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In food distribution, trends are emerging that seek to reduce the number of agents involved, promoting short
supply chains (SFSCs). In response to that, the objective of this research is double: analysing the level of con-
sumer awareness, use and willingness to pay for products being distributed through SFSCs and on the basis of the

Ereﬁerences information obtained, analysing the issues that producers employing these channels are facing with the aim of
roducers . PO . . . . . .
Consumers using this information to design strategies to help the production sector. We have employed a qualitative

approach and organised 12 focus groups including consumers and producers from various Spanish towns, with
discussions being carried out between March and July 2022. The outcomes reveal that, producers and consumers
recognize benefits in these channels but note barriers like lack of consumer information and access in-
conveniences. Consumers show less inclination for SFSC purchases, especially for delicate (meats) or infrequent
(wine) products, preferring supermarkets. Finally, the participants highlight price and online channel inconve-
nience as main limitations, echoed by producers. In order to promote short food supply chains, it would be
essential to overcome the barriers identified in this study by implementing strategies focused on information,
accessibility, price competitiveness and optimisation of the purchasing process. These actions will not only offer
advantages to both consumers and producers, but will also boost the local economy. In addition, this study’s
findings can help in the design of public policies that promote SFSCs and encourage their adoption.

1. Introduction

The primary sector, which is the sector producing raw materials, is a
fundamental pillar for the world economic activities for various reasons,
such as the value of its products, its capacity to generate employment or
its contribution to the sustainability of the rural environment [1].
Within this sector, the farming sector is responsible for obtaining farm
products that will be used later on for direct consumption or trans-
formation into more elaborate products, with the involvement of the
agrifood sector.

The agrifood sector is one of the most influential sectors both in the
global economy and in Europe [2]. In spite of the fact that this sector’s
growth slowed down worldwide in 2022 due to market inflation, in
Spain the actual production of the food and drinks industry increased in
2022 to 144,955 million euros with a growth rate of 1.5 % compared to
the previous year. This is evidence that this industry continues to be the

strongest industrial sector in Spain, representing 19.3 % of the
manufacturing industry and nearly 2.5 % of the total Spanish economy
[31.

The economic activities associated to the agrifood sector are a major
driver for development and direction, especially in rural areas, where
they contribute to creating employment and promoting economic, social
and environmental sustainability [4]. Certain initiatives are emerging in
consonance with this, such as the United Nations Agenda 2030, which
establishes a uniform framework of policies for the sector in order to
advance towards sustainable development, understood as development
that is capable of meeting the current needs without compromising the
resources and possibilities of future generations [5,6].

Society has experienced changes in terms of food consumer trends
and habits in the latest years mainly due to the variations in the
composition of the population (aging population, employment levels in
the households, scale of values or household structure) [2]. On the one
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hand, the change in the structure of the current society means that
consumers find it more and more difficult to strike a balance between
their lifestyle and their shopping times. On the other hand, nutrition and
food quality have become increasingly more influential on the food
purchase decisions [7,8].

As a result, the agrifood sector is facing numerous transformations,
particularly associated with food marketing where many actors are
involved [9]. Food distribution, in turn, must adapt to the new re-
quirements from producers and consumers, which have given rise to the
emergence of new food distribution channels. These channels cover the
entire journey of the food products from the primary producer, manu-
facturer or supplier of services to the end client and they can be classi-
fied into two types: long food supply chains (LFSCs) and short food
supply chains (SFSCs) [10].

LFSCs involve at least two intermediaries, although in the majority of
the cases there are many actors participating in them which are organ-
ised in supranational networks and where the last link tends to be the
superstores, hypermarkets and supermarkets. These channels are pre-
dominant in the markets and tend to impose their prices onto producers
to a large extent, with producers in some cases only managing to cover
their production costs [11].

In summary, the current markets are controlled by large multina-
tionals which determine the operation and structure of food distribution
and supply. Not only does this power oligopoly cause changes in the
production systems, but also in the consumer purchasing habits and
preferences [12]. This system does not recognize the differential fea-
tures of each territory and it brings losses to producers as well as being
detrimental to local development [13].

SFSCs, defined as the channels where there is one intermediary at
most, can become alternative commercialisation approaches to long
food supply chains, building a more direct relationship between pro-
ducers and consumers [14]. The literature shows various definitions of
these short distribution or commercialisation chains, with one of the
most accepted ones being found in EU Regulation 1305/2013 which
defines them as a “supply chain involving a limited number of economic
operators, committed to co-operation, local economic development, and
close geographical and social relations between producers, processors
and consumers” [15].

On the other hand, the European Council defines this method of
commercialisation as “a supply chain involving a limited number of
economic operators, committed to cooperation, local economic devel-
opment, and socio-economic relations between producers and con-
sumers in a close geographical area” [16,17]. Nevertheless, although
this definition can be considered as quite comprehensive, it seems to
limit the concept of the “short chain” to local production channels, when
other authors such as [18] believe the concept of the short chain can be
extended territorially.

These supply chains highlight the role of transparency as to the
identification of all the parties involved in the chain [19]. Various
studies establish that other features of the short food supply chains are a
more personal service during the purchase, the guarantee to provide a
fairer price to crop and livestock farmers and the promotion of eco-
nomic, social and environmental sustainability in rural areas [19,20].
All in all, SFSCs have become an alternative to other food distribution
channels [10].

Although traditionally, food consumers have been more familiar
with long food supply chains, in recent years studies have proven that
consumers are more aware of food that is distributed through socially
and environmentally-responsible distribution channels, which could
resonate with SFSCs to a great extent [21,22]. However, there are not
many research studies that focus on the analysis of the issues food
producers face when distributing their produce through SFSCs. The
same is the case with the analysis of the actual level of consumer
awareness and use of the various distribution options or their willing-
ness to pay for food depending on the distribution channel being a SFSC
or a LFSC.
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In view of this situation, our study has been intended as a two-fold
and an innovative one, as we use a participative approach with focus
groups consisting of food producers and consumers. In the first place, we
aim at establishing the level of awareness consumers have of food supply
channels in Spain, and specially of SFSCs, analysing whether their level
of awareness reflects on consumer use and willingness to pay for this
kind of shopping. In the second place, we attempt to analyse the barriers,
concerns and issues faced by food producers when commercialising their
products. The outcomes could help design strategies for the imple-
mentation of SFSCs by agrifood producers that might contribute to
maintaining the production network in the rural areas where they are
mainly located.

Despite the increasing interest towards SFSCs among some segments
of the population as a strategy to promote sustainability, improve food
quality and strengthen local economies, there is a significant lack of
academic literature that addresses this issue in a comprehensive and
multi-faceted perspective. Most of the current research focuses on spe-
cific aspects such as environmental sustainability or local economic
impact, but does not offer a holistic analysis that considers both the
consumers’ and producers’ viewpoints. In this context, the main novelty
of this study lies in the use of a qualitative and participatory methodo-
logical approach through focus groups with consumers and producers,
which contributes to the progress in the knowledge and applicability of
these marketing and distribution systems.

2. Methodology
2.1. Design of the focus groups

The method used is a participative one through the use of focus
groups. This is a qualitative research technique based on group dy-
namics, where there is a specific number of participants and a moderator
conducting the sessions [23].

On of the main benefit of using this method is that, unlike other more
structured research approaches, such as questionnaires, focus groups
allow and promote greater freedom for participants to contribute their
opinions [24].

Given the particularities of the subject matter under research and the
differences that were expected in the shopping and consumption pat-
terns of the participants, together with the difficulty to find producers
who were willing to participate, it was decided for the sessions to be held
in different types of locations in order to reflect the reality of the Spanish
towns and cities with different consumer habits and purchase behav-
iours (small and medium-sized towns and large cities).

Eventually, eight focus groups were made up with consumers and
four with producers. The number of sessions and location of each of
them were subject to the funds allocated to the project under which the
research was conducted, although they were in line with similar studies
[25]. The choice of cities is determined by the possibility of having a
variety in the representation of cities at the country level.

Out of the focus groups organised with consumers, one took place in
a small town (<20,000 inhabitants), five in medium-sized towns
(20,000-150,000 inhabitants) and two others in large cities with over
half a million inhabitants. With regards to producers, the difficulties in
accessing producers who were willing to cooperate required for two of
the sessions to take place as virtual meetings in order to encourage
participation. The other two sessions took place in the two most repre-
sentative towns of two regions with highly recognised farming vocation.

Consumers and producers were selected through a convenience
sampling system, which is the habitual criterion used in qualitative
research [26]. The variety of the sample has been ensured by selecting
according to the socio-economic and demographic characteristics of the
country. Although consumers did not need to be habitual users of short
chains, producers had been selected on the basis that they had to
distribute their products in their entirety or partly through these chan-
nels, as this was considered to be the most adequate way to study the
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issues associated to this form of distribution.

The number of participants varied between six and twelve and we
attempted to have a variety of attendees in terms of their sociodemo-
graphic features (sex, age, employment situation) in each session. A total
of 87 consumers and 24 producers participated given the total number of
consumers and producers in the country. The focus group sessions were
held between March and July 2022. Table 1 shows the characteristics of
the research participants, both consumers and producers.

2.2. Development of the focus groups

This piece of research was approved by the Bioethics and Biosecurity
Committee of the University of Extremadura, in compliance with its
regulations for studies with human participants (approval registration
number 107,/2022). Previously to holding the sessions, all the con-
sumers and producers participating gave their consent to have the ses-
sions recorded. They were also assured that their answers would be
treated as confidential and fully anonymised so that they could not be
traced.

Prior to holding the sessions with consumers, a script was drafted to
organise the contents of the sessions into five differentiated units
(Table 2).

Due to the breadth of outcomes obtained and considering the above-
mentioned objectives, this project will only reveal the outcomes of units
L I, Ill and V.

The sessions with consumers were held first. During these sessions
the contents included in the script units were discussed. The sessions
with producers were held afterwards, and for these sessions, there was
no specific script, but rather the comments drawn from the consumer
sessions of the focus groups were reviewed.

The first activity within Unit I was the introduction of the partici-
pants and following, the moderator gave a brief definition of LFSCs and
SFSCs, providing examples and types of SFSCs with the purpose of
focusing the discussion and providing a background. The final definition
that was used as the focus of all discussions was the following:

“SFSCs are supply chains where the number of intermediaries/op-
erators is equal or less than one, regardless of the distance between
producer and consumer or whether the transaction is made using
physical or electronic means”.

To conducting the activities of Unit II, consumers were provided with
a template that included various distribution channels: which they were
asked to fill in stating with examples the ones they were aware of or used
and the types of products they purchased.

Note: Distributions channels: Online channels: online platforms or
producer’s websites and Offline channels: producer-to-consumer direct
sale physical stores, producer markets, consumer groups or retailers
where there is an intermediary at most.

The third Unit was intended to depict SFSCs against LFSCs, with a
special focus on the benefits and drawbacks consumers find in short
channels. For the purpose of encouraging discussion, an extensive
bibliographic review was made prior to it, which helped select 21

Table 1
Sociodemographic characteristics of consumers and producers participating in
the focus groups.

Sociodemographic variables N Frequency (%)
Sex Male 55 49.55 %
Female 56 50.45 %
Age 18-30 years old 17 15.32 %
31-60 years old 72 64.86 %
>61 years old 22 19.82 %
Working Yes 101 91 %
No 10 9 %
Type of city Small towns 10 8.34 %
Medium-sized towns 81 73.63 %
Large cities 20 18.02 %
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Table 2
Script used for consumer focus groups.

UNIT CONTENTS

UNIT I Introduction to the SFSCs Introduction of the participants and
explanation of the SFSCs

UNIT Awareness and use of Awareness and frequency of use of SFSCs
I SFSCs and examples.

UNIT Features of the SFSCs Benefits and drawbacks of the SFSCs.
11 versus LFSCs

UNIT Channel distribution Analysis of consumer preferences of food
v preferences by product products and their distribution through the

various channels.

Willingness to pay for 3 predefined products
depending on their being distributed
through online SFSCs or LFSCs.

UNIT Willingness to pay by
\4 distribution channel

attributes to be presented to consumers so that they could rank them as
benefits or drawbacks of SFSCs. During a second stage, the insights
obtained from the consumers were presented to the producers during the
relevant focus groups, where they were asked to discuss and comment
on the insights.

And lastly, for the purpose of analysing consumer willingness to pay,
during the development of Unit V, three cards were shown to consumers
with a different agrifood product on each of them (red wine, extra virgin
olive oil and a Retinto T-bone steak). Consumers were asked to select
their preferred location to buy these, i.e., specifically, whether they
preferred to purchase them through online short channels or through
long distribution channels such as supermarkets.

All the sessions were held in public venues, using a large room where
the participants were seated and could keep visual contact. The length of
each session was an average of 100 min.

2.3. Data analysis

The focus groups were recorded, transcribed and anonymised for the
purpose of processing the responses. The transcriptions were analysed in
aggregate form, comparing the results from consumers and producers
(see Fig. 1).

The data were analysed through Content Analysis, a technique that
allows to obtain valid and replicable inferences subject to the data
available [27,28]. Specifically, the compiled data were arranged under
common themes and all the ideas or concepts that were mentioned
repeatedly in all the sessions were classified into groups.

Triangulation of the results by the researchers involved in the study
increased and improved the certainty of the results. This technique is
frequently used in the area of qualitative research [29,30]. Finally, with
the purpose of obtaining the relative importance of each concept, the
frequency of mention was calculated, given that we assume that the
items that are most frequently mentioned are more relevant.

[ Design of the focus groups ] Y

. [ Selection of participants ] —

2 (N
2 8 5
o & . s 3
g 8 [ Development of he session ] = a2
Z § e £
g & — T 8
S = [ Anélisis of the outcomes ] g @

e Iz

X7 [ Final Report ]

Fig. 1. Methodology procedure.
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3. Results and discussion
3.1. Awareness and use of the various types of short channels

3.1.1. Awareness of SFSCs

Initially, participants were asked to list the SFSCs they were aware of
and used, providing examples (name of the store or company) and of the
food products purchased. This task allowed us to establish that offline
channels are the most popular amongst the participants, as they were
mentioned 70 % of the time. Nevertheless, the consumers who live in
large cities are more aware of online short channels in comparison to
consumers living in smaller places who are more familiar with offline
channels.

“Online channels offer more availability, because I certainly was not
aware of products being sold by producers directly to consumers
through short channels in Madrid [...]”. (Male consumer; 31-60 years
old; large city).

Fig. 2 presents the outcomes relating to consumer awareness of the
various SFSCs. The various channels that were taken into consideration
for this study are organised in descending order subject to the number of
mentions. Likewise, the outcomes within each channel are shown by
operator type (producers; industry; distributors; cooperative
associations).

As we can see, the short channel participants are most aware of is
producer-to-consumer direct stores, followed by online stores. Within
the producer-to-consumer direct stores there are various operators, out
of which producers received most mentions and specifically, producers
of meat products, followed by fruit and vegetables. In the second place,
the food industries were mentioned with wine industries occupying the
first position. With regards to online stores, food industry operators
stand out as in the previous case, with the wine making industry being
the most relevant.

With regards to retailers, consumers stated how difficult it was to find
these establishments specially in large cities.

“It is hard to find short channel retailers where the retailer buys
directly from the producer, and that is something I would actually like to
see, I would like to buy from somebody with a shop rather than having to
buy on the Internet” (Male consumer; 31-60 years old; large city).

The number of comments referring to producer markets is not in line
with other studies which highlight the popularity of these initiatives in
other countries of the European Union or the USA, where these spaces

C:351%

1: 40.35%

D:24.32%

P:56,14%
P: 100% D:86,21%

P:100%
D:100%

Producer-to- Online stores Retailers Producer markets  Consumer groups ~ Online plataforms

consumer direct
stores

Note: Operators (P: producers; I: industry; D: distributors; C: cooperative associations).
Fig. 2. Consumer awareness of the various SFSC

Note: Operators (P: producers; I: industry; D: distributors; C: cooperative
associations).
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where producers and consumers maintain a direct relationship have
exponentially increased in the latest years [31,32].

Interestingly, the majority of such comments referred to operators
not selling their own product but acting as intermediaries. This is
explained because many participants identified flea markets (market
consisting of stalls that are mounted at specific weekly intervals or on
specific days in a place in the open which sell various types of products,
generally at low prices) with producer markets, although they later
indicated that they were not certain that the products being sold there
were produced or made by the seller. These results are in line with the
results found in other studies such as that of Mauleon [33], which states
the need to regulate the direct relationship between producers and
consumers.

“I can visit a flea market where food and vegetables are sold, but I
cannot be sure to tell whether the guy selling this to me is a producer or
an intermediary “. (Male consumer; 31-60 years old; medium-size
town).

On the other hand, many participants associated producer markets
with the old fresh food markets. They pointed out that these spaces were
disappearing and not used any longer. These spaces were associated to
local product shopping, close relationship with the seller and with fresh
quality food, and they pointed out how they needed to be brought back.
These results are in line with certain aspects highlighted by Casares
[341, which make old fresh food markets into a currently attractive form
of consumption based on their economic and social proximity, their role
in revitalising certain areas in cities and their association to quality
trade.

“The old fresh food market could be the physical space for producers,
but not just once a week, but every day” (Female consumer; 31-60 years
old; small town).

3.1.2. Use of the short food supply chains

Fig. 3 shows the frequency of mention in terms of the use of the
various SFSCs. It shows the total number of mentions for each SFSC in an
orderly manner and a summary of the results obtained within each
channel according to frequency of mention by operator.

As can be seen, the most mentioned SFSCs are producer-to-consumer
direct stores. Consumers pointed out that going to this type of estab-
lishment provides them with a positive shopping experience, since apart
from buying the food products, they can obtain additional information
on how this has been produced and they can even taste the products. In
terms of the products, fresh and cured meats, followed by fruit and
vegetables, are the food products that consumers mostly purchase
through this channel.

©:10,94%

S0 1: 20,69%

10
30
D: 100%
y A

Producer-to
consumer direct
stores

No. of mentions

Producer markets Retailers Oulinestores  Online plataforms Consumer groups

Note: Operators (P: producers; I: industry; D: distributors; C: cooperative associations).

Fig. 3. Consumers use of the various SFSCs
Note: Operators (P: producers; I: industry; D: distributors; C: cooperative
associations).
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“You can get to taste it in the cellar, but not on the web page”. (Fe-
male consumer; 31-60 years old; medium-size town).

In some cases, consumers relate food shopping at producer-to-
consumer direct stores with rural tourism and they state that they are
looking for new experiences and traditional food from the places they
visit. This proximity to producers is one of the most rapid growing ini-
tiatives within rural tourism, and it helps position the sale of local and
regional products [35].

“When I buy cheese from cheese factories ... this becomes part of an
experience that goes beyond the purchase of the product, this experience
is even related to tourism, this is, I use the channel not only in order to
buy the product, but also to have the experience”. (Male consumer;
31-60 years old; medium-size town).

In spite of the high level of awareness, these outcomes reveal how
consumers prefer to use physical stores as their main shopping channel
rather than the online channels, especially when buying fresh products.
These results are in line with the findings of Arze-Urriza [36].

“Meat should not be purchased on the Internet; you need to see it
physically” (Female consumer; 31-60 years old; large city).

With regards to the statements of consumers who use online short
channels, they specifically highlight convenience, ease of access, speed
and greater variety of products.

“When short channels have an online version, they are more
convenient to use”. (Male consumer, 31-60 years old; small town).

These findings are in line with others found by Grewal [37], who
indicated that online shopping generally allows greater access to infor-
mation on the products, which makes it easier to compare them with
others and also easier to find.

And lastly, consumer groups are the type of short channel that are
mentioned the least. The profile of consumers who actively participate
in consumer groups are mainly people who are highly conscious of
healthy eating and, at the same time, people who are committed to
sustainability and responsible food consumption.

“I am very aware of consumption issues and for a few years I have
been part of a consumer group that was created here”. (Female con-
sumer; 31-60 years old; small town).

“I am also interested in responsible consumption, and I am very
interested to know what I am buying for me and my family. This is the
reason I belong to a consumer group”. (Female consumer; 31-60 years
old; small town).

This is in line with the three pillars that support the use of consumer

CONSUMERS Quality (13,04
Reliability (8.69%) ==
Rural development (7.97%1/"\\/, -
S
Natural (7,97%) > N~ -
\ X .
// XX
+ / Y
Value for money (7,25% / 7<< / &
? /
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/ N
- Product information (6,52%) |
0 |
o {
gle |
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R
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groups described by Vermeit [38]. The first one relates to the estab-
lishment of fair prices both for producers and consumers; the second
pillar is the support of small local producers, and the third pillar is the
promotion of environmentally friendly practices.

3.2. Consumer and producer perceptions of the benefits and
inconveniences of SFSCs

Fig. 4 below shows the main benefits consumers and producers
associate with SFSCs. The extent reached by the sectors indicate the
percentage over the total of mentions for both consumers and producers.
In order to easily interpret the graphic, the attributes have been grouped
up in four categories (food quality, food information and safety; sus-
tainability and rural development; and price). Attributes with frequency
of mention below 5 % have been placed in the “Others” category.

The attribute most highlighted by consumers as a benefit of the
SFSCs was the quality of the food products being commercialised
through this channel:

“It is precisely higher food quality what one is looking for in a short
channel” (Female consumer; 31-60 years old; medium-size town).-

These findings are in line with the results obtained in other research
work such as that of Caratus [39], which reveals that product quality is
the main reason for consumers to turn their shopping habits towards
more direct forms of trade between producer and consumer.

Consumers also highlighted beneficial aspects such as reliability, as
they felt they could rely upon the products when purchasing through
channels that are more direct to producers:

“I feel more comfortable going to a local store, my usual store, which
has farmer products and they can advise you there ...” (Male consumer;
31-60 years old; medium-size town).

Participants made numerous comments about the positive aspects of
the SFSCs in relation to rural development. Specifically, some consumers
highlighted that buying food directly from producers promotes the
generation of wealth in the production areas which, in turn, could
contribute to promoting employment:

“Buying from producers positively impacts the territory where you
live in one way or another " (Female producer; 31-60 years old;
medium-size town).

Unlike the points made by the consumers, producers pointed out the
information that consumers can obtain about their products other than
the technical and health-related information required on the label or the

%) _ Information (35,29%) PRODUCERS

Producer-consumer proximity (23,53%)

Added value (11,76%)

Producer prices (11,76%)

Quality (11,76%)

Accesibility (5,88%)

Sustainability and rural development Price Others

* Category “Others” includes attributes that received under 5% mentions.

Fig. 4. Benefits consumers and producers associate with SFSCs®
“: Category “Others” includes attributes that received under 5 % mentions.
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advertising information as the main benefit of the SFSCs:

“When purchasing through SFSCs, more information is exchanged,
and you can even explain your product’s manufacturing process [...];
the relationship is closer and more information is exchanged” (Female
producer; 31-60 years old; medium-size town).

Nevertheless, they also highlighted quality as another main benefit of
this way of commercialising products:

“Our products are of higher quality than others you can find in a
department store” (Female producer; 31-60 years old; medium-size
town).

Other research studies also reveal that local farming systems and
SFSCs have a greater knock-on effect on the local economies than long
food supply chains, with positive impacts on the generation and main-
tenance of employment in rural areas. However, the need of multiskilled
labour can be a barrier for smaller producers in the majority of the cases.
At the same time, generating wealth in rural areas promotes the forging
of synergies with other sectors such as tourism. At producer level, SFSCs
allow for a larger share of the aggregated value to be retained locally
[40,41].

In terms of the inconveniences perceived by the consumers and
producers of SFSCs, Fig. 5 shows a comparison between the aspects
highlighted by both parties.

Generally speaking, both producers and consumers appear to high-
light aspects associated to the lack of information and the price as the
main inconveniences of SFSCs. For both groups, the level of unaware-
ness of this form of trade and its diverse possibilities, as well as the lack
of knowledge on where to find these alternative chains are some of the
most influential negative aspects, especially in large cities that tend to be
further from the production centres:

“I do not buy products from SFSCs because of my hurried lifestyle,
but I do not really know of many of these channels near Toledo or
Madrid, and you have to travel far to get to them ...” (Male consumer;
31-60 years old; medium-size town).

The producers went beyond and provided some reasons for the sit-
uation of unawareness of this type of trade, pointing out the lack of
advertising at an internal level (producers) and external level (Public
Administrations):

“The main issue the SFSCs face is the lack of awareness. This would
need to change ...” (Male producer; 31-60 years old; medium-size
town).

CONSUMERS

Unawareness (19.05%)

Less varicty (14,28%)

Attributes
Frecuency (%)

Higher consumer price
(12,70%)

Less labelling (12.70%)

®Others
(11,11%)

M Food information and safety

Inconvenience (30,16%)

v
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Producers are aware that they must promote their products and
advertise themselves. However, they state that the time that it takes to
complete all the paperwork required from the Public Administrations in
addition to the scarce human and financial resources are two obstacles
to carry out these activities. This is an aspect that has also been found in
other studies such as that of Yacaman [42].

In the same way, a study that analyses the food networks in France
[43], reveals how the unawareness of where SFSCs are located is one of
the major inconveniences making it hard for the growth of this form of
trade. Thus, the creation of connected networks amongst the various
actors in the commercial chain would become a potential solution that
would improve the flow of information and knowledge about this
channel.

On the other hand, consumers perceive that SFSCs are less conve-
nient than traditional channels. Specifically, some of the reasons that
explain their arguments is that consumers have little time to do their
shopping and the easiest and most convenient way for them to do it is
through LFSCs, where they can find all the required products in one
place which, additionally, remains open for long hours:

“I would like to do my shopping more in SFSCs, but I go to the su-
permarket because I don’t have much time and it is more convenient”
(Female consumer; 31-60 years old; medium-size town).

Another negative aspect highlighted by consumers is the lack of
product variety in SFSCs, a barrier that is also found in the project of
[44]. In our study some consumers refer to the fact that producers tend
to specialise in certain products and therefore variety is not as desired.
Besides, in the majority of the cases, SFSCs tend to offer seasonal food
products, a fact that also restricts the variety of products on offer at some
times of the year:

“The farmer has his own vegetable garden and tends to have only a
certain type of product, compared to what you can find in large super-
market chains, where one can find more variety all year round” (Male
consumer; <61 years old; small town).

And lastly, consumers, like producers, think that food products are
more expensive in SFSCs than in LFSCs, a fact that is in line with the
findings revealed in a study carried out in Latin America and Spain [45].

PRODUCERS

Unawareness (30.95%)

Bureaucracy (26,19%)

Lack of advertising (23,81%)

Transport costs (9,52%)

Inconvenience (7,14%)

Higher consumer price (2.38%)

Price Others

®: Category “Others” includes attributes with a mention percentage below 2%

Fig. 5. Inconveniences consumers and producers associate to SFSCs
b: Category “Others” includes attributes with a mention percentage below 2 %.
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3.3. Solutions proposed by producers to optimise and remove the
inconveniences found with SFSCs

This section shows the potential solutions that, given the above in-
conveniences, were proposed by the producers participating in the
study. This objective focused only on the perspective of producers
because it was considered that they are the main actors in this form of
trade and the only one that could contribute to its improvement through
the implementation of different strategies.

Therefore, and following discussions on the inconveniences, they
were asked to mention potential solutions that they themselves or the
Public Administrations could implement in order to remove the main
barriers present in this type of commercialisation.

Generally speaking, the solutions to the barriers SFSCs face, which
were stated by the producers, could be divided into two groups, i.e.
solutions that must be implemented by the Public Administrations
(request more support from the Public Administrations; training sessions
and advertising campaigns; improvements to transport and logistics;
reduction of the bureaucratic barriers and excessive control procedures
imposed on producers) and solutions that must be implemented by
producers (training sessions and advertising campaigns as well as unity
and synergies amongst producers).

The most repeated solution was to request more support from the
Public Administrations (44 % of the mentions) which, although it is
necessary in several areas, is particularly necessary in regulation areas
that could define the specifications that products being commercialised
through SFSCs must have, as well as economic aspects:

“[...] food legislation should in many cases regulate certain concepts
such as for example the “handmade products”. Not everything can be
considered handmade, a certain set of parameters must be defined for
the production or trade of these food products so that they can fall under
such denomination” (Female producer; >61 years old; medium-size
town).

“The Public Administrations should offer more grants” (Female
producer; 31-60 years old; medium-size town).

In the second place, 28 % of the mentions relate to the need pro-
ducers have to promote training and advertising of SFSCs internally within
the sector itself, as well as externally, through the Public Administra-
tions. This could result in the decrease in consumer unawareness of
SFSCs, the types and locations. In this sense, several research studies
have revealed that training and advertising can contribute to improve
SFSC producers’ reputation, the performance of the supply chain, the
maintenance of product quality and to prevent client negative experi-
ences and negative advertising [9].

According to the producers participating in this research study,
solving matters relating to the barriers -transport and logistics (11 % of
the mentions) or reducing the bureaucratic barriers (6 %) as well as the
excessive control measures imposed by the Public Administrations (6 %),
would solve the main inconveniences found in the commercialisation of
their products through SFSCs versus the traditional channels. In the case
of transport, some producers, especially small producers, request the
Public Administrations to create logistic platforms that allow them to be
more competitive:

“Logistics is an important issue. One solution could be finding plat-
forms that help with the transactions between producers and con-
sumers” (Female producer; 31-60 years old; small town).

And lastly, producers are conscious of the fact that unity and synergy
between small SFSC producers would contribute to optimise this chan-
nel (6 % mentions), for example, allowing them to have more of a say in
the negotiation of their product prices:

“The solution is for all producers to come together. It is not OK for
anyone other than ourselves to set the price of our products, our bread
and butter ... " (Male producer; 31-60 years; medium-size town).

Business competition between companies operating through SFSCs
and companies working through large distribution chains can cause
inequalities in the trade chain. However, short chain small businesses
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could overcome their weaknesses if they were able to identify new forms
of business efficiency, focusing on flexible specialisation, on offering
quality products and specially on finding synergies between producers
[14].

3.4. Willingness to purchase food through different commercial channels

Following are the results obtained from the analysis of consumer
willingness to buy products in the various commercial channels.

In order to obtain the results for this section, the participants in each
session were presented with 3 agrifood products (wine, extra virgin olive
oil and beef), commercialised both through SFSCs and LFSCs. In order to
carry out this activity, the web page of producers was selected as the
SFSC and for LFSCs, the supermarket was selected, since this is where
the majority of the food shopping takes place in Spain, and they are also
present in a great number of locations. The purpose of this activity was
for participants to select one of the products subject to its location in one
channel or the other and thus understand their preferences and the
reasons behind their shopping decisions.

Fig. 6 shows the cards provided to the participants in order to analyse
their willingness to pay.

Fig. 7 shows the results from the analysis of the frequency of men-
tions in relation to the preferences shown by the participants for each of
the products and their purchase through SFSCs or long channels.

As the graphic shows, the participants were more willing to pay for
wine and meat purchased from supermarkets. On the other hand, in the
case of the extra virgin olive oil, the consumers participating in the study
stated they were more willing to buy this product on the producers’
websites.

Although for the purposes of this study, the frequency of consump-
tion of the products was not directly asked, in the majority of the cases,
and especially in the case of the wine, the reasons provided by the par-
ticipants to select each product through one channel or another was the
frequency with which they consumed the products. Thus, the purchase
decision for habitual consumers of wine was based mainly on aspects
relating to price and product preservation [46].

“Tuse a lot of wine and given the two options; I would clearly buy two
boxes so that I can get free transport costs” (Male consumer; >61 years
old; medium-size town).

In the same way, the research study carried out by Ref. [47], also
establishes that the price factor is a strategic element affecting the
purchasing decisions of wine consumers. Equally, habitual consumers of
wine are more aware of the need to preserve the product than in-
dividuals buying it only occasionally. This is so that some consumers
participating in this study feel that buying wine at the supermarket does
not make them feel comfortable and they prefer to purchase it from the
producers’ websites, as they believe wine is better preserved as the
product remains in stock for less time:

“I never buy wine at the supermarket as I do not know how long the
bottles have been there. I do not trust this wine. Out of the two options, I
would buy it from the winery’s website” (Female consumer; 31-60 years
old; medium-size town).

On the other hand, in terms of the supermarkets, one of the positive
aspects the participants perceived when buying wine from this type of
long channel is that they can find more variety in comparison to the
wines offered on the producers’ websites. This aspect was not so relevant
for the other two products under analysis.

“And they have a wider variety of wines; you can buy one bottle of
one kind and take another one just to taste” (Male consumer; 18-30
years old; medium-size town).

And lastly, the participants stated that the lack of space was an
element affecting their willingness to buy wine through one channel or
another:

“You want to have a huge storage room if you want to store every-
thing you buy. If you only need to buy two or three bottles, you are
obviously going to visit the traditional channel, because you do not want
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FEATURES OF THE
CHANNEL PRICE DELIVERY TOTAL PURCHASE
RED WINE LFSC €7,90/Unit €7,90
Ages for 12 (Supermarket)
months in a €75
barrel vintage i
o On-line SFSC €7/Unit (>€TIF)0\V1th Y €145 Home delivery
delivery costs)
FEATURES OF THE
CHANNEL PRICE DELIVERY TOTAL PURCHASE
AOVE
Three 5L bottle ) LFSC €64,50/Kg €64,50
(Supermarket)
pack
On-line SFSC €65,85/Kg €0 €65.85 Home delivery
5 FEATURES OF THE
CHANNEL PRICE DELIVERY TOTAL PURCHASE
RETINTO
yearling T-bine LESC e18/Kge €18
steak (Supermarket)
Vacuum-packed
On-line SFSC €19.80/Ke €10 €29,80€ Selection of l!nckness
= Home delivery

Fig. 6. Materials presented to consumers in order to ascertain their willingness to buy food through SFSCs.

Product
=}

0 20 40 60 80 100

Titulo del eje

m SUPERMARKET PURCHASE PREFERRED

W PRODUCERS 'S WEBSITE PURCHASE PREFERRED
Fig. 7. Consumer willingness to pay for each of the 3 offered products.

to pay double for one bottle” (Female consumer; >61 years old;
medium-size town).

In the case of olive oil, this aspect does not appear to be so incon-
venient, as it is a product of daily use:

“... For example, when I buy oil for home, I tend to go to the coop-
erative association, and buy three 3-L bottles, but only because it is a
product that does not go off and that I use every day” (Male consumer;
18-30 years old; medium-size town).

In the case of extra virgin olive oil, the most important reason behind
consumer preference for the producer’s website is price, which is a
habitual conditioning factor for the purchase of food according to Garcia
[48]. However, if the price difference of the extra virgin olive oil on the
producer’s website and the supermarket is very small, the consumer
would prefer the product from the producer as they are aware that
purchasing it this way promotes local development and economy:

“There is not a big difference in costs, so I would prefer to buy
locally” (Male consumer; >61 years old; small town).

“If I think of the economic development variable in my area, I will
clearly use the more local shopping” (Male consumer; >61 years old;
small town).

Finally, and in relation to the third product proposed to the partici-
pants, the Retinto T-bone steak, consumers prefer to buy this product
fresh from the supermarket, essentially because of the aspects relating to
food safety. The consumer perceives that long food supply chains better
ensure the preservation of fresh products with a very short shelf life
throughout the entire food chain, and this is in line with previous
research studies such as the one carried out by Noguera [49].

“I do not trust short channel carriers to maintain the cold chain;

however, when the product travels through the distribution logistics
chain, food safety is more reliable” (Male consumer; 31-60 years old;
medium-size town).

And lastly, for the participants in this study, the Retinto T-bone steak
is a more refined type of meat and its consumption is associated to
special occasions. Buying this product through SFSCs means having to
order larger portions that would be consumed on several occasions in
order to save on shipment costs. This means intermediate storage
(freezing), which the consumer associates to a loss of quality that might
be behind the preferences reported.

4. Conclusions

Farm product distribution is experiencing a growth in the demand of
new more sustainable commercial systems, such as SFSCs. For the pur-
poses of this research project a participative approach has been
employed with food producers and consumers. This technique allowed
us to conclude that SFSCs are a good option for consumers versus other
channels such as long food supply chains. Specifically, SFSCs offer po-
tential benefits perceived by consumers such as aspects relating to the
quality of the products or the creation of wealth in the production areas.
However, there is a high level of consumer unawareness of the various
options offered by these channels and where to find them, especially in
large urban areas. In terms of consumer willingness to buy in one supply
channel or another, the price has been proven to be a decisive factor for
purchasing decisions, followed by the preservation of food and other
aspects relating to storage. As for producers operating through SFSCs,
they state the need to implement both internal solutions implemented by
the producers themselves and external solutions coming from the Public
Administrations, in order to optimise the development of this form of
trade. They specifically propose that grants from the Public Adminis-
trations be given to help add visibility to this form of trade. Also helping
with the high costs and the lack of availability of resources in the more
rural areas would help overcome the main inconveniences stated by
consumers and producers. The main limitations to the development of
this research project were associated with the availability of producers
to participate in the sessions.

Future research will further explore and develop strategies to opti-
mise the use of FCACs, with a particular focus on producers’ needs.
These strategies will require a closer examination of the role of tech-
nology in the improvement of SFSCs, including research into methods to
improve the efficiency in perishable goods transport logistics and cost
reduction, as well as the development of applications to streamline the
interaction between producers and consumers. Moreover, the creation
of new business models based on SFSCs or their support through
appropriate public policies will be thoroughly studied. Not only can the
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findings of this project contribute to build on the existing literature on
food commercialising channels, but they can also be useful to raise
awareness of the Public Administrations on the needs producers have
when trading their products and thus draft regulations that promote
such alternative food commercialising options. All these lines of
research could contribute to strengthen the understanding and devel-
opment of SFSCs, as well as to enable their implementation in different
settings.

5. Limitations

There are some limitations in this study that need to be highlighted.
Firstly, and due to the qualitative nature of this research, its conclusions
must be seen as a first approach and not directly generalisable. Secondly,
the convenience sampling used to select the participants, although
common in qualitative approaches, implies that this study cannot be
fully representative to all the Spanish food consumers and producers.
However, we consider that our findings are widely applicable to the
Spanish agri-food sector and can lead future research about the imple-
mentation of SFSC in the agri-food market.
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