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Abstract 1 

Third party certified food labelling schemes can be used to reduce asymmetric information in 2 

anonymous markets. However, in short food supply chains (SFSCs) trust linkages can be also built 3 

through direct contact between consumers and producers. This paper analyzes which type of local 4 

producers are interested in these officially recognized certifications, inferring the role that third 5 

party certified labelling schemes can play for SFSCs in the Region of Madrid (RofM). For this purpose, 6 

71 producers were surveyed in 2018. We studied their interest in third party certifications, what 7 

food attributes they offer to consumers and their perceptions about SFSCs.  8 

Producers without interest in third party certifications not only offer direct product attributes but 9 

also inform about production methods and their characteristics as producers. Furthermore, these 10 

producers have more social and environmental ethical concerns for conventional chains, 11 

recognizing SFSCs as solutions with social, economic and environmental benefits. The findings of our 12 

study suggest that policies that promote or require existing officially recognized certifications in 13 

SFSCs may limit the participation of these committed producers. Therefore, third party certifications 14 

may not be the best strategy to support these producers in fostering a transition towards a more 15 

sustainable local food system in the RofM.  16 
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1. Introduction 1 

Short food supply chains (hereinafter SFSCs) have become a topic of interest for producers and 2 

consumers due to the expansion of the conventional food chain and the disconnection between 3 

consumers and production. Such disconnection implies that consumers know less about how food 4 

is produced and therefore, they have less attachment to it. Alternatively, SFSCs allow consumers to 5 

know the true value of a food product (Kneafsey et al. 2013), being a well‐known strategy to re‐6 

localize food systems (Bellante 2017). Furthermore, SFSCs can benefit local communities by 7 

fostering rural development (DuPuis and Goodman 2005; Conner et al. 2010; Mancini and Arfini 8 

2018) or being an entry point for youth to engage in agri‐food systems (HLPE 2021). Although short 9 

chains do not necessarily imply more sustainability with regards of global chains (Schmitt et al. 2017; 10 

Malak‐Rawlikowska et al. 2019), both models and their benefits can be complementary. 11 

Through the Common Agricultural Policy, the European Union has highlighted the importance of 12 

strengthening local food systems and SFSCs to enhance the farmers´ position in value chains 13 

(Legowski et al. 2019). SFSCs could be defined by their organizational proximity (number of 14 

intermediates), physical distance between production and consumption, or sociological implications 15 

of the chain. In this regard, Marsden et al. (2000) have given more importance to the fact that SFSCs 16 

have to provide consumers with enough valuable information, allowing them to connect with 17 

production areas and their actors. 18 

Information regarding food products is a crucial point, as it is closely related to consumer trust 19 

generation (Callejo 2009; Rittenhofer and Povlsen 2015). Nowadays, the high level of complexity in 20 

conventional agri‐food systems hampers the access to food information (Yu and Nagurney 2013). 21 

For this reason, food labels have traditionally been used to convey information about production 22 

methods, product identity and composition. Voluntary food labeling schemes help to deliver this 23 
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information to consumers in a standardized manner. These labelling schemes entail a self‐1 

declaration scheme or a certification process, which can rely on private third‐party attestation from 2 

a certification company or a public body (Grolleau and Caswell 2006; Ipsos 2013). In the report of 3 

Ipsos and London Economics Consortium (2013) 901 voluntary food labelling schemes operating in 4 

Europe were identified, 78% of them were based on certifications. In addition, Spain was found to 5 

be the country with the highest number of certifications in Europe. The most prevalent areas of 6 

these certifications were origin, followed by organic farming and traceability.  7 

Although voluntary certified labeling is often seen as a counterweight to neoliberalism, they also 8 

reproduce many of its ideology and market mechanisms, attaching economic values to ethical 9 

behaviors, as it “doing good” is one more thing to be bought and sold (Guthman et al. 2007; Brown  10 

and Getz 2008). In addition, although certifications can pursue environmental or social 11 

enhancement, most of them need to have economic rationale for producers to get involved (Ilbery 12 

et al. 2005; Guthman et al. 2007; Smith 2008). In addition, Guthman et al. (2007) argumented that 13 

all protection offered to certain producers by these voluntary certified labeling schemes is in 14 

exchange of creating a scarcity in others. They generate a certain social or environmental protection 15 

through the set of a private property right that would be only accesible to certain producers, who 16 

are not necessarily the most economically or socially vulnerable (Guthman et al. 2007). In this 17 

regard, Nelson et al. (2010) stated how mainstream certifications can lead to a process of 18 

conventionalization, as globalized standards displace more comprehensive network‐based and local 19 

standards. In addition, certification also implies extra time and effort from producers and, in most 20 

of the cases, they must pay  for it (Grolleau and Caswell 2006; Guthman et al. 2007; Higgins et al. 21 

2008; Dabbert et al. 2014; Starobin 2021). For instance, organic third‐party certification 22 

requirements clearly favor large‐scale producers being a barrier for smallholder producers, and this 23 

reproduces socio‐spatial inequalities (Bellante 2017; Home et al. 2017). This explains why many 24 
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small producers recognize themselves as being organic, although they are not certified as “organic” 1 

or registered (López 2011; Kneafsey et al. 2013; Dabbert et al. 2014; Starobin 2021).  2 

Many critics to the suitability of these third party certifications for small‐scale producers have 3 

favored the emergence of other guarantee systems called Participatory Guarantee Systems (PGSs), 4 

which can generate numerous positive impacts in the territories related to local producers’ 5 

empowerment (Nelson et al. 2010; Bellante 2017; Cuéllar‐Padilla and Ganuza‐Fernandez 2018). As 6 

opposed to third party certifications, PGSs offer a cheaper procedure, being more accessible for 7 

small producers (Nelson et al. 2010; Cuéllar‐Padilla and Ganuza‐Fernandez 2018; Niederle et al. 8 

2021). Besides, PGSs are based on horizontally governance, in which criteria is defined and checked 9 

by local stakeholders (Cuéllar‐Padilla and Ganuza‐Fernandez 2018; Niederle et al. 2021). In addition, 10 

bureaucracy in PGSs is more flexible and information is universally accessible, being more 11 

transparent than third party certifications (Cuéllar‐Padilla and Ganuza‐Fernandez 2018). Lastly, 12 

instead of individual tests, PGSs entail a collective learning process, enhancing the sharing of 13 

knowledge between local and small producers (Cuéllar‐Padilla and Ganuza‐Fernandez 2018). 14 

Indeed, PGSs are valuable certification options for small‐scale producers that market their produce 15 

in the local markets, being alternative and complementary to the third party certifications (Nelson 16 

et al. 2010; Bouagnimbeck 2014; Bellante 2017; Home 2017).  17 

In SFSCs, face‐to‐face direct encounters and relating products to their regional or local 18 

characteristics reduce asymmetric information and build consumers´ trust (Smith 2008; Scalco et al. 19 

2020; Starobin 2021; Cruz et al. 2021). Consequently, local marketing and direct sales decreases the 20 

need for farmers to be certified (Ward et al. 2004; Veldstra et al. 2014;). In this sense, to not be 21 

certified is also an opportunity for SFSCs, as it can lead to a higher differentiation of food products 22 

traded in these chains (Krzywoszynska, 2015). However, Higgins et al. (2008) have stated that even 23 

in direct selling, private market‐standards could increase consumer trust. In fact, dishonest practices 24 
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could also happen in face‐to‐face encounters if consumers do not engage with the production 1 

process or in trust‐based relationship with the producers (Home et al. 2017). In addition to this, 2 

depending on the profile of SFSC consumers, they may like to have further guarantees on the quality 3 

of food products, even when direct contact takes place (Cruz et al. 2021). In Europe, whether 4 

voluntary labelling schemes for local food and SFSCs would assist producers to market their 5 

production locally is a controversial topic. On one hand, specific labels can aid consumers to identify 6 

certain products. On the other hand, an extra layer of labelling over the many existing labels can 7 

also confuse consumers (Ministerio de Agricultura, Alimentación y Medio Ambiente [MAGRAMA] 8 

2013; Kneafsey et al. 2013).  9 

In Spain, although SFSCs are less developed than in other European countries, such as Germany or 10 

UK, these chains are expected to grow in the forthcoming years (MAGRAMA 2013). The RofM is an 11 

interesting case, being a small region of mainland Spain (8.030 km2) with the highest density of 12 

population, an extensive road network and where the primary sector has a low impact on the whole 13 

of the regional economy. According to the National Statistics Institute (INE), only 0.26% of the 14 

working population in the RofM were employed in the primary sector in 2018. However, the 15 

proximity to such a large market has promoted the development of local SFSC initiatives (Ochoa et 16 

al. 2019) and there is margin for SFSCs to grow in the RofM (González‐Azcárate et al. 2021). The role 17 

that voluntary certified labelling could play within SFSCs in this particular region is far from clear. 18 

Many of the local small farmers of the RofM are driven by ethical concerns and seek the goal of 19 

building alternatives to the global food system and have sustainable ways of life (Simon‐Rojo and 20 

Duží 2017; Mancha Cáceres and Ramírez García 2018). Likewise, some authors have stated that for 21 

many producers and consumers, SFSCs are an expression of distrust towards public and private 22 

certifications (Padilla and Torremocha 2009) and the conventionalization of agriculture (López 23 

2011). Although, PGSs may be an alternative to third party certifications in the future, the reality is 24 
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that at present PGSs do not have legislative recognition in the RofM and their dissemination is highly 1 

limited (Cifuentes et al. 2018). 2 

Nowadays, there are eight important officially recognized labelling schemes for producers in this 3 

region, all of them based on external accreditation. First, the European organic logo and four 4 

European designations of geographical origin (PDO, PGI, and GI). In addition, there are three 5 

regional quality labels, one for certain varieties of olives and another one for olive oil produced in 6 

the RofM. Lastly, the “M Producto Certificado” which is granted to food produced in the RofM that 7 

has one of the previous certifications or has a differentiated superior quality. With regards of SFSCs, 8 

these types of certifications can be a useful option for alternative food networks that want to 9 

expand beyond direct marketing as it is the case of extended SFSCs (Renting et al. 2003; Higgins et 10 

al. 2008). However, in this small region whose demand is much greater than local production and 11 

which has many opportunities to resort to more direct local marketing channels, are these 12 

certifications useful for SFSCs? 13 

To summarize, the proliferation of third party certifications within SFSCs could foster the entry of 14 

more professional producers and big enterprises. Eventually, these certifications may lead to a 15 

deeper conventionalization of SFSCs, which may mainly be approached from economic aspects, 16 

limiting their capacity to build alternatives to conventional agri‐food systems and excluding 17 

committed producers that comprehend SFSCs not only as an economic alternative to conventional 18 

chains, but also as social and environmental alternatives.  19 

During the last few years, SFSCs have gained increasing attention within the research community, 20 

being an emergent  research  field (Kumar et al. 2019). To our knowledge, there has been a call for 21 

more research about the role that different certifications can play in SFSCs (Higgins et al. 2008; 22 

Kneafsey et al. 2013; Eugenio et al. 2017). This manuscript analyzes producers’ perceptions about 23 
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these third party certifications, what short chains they prefer and their motivations to participate in 1 

SFSCs, casting light on the fact that third party certifications may fall short of these committed 2 

producers' values and/or intentions. The purpose of this paper is to study the producers’ profiles 3 

depending on their interest in the third party certifications of the RofM, so that appropriateness of 4 

policies that promote these certified labelling schemes in SFSCs can be inferred. Thus, on this 5 

background we hypothesized the following: 6 

H1) Third party certifications are not a matter of interest for producers that are more interested in 7 

interacting directly with consumers. 8 

H2) Producers that have no interest in third party certifications have a more holistic approach to 9 

SFSCs, valuing their economic, social and environmental benefits. 10 

This paper is structured as follows: the introduction here above, including some key features about 11 

SFSCs, certifications and the context of local agricultural production in the RofM. Then the material 12 

and methods used, firstly describing the survey, then the sample characteristics, and finally 13 

explaining the procedure carried out in the article. This is followed by the results and discussion, 14 

both combined in a single section, where key results are discussed and policy implications inferred. 15 

Finally, based on the results, there is a short conclusion section providing a statement about the 16 

role that the current official certifications can play for SFSCs in the RofM. 17 

2. Materials and Methods 18 

In order to achieve the paper purpose and test the research hypotheses, we analyze the differences 19 

among local producers, in terms of their interest in selling in different SFSCs and their perceptions 20 

of SFSCs, depending on their interest in being certified and what food information they offer to 21 

consumers. 22 
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2.1 Survey design 1 

An online survey was carried out in 2018 with a sample of producers from the RofM. The survey, 2 

which was conducted in Spanish, included questions about the sample characteristics (type of food 3 

produced, main marketing channel and organic or agro‐ecological production), information 4 

processes, certifications, and SFSCs. Participants responded to each item using a numerical ten‐5 

point scale. The content of the survey translated into English is provided in the Appendix I. To better 6 

define the items of the survey, several informal qualitative interviews about information processes, 7 

certifications, and SFSCs were previously conducted with local producers from the same sample 8 

frame.  9 

The initial section, “information processes”, was related to what attributes are transmitted by 10 

producers. The items associated with informing consumers about different attributes were sorted 11 

by the following categories:  product, producer and production methods (see Renting et al. 2003; 12 

Ilbery et al. 2005; King et al. 2010; Romero‐López and Ramos 2017).  13 

Concerning the certification section, the interest of producers in officially recognized certifications 14 

was measured.  The interest in being officially certified was analyzed as one whole, without focusing 15 

on any specific third party certification available on the RofM. This approach allows to have an 16 

overall picture of producers’ perceptions about third party certifications regardless the type of food 17 

they produce or their feasibility to access to a specific labelling scheme. There were four items 18 

representing the interest of producers in certifications. Certification response options were based 19 

on responses given by local producers of the RofM in qualitative interviews and literature research 20 

(del Valle and López‐García 2014; Germinando 2019).  21 

As regards SFSCs, this section contained items asking about the interest in participating in different 22 

SFSCs. In addition, the survey asked producers about their perceptions of SFSCs through their degree 23 
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of agreement with different advantages and drawbacks of SFSCs. The SFSCs list was obtained from 1 

an academic literature analysis (López 2011; MAGRAMA 2013; Méndez and Monteserín Abella 2017; 2 

Ochoa et al. 2019; Germinando 2019) and information derived from the previous interviews.  3 

The interest in a SFSC does not only refer to an activity in that particular channel, but also a 4 

willingness to participate in it. This approach allows to have an overall picture of producers’ interest 5 

in different SFSCs, regardless the type of food they produce or their current feasibility to access to 6 

a channel. It has to be noted that SFSCs in the RofM are in an evolutionary stage and they have room 7 

for growth. That is why many SFSCs may not be available or easily accessible to all kind of producers 8 

throughout the year (Méndez and Monteserín Abella 2017; Simon‐Rojo and Duží 2017; Michelini et 9 

al. 2017; Ochoa et al. 2019). The analysis of the interest provides valuable insights for the coming 10 

years, when the different SFSCs will be presumably more extended and consolidated. 11 

The advantages questions were based on interest of producers in economic, social or environmental 12 

benefits of SFSCs. These three aspects shape the sustainability framework, being key indicators for 13 

measuring SFSCs sustainability (Kumar et al. 2019). Drawbacks were dependent on time, logistical 14 

and market constraints. The advantages and drawbacks in this paper were obtained from literature 15 

research (DuPuis and Goodman 2005; Conner et al. 2010; Kneafsey et al. 2013; Méndez and 16 

Monteserín Abella 2017; Schmitt et al. 2017; Mancini and Arfini 2018; Todorovic et al. 2018; Malak‐17 

Rawlikowska et al. 2019; Ochoa et al. 2019; Rucabado‐Palomar and Cuéllar‐Padilla 2020) and 18 

information derived from the interviews. 19 

2.2 Participants 20 

The survey was sent out via email through different networks that physically distributed the survey 21 

among their members. In total, 71 producers filled out the survey. Forty‐six producers were part of 22 

the network of the Chamber of Agriculture in the RofM (La Cámara Agraria de la Comunidad de 23 
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Madrid), which is a corporation governed by public law. This corporation assembles 198 producers 1 

from the RofM, who are more or less professionalized but that make their living from their food 2 

production. The remaining 25 were contacted through the networks of the Local Action Groups, 3 

which are non‐profit associations formed by representatives of the public and private sector. These 4 

groups are responsible for the development and application of the Local Development Strategies in 5 

their territory. The typology of the producers that participate in these networks varies depending 6 

on each Local Action Group, converging different local producers with regards of the type of food 7 

produced, size or their marketing channels. 8 

In table 1, the sample is described according to the type of food produced, main marketing channel 9 

and production methods. It is noticeable that the cumulative frequency of the type of food produced 10 

was greater than the sample size, meaning that several producers produced more than one type of 11 

food. In addition, the main marketing channel was direct selling to consumers and only one in nine 12 

stated that their main marketing channel was supermarkets. This reflected the local and small‐size 13 

nature of producers in the sample. Lastly, around one‐third of the sample produced organic or 14 

according to agro‐ecological principles.  15 

The sample was comparable in terms of the types of food produced with a recent report of local 16 

food producers from the RofM. The report analyzed a sample of 200 producers that have common 17 

features such as sales in SFSCs, have a small size, etc. (Germinando 2019). The only exception was a 18 

reasonably lower number of fruits and vegetables producers. This is probably linked with the fact 19 

that the survey was conducted in winter, when fruit and vegetable producers are less active due to 20 

the seasonality of their crops, having little agricultural activity during these months.   21 
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 Frequency Percentage 

Type of food produced (n=104) 

Cheese 18 17,3% 

Olive oil 17 16,3% 

Wine 16 15,4% 

Honey 10 9,6% 

Beans 6 5,8% 

Fruits and vegetables 6 5,8% 

Meat 6 5,8% 

Beer 4 3,8% 

Jam 3 2,9% 

Others 18 17,3% 

Main marketing channel (n=69)  

Direct selling to consumers 34 47,9% 

Specialty shops 17 23,9% 

Supermarkets 9 12,7% 

Non‐specialty small shops 9 12,7% 

Organic or Agro-ecological production (n=70) 

Yes 25 35,7% 

No 45 64,3% 

Table 1 - Characteristics of the survey sample (N=71). 1 

2.3 Procedure and statistical analyses 2 

Firstly, a general outline of the sample characteristics was carried out. Secondly, based on the 3 

variables about the importance of communicating different attributes to consumers, three different 4 

scales were created. The first scale reflected the information provided about characteristics of food. 5 

The second one integrated the information referring to production methods. Lastly, the third one 6 

condensed the information offered about the producer. The three scales were created based on the 7 
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simple sum of their variables values. Reliability of the three scales was validated through Cronbach’s 1 

Alpha (α) score.  2 

Afterwards, the four questions about the interest of producers in third party certifications and the 3 

three scales were run together in a Factor Analysis, which was based on Principal Component 4 

Analysis (PCA). The PCA is a multivariate technique used to simplify the numerous and complex 5 

relations that can be found in a set of quantitative observed variables.  The objective of the analysis 6 

was to group the variables according to the importance of transmitting different attributes and the 7 

interest in certifications. A Varimax rotation was applied to force the factors to be orthogonal. With 8 

the rotation, each factor will tend to have either small or large loadings of each variable. The 9 

criterion used to extract these factors was when autovalues were greater than unity, i.e. factors that 10 

explain more variance than any original variable.  Once the final factorial solution is reached, the 11 

factors are named, and this is subjective, requiring a combination of intuition and knowledge of the 12 

variables. The statistical contrasts used to evaluate the goodness of the fit of the factorial models 13 

formulated were: the mean of the KMO (Kaiser‐Meyer‐Olkin) measure and Bartlett’s test of 14 

sphericity. 15 

Afterwards, factor scores were created by regression through a weighted sum of PCA. Under this 16 

process, the computed factor scores are standardized to a mean of zero; whereas, the standard 17 

deviation of the distribution of factor scores (by factor) is one. Finally, the factor scores were crossed 18 

by bivariate regression with the items regarding interest in participating in different SFSCs, as well 19 

as main perceived advantages and disadvantages of SFSCs. For the regressions, a two‐level 20 

significance was set at 5% (p<0.05) and at 1% (p<0.01). 21 

In Figure 1, the steps followed are shown. The statistical analyses provided information that allowed 22 

us to identify which type of producers would benefit from a higher use of third party certifications 23 
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within SFSCs. As a result, certain implications of policies that promote certified labelling schemes to 1 

foster SFSCs were deduced. 2 

 3 

Fig. 1 Steps of the procedure followed in the article 4 

 5 

3. Results and discussion  6 

3.1 Product, producer and production methods attributes 7 

Table 2 shows the frequency (n), mean and standard deviations (SD) of variables regarding 8 

information attributes. It is remarkable that most of the standard deviations were considerably high, 9 

meaning that there was a great variability in the sample. In the scale about the characteristics of the 10 

product, quality was not included. Despite that quality is a main product attribute, it was removed 11 

due to its limited variability (SD<1) and its high mean (9,51). In other words, quality is an overarching 12 

attribute to be communicated to consumers. In fact, the median score of the variable was ten and 13 

its minimum score was seven. The importance of highlighting the quality of food happens 14 

independently from communicating other product attributes. 15 

The internal reliability of the three multi‐item scale was verified, since their Cronbach’s alphas were 16 

over 0.7 threshold suggested by Nunnally (1978). 17 
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  n Mean SD 

Product characteristics scale                       Cronbach's alpha =0.701  

Qualitya 71 9,51 0,97 

Health benefits 71 7,87 2,64 

Allergens 69 6,41 3,54 

Ingredients 71 8,10 2,60 

Variety (of milk, of tomato, of….) 67 7,61 2,94 

Producer characteristics scale                    Cronbach's alpha =0.793  
 

Experience gained 71 7,07 2,89 

Training acquired 69 5,70 3,02 

Family tradition 71 6,20 3,80 

Values, principles and priorities in my work. 70 7,27 3,38 

Production methods scale                          Cronbach's alpha =0.919  

Production season 69 7,00 2,74 

Tasks and treatments done 71 7,06 2,78 

Time of harvest, elaboration, slaughtering, ripening… 71 6,86 3,15 

The production method (extensive or intensive) 69 6,00 3,34 

Farm characteristics: natural surroundings, quality of irrigation water … 69 6,14 3,55 

The production has been environmentally friendly 70 7,40 2,83 

   a Quality has not been included in the scale “Characteristics of the product”  1 
Table 2 - Characteristics (descriptive data, items and reliability tests) of the three constructs: “Product characteristics 2 

scale”, “Producer characteristics scale” and “Production methods scale”.                                         3 

3.2 Interest in certifications and transmitted attributes 4 

Table 3 displays the results of the PCA, along with the frequency, mean and standard deviation of 5 

the attributes scales and variables about interest of producers in official recognized certifications. 6 

Means of the three scales are expressed on a scale range zero to ten to facilitate interpretation. 7 

A Kaiser‐Meyer‐Olkin (KMO) value of 0,56 and the result of Bartlett’s test of sphericity (Approx. χ2 8 

=151,310; p=0,0000) indicated that the data was suitable for PCA (Kaiser 1974). This reliability was 9 
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confirmed despite the relatively statistical small sample of 71 participants (see Barrett and Kline 1 

1981; de Winter et al. 2009). The two‐factor solution accounted for 60,5% of the variance in the 2 

study data, which can be considered as a satisfactory solution in social sciences (Hair et al. 2014). 3 

One factor accounted for 36,0% and the other factor explained 24,5% of the variance.  4 

 n Mean SD Factor Loadings 

    FACTOR 1 FACTOR 2

Product characteristics scalea 66 7,48 2,13 ,481 ,625 

Producer characteristics scalea 69 6,54 2,59 ,901 ,128 

Production methods scalea 68 6,70 2,62 ,759 ,132 

The officially recognized certifications (organic, M producto  
certificado, PDO, PGI, GI, regional quality labels) open many 
doors. 

70 6,56 2,70 ,128 ,830 

Official certifications are essential to build consumer trust 70 6,66 2,80 ,001 ,880 

Work well done is the best source of trust for the consumer 70 9,10 1,29 ,583 ‐,065 

Official certifications are not worth it, too much paperwork and 
little sales 

70 5,40 3,00 ,379 -,472 

  b Means of the scales are expressed on a scale range 0-10. 5 
Table 3 - Principal components analysis (PCA) and descriptive data of the three scales and the questions regarding 6 

interest of producers in certifications. 7 

The factor one was tagged as “anti‐certification”. This factor symbolizes producers that have no 8 

interest in available third party certifications, because they do not need them, or because they think 9 

their benefits do not outweigh their costs. The “anti‐certification” factor is associated with informing 10 

consumers about the attributes of product features, producer characteristics and production 11 

methods. 12 

The second factor was named as “pro‐certification”. This factor characterizes the part of the sample 13 

that has a high interest in these certifications. The “pro‐certification” factor is associated with 14 

informing consumers mainly about the characteristics of the product, while producer and 15 

production methods attributes remain in a second level. This lack of correlation is remarkable since 16 
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main certifications, such as the organic EU label, are supposed to be designed for verifying 1 

production methods (Dabbert et al. 2014; Janssen and Hamm 2014). 2 

In practice, producers with no interest in third party certifications inform more holistically (about 3 

product, producer and production methods) than producers interested in these certifications, who 4 

only focus on product attributes. With the two factors defined, two factor scores were created 5 

through the weighted sum scores of their variables.   6 

3.3 Short food supply chains: interest and perceptions 7 

In Table 4, the two factor scores are crossed by regression analyses with the questions regarding 8 

SFSCs. The upper part of Table 4 contains items about the interest of producers in the main types of 9 

SFSCs in the RofM. The lower part of table 4 displays items about what advantages and 10 

disadvantages producers observe in SFSCs. 11 

  12 
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 n Mean SD 

Anti-
certification 

(F1) 

Pro-
certification 

(F2) 

r p r p 

Interest in different SFSCs 

Internet 71 6,79 3,00 ,298* ,017 ,063 ,621 

Farmers’ markets 70 6,80 3,61 ,532** ,000 ,128 ,312 

Specialty shops (organic, local, gourmet…) 71 8,04 2,49 ,148 ,242 ,353** ,004 

Directly at your farm/garden 70 6,86 3,51 ,470** ,000 ,181 ,155 

Directly to the consumer agreeing in advance what is 
going to be grown. “Producer‐consumer contract”. 

68 4,09 4,25 ,296* ,021 ,225 ,081 

Food consumer groups in neighborhoods 69 5,49 3,74 ,471** ,000 ,259* ,040 

Food consumer groups in companies 68 5,04 3,90 ,369** ,003 ,114 ,375 

Advantages of SFSCs 

Possibility of offering a higher quality product 70 7,89 2,68 ,398** ,001 ,282* ,024 

Direct contact with the consumer 71 9,20 1,34 ,528** ,000 ‐,001 ,995 

Lower environmental impact 71 7,25 2,33 ,381** ,002 ,211 ,095 

It allows more benefit margin to producers 70 8,00 2,18 ,419** ,001 ,257* ,040 

A better price can be offered to the consumer 71 8,07 2,17 ,427** ,000 ,340** ,006 

Higher support to rural development 71 7,21 2,86 ,620** ,000 ,109 ,391 

It has higher consumer loyalty 71 8,51 1,69 ,493** ,000 ,211 ,095 

It is easier to plan the production 69 5,77 3,22 ,495** ,000 ,213 ,094 

Drawbacks of SFSCs        

There is no time to produce and, in addition, attend 
to consumers 

70 5,11 2,91 ,160 ,206 ,008 ,952 

The difficulty to establish a stable clientele  70 4,96 2,76 ,188 ,137 ‐,045 ,721 

There is a limited variety of products offered 70 3,84 3,02 ‐,026 ,841 ‐,028 ,824 

It is more convenient to go to a single wholesaler 69 5,20 3,08 ‐,012 ,924 ‐,156 ,225 

High distribution costs 71 5,72 3,06 ,208 ,099 ‐,177 ,161 

Consumers are used to having all kind of products all 
year round 

70 7,39 2,58 ‐,080 ,527 ‐,017 ,892 

i A two-level significance p<0.01 (**) and p<0.05 (*) was established. 1 
Table 4 - Regression analyses between the two certifications factor scores and questions regarding SFSCs. 2 
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The significance of the statistical results proved a marked tendency between the factors and many 1 

SFSC variables. Firstly, the anti‐certification factor had significant positive correlations with almost 2 

every short chain, the only exception was specialty shops. In general, specialty shops require 3 

certifications from their producers as a guarantee (del Valle and López‐García 2014). Apart from the 4 

internet, all the chains imply direct contact between producers and consumers. Remarkably, the 5 

internet had also significance with the factor anti‐certification. In fact, depending on its format the 6 

internet can be a channel that allows direct communication between producers and consumers. In 7 

addition, once first contact between producer and consumer has taken place and trust has been 8 

built, the internet can be used as a channel for consequent purchases.  9 

Direct selling implies a connection between consumers and food production, where trust‐based 10 

relationships are created through the information provided in encounters. Therefore, our first 11 

hypothesis (H1) was confirmed, because the lack of interest in being third party certified is 12 

associated with the interest in those SFSCs that imply a direct contact between producers and 13 

consumers, being a direct way to offer comprehensive food information to consumers. In addition, 14 

this hypothesis is reinforced by the fact that a more direct contact in the channel also reflected a 15 

higher correlation, which is the case for farmers’ markets, on‐farm sales and food consumer groups 16 

in neighborhoods. The exception to this is the producer‐consumer contract, which also implies an 17 

intense direct contact between producers and consumers. However, this SFSC was the worst rated 18 

one and probably many producers ignore its dynamics.  19 

Secondly, the pro‐certification factor score had only a significant correlation with specialty shops 20 

and with food consumer groups in neighborhoods. As mentioned above, specialty shops are an 21 

intermediary with some requisites from the conventional channel, where there is not direct contact 22 

between producer and consumer. Interestingly, the pro‐certification factor correlated also with 23 

consumer groups, which is a channel with presumably direct contact between producers and 24 



20 
 

 
 

consumers. Consumer groups are people who come together to buy from producers or small 1 

retailers. It has to be taken into the account that the nature of consumer groups is very different 2 

depending on the grade of organization and consumers’ profile. On one hand, there are groups 3 

characterized by a strong commitment and political activity. On the other hand, there are groups 4 

with less commitment, based on on‐line platforms and a greater externalization of distributional 5 

functions (del Valle and López‐García 2014; Sanz‐Cañada et al. 2018). In their research, Sanz‐Cañada 6 

et al. (2018) identified that consumer groups in Madrid are provided by both kinds of producers, 7 

with and without organic certification. Particularly, the farmers that are certified are those who also 8 

need to attend to other conventional marketing channels. Therefore, the pro‐certification factor 9 

correlated with the interest consumer groups may be due to two reasons. First, because some 10 

consumer groups require official certification. Secondly, because some producers have hybrid 11 

strategies and although they may have an interest in consumer groups, they also sell in conventional 12 

channels, having for that reason an interest in these certifications.  13 

Generally, producers valued more positively the advantages that the disadvantages of SFSCs, 14 

suggesting that they perceive SFSC as a beneficial option to sell their food products. As shown in 15 

Table 4, regardless of the interest in being certified, producers do not differ in their opinions about 16 

main drawbacks of SFSCs as there are not significant correlations between the drawbacks and the 17 

two factors scores. The most rated disadvantage was that consumers have to adopt their demand 18 

to the seasonality. This drawback has been already identified in previous research as a major 19 

limitation for SFSC growth (Conner et al. 2010; Ochoa et al. 2019).  20 

On the other hand, noteworthy differences were found between the correlations of both factors 21 

and main advantages of SFSCs. The anti‐certification factor was positively correlated with all the 22 

social, economic and environmental advantages. By contrast, the pro‐certification factor correlated 23 

with less advantages. These advantages can be considered economic rather than social or 24 
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environmental benefits. The only exception is quality, which depending on the approach, could be 1 

an economic or a social advantage.  2 

Thus, hypothesis 2 (H2) was confirmed. Third party certifications are not worthwhile for producers 3 

who communicate more holistically about their food products, and that approach SFSCs as an 4 

economic, social and environmental solution. These producers have social and environmental 5 

ethical concerns of conventional chains, comprehending SFSCs more as a way to build social, 6 

economic and environmental alternatives to global chains. Many of these producers have farms that 7 

could be certification worthy, in principle, but they remain either unwilling or not able to pay for it. 8 

Based on Eugenio et al. (2017), the present paper could be the first study that straightly addresses 9 

the rationale of producers to get involved in SFSCs from a certification perspective. Even so, the 10 

present investigation contributes to past research within and out of this region. In the RofM, many 11 

small farmers are driven by ethical concerns (Simon‐Rojo and Duží 2017; Mancha Cáceres and 12 

Ramírez García 2018), the present results suggest that these producers could also have a low 13 

interest in third party certifications.  In addition, this study supports the idea that third party 14 

certifications may divide SFSCs into simple market segments (Eugenio et al. 2017; Parker et al. 2020), 15 

as producers that mainly have an economic rationale to get involved in SFSCs are also the most 16 

interested in certifications. In this regard, this also builds on the idea that economic rationale is the 17 

main driver for producers to get involved in certifications or labelling schemes (Ilbery et al. 2005; 18 

Guthman et al. 2007; Smith 2008). Also, Gallaud and Laperche (2016) stated that many producers 19 

using SFSCs have social economy objectives and that their main objective is not necessarily to reduce 20 

cost or maximize profit. According to the insights of this study, third party certifications may not be 21 

a matter of interest for the producers who have broader objectives in SFSCs. Lastly, this contributes 22 

to (Parker et al. 2020) in highlighting that certified labeling may feel short to inform and create 23 
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awareness in consumers, as the producers that are more interested in communicating holistically 1 

about food do not have an interest in certification. 2 

3.4 Policy implications 3 

Some policy implications can be derived from the obtained results. First, if third‐party certifications 4 

are a requirement for producers to access to public SFSCs, such as farmers markets, food 5 

procurement programs or fairs, it could hinder some conscious local producers from participating 6 

in them. Many of these initiatives are now rising in the RofM and its municipalities and there is not 7 

a complex regulatory framework developed yet. When considering the different aspects to establish 8 

requirements for public SFSCs, it is important that policy makers take into consideration that these 9 

certifications can limit the participation of many producers. These producers can be important 10 

actors in shifting to sustainable local food systems, as they link SFSCs with advantages in economic, 11 

social and environmental areas. According to the FAO (2018), sustainable food systems deliver food 12 

security and nutrition while ensuring sustainability in its three pillars: economic, social and 13 

environmental, and SFSCs can contribute to local food system sustainability through these three 14 

pillars (Jarzębowski 2020). In this same respect, SFSCs can be a great entry point for youth to engage 15 

with their local agrifood system (HLPE 2021). However, requirements to use these labeling schemes 16 

in public SFSCs may exacerbate some of the barriers youth already face, such as the lack of access 17 

to land or to credit (Guthman 2007; HLPE 2021). 18 

Secondly, the results showed how producers interested in third‐party certifications focus to offer 19 

information about their final product. To raise awareness in consumers is an important step to 20 

facilitate their choices of sustainable food; and this can be done through the communication of food 21 

attributes. However, these attributes should not be limited to the product itself and its quality, but 22 

also to the producer and production method attributes, as they are also important attributes for 23 
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consumers to choose SFSCs (Renting et al. 2003; King et al. 2010; Romero‐López and Ramos 2017). 1 

Therefore, as producers with interest in third party certifications focus to offer information about 2 

the product attributes, these certifications may not be the best option to raise food awareness in 3 

consumers. 4 

Thirdly, policy‐makers could develop a legislative recognition of alternative systems to third‐party 5 

certification, such as PGSs (Participatory Guarantee Systems). PGSs could offer a complementary, 6 

low‐cost, locally‐based system of quality assurance to third party certifications. In addition, PGSs 7 

can foster producers collaboration and farmer‐to‐farmer learning, although it depends on the 8 

producers organization and willingness to participate in these collaborative processes (Bellante 9 

2017). Past research in Italy highlighted the importance of PGSs for SFSC actors as an alternative to 10 

the mainstream organic certification; for this reason, many informal groups and agro‐food 11 

cooperatives have strongly advocated for an official recognition in their region (Sacchi 2018). In fact 12 

in Brazil, the official recognition of PGSs has allowed a higher number of small producers to be 13 

certified, contributing to a gradual agroecological transition of their food system (Niederle et al. 14 

2020). The institutional support of PGSs is indispensable in the success of these certifications 15 

(Nelson 2010; Bellante 2017; Home et al. 2017). Therefore, the institutionalization of PGSs would 16 

facilitate the spreading of these certification systems, allowing a higher number of producers 17 

involved in SFSCs to be certified. European countries and regions can take advantage of the new 18 

organic regulation of the European Union that will allow an internal control system for small 19 

producers, which can be similar to the PGS concept (Niederle et al. 2020). In this same line, other 20 

alternative formal systems could be also developed and totally funded by local governments. There 21 

are municipalities’ initiatives in the region such as the quality label named “fresh product from Soto 22 

del Grillo Agroecological Park” that have been effective alternatives to third party certifications 23 

(Pinna 2015).  24 
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Fourthly, third‐party certifications are a good mechanism for those producers who consider SFSCs 1 

mainly as a commercial strategy, as well as for SFSC consumers who do not prioritize to have direct 2 

contact but still want a quality certification of the products (Cruz et al. 2021). Therefore, these 3 

certifications are still good tools for fostering local consumption in some kinds of SFSCs and 4 

conventional channels. Nevertheless, holistic food policies that support a deeper change in the local 5 

food systems should be prioritized. In any case, as seen in the Brazilian case, the official recognition 6 

of different certification systems such as third party certifications, PGSs and other forms of social 7 

control can coexist (Niederle et al. 2020).  8 

Fifthly, independently of their interest in certifications and the type of information they offer, 9 

producers perceived a list of SFSC drawbacks associated with time, convenience and logistics. Policy 10 

makers can support the consolidation of SFSC through policies that face these issues. Among others, 11 

these policies can be aimed to foster producers’ cooperation (Sevilla Guzmán et al. 2012; Galli and 12 

Brunori 2013; Paciarotti and Torregiani 2020), the creation of food hubs (Paciarotti and Torregiani 13 

2020) or the transfer of infrastructure to facilitate food transformation and commercialization for 14 

small local producers (e.g. warehouses, slaughterhouses) (AGROECOLOGICAM 2020a; 15 

AGROECOLOGICAM 2020b).  16 

It is considered that the present study has external validity as defined by Lucas (2003), but more 17 

cumulative knowledge on the topic in other contexts and regions will confirm this external validity. 18 

It has to be noted that the analysis focused on voluntary labelling systems based on third party 19 

certifications as a whole, and there may be important differences regarding the kind of food 20 

produced and the specific labelling scheme. Future research could address the profile of certified 21 

producers selling in SFSCs more deeply, taking into consideration the food produced and the 22 

certification scheme. In addition, there is need to understand better the possibilities of 23 
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institutionalizing PGSs in the RofM, which would cast some light on what model of SFSCs is driven 1 

by the different attestation systems. 2 

4. Conclusions 3 

Certifications can be a useful tool to build consumer trust and overcome information asymmetry in 4 

the global agrifood chains. However, in SFSCs, direct contact between producers and consumers 5 

seems to limit the necessity of certifications. In fact, the proliferation of third party certified labelling 6 

within SFSCs could lead to a deeper conventionalization of these chains, which predominantly 7 

focuses on the economic benefits and not on social and environmental aspects, hampering SFSC 8 

capacity to shift towards sustainable local food systems. In other words, these labeling schemes can 9 

turn alternative food marketing proposals offered in the context of the SFSCs into simple market 10 

niches. 11 

Our results showed that local producers who want to communicate everything that goes into a food 12 

product, including production methods and producer characteristics, have no interest in third party 13 

certifications. These producers recognize the social, economic and environmental benefits of SFSCs 14 

and they are interested in SFSCs with direct contact between producers and consumers. On the 15 

contrary, official certifications were a matter of interest for the producers that understand SFSCs 16 

mostly as an economic strategy. These producers are particularly interested in SFSCs that involve 17 

intermediaries and that have a niche market interested in certifications.  18 

The findings of our study suggested that policies intended to promote the use of voluntary certified 19 

labeling based on third party certification in SFSCs may hinder the capacity of these chains to raise 20 

the locality of food systems and to consolidate alternatives to conventional food channels. In order 21 

to make policies that support all producers in SFSCs, rather than promoting third party certified 22 
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labelling schemes, it may be more convenient to tackle common SFSCs disadvantages associated 1 

with time, convenience and logistics.  2 

 3 

 4 

  5 
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