
accuracy, improving the dependability of the transcripts (Baxter & Eyles, 1997). Although
several themes emerged early in the research process, data collection at focus groups
continued to ensure that the themes were representative of all geographic areas being
included. An exploratory, grounded theory approach was used to examine the qualitative data
from the focus groups. The transcripts were coded using both descriptive and analytic codes.
Descriptive and in-vivo codes were used for themes that are superficially prevalent or
brought up directly by participants (Cope, 2010; Saldafa, 2009). To move beyond these
superficial themes, analytic codes were also used for giving context to what was shared by
participants (Cope, 2010), some of which were drawn from previous literature. Coding of the
transcripts was by no means a linear process, as the emergence of a new code requires
transcripts to be continually revisited in an iterative, reflexive process (Cope, 2010).
Following the approach of Saldaria (2009), first cycle codes (i.e., preliminary coding)
consisted main of descriptive and in-vivo codes. Second cycle codes helped to refine the data
with analytic codes, ultimately leading to more cohesive themes (Saldafia, 2009).
Additionally, it was important to consider the context that the data was gathered in, including
who did and did not participate in the focus groups, as this helps to place the results in their
proper context (Bradshaw & Stratford, 2010). As such, participants’ occupations/affiliations
were gathered as part of a sign-in sheet. Finally, it is worth noting that the seven focus groups
were initially planned in order to maximize geographic coverage across SWO. However, if
thematic saturation had not been reached after the first seven workshops, the research team

was prepared to continue to host more workshops. Thematic saturation was achieved by the
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conclusion of the initial seven workshops, as no new themes were emerging from the focus
group data (Strauss & Corbin, 1998).

3.4 Results
Table 3-1 - Number of participants by workshop location
Location | Farmers Food Government Local Group Local Food | Total Males Females
Business | Representatives | Representatives | Advocates/
Owners Consumers
Elgin 15 0 1 0 4 20 5 15
County
Central 3 4 1 4 7 19 6 13
London
East 0 10 0 1 4 15 7 8
London
Oxford 2 8 2 0 1 13 9 4
County
Essex 3 2 2 2 3 12 4 8
County
Lambton 0 3 0 1 0 4 2 2
County
Perth 0 0 1 1 0 2 0 2
County
Total 23 27 7 9 19 85 33 52

In total, 85 local food stakeholders participated in the focus group sessions. This group
consisted of: 23 farmers, 27 food business owners (including restaurants and stores), 7
government representatives (including representatives from local public health units), 9
representatives from local groups or associations (including community food initiatives and

farmer organizations) and 19 local food advocates/consumers (Table 3-1).
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In total, 34 participants were male and 51 participants were female. Workshops varied in
size, with the largest group of participants gathering in Elgin County and the smallest located

in Perth County.

Results are thematically separated into four larger categories which emerged from the focus
group discussions: defining, educating, complementing, and creating. The sections that
follow elaborate on these themes and are followed by a discussion of how they connect to

existing literature on LFSs.

3.4.1 Defining what is Local?

When posed the question of what types of vendors should be included in technological
interventions, questions were immediately raised about how we, the developers/curators of
the technology, defined ‘local’. As it was not in the researchers’ interest to be prescriptive
and purport to know more than actors within the LFS, we posed the question to them, what

do they count as being local?

As it turned out, many participants struggled with ideas of what should be counted as local.

As one participant noted:

“What defines ‘local food’? ... | think that is almost a bigger
question than what type of vendors [should be included]. I would
suggest all local food that fits within your definition, but then it is
not necessarily healthy and retailers might not necessarily have all

their products fitting the definition, so then what to do?”

Notions of authenticity appear to be important to members of LFSs in defining who should
be considered a ‘local’ business. Some participants suggested that membership with
certification bodies might provide benchmarks to demonstrate what is local. Further,
membership on MyPick® (run by Farmers’ Markets Ontario), regional local food maps, or
production certification bodies (e.g., organic) were thought of as representing businesses
which are local. Participants also expressed fear that re-sellers who did not solely source
from local farms might take advantage of being considered local. They wanted to ensure that
as a consumer, “I can’t go directly to your place of business to get fresh, local food if your

main source of revenue doesn’t come directly from local food!”. Despite these concerns,
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participants generally favoured including food businesses from neighbouring counties or who
only sold some local produce than those businesses selling produce that can be grown in

Ontario but choose to import from international destinations.

Overall, participants tempered caution when attempting to define what is local. There was
concern that with the breath of businesses involved in the LFS, having too rigorous of a
definition of local might result in the exclusion of certain businesses. Participants
acknowledged that overly detailed definitions of local businesses might not be necessary, as
it would be impossible to represent all the desires of consumers (and producers) and be
“everything to everyone”. Instead, technology should supply the consumer with adequate
information to make informed decisions. As one participant noted, “I love the idea that the
app users would be able to define the parameters for the definition of local food”. It was
important to participants that transparency and authenticity were clearly communicated to the
customers, and one key mechanism through which this can be accomplished is by educating

consumers.

3.4.2 Educating Consumers about Local Food

Participants identified educational initiatives as fundamental to increasing demand for their
products. As one group noted, consumer lack of knowledge is the problem for vendors in the
LFS. The perceived need to raise consumers’ food literacy was especially prevalent among
focus group participants. Particular emphasis was placed on helping to improve food
preparation skills through offering cooking tips, recipes, and complementary products.
Another major avenue that participants identified was the need for consumers to understand
the importance of seasonality for local food. It was not only important for consumers to know
when products were available locally, but also understand why certain products are not
available from local vendors (e.g., out of season in Ontario, annual yield variation due to
weather/pests). Similarly, participants raised the role that technology could play in helping
consumers understand misconceptions about local food. As one participant noted, technology
could play a role in “educating consumers about why local produce is more expensive”.
Additionally, building up consumers’ knowledge of the nutritional content and label reading
was seen as a strategy which would have the potential to help consumers understand the

benefits of eating fresh, local foods, but also be more discerning when shopping at the
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grocery store. Participants felt that once consumers possessed a greater knowledge about the

food they consumed, they would purchase more from local vendors.

3.4.3 Complementing Existing Local Food Initiatives

Participants noted numerous existing initiatives for which collaboration would be logical to
increase the reach of local food. Many participants noted the potential overlaps with existing
county ‘Buy Local’ maps which could avoid a duplication of efforts by integrating. Another
participant wondered “if it will overlap with current things like Foodland Ontario, Ontario
Fresh”. The existing infrastructure that is in place to maintain the accuracy of these county
maps could be used to ensure any content on new technologies are kept up to date.
Participants felt that including members from local government, health units, regional
tourism boards, specific agricultural institutions, and provincial bodies should be tied into
any initiative to ensure a collaborative environment is achieved. The inclusion of these larger
organizations was also seen as a mechanism for ensuring the long-term sustainability of any
project. Interestingly, in spite of all the partner organizations that participants suggested, one
concern that was raised was the present perceived vacuum of leadership among the LFS in
SWO.

One potential hurdle that participants, especially vendors, noted was the lack of time
available to dedicate to keeping business information up-to-date. Although it was
acknowledged that content must be kept accurate, vendors could not commit to continuously
updating content due to a lack of available time. Among the participants, vendors noted the
importance of technology being able to tie into their own existing sources of information to
reduce the burden of having to repeatedly update content. The ability to centralize marketing
efforts by pulling info from local food vendors’ websites, Facebook and Twitter pages was

considered to be a very desirable feature of any new technology.

3.4.4 Creating New Opportunities for Local Food Vendors

Participants also had numerous ideas for what new technology could help them to achieve.
The potential for technology to forge new relationships was seen as a major asset. Many
participants highlighted the connections which could be created between consumers and

producers. As one farmer noted, technology could “inform consumers by connecting them
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with the producers”. Technology could also help to establish and relay emotional connections
through a food business’ history and unique stories. Technology was seen as a medium

through which a customer could become familiar with or be exposed to local food vendors.

Participants were particularly enthusiastic about the potential of harnessing technology not
only to increase their marketing reach, but also to acquire better data about their market’s
demographics: gaining access to more data would aid in better delivering products and
services. In particular, the ability to generate concrete metrics was an exciting prospect for
local food retailers. Participants also felt that the potential of using GPS —which is a feature
already built into smartphones—as well as monitoring webpage visits and the number of
users who ‘like’ their business (similar to the Facebook feature) would provide vendors with
more marketing information. An important consideration included how to make these metrics
available to those businesses that were less tech-savvy. Additionally, being able to interact
with consumers through technology platforms was also considered valuable. Many were
interested in not only giving consumers the ability to comment on their business, but in
giving businesses the ability to post their own comments as well. Contrarily, one feature that
participants were hesitant to embrace was the use of a rating system, as concerns were

expressed that it may be unfair to some businesses if they were to get maliciously reviewed.

Focus group participants also stressed the importance of developing technologies which
would be as inclusive in nature as possible. Developing technological products which would
be user friendly and accessible to both users and businesses with lower technological
literacies was seen as critical, as one participant noted “not everyone is tech-savvy”.
Participants also noted the potential for technologies to play an important role in making
local food more accessible, possibly linking locations to public transportation. Similarly, the
inclusion of a budgeting feature might enable consumers with a fixed income to support local
food as well. Participants also felt that empowering consumers with a greater knowledge of
what is in season would help them save money, as they could then purchase in-season items
at a reduced price. All of these features were perceived to ultimately strengthen ties among

LFS stakeholders, inclu