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Abstract

Trust is often an assumed outcome of participation in Alternative Food Networks (AFNs) as they directly connect produc-

ers with consumers. It is based on this potential for trust “between producers and consumers” that AFNs have emerged as a 

significant field of food studies analysis as it also suggests a capacity for AFNs to foster associated embedded qualities, like 

‘morality’, ‘social justice’, ‘ecology’ and ‘equity’. These positive benefits of AFNs, however, cannot be taken for granted 

as trust is not necessarily an outcome of AFN participation. Using Chinese case studies of AFNs, which are characterised 

by a distinct form of trust pressure—consumers who are particularly cynical about small scale farmers, food safety and the 

organic credentials of producers—this paper highlights how the dynamics of trust are in constant flux between producers 

and consumers. I suggest that it is the careful construction of the aesthetic and multi-sensory qualities of food, which is often 

celebrated via social media, that human centred relations in Chinese AFNs are mediated. This leads to two key conclusions: 

first, that the key variable for establishing trust is satisfying the consumer’s desire for safe (i.e. "fresh") food; and second, 

the materiality of the food and the perception of foods materiality (especially through social media), must both be actively 

constructed by the farmer to fit the consumer’s ideal of freshness.
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Introduction

In 2008, China saw its most high-profile food safety scandal 

with contaminated melamine baby formulae causing 6 infant 

deaths and nearly 300,000 cases of kidney problems (Yang 

2013). This incident was the tip of the iceberg in regard to 

food safety scandals and served as a moment of food ‘awak-

ening’ for the growing Chinese middle class, consolidating 

an emerging feeling of distrust towards general food quality 

and food certification (Yan 2015; Scott et al. 2014; Wang 

et al. 2015). This moment has helped drive a new domestic 

market for safe, green and organic food in China, which in 

light of the Covid-19 pandemic and its suspected wet market 

origins, is only likely to accelerate interest in alternative food 

provisioning channels. As a response to these food scandals, 

a growing number of direct marketing networks have begun 

to emerge in China which are reminiscent of those short 

food supply chains movements or alternative food networks 

(AFNs) found in Europe and the US i.e. community sup-

ported agriculture (CSA), organic farmer’s markets, buy-

ers’ clubs etc. (Shi et al. 2011; Klein 2014; Si et al. 2015).1 

Typically, AFNs are practices that refer to a diverse range of 

initiatives involving the production, distribution and retail 

activities of food that are distinct from the food processes 

synonymous with big agri-business and ‘supermarketisation’ 

(Goodman et al. 2012; Harris 2010; Jarosz 2008; Whatmore 

et al. 2003).

In China, what counts as an ‘alternative’ food network 

(AFN) is less apparent in comparison to the global north. 

The variety of food procurement options in China–e.g. wet 

markets, street stalls, the myriad collection of small farm-

holdings throughout peri-urban and rural China, food-cen-

tred festivals and the wide practise of edible gift exchanges 
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1 China’s first internationally recognised Community Supported 

Agriculture (CSA) farm, ‘Little Donkey farm’ in Beijing, also began 

in 2008.
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(Scott et al. 2018)—has made the distinction of alternative 

food networks in China less stark than in the case of AFNs 

based in North America or the UK (Martindale et al. 2018). 

However, the recent emergence of larger monoculture-based 

farms and the massive levels of supermarketization in China 

over the last 40 years has, at least from the vantage point of 

China’s new middle class, given credence to the ‘alternative’ 

term engendered by these new forms of food procurement 

practices centred on food safety and “greener” farming tech-

niques (Shi et al. 2011; Si et al. 2015; Krul and Ho 2017). 

Indeed, these networks in China do emphasise forms of 

direct exchange between consumers and producers and are, 

at the very least, suggestive of a promise of difference that 

is ‘alternative’ and akin to their global north counterparts.2

AFNs in China, however, do differ to their global north 

counterparts in various ways, with “Chinese AFNs [being] 

more narrowly built upon safety of food and not genuine 

mutual trust” perhaps the most significant (Si et al. 2015, 

p. 303). Indeed, the commonplace food scandals regarding 

milk powder, cooking oil, recycling of out-of-date meat, 

contamination of egg-based products and staples like rice 

being compromised, means that the prism through which 

AFNs in China are perceived becomes inherently tied with 

up with trust (Wang et al. 2015; Yan 2015). This increased 

emphasis on trust has meant that assuming direct exchange 

between producers and consumers guarantees, or at least 

encourages, a form of reconnection is especially fraught.

The Chinese context of AFNs, due to these pressurised 

producer–consumer interactions, presents an apt context 

to explore how trust is negotiated in these enterprises. As 

direct exchange has to occur when cynicism is the default 

position between buyers and small scale local farmers, this 

poses interesting questions about how the trust relationship 

between producers and consumers functions, especially if 

the transformative potential of AFNs relies on the transfer of 

embedded qualities, such as ‘morality’, ‘social justice’ and 

‘equity’. I use the term ‘trust pressure’ to describe this addi-

tional burden placed on Chinese AFNs and to show how this 

pressure forces Chinese AFNs to emphasise the quality (i.e. 

safety) of their produce. This suggests that the transforma-

tive potential of the novel AFN consumer-producer relation-

ship lies not in assumed ‘moral’ outcome of AFN participa-

tion, but through pragmatic strategies aimed to relieve trust 

pressure; strategies which tend to emphasise food’s material 

qualities—namely the sensory and aesthetic qualities of food 

(see Turner 2014)—and often relies on social media to bring 

them to the fore.

The rest of the paper is structured as follows. Next, I out-

line the current literature that discusses the assumed ‘novel’ 

relationship between producers and consumers in AFNs 

before I examine the current Chinese AFN literature and the 

wider Chinese context of trust. I follow this with a descrip-

tion of the fieldwork and the methodology used. Based on 

these fieldwork observations, I then present my findings on 

how trust pressure plays out in a Chinese AFN context, high-

lighting the different strategies AFN participants utilise to 

build trust. This section also shows how trust is often navi-

gated through a celebration of the material qualities of food, 

an attribute which is facilitated primarily by social media. 

A discussion of the findings is presented next, which is then 

followed by my conclusions regarding the implications of 

trust on foods’ material qualities.

Novel relationships in AFNs

A key attribute of AFNs is the way they bring producers and 

consumers into closer proximity and has prompted others 

to refer to them as ‘short food supply chains’ (Renting et al. 

2003). Closer proximity between producers and consumers 

is said to encourage a process that socially (re)embeds the 

farming and agricultural sector with forms of “morality” 

(Sage 2003, p. 49) thus creating trust. This ‘trust’, that forms 

between producers and consumers during direct exchange, 

can be understood as the quality which allows “individuals 

involved in interactions [to] expect others to follow ‘normal’ 

patterns and routines in social life so that the continuity of 

social reality can be taken for granted” (Zhang et al. 2016, 

p. 271; Giddens 1990). In other words, trust is tied up with 

aspects of vulnerability and risk and shapes people’s expec-

tations of what constitutes normal everyday life. In AFNs, 

then, trust is formed from both the buyer and the seller 

expectations being met (Lee 2000). The buyer expects that 

the seller is producing quality, safe, sustainable and ethically 

produced foodstuffs with specific expertise. From the seller 

perspective, he or she expects the buyer to accept possibly 

higher prices; food at a non-standard/supermarket appear-

ance and to have more flexibility and patience regarding the 

quantity, the seasonality, and the diversity of the produce on 

sale (Lee 2000).

These buyer–seller expectations, which when fulfilled 

forms trust, creates the potential for embedded qualities to 

be transferred alongside the produce. As Roger Lee (2000, p. 

139) puts, transactions of direct exchange provide the seller 

with “not merely the realization of value but the materiali-

sation and extension of regard based on specialised knowl-

edge; for the buyer, [they obtain] status, identity, knowl-

edge and expanded use value”. This extension of regard or 

trust between producer and consumer suggests that forms 

of moral, social and/or ecological ‘reconnections’ are also 

occurring in these alternative food networks (Dowler et al. 

2009; Kneafsey et al. 2008; Turner 2011; Hayden and Buck 

2012). Thus, during the process of direct exchange between 

2 For a broader defence of the term ‘alternative’ in AFN literature see 

Le Velly (2019) and Rosol (2020).
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producers and consumers, something other than money is 

passing hands. Notions of social justice, sustainability, risk-

sharing, transparency, locality and—importantly – trust, are 

also involved in the transaction, thereby transforming and 

creating new and more moral forms of relationship between 

buyers and sellers (Ilbery and Maye 2005; Kirwan 2006; 

Smithers et al. 2008).

These embedded qualities involved in direct exchange 

have been identified in numerous empirical studies. A recent 

study by Opitz et al. (2017, p. 189) in Germany, for exam-

ple, found that consumers involved in AFNs developed an 

increased awareness for “food (seasonality, cooking/nutri-

tion, housekeeping aspects) and agricultural production 

(farmers’ perspectives and requirements, cultivation)”. This 

potential has tipped commenters to suggest that, at a larger 

scale, AFNs and related initiatives could foster stronger 

community relations (Winter 2003) – especially between 

urban and rural sectors of society (Preiss et al. 2017), help 

drive a collective environmental and socio-economic con-

sciousness (Pinna 2017), and encourage and enable actors to 

participate democratically in the system of food provisioning 

(Hinrichs 2003; Goodman et al. 2012).

Tensions, however, emerge within this process of direct 

exchange as, alongside these claims of a novel relationship 

emerging between producers and consumers, empirical 

research has also highlighted many instances of injustice, 

non-environmental practices and unequitable relations 

occurring between AFN participants despite their closer 

interactions. In some global north AFNs, for example, 

research showed how participation in AFNs did not guaran-

tee personalised relationships (Allen et al. 2003; Selfa and 

Qazi 2005; Ostrom and Jussaume 2007). On the farm as 

well, instances of the exploitation of migrant workers (Allen 

et al. 2003; Alkon 2013) and interns (Ekers et al. 2016) have 

also undermined this headline claim that positive, novel, and 

‘just’ relationships are synonymous with AFNs. These ten-

sions regarding the ‘embedded’ outcomes of direct exchange 

are perhaps unavoidable, as AFNs must exist and compete 

within the very fabric of what they are attempting to be alter-

native to. Indeed, their uneven and partial adoption of some 

conventional food network characteristics is inevitable to 

some degree and has prompted some scholars to refer AFNs 

as being hybrid spaces (Ilbery and Maye 2005; Mount 2012; 

McClintock 2014).

To date, much of the literature on Chinese AFNs seems to 

confirm (and heighten) this tension regarding novel relation-

ships in AFNs, with much empirical research arguing that 

Chinese consumers are only concerned with procuring safe 

food (for the family), for cultivating healthier, slimmer and 

more beautiful bodies (Legget 2017, p. 8), or as a display 

of ‘quality’ or ‘class’ (suzhi) (Klein 2015). Indeed, research 

has emphasised that the notion of participating in AFNs 

for social or ecological reasons in Chinese AFNs is largely 

absent (Klein 2014; Scott et al. 2014). Si et al. (2015), for 

example, observed that there is often a large disconnect in 

values between the producers i.e. the managers of the Chi-

nese AFNs – who subscribe more to the embedded social 

and ecological values engendered by AFNs – and their AFN 

members. Whilst there is a prevailing tendency that the nov-

elty of Chinese AFNs appears to lie only with the buying of 

ecologically – and therefore safe—grown produce in a haz-

ardous food system, this does not discount the community 

building efforts of AFNs that has seen consumers engage in 

greener and more holistic lifestyles.3 In other words, despite 

direct exchange occurring at times without the ecological 

and social embeddedness that tends to be automatically 

assumed and associated with Western AFNs, there still lies 

a potential for positive outcomes.

Recent AFN scholarship has begun to emphasise this 

nuance of direct exchange and question this assumption 

“that consumers join an AFN to learn more about food pro-

duction, interact face-to-face with producers and avoid the 

anonymous conventional production system” is erroneous 

(Thorsøe and Kjeldsen 2016: 171). Indeed, participation can 

occur in AFNs without necessarily having direct interactions 

with producers and can be motivated by a range of varying 

and sometimes mundane factors (Clarke et al. 2008; Albre-

cht and Smithers 2018). In this sense, “trust in the direct 

exchange may be as much a predisposition as an outcome; 

as much an absence of distrust as it is the creation of trust” 

(Mount 2012: 114; Watts et al. 2018). Participation in AFNs, 

as with supermarket consumption, already assumes a cer-

tain level of trust (or distrust)- one that is liable to fluctuate 

with subsequent transactions. Although trust is not a guar-

antee of AFN participation and aspects of ‘conventional’ 

producer–consumer relationships is ever present in these 

organisations, this does not negate the potential for AFNs 

to develop interesting producer–consumer relationships and 

help foster positive impacts on the food system (Watts et al. 

2018).

Some scholars have begun to emphasise that it is through 

the material aspects of food, not direct exchange per se, that 

the novel connections between producers and consumers 

are formed. For example, Bethaney Turner (2014), through 

her empirical work with AFNs in Australia, has argued that 

it is the material qualities of the food that is produced by 

AFNs that provides the core basis for the ‘alternativeness’ of 

AFNs (see also Turner and Hope 2015). This alternativeness 

becomes possible as food ‘materiality’, which links food 

with embodiment and sensuality, suggests food itself can 

3 Over time, studies exploring participant engagement in Chinese 

AFNs have shown a steady increase of social and ecological reasons 

for participant motivation in these emerging enterprises (Ely et  al. 

2016).
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produce effects (Roe 2006). In other words, it is through the 

somatic and visceral qualities of food, and perhaps also the 

tactile spaces of farms (Hayden and Buck 2011), that issues 

surrounding food production, seasonality, food distribution, 

cooking styles, recipes etc. can be raised and provoked (Hol-

loway et al. 2007; Turner and Hope 2015). This focus on 

the materiality of food is an emphasis on the taste, fresh-

ness, gustatory pleasure that food can induce, which in turn, 

affects our attitudes and behaviour towards food accordingly 

(Turner 2014). Food materiality, therefore, becomes signifi-

cant in the wider context of AFNs. Indeed, David Watts, 

Jo Little and Brian Ilbery (2018: 27) have argued that the 

transformative edge of AFNs lies in “the possibility that 

the material and semiotic resources that AFN produce may, 

through the evolutionary process of selection, either displace 

or be incorporated into, and hence change in some way, the 

dominant dispositive.” For Turner (2014) also, it is through 

the materiality of food that the human centred relations—

which are currently predicated on exchange of capital—can 

be altered and adjusted. The following section shows how 

Chinese AFNs are well positioned to capture the role of 

materiality as the trust pressure they are under forces them 

to emphasise these aesthetic and sensory qualities.

The Chinese trust pressure

The apparent absence of novel reconnections in Chinese 

AFNs is largely a function of the ‘trust pressure’ between the 

producer–consumer relationship. Whilst this trust pressure is 

particularly heightened in China’s food system it also char-

acterises contemporary China in general. China’s status as 

a ‘low-trust’ society stems in part from its historical legacy 

as a Confucian society that has been governed by a strong 

top-down state through means of rule-by-law (Tyfield 2017; 

Tang 2016). This presence of a prescient authoritarian and 

potentially capricious government, in tandem with China’s 

under-institutionalization, has forced individuals to rely on 

networks of personal trust – as formalised through Confu-

cian notions of filial piety – and has encouraged a distrust 

of strangers (Tyfield 2017, p. 78). This notion of a low-trust 

society in China is further supported by quantitative survey 

data that highlights there are three different levels of trust 

that need to be accounted for in a society: the civil level 

(the trust persons have towards urbanites, businesspersons 

and strangers); the communal level (between neighbours, 

schoolmates, fellow homeowners); and the parochial level 

(family and relatives). In China, whilst interpersonal trust at 

the communal and parochial level is relatively high, at civil 

level it is particularly low in comparison to other countries 

(Tang 2016, p. 65–66).

Also adding to this historical legacy of low-trust is the 

effect of Mao’s policies of radical socialism. Under Mao, a 

large divide began to emerge between the urban and rural 

spheres in China due to the introduction of the 1958 Hukou 

(Household Registration) system, which introduced legal 

restrictions on rural to urban migration based on an indi-

vidual designation as either ‘agricultural’ or ‘non-agricul-

tural’. The result of this policy has led to significant rural 

unrest and a heavy stigmatisation of ‘peasants’ who are often 

labelled by their urban counterparts as “primitive”, “uncivi-

lised” and as having “no culture” (Lai 2014, p. 546; Hale 

2013; He 2007). Mao’s Cultural Revolution (1966–1976) 

also saw a radical undermining of the social fabric of soci-

ety. The government-led incentive for people to ‘snitch’ 

on each other in this era, in order to signal loyalty to the 

Party, devastated the levels of social trust in those areas most 

intensely affected by the revolution (Wu 2016).

This historical legacy has meant China has always had a 

general predisposition towards distrusting strangers, espe-

cially across the urban–rural divide. A disposition which 

has only been consolidated by China’s recent experience of 

rapid industrialisation and modernising over the last forty 

years and its embracing of neoliberalism and ‘bottom line’ 

economics. Indeed, the rapid, intense and largely unregu-

lated industrialisation in China, which without developed 

civil institutions and a comprehensive welfare state, has 

undermined further the levels of social interpersonal trust 

in contemporary China (Tyfield 2017: 151).

It is, perhaps, in the food industry where this contempo-

rary trust pressure in China becomes its most visible, for 

eating is an act that already requires an intense form of trust. 

As eating involves the incorporation of the ‘outside’ world 

with the ‘inside’ world of the body, this particular action will 

always be intimately steeped in issues of anxiety and risk 

(Kneafsey et al. 2008). That the industrial food process is 

now also breeding “symbolic danger”, in the form of chemi-

cals and trace elements, only enhances the issues of anxiety 

and risk involved with eating (Kneafsey et al. 2008, p. 13).

In China this ‘symbolic danger’ has become a lot more 

tangible due to its yield-centred approach to agriculture that 

is based on investing in chemical fertilisers (Jiao et al. 2018), 

high yield seed variations (Ely et al. 2016) and intensive 

industrial processes affecting food quality (Schneider and 

Sharma 2014). This form of agricultural intensification in 

China has been a political priority for decades due to chang-

ing diets—higher demands for meat (and maize for feed-

stock) – and the decreasing availability of arable land (Jin 

et al. 2017). The environmental and social costs of this pol-

icy, which began over 30 years ago, are now being acutely 

felt in contemporary China with headlines concerning the 

overuse of pesticides (Xu 2017) and the high concentrations 

of industrial heavy metals found in the soil (He et al. 2013) 

commonplace.

Food safety has since become a regular top issue of 

concern by the Chinese public due to the contamination 

scandals which are frequently occurring across the food 
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industry—with even staple foods like rice, maize/corn and 

pork being regularly affected (Zhang and Qi 2019; Yan 

2015).4 Matthew Kahn and Siqi Zheng (2016, p. 43), for 

example, have highlighted how 44% of rice samples in 

Guangzhou were found to contain poisonous levels of cad-

mium. Instances regarding food fraud in China are also of 

alarming frequency (Kendall et al. 2019); a phenomenon 

that has also massively compromised trust in organic food 

labelling (Veek et al. 2010).5 The ‘perceived’ uncontrolled 

spread of GM crops is also compounding this issue of trust 

regarding food (Ely et al. 2016).

This lack of trust with food procurement is also coupled 

with the absence of altruistic consumer narratives like ‘buy 

local’ or ‘ethical consumerism’ (Klein 2009; Scott et al. 

2014). These narratives, which have a longer and more 

established tradition in the global north (Malpass et al. 

2007), and have alleviated, to some degree, the burden that 

AFN producers in Europe and North America have to reach 

out and convince consumers of their ‘authenticity’ or ‘trust-

worthiness’. Furthermore, AFNs in the global north can take 

trust for granted as “consumers consistently and overwhelm-

ingly indicate a willingness to grant trust to farmers as a 

generic group, and exceptional levels of trust to small and/

or local farmers” (Mount 2012, p. 114; Watts et al. 2018). 

In China, there is instead a heightened scepticism towards 

the rural and small scale farmer (Lai 2014) – which “due to 

accounts of rural producers being purposefully careless or 

deliberate regarding the food adulteration of produce that is 

intended for consumption in the city” is unsurprising (Yan 

2015).

These frequent and numerous food issues in China have 

led to ‘what can we eat?’ becoming one of the most com-

monly raised question on social media websites by Chinese 

netizens (Wang et al. 2015; Lam et al. 2013)—and this is 

despite China’s control of social and mainstream media that 

is averse to fomenting forms of social panic (Paull 2008, p. 

5). Some countries—Japan for example—have even banned 

Chinese food imports due to food safety fears (Paull 2008)6. 

These food safety incidents, which have been regularly 

exposed over the past two decades, show no signs of declin-

ing (Yan 2015).

The state’s response to this food crisis has been to deploy 

rigorous top-down regulations and market-based mecha-

nisms (Zhang and Qi 2019; Gaudreau 2019). The revisions 

to the food safety law in 2015, laws which were only initially 

formalised in 2009, have been heralded as being one of the 

most stringent globally (Sim and Yang 2016; Zhang et al. 

2016). This increased emphasis on inspection and regula-

tions, however, has been designed as a one-model-fits-all 

approach that suits the modernising and large-scale main-

stream channels of the food network whilst undermining 

small-scale food producers unable to conform to compli-

cated food law reforms (Zhang and Qi 2019). These meas-

ures have not only failed to push larger-scale enterprises 

from engaging in structural reform, but have squeezed the 

genuine alternative, traditional and small scale ‘ecological’ 

or organic food networks which are struggling to survive 

(Zhang and Qi 2019). Furthermore, the 2015 food safety law 

also seems to be failing to communicate the new regulatory 

reforms to consumers, and has been largely inadequate at 

ensuring the transparency and availability of information 

regarding food quality and safety measures, impinging trust 

further (Zhang et al. 2016; Wang et al. 2015).

The collapse of consumer confidence in food institutions 

across China has led to a “dramatic bottom-up movement 

of social self-protection” (Zhang and Qi 2019, p. 115). For 

many rural producers across China, these food safety issues 

have meant adopting a ‘one family two system’ approach to 

farming in which they divide their crops into two sections, 

one set grown with more ecological based methods for self 

and family consumption, and the other larger portion grown 

in bulk for use as cash crops (Lin et al. 2019). Consumers 

have also sought self-protection—for those who have the 

wealth, means and the time to do so—namely by cultivat-

ing personalised forms trust with producers in small scale 

informal or alternative food networks in order to resolve, or 

at least alleviate, food based anxiety (Kendall et al. 2019; 

Wang et al. 2015). As a consequence, “the cultivation of 

trust through these AFNs emerges as an entry point for criti-

cal examination of the commodification of food and other 

social relations in modern Chinese society” (Zhang and Qi 

2019, p. 121). In the context of AFNs, then, trust pressure 

refers to the various societal and cultural difficulties consum-

ers and producers have in reconnecting, despite the proxim-

ity lent by direct exchange.

The setting and research methodology

My fieldwork site(s) were based in and around the Guang-

zhou & Shenzhen metropolitan area also known as the 

‘Pearl River Delta’ in Guangdong province. These cities are 

located in Guangdong province, a region of China that has 

a relatively long history of ecological agriculture in com-

parison to other provinces in China (Riggs 2005). Guang-

dong’s environment is especially suited towards organic 

or ecological forms of farming and as a region, farming 

in Guangdong has never been subsistence based due to its 

hilly topography and climate. Thus, unlike other provinces, 

4 Wikipedia also has a page dedicated to the recording of Chinese-

based food scandals (see: https ://en.wikip edia.org/wiki/Food_safet 

y_incid ents_in_China ).
5 60,000 fake/fraudulent food cases were reported by the Xinhua 

News Agency in 2007 (Veeck et al. 2010).
6 In 2012, Germany also had to recall strawberries they had imported 

from China due to contamination issues (Zhang and Qi 2019).

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Food_safety_incidents_in_China
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Food_safety_incidents_in_China
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agriculture in Guangdong has historically been strongly 

market-orientated and as such, has tended to focus more on 

producing sub-tropical fruits and differentiating its produce 

by quality (Riggs 2005, p. 48). In response, the state govern-

ment of Guangdong, more so then others, has granted more 

autonomy for its farmers to make ‘ecological’ production 

decisions by recognising the importance of the ‘quality’ 

produce market in Guangdong (Riggs 2005).7 Furthermore, 

important scientific institutions in Guangdong like the South 

China Agricultural University and the Guangdong Natural 

Science Foundation have gone against the grain and priori-

tised ecological agriculture as a long-term research avenue, 

with a particular focus on participatory agricultural research 

(Riggs 2005).

During my two 10 month fieldwork periods in China, 

both between late 2015 and early 2017, I visited 12 AFNs 

and ‘ecological’ farms which were located on the outskirts 

of Guangzhou.8 The bulk of my research was centred around 

two AFNs: a twice-a-month organic farmers market hosted 

by the platform ‘Bringing City and Country Together’ 

(ChengXiangHui) and the largest CSA farm in China ‘Four 

Season Share’ (SiJiFenXiang).

‘Bringing City and Country Together’ defines itself as 

a ‘Public Service Platform’ and is located in the centre of 

Guangzhou city (Taojin). Five AFN leaders initially formed 

the platform in September 2010, after coming to the con-

clusion that they needed to pool their resources together in 

order to market AFN membership efficiently and to pro-

mote ‘organic’ living in Guangzhou. In December 2010 

they defined their three mission statements: (1) to promote 

mutual support between the urban and rural areas; (2) to aid 

small farmers in developing organic farming; and (3) to pro-

mote a low carbon lifestyle in the cities. Since January 2011 

ChengXiangHui has held an organic farmers market event 

monthly which showcases natural and ecological ingredi-

ents, organic products, fair trade products, environmentally 

friendly household items and handmade products. In sum, 

the platform hopes to provide urban residents a direct access 

to nutritious and “authentic” food while protecting farmers 

from less developed areas from exploitation. They also aim 

to increase the awareness of ethical consumerism amongst 

people in the cities and to provide help and support to those 

famers taking part in organic farming with the ideals of 

CSA.

During my residency in Guangzhou, I was a regular shop-

per and participant at ChengXiangHui. I took this oppor-

tunity to establish relationships with the vendors, farmers 

and customers at the market and it is from this base I drew 

the majority of informants for my interviews. Through this 

platform I was able to visit some of the organic farms that 

surround Guangzhou, understand the lives of those involved 

at the platform and take part in their peer-based certification 

scheme, the Participatory Guarantee System (PGS).9

‘Four Season Share’ is located to the north of Shenzhen 

(the north-east of Guangzhou) in Zhoutian village (close to 

Huizhou city). The farm covers 13.3 hectares and includes 

28 large greenhouses (covering approximately 3.5 hectares). 

This organically certified farm is the owner’s third attempt 

at creating a large-scale working CSA farm in China (his 

other attempts never became financially viable), and in terms 

of membership, delivering to approximately 1400 families, 

is currently the largest in China. The owner is well known 

and respected in China’s ‘organic’ circles and, for many, his 

CSA farm –its business and management model – is the one 

to aspire to.

I spent two weeks during April 2016 at Four Season Share 

farm. During my stay I helped in many of the farm’s daily 

tasks and, in return, was housed and fed. Staying here pro-

vided me with the opportunity to meet and talk with many 

people who worked in the different departments across the 

farm; this included a meal with the owner during one of his 

business dinners at the farms restaurant. Although I could 

not have any formal in-depth interviews during my time on 

the farm – due to the absence of a translator – with my bro-

ken Chinese and their pigeon-English I was able to have 

informal conversations that contributed to my research diary.

I used a variety of qualitative methods to conduct my 

research in order to capture the diversity of ways partici-

pants experienced AFNs. The methodology comprised of 

semi-structured interviews, participant observation of AFNs 

(during my stay at Four Season Share) and a monitoring of 

the social media presence of AFNs—in particular the social 

media dialogue between AFN owners and their members. I 

found my informants through use of snowball sampling and 

frequently relied on a research assistant due to my limited 

Mandarin ability.

Typically, I required my research assistants to ask my 

interview questions, and follow-up questions, whilst I 

recorded the exchange. After conducting the interviews, I 

9 PGS is a peer review scheme whereby farmers and vendors visit 

each other farms to ensure organic methods are being employed, and 

to give advice on how they can be improved further. PGS is found the 

world over and is a common scheme adopted by small scale farmers 

who cannot afford official organic certification.

7 The local state in Guangdong was already predisposed to endors-

ing ecological agriculture formally due to the advantages this agricul-

ture method has in regards to soil erosion, an issue that plagues most 

of China, especially in provinces prone to flooding like Guangdong 

(Riggs 2005).
8 For the purposes of this study AFNs were loosely defines as agri-

cultural enterprises employing more “ecologically-based” agricultural 

techniques (i.e. not using chemical fertilisers or pesticides) and were 

directly in contact with their consumer base.
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was also dependent on my assistants for transcribing and 

translating the interview data. This led to some interesting 

predicaments surrounding my research as translators them-

selves become producers of research data, influencing the 

analysis via their own personal identity and life experiences 

(Simon 1996). To account for this hybrid role of the trans-

lator I recognised the translator as an additional informant, 

not just as an objective observer. I did this by ensuring the 

translator was familiar with both cultures (Cortazzi et al. 

2011, p. 521), taking time to also recognise and understand 

the translator’s personal opinion and feelings towards the 

research topic (Temple and Young 2004) and undertook 

the data analysis as ‘a side-by-side procedure, in which the 

researcher and the translator discuss possible wordings’ (Van 

Nes et al. 2010, p. 315).

The main source of data came from semi-structured inter-

views that raised questions related to consumer and producer 

motivations for AFN participation, their experiences and 

challenges with AFNs, and the reasons behind informants 

buying food directly from the producer. Of my informants, 

20 ‘formal’ recorded interviews were completed, each last-

ing about 50 min. I was able to re-interview some of the new 

farmers in my core fieldwork sites. Many more spontaneous 

(non-recorded) interviews took place as I came across unex-

pected AFNs on my ‘trips’ away from my main fieldwork 

sites and also from my regular attendance to the farmer’s 

market. My thoughts from these spontaneous meetings were 

recorded in a research diary.

Another source of data used was the translated social 

media transcripts between the farm Four Season Share and 

their members. I was able to acquire twenty-two anonymised 

extracts from ‘WeChat’ (the Chinese social media equiva-

lent of ‘WhatsApp’) which had occurred between the farm 

and its members over a 6-month period in 2016. This rather 

unique data set provided a great lens to analyse the interac-

tions between the members and the farm and helped trian-

gulate my findings with the interview data and the other 

secondary sources examined.

For my qualitative data analysis, I used a variant of 

grounded theory as proposed by O’Brien (2006) for foreign 

researchers doing social science in China. This method is 

sensitive to the current theoretical discussions surround-

ing the issue in question, but allows enough flexibility for 

empirical data to emerge beyond the constraints of a nar-

row, and often Western-orientated, theoretical lens. The 

advantages of this method allows the (Western) researcher 

to distance themselves from their established theories and 

to account for China’s unique “globalizing, civilising, cre-

olization process…in which Chinese culture is [just] one 

of the ingredients” (Pieke 2014, p. 125). Such an approach 

also helps to avoid adopting Western notions of policy and 

analysis which assume that China, post opening-up, would 

simply echo the processes of development engendered by 

Western political and economic forms. Indeed, China’s rise 

on the international stage should be seen as an invitation for 

scholars to reassess social phenomena, like AFNs, in a fresh 

light. As geographers Lenka Fendrychová, and Petr Jehlička 

(2018, p. 9) have emphasised, this endeavour to address the 

“geographical knowledge gap” within AFN research, is one 

that is not only timely, but is also able to “produce novel and 

relevant conceptualisation”.

Findings

Chinese AFNs operate in a setting which, in contrast to the 

global north, has poor levels of consumer confidence in both 

food labelling and small scale producers. This, alongside a 

heightened general wariness surrounding food safety, has 

placed a particularly intense burden of trust on Chinese AFN 

producers. The subsequent onus on producers, to reach out 

and connect with consumers to form new bonds of trust, was 

immediately apparent in my fieldwork.

Managing trust in Chinese AFNs

The delicacy of the methods employed by producers to 

reach out to consumers often emphasised the trust pres-

sures involved in these AFNs. Speaking to one AFN man-

ager, he told me how he enticed potential members through 

‘wine and dine’ events at his farm, often at great cost (CSA 

Farmer, March 2017). This one-sided relationship, between 

producers and their members, also becomes evident through 

their multiple interactions together. For example, in these 

social media transcripts, the AFN comes across as desper-

ate to please, suggesting they are the supplicant party in the 

interactions:

“In fact, we feel sorry for you [CSA member]. You 

trust us so much and pay us beforehand, but your 

choice is limited. It will be better in the summer.” 

(Four Season Share WeChat message to customer, 

April 2016).

“Our farm must be close to our customer because 

currently the customer is waking-up [to food safety 

issues], but they don’t trust online things, if they have 

some trust issue we can say ok, come and visit our 

farm and we can show you. They need to see it and 

they need to experience it. The trust [issue] is a big 

situation. It is a common problem in China. So, we 

need a farm near our customer” (Interview with a CSA 

farm owner, August 2016).

These exchanges between producers and consumers high-

light the urgent need for AFNs in China to organise and 

optimise their food initiatives specifically around the pro-

ducer–consumer relationship due to this more intense trust 
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pressure. Indeed, AFN producers in China have been forced 

to adapt their networks and strategies accordingly. For exam-

ple, Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) schemes in 

China have adapted the classic North American CSA model 

as consumers are less willing to pay large upfront costs. In 

the US, CSA farms are typically characterised by a sharing 

of risk between the farmers and their members. The mem-

bers invest an upfront cost for a season-long subscription for 

a regularly delivered vegetable box, with an acceptance that 

the quantity and quality of the produce will vary over the 

course of a season depending on how well the crops grow. 

In China, CSAs have had to alter the payment structure—to 

a more pay-as-you-go format—in order to reduce the risk 

carried by the more cynical consumer.

Another point of contrast with AFNs from the global 

north regards attitudes towards brands and appearing mod-

ern. This became especially apparent during my fieldwork 

regarding a food safety incident, ‘cherrygate’, that affected 

two different AFNs but posed less of an issue for the 

larger and more ‘modern’ farm. Both these two AFN-type 

enterprises had ordered cherries from the same producer 

in order to supplement their box scheme. The AFNs were 

then accused of selling cherries with pesticides based on a 

‘funny’ smell coming from the cherries. The larger, more 

established and modern appearing ‘branded’ farm was able 

to weather the criticism and outrage that occurred on their 

social media platform, whilst the smaller AFN had to invest 

in expensive equipment to prove the quality of their cherries 

in order to maintain and reassure their member base. The 

cherries were later proved to be organic and the smell was 

attributed to the plastic containers of the cherries that had 

started to smell due to exposure to the sun.10 This extra scru-

tiny on the smaller AFN suggests that in China, ‘small’ is 

not equated with being ‘greener’ or more trustworthy.

Forming trust through food

Whilst social media was important in managing the relation-

ship between the AFN and its members, its central focus was 

often with the specific material qualities of food, ususally 

its sense of freshness (xinxin). It was often this quality that 

shaped the initial motivation for participation in these AFNs 

in the first place:

“….and I became interested in this organic product after 

smelling and tasting them, it was just so fresh” (Farmers 

market attendee, December 2015).

“The organic market. It’s great. I joined this platform for 

maybe 3 or 4 years ago for its fresh produce. At first, I’m just 

a customer, I buy their product. Then gradually, I get more 

and more involved and now I’m a vendor here” (Famers 

Market Vendor, September 2016).

These material qualities are what principally garners con-

sumer interest in Chinese AFNs, as opposed to notions of 

locality, ecology or socio-political issues, at least in terms 

of initial participation.

Fig. 1  Fresh produce at the 

farmers market

10 Many thanks to fellow researcher Abigail Boc of Yale University 

for sharing with me her ‘Cherrygate’ story (2015).
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At ChengXiangHui farmers market, there is an emphasis, 

similar to wet markets, on displaying the ‘material’ qualities 

of food as proof of authenticity (see Fig. 1, fresh produce 

at ChengXiangHui). For example, the farmers market often 

involved a lunch break allowing buyers to try the free the 

food on sale. During the break, the qualities of the food 

are put on a display to showcasing a particular aesthetic of 

‘freshness’ and ‘bounteousness’ (see Fig. 2).

This tasting activity highlights how the perceived mate-

rial qualities of the food are what shapes the behaviour of 

the participants and the outcome of the relationship between 

buyers and sellers. In other words, ChengXiangHui relies on 

creating an experience centre around the sensations created 

by the food materiality. These sensations can allow for an 

intimacy between the producers and consumers to develop, 

as the food is tasted, smelt, and touched before purchase.11 

This experience, that is centred on the material qualities 

of food, help facilitates trust between participants and the 

exchange of embedded values. Indeed, the weight given by 

consumers to these material qualities and the taste of the 

produce itself is sometimes enough on its own to facilitate 

trust. In the example below, one member claims he has no 

need to visit the farm itself to see if they do use ecological 

techniques, taste alone of the produce is sufficient:

Member: Do you really use organic fertilizers?

FSS (Four Season Share): Of course! I suppose you 

haven’t been to our farm yet?

Member: No, I haven’t.

FSS: Come for visit when you have time and you will 

trust us after your visit

Member: Its ok. I will know it when I taste it.

(WeChat Transcript Extract, June 2016).

The member in this extract is articulating that it is the 

materiality of the of the produce which will shape her 

actions, namely a continuation of her subscription to the 

farm. It is not trust per se, guiding the member’s actions, 

but rather trust is being co-produced alongside the material 

quality of the food.

Constructing materiality under trust pressure

The particular food safety and trust pressure context in China 

has often meant that Chinese AFNs have to ‘construct’ the 

material qualities of their food alongside other strategies 

in order to negotiate consumer anxieties adequately. For 

example, Chinese AFNs are especially focused on highlight-

ing that their farming techniques are free of pesticides and 

chemical fertilisers as food safety is not only a critical mar-

keting point but also a core motivation for those producers 

for founding these enterprises:

When my child got critically sick from eating unsafe 

food, that was it, we knew we had to do things differ-

ently, so we went to …back to nature, to grow our own 

tasty food” (Farmers Market Vendor, November 2015).

“I grew up in very good natural environment and I was 

very lucky that I could have anything tasty from nature 

as I was born in the rural area. At that time, we could 

have good food, later I missed the [tasty rural] food but 

realized I could not find it in the city. So how can I find 

it back? [I started a CSA]” (CSA owner, Four Season 

Share, July 2016).

Fig. 2  Banquet at ChengXian-

gHui 

11 Whilst it is too early to tell how Covid-19 will impact the food 

industry in China, it is likely that an increase regulations and general 

distrust could prove a boon to AFNs as consumer turn to alterna-

tive food provisioning channels – but within these AFNs how food is 

interacted with, namely touch, could also be affected.
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To emphasise this food safety aspect, Four Season Share 

would often stress the technical innovations they use that 

allow them to farm without utilising chemical inputs—fre-

quently sharing on social media or highlighting these inno-

vations on weekend farm tours. For example, they display 

to vising members the inventive biological traps they use 

instead of pesticides (e.g. ‘bug stickers’ Fig. 3), their large 

‘hoop houses’ (which act as greenhouses that allow the farm 

to produce out of season food) and the variety of organic 

fertiliser techniques they utilise. The CCTV cameras dot-

ted around the farm are also noticeable on the farm tours, 

which allow the members access to a livestream of farming 

practices when they are at home. This presence of CCTV, 

whilst a reminder of China’s trust pressure, also serves to 

reassure members of the material qualities they can expect 

when produce is grown without chemical inputs. In other 

words, by providing transparent evidence of the ecological 

methods used, farms form trust by reinforcing the expecta-

tions of consumers concerning the material qualities of food.

Managing the consumer expectations of the material 

qualities using these additional strategies is crucial because 

material qualities are not necessarily received as positive, 

hence the sometime necessary display of technical innova-

tions to verify the authenticity of the ecological or organic 

material qualities. As with the ‘cherrygate’ story mentioned 

previously, it was the smell of the cherries that triggered the 

explosion of discontent on social media, forcing one AFN 

to buy the necessary equipment to verify the authenticity of 

the produce. In other words, it is not just the produces’ mate-

rial qualities articulating its ‘constructedness’, nor do these 

qualities guarantee truth, it has to be further accompanied 

with other means – i.e. technical innovations, online news-

letters etc. which together creates a complex articulation of 

its framing. In this next section, I explore the importance of 

social media in the framing of these material qualities.

Managing trust pressure with social media

Social media technologies have become important tools 

to AFNs worldwide. They have been used in AFNs to 

develop trust, enhance visibility and for facilitating another 

‘space’ for participatory engagement beyond physical direct 

exchange (Elghannam et al. 2020; Bos and Owen 2016; 

Press and Arnould 2011). AFNs in China are particularly 

reliant on assuming current members will invite other rela-

tives or close friends to the scheme once they have verified 

its ‘trustworthiness’. Whilst these forms of ‘indirect reci-

procity’12 are occurring via social media in AFNs globally, 

that Chinese society is particularly structured along infor-

mal ‘personal networks’ (guangxi) of which ‘quality’ or 

‘reputation’ (suzhi) plays a key role, has made AFNs more 

dependent on this form of network. In the example below, 

the member is actively encouraging this form of indirect 

reciprocity on behalf on the AFN:

Member: I’ve heard that you’re not doing very well (with 

sales) at the moment. I’m concerned.

FSS: It would help us if your friends also join. I will 

send them some information tonight. Thanks for sharing 

their WeChat details with us

Member: It would be helpful if you send them this: [a pic 

of the member’s contract with Four Season Share]

FSS: ok.

Member: You should encourage your customers to help 

you advertise by posting on WeChat moments. You can use 

my moments as an example.13

FSS: Thank you. I’ve got things ready to post: [a series 

of pictures]

(WeChat Transcript, March 2016).

Through social media, consumers can share their AFN 

experiences to a wide (and typically similar) audience 

quickly, whilst also granting them the means to take into 

account the comments and recommendations made by other 

users. Thus social media serves as a means for AFNs to 

build their reputation as a ‘trustworthy’ through these online 

exchanges of indirect reciprocity.

Social media and the material qualities of food

The importance of social media is also evident at Four Sea-

son Share where there is an office of approximately nine 

staff devoted to maintaining this online social media rela-

tionship with their members. Through this medium, practical 

Fig. 3  Bug Stickers, which are used for pesticide control at Four Sea-

son Share

13 WeChat ‘moments’ is a feature similar to Facebooks ‘wall’ which 

allows for postings to be communal.

12 ‘Indirect reciprocity’ refers to consumers using the trust or rela-

tionships formed by a third party to inform their decision to partici-

pate in AFNs (see Wang et al. 2015)
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information is communicated to the consumer: concerning 

what produce is available; the time by which orders need 

to be made and information on how to use website. Its key 

role, though, is to facilitate continuous direct exchange with 

the member, usually regarding the material qualities of food 

(and the farm) that may have been recently received (or 

experienced) by the member. This emphasis on the material 

qualities of food is necessary as it is through this medium 

that trust is generated, by coupling consumer interest and 

awareness with the commodity itself.

This careful negotiation of material qualities by producers 

is often required as they are not always positively perceived 

by customers. In the case of the food having “unusual” 

qualities, that could potentially be off putting to consumers, 

the farm would pre-empt the unusual characteristic—usu-

ally before the food even arrives—in order to assuage their 

member’s concerns. In one example regarding strawberries, 

a fruit that has been frequently implicated in food scandals, 

the farm pre-empts its surprising taste:

FSS: Sure. We will deliver every Thursday. The strawber-

ries we have this year are a bit sour, does your kid like it? 

Has he tried them yet?

Member: Yes! As long as it has no pesticides.

(WeChat Transcript Extract, May 2016).

However, the farm is not always successful in this man-

agement of consumer expectations regarding the material 

qualities of food. In this next example, the member unsub-

scribed from the farm due to a negative perception of the 

food’s material qualities:

FSS: Mrs. Zheng, regarding your feedback that the 

ChoySum [Chinese vegetable] is inedible, I’ve just checked 

the warehouse yesterday, I don’t think the blooming of the 

flower is enough to affect eating.

FSS: I’ll ask my colleague in product department again, 

please hold on.

Member: They’re very old if they have bloomed to this 

extent. The flower bit would taste bitter if we tried to fry and 

eat it. Maybe your colleagues have special taste buds

Member: The quality of the vegetables is too bad for my 

family and really affects eating.

Member: can I unsubscribe please?

(WeChat Transcript, April 2016).

In this exchange, the un-subscription to the farm was a 

result of the food’s material qualities which did not fulfil 

the consumer’s expectations. Material qualities can there-

fore also cause a reduction of trust and a broken producer 

consumer relationship, suggesting that this trust, when based 

on material qualities, is somewhat precarious.

These examples demonstrate that whilst taste and other 

material qualities are core to the functioning of AFNs, taste 

alone does not drive AFN participation. Blind taste tests, 

for example, have shown how difficult it is for consumers to 

discern between organic and conventional produce. Indeed, 

often taste and associated material qualities have to be co-

constructed with other elements if they are to alter the daily 

habits, behaviours and the ‘ideals’ of consumers (and pro-

ducers) in ways that challenge the conventional food system. 

AFN farms in China have to assuage consumer fears over 

the unexpected ‘qualities’ of the food produce—often they 

will send pictures of the harvest to explain and justify why 

produce appears ‘sub-standard’ that week (perhaps from 

the result of pests, flooding or drought)—which can only be 

done conveniently through social media.

Discussion

As the empirical data above illustrates, trust is often a pre-

requisite for participation -both initial and continued—and 

in an environment of trust pressure, it has to be carefully 

cultivated by the AFN. For AFN research, this aspect is 

potentially liberating from the perspective of the scholar as 

in China, due to the intense trust pressure in society (par-

ticularly concerning food), there is little or no expectation 

for a positive ‘reconnecting’ outcome to emerge from direct 

exchange. This prevents any inclination for AFN scholars 

in China to implicitly assume direct exchange leads to, or 

encourages, a positive outcome in their empirical research 

– a tendency highlighted in global north orientated AFN lit-

erature (Mount 2012; Thorsøe and Kjeldsen 2016). Indeed, 

there was frequently a sense of angst from the producers 

when they were talking about attracting members and devel-

oping their enterprises into financially secure positions. 

Whilst the producers generally felt enthusiastic about their 

enterprises and were convinced about the social and ecologi-

cal benefits of growing and selling ‘greener’ and safe food, 

their prime focus was to design their AFNs around alleviat-

ing consumer concerns.

Strategies used by AFNs to alleviate trust pressure ranged 

from hosting farm visits, ‘wine and dine’ membership events 

and by creating the appearance of being modern. These strat-

egies are a response to the tendency in China for consumers 

to blame individuals, manufacturers and government regu-

latory bodies in China—as opposed to modern ‘branded’ 

companies—and highlights the ‘Holy Grail’ status given 

to modernisation (Yan 2015, p. 281–282). Indeed, as the 

example of ‘cherrygate’ highlighted, the issue of food safety 

in China has tended towards a doubling down on trusting 

famous ‘modern appearing’ brands, in which only the large, 

and ‘seemingly’ reputable, companies can establish (Veeck 

et al. 2008). This example inverts Western expectations that 

would generally expect members to show solidarity with 

the smaller-scale, more personable AFNs that tend to be 

valorised in the global north (Nost 2014; Le Velly and Dufeu 

2016).
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Many of the strategies outlines above tend to alleviate 

trust by celebrating the material qualities of the AFN’s pro-

duce. As consumer participation is primarily centred on the 

texture, taste of the produce and the sense of nostalgia it oft 

time evokes, it is through these material qualities, which 

goes beyond taste, that trust often becomes mediated. Unit-

ing all these material elements was the notion of “fresh-

ness”—the sense of immediacy between harvesting and 

consumption—which in Chinese food culture has a strong 

correlation with perceptions of “good taste, levels of purity, 

and implied nutritional value” (Zhong et al. 2020, p. 179). 

This onus on presenting food as fresh, and the associated 

connotations of taste, purity and nutritional health, has 

therefore emerged as a core strategy for many Chinese AFNs 

to mitigate the trust pressure they are under.

The emphasis on the material qualities of food in Chinese 

AFNs has pushed producers to devote much time to managing 

the consumers’ expectation of the sometimes unusual aspects 

of organic produce—which is often quite variable in regard to 

taste and appearance. Managing these expectations is difficult 

in face of conventional food networks, where consumers trust 

produce because it is presented as being same every time, 

shaping and influenced Chinese eating habits accordingly. In 

China, these habits have typically manifested as a “preference 

for lean pork, tender crisp fresh vegetables, ‘the bigger the 

better’, and evaluations of quality based on the appearance of 

fruit and vegetables” (Zhang and Qi 2019, p. 126). AFNs, on 

the other hand, require “a market structured around an open 

taste, a taste for uncertainty, [which] depends on the cultiva-

tion of consumers who choose ecologically embedded prod-

ucts not in spite of their variability, but because of it (empha-

sis in original)” (Krzywoszynska 2015, p. 500). Thus, Chinese 

AFNs often have to work hard in this regard as not only must 

they cultivate consumers to accept produce variability, but do 

so under circumstances of increased trust pressure.

The careful and deliberate emphasis of foods material 

qualities by many Chinese AFNs is fundamental to creat-

ing trust between producer and consumer, hence its careful 

construction. It is through various technical interventions, 

careful presentation, banqueting, farm visits and online 

media that freshness and the tactile qualities of produce are 

emphasised and used to reassure consumers of the foods 

quality i.e. safety. In particular, this ‘constructedness’ is 

done principally through social media, a medium which 

has become ubiquitous in China for its ability to facilitate 

the networked “consumer-display-based individualiza-

tion” that has slowly become endemic to Chinese society 

the more it has embraced globalised neoliberalism (Tyfield 

2017; Yu 2014).14 In terms of food, social media in China is 

frequently used to highlight one’s diet, with organic, green 

and expensive foodstuffs seen as markers of ‘class’ (suzhi) 

(Klein 2015).

This importance of social media to Chinese AFNs has 

already been noted with Sarah Zhang & Zhixing Zhang’s 

(2012) research on the ‘Little Donkey’ farm—China’s first 

major CSA initiative. Their study highlights the impor-

tance of social media in establishing a more personal form 

of communication by arguing that since micro blogging is 

“convenient”, “instant”, “accessible” and an “embedded” 

form of social networking it can facilitate a viable and 

immediate platform to foster the necessary (i.e. ‘trusting’) 

producer–consumer interaction for AFN projects to work 

(Zhang and Zhang 2012) – a crucial factor when consider-

ing the distances sometimes involved between consumer and 

producer.

I would argue, however, that it is the ability of social 

media to help verify and explain the material qualities of 

food which is perhaps its most salient attribute—especially 

in China due to the form of trust pressure its AFNs operate 

under. By embedding produce in a broader informational 

context, uncertain material qualities (or risks) that may be 

tasteless or invisible, can be contextualised. Indeed, it is 

this ability of social media to celebrate the unusual material 

qualities of organic produce which becomes paramount to 

the functioning of AFNs.

This process of reassurance via social media is crucial for 

the mediation of the Chinese trust pressure as it facilitates 

the positive and trust-reinforcing aspects central to AFNs 

and leads to more embedded forms of exchange. Indeed, that 

both positive and negative (i.e. cherrygate) information can 

be disseminated along these networks, potentially pushing 

consumers away from ‘untrustworthy’ vendors, social media 

“may also bring a risk for companies that do not properly 

manage their relationship with their customers, as negative 

motivations are more likely to generate user response than 

positive motivations” (Elghannam et al. 2020, p. 11). In 

Chinese AFNs, the immediacy lent by social media is in 

many ways required to negotiate the immediate freshness—

and its uncertainties—of the produce that the trust based 

relationship is dependent on. The critical role social media 

plays in negotiating this materiality and the forms of indirect 

reciprocity present in Chinese AFNs suggest that it is the 

network aspect of Chinese AFNs which is key – a differ-

ence from the ‘alternative’ emphasis in U.S. AFNs and the 

emphasis on ‘food’ found in European AFNs (Watts et al. 

2005; Martindale et al. 2018).

14 ‘Consumer-display-based individualization’ is a form of conspicu-

ous consumption that works as ‘conspicuous achievement’ in which 

one’s consumption choices are often articulated as ‘a badge of one’s 

personal (even moral) merit’ (Tyfield 2017, P. 136).
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Conclusion

Chinese case studies are particular apt at demonstrating that 

trust is not an outcome of direct exchange in AFNs per se, 

but is often mediated and negotiated through the food itself. 

This is in keeping with recent scholarship which argues that 

trust, in AFN analysis “should not be perceived as the objec-

tive of AFNs, but rather it should be perceived as a mecha-

nism which enables the network to function” (Thorsøe and 

Kjeldsen 2016, p. 171). These insights are especially illu-

minated in China due to the particular form of trust pressure 

AFNs are under there and the almost complete dependence 

they have on celebrating and managing the material qualities 

of their produce to succeed as initiatives. This trust pressure 

is particularly manifest in a food industry that has been pre-

dominantly shaped around quantity over quality policies and 

has consequently become rife with food safety issues and 

has undermined trust in food certification. For AFN produc-

ers the burden of this trust pressure is particularly acute in 

comparison to their global north counterparts and they have 

had to adapt their enterprises accordingly.

This adaption has come in the form of developing a 

consumer-centric approach that can cater to the cynicism 

and neediness of Chinese consumers regarding the proper-

ties of the produce. Whilst on the surface this has resulted 

in instrumental producer–consumer relationships (i.e. the 

search for safe food) it has also created food networks cen-

tred around the material qualities of food. To facilitate this 

celebration of material qualities many Chinese AFNs have 

had to construct almost their entire apparatus around mak-

ing these qualities visible. They have used a wide variety 

of tools to achieve this, CCTV, tasting sessions, farm visits 

and deploying technical innovations that highlight ecological 

farming approaches. Crucially, however, it’s the immediacy 

lent by social media which has been the most effective in 

this regard of celebrating material qualities. Social media 

facilitates both the accentuation of qualities like seasonality 

and freshness and when necessary, qualifies the uncertain 

aspects the materiality of organic produce also encompasses.

This celebration of taste, freshness, and the tactile 

qualities of food is potentially quite liberating as recent 

AFN literature has begun to emphasise material qualities 

as the key aspect regarding the ‘transformational’ potential 

in AFNs (Turner and Hope 2015; Watts et al. 2018)—as 

opposed to the practice (and proximity) of direct exchange 

alone developing the moral, social and ecological based 

connections between producers and consumers (Mount 

2012; Thorsøe and Kjeldsen). In other words, it is the 

materiality of food that is often key in coproducing a trust-

ing relationship between producers and consumers.

There is a potential here, as supported by recent quan-

titative research in Italian AFNs, for social media use in 

AFNs to positively affect sustainable behaviour change 

in both the purchasing and consumption practices of par-

ticipants (De Bernardi et al. 2019). This is perhaps an 

improvement to the on-site physical exchange of ‘embed-

ded values’, which is only tending to shape purchasing 

behaviours (De Bernardi et al. 2019). In other words, this 

construction of food materiality through social media can 

also pave the way for foods revaluing. Indeed, it is often 

through the social media led discussions on the material 

qualities of food that will lead into producer–consumer 

exchanges regarding food storage ideas, cooking meth-

ods, recipes and other discussions regarding the everyday 

practices centred around food. It is from these forms of 

exchanges that produce becomes more than a good for bar-

ter, as awareness can also be potentially raised concerning 

wider food issues (Clarke et al. 2008; Dowler et al. 2009; 

Turner and Hope 2015).

This focus on material qualities of AFN produce compli-

ments the recent ‘territorial’ approach to AFN research that 

emphasises how these networks should not be studied in 

isolation, but rather as one type of initiative in a larger land-

scape of networks (Lamine et al. 2019). As this landscape 

also includes ‘quality’ food networks and specialty products 

alongside AFNs, they all contribute to having a cumulative 

effect on inducing conventional actors to adapt and change 

some of their practices (Lamine et al. 2019; Leggett 2017). 

In other words, public action is influenced by an increased 

recognition of food issues that all these networks, to vary-

ing degrees, promote. And it is often through the material 

qualities of food, embodied by all these various ‘alternative’ 

procurement options, that this recognition becomes possible.
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