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Abstract

Throughout history, communities have experienced changes in their food culture and their
cultural interactions and relationships with food. Weak relationships with food, and more
widely with people through food, reduce the perceived cultural value of food and its role in
a healthy lifestyle, which can lead to poor food-related health outcomes. This exploratory
narrative review seeks to explore the extant literature as a grounding for empirical research
focused on differentiating between food culture and the relational and cultural values
associated with food, i.e., articulating the difference between value-based and values-
based food networks. Terms emergent from the academic and grey literature were familial
and cultural grounding of respect for food, through food and via food environments to
develop relationships with food, trust and identity. The concepts of ‘food culture’ and an
individual perceiving a ‘cultural value of food’ were found to be distinct, but not mutually
exclusive. Alternative food networks (AFNs) were positioned as more able to facilitate the
development of values-based food networks than conventional food systems. This work
contributes to improving clarity of language when considering non-financial value and
values associated with food.

Keywords: alternative food networks; commensality; food-related values; food identity;
trust; food culture

1. Introduction
Throughout history, via colonisation, globalisation or migration, communities have

experienced change in their cultural interactions and relationships with food [1]. These are
often categorised by country or region; as an example, the Mediterranean ‘diet’ is generally
seen as a healthier diet [2,3], with consumers displaying a more wholesome relationship
with food, which is perceived to be vital to both community and culture [4,5]. Other re-
gions, like Western Europe and North America, are positioned as having disconnected or
unhealthier relationships with food, with a cultural focus on processed, ultra-processed
and ‘fast’ food, where natural food is less intrinsic to their diets [3]. This diminished quality
of the relationship with food is often linked to unsustainable, trapping food systems [6],
food price volatility, lack of “trust, confidence and morale” and food scandals [7], which
negatively affect mental and physical health, environmental health, and economic and food
system resilience [7–10]. Weak levels of affordability of local or high-quality foods also con-
tribute to food insecurity [11,12]. When combined with a lack of intergenerational cooking
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skills and food-related knowledge exchange, this can have detrimental consequences for
health and wellbeing [13].

In the United Kingdom (UK) and globally, there is vast literature on alternative food
networks (AFNs) or local food networks (LFNs) [14–16], especially the role of farmers’ mar-
kets [17,18]. Further, in recent years, there has been increased engagement by consumers to
participate in AFNs and a resurgence of interest in more natural and local products [19,20],
demonstrating a realignment of the value and values assigned to food and potentially the
emotions surrounding it. New food environments have emerged, demonstrating how “atti-
tudes and values are shifting and the channels through which individuals and households
purchase food are diversifying” [21] (p. 39). There were fewer than 10 UK farmers’ markets
in 1997, rising to over 200 in 2002 and 750 in 2012 [22]. People growing their own food,
especially in urban areas [23], saw allotment demand rise, with 69% of 87 UK councils
having 100–400 people on waiting lists for allotments in 2019, and the COVID-19 pandemic
resulting in 90% of local authorities witnessing a rise in demand for allotments, in one local
authority by 300% [24].

Whilst larger organisations are concentrating on value co-creation and value retention
at scale [25], food micro, small- and medium-sized enterprises (MSMEs) often situated
within these AFNs, work from the bottom up, creating social impact, through responding
to societal values (such as animal welfare, environmental sustainability, circularity and fair
wages and prices) as a catalyst for social change [26–29]. These societal values are framed
by the cultural imperatives of a given community, as in the previous UK example. With
many failings within the contemporary food system, Lingham et al. [30] suggest there is a
need to intellectually and empirically go ‘back to basics’, to understand the people involved
at each stage and location in the food system and what each value; to understand peoples’
emotions and the importance they give to interacting with food and to explore how this
understanding is fundamental to developing a more appropriate, resilient and sustainable
food system. Thus, this exploratory narrative review seeks to explore the extant academic
and grey literature as a grounding to future empirical research focused on differentiating
between the concepts of food culture and the relational and cultural values associated
with food, informing a critique of the difference between value-based supply chains and
values-based food networks.

Multiple studies and much of the literature explore consumers’ attitudinal and be-
havioural relationship with food. This work concentrates on both positioning financial
value (e.g., willingness to pay) and consumers’ perceptions of different characterisations or
claims associated with food products. Indeed, claims such as organic status (production-
related value) or localised food production (supply-related value) seek to link food products
with normative principles and value-based definitions, rather than the intrinsic (product
quality) or emotio-cultural values [30]. Existing research often explores specific AFN exam-
ples or discrete health studies [27,31–33]. The contribution of the paper is to build upon
the alter-values typology coined by Lingham et al. [30] and emergent themes including
familial and cultural grounding of food-related values, food culture, the influence of food
environment, trust and identity. Indeed, seeking to gain a better understanding of the
context herein led to two specific research questions:

RQ1. What contextualization emerges of value-based supply chains and values-based
food networks?

RQ2. What aspects of grounding of food-related values emerge from the literature?
The paper is structured as follows: Section 1 is the introduction and Section 2 positions

the methodological and conceptual grounding of the study. Section 3 explores the narratives
of AFNs and Section 4 considers trust, familial and cultural and environmental grounding
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of relationships with food and food environments and identity to differentiate between
food culture and food-related cultural value. Section 5 concludes the paper.

2. Methodology and Conceptual Grounding
2.1. Methodology

This paper used a grounded foundational review of academic and grey literature
driven by specific search terms and then emergent additional search terms to inductively
derive and develop specific themes and an exploratory narrative to inform future empirical
research. The alternative methodological approach would have been to rely on a deduc-
tive forcing of extant theories, which is not suitable for an emergent, cross-disciplinary
study within the academic literature [34]. The search terms that emerged from the explo-
ration of academic and grey literature using ScienceDirect, Google Scholar and Google are
synthesised in Table 1. Search terms were used in multiple iterative combinations until
evidence saturation was reached, i.e., no additional sources of value were derived from the
searches [35]. Any inferences derived from these sources are framed within this method-
ological caveat. Initially, the terms values, food value and values-based were used to draw
out the value versus values-based discourse. Then the search focused on the AFN literature
in particular. The evidence derived from each search was screened and considered for its
relevance, explanatory power, and applicability to the focus and scope of the narrative
review, shaping this paper through triangulation of secondary evidence [36]. The titles and
abstracts were considered to ensure the remaining papers were relevant and duplication
was removed. The literature was then read, and any audio sources listened to/watched,
screened once again for relevance to the research. A potential limitation of this approach is
that some grey sources cited may not be academically robust in terms of their representa-
tiveness or generalisability but rather support descriptive contextualization of narrative
perspectives. Evidence saturation was determined using Rahimi and Khatooni’s [37] ratio-
nale of theoretical saturation in grounded theory, i.e., evidence saturation is the point in
iterative research when no additional evidence is found that allows for further development
of the properties of the case, its positioning, and meaning, the associated concepts and/or
to deepen the findings associated with the research questions [36]. In summary, context
and thematic saturation occurred when no new themes or relationships emerged from the
evidence available [38]. The Naeem et al. [36] framework has been followed:

• Perspectivization (which has informed the structure of the paper);
• Recapitulation (summarising the findings);
• Integration (connection and sensemaking);
• Crystallisation (reflection and critique);
• Edification (synthesis and conceptual articulation).

Table 1. Search terms used.

Foundational Search Term Term Iterations and Emergent Questions

‘Food system’
‘Values based food networks’
‘Value within food system’

‘Non-financial value within food system’

‘Food values’

‘Food consumption value’
‘Values associated with food’
‘Non-financial food values’

‘Cultural value of food’
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Table 1. Cont.

Foundational Search Term Term Iterations and Emergent Questions

‘How do consumers value food?’ Consumer perceptions of food value’
‘Emotions around food’

‘Food culture’

‘How strong is food culture in the UK?’
‘UK food culture versus Mediterranean food culture’

‘Food and culture’
‘Emotions in food culture’

‘Alternative food networks’

‘Alternative food networks and food values’
‘Food system values’

‘Is food valued differently in alternative food networks?’
‘Do people have connection with food?’

‘Linking producers and consumers’

A total of 180 sources were used to underpin the PRICE approach. Following the
recapitulation phase, the generation of themes arose from a series of reflexive discussions
with all authors, which informed the development of the paper’s narrative and argument.
This ensured quality control and limited the subjectivity of any deductions from any
one author. Initial themes related to the characterisation of the dualism between AFNs
and conventional food systems, and positioning of value versus values, which led to the
development of a typology [30]. Then the constructive grounding of food culture and
food-related cultural values emerged.

2.2. Conflation Causes Confusion: Food Culture or Cultural Value of Food

This section provides a grounding to the distinction in this work between the cultural
value of food and food culture to consider their interchangeable usage in academic literature.
Mingay [39] (p. 2) defined food culture as follows:

“what we do, think and feel around food as an individual or group, within the
social and environmental constructs at that time [influenced by] our surrounding
environments, food socialization and cultural practices (people, place, policy
and time) that interact. . . [it] encompasses cultivated and shared knowledge and
behaviors through inherited ideas and learning and accumulated experience
throughout our lives that mold our beliefs and values around, and relationship
with, food and eating.”

Food culture can be linked to geography or a tradition or practice. Food culture
can thus exist at a variety of levels [40], from the micro-level (family) to the macro-level
(countries, regions, etc.). From a national perspective, cultural events include religious
festivals and family meals and whilst participating individuals may derive non-financial
value linked to, for example, connecting with family during the meal. Food-related cultural
value can be associated with these foods through the positive memories aligned with
them and the practices that continue within familial food culture. Further iterations of
food culture, e.g., eating lunch alone at the computer rather than at a table with others,
do not necessarily engender attitudinal or behavioural engagement with food-related
values. Being exposed to different foods can lead to acculturation via connection and a
food becoming part of an individual’s food culture. Food experiences, such as when on
holiday, ensure traditions remain relevant, such as linking a food with a specific location,
but individuals may choose to then experience those foods, or similar foods, at other times.
This suggests that food culture is adaptive, not static, being a living expression of the
ancestral practice which evolves with human need [41]. Alternatively, it is possible to
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experience food culture without it interfacing with one’s identity or own food culture,
for example:

“Ethnic restaurants. . . appeal to natives of the homeland represented by offering
familiarity and authenticity in foods served. For those who do not share the
ethnicity of a dining establishment, the experience allows them to explore the
novelty of a different and maybe even unfamiliar culinary adventure.” [42] (p. 5)

In summary, cultural value can be associated with the social and cultural significance
and symbolism of food and the connection with food through beliefs, values and identity,
and sharing food (conviviality or commensality) as a form of hospitality or to show respect
for others. This has been articulated as emotion–cultural value [30]. Thus, cultural value
requires an element of proactivity and desire for connection, with the food and with
others through the food. Food culture can be expressed as a form or descriptor of food,
for example, choosing to purchase food from the Italian, Chinese or Japanese sections in
the aisles of a supermarket or seeking to follow the Mediterranean Diet compared to a
Westernised food diet. Food culture can be reinforced by habit and repeated behaviours
and may, or may not, drive an individual to actually perceive an intrinsic value associated
with the food or can align with an individual’s values, beliefs or sense of identity. This
grounding of terms has informed the narrative review. The examples in the paper are given
in the UK context, being the location of the research and for consistency, and supplemented
when examples from other countries strengthen the narrative and argument.

3. Exploring the Narratives on AFNs
AFNs provide an ‘alternative’ to food retail supermarkets for consumers to purchase

food [26]. However, they are not a new phenomenon; indeed, many major UK supermarkets
originated from being MSMEs. Despite their rise in the latter half of the C.20th in the UK
to a point of market domination, consumer participation in AFNs has endured with their
numbers and diversity rising in recent decades, accompanied by a collective desire to
reconnect consumers, producers and food [32,43].

3.1. The Dualism of AFNs and Conventional Food Systems

Financial pressures since the 2007–2008 global economic downturn have led to a
loss of purchasing power within sections of the middle classes [44,45]. The impacts of
Brexit, the Ukraine–Russia conflict and the COVID-19 pandemic have further exacerbated
socio-economic conditions in the UK, resulting in unequal food distribution, the rise in
food aid (e.g., food banks), and a questionable level of food system resilience across these
crises. [46–48]. Politico-social disenchantment too with genetically modified foods, and the
perceived importance of animal welfare, in the UK and across Europe, led to a “rejection of
capitalist produced and retailed food” by some consumers [49] (p. 86) [50]. Environmental
and social consumer awareness of sustainability issues and injustices has also driven the
rise in AFNs in Europe [44,51,52].

The dominance of supermarkets and large corporate agribusinesses has supported
physical, logistical, technical, and transport infrastructural integration, scale and capac-
ity, and the introduction of private agri-food governance structures such as third-party
certification privatising food safety and quality compliance assessment. This dominance
has lead to foreign-direct investment, and multinational corporation-led retail models that
have localised power, driven cost reduction and aggressive competition in a commoditised
food retail market [53–57]. Part of the appeal of financial capital-based markets is that
they allocate the value of goods non-judgmentally; if someone is willing to pay for a food
product and another to sell the food product per se, “the economist does not ask whether
the parties have valued the goods appropriately”, as this would require them to judge the
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virtue of goods and decisions and thus “violate the strictures of a purportedly value-neutral
science.” [58] (p. 127). However, this transactional framing on monetary exchange value
de-links economic attributes from the social and cultural value of food [59,60], whilst
economics itself is perceived as “value-neutral” [58], markets debatably taint the goods
they exchange, reframing the character and meaning of the associated social practice [58],
even corrupting or eliminating any moral, social or cultural pre-existing beliefs in favour
of monetary value. Indeed, supplying an object on purely commercial terms (value), the
“commercialisation effect” will change the perceived innate or intrinsic value of the object
as well as the values such as altruism or love for others, nature, etc., associated with it [61].
In summary, goods traded commercially often become revenue generators alone, changing
purchasers’ perception of them, and facilitating a supply and demand market where price
is king.

Equality of access to supply or purchase food within AFNs is not guaranteed to all
citizens or food businesses. Indeed, lack of agri-food knowledge, the continued domi-
nance of supermarkets, and current food cooking norms have, Lutz and Schachinger [62]
(p. 4791) argued, made it difficult for LFNs to reach the “average” consumer. . . [or to]
make healthy and sustainable food accessible to everyone.” Both supermarket supply
chains and AFNs can be described as operationalising forms of food culture, as, using
Mingay’s definition [39], each format presents a socially constructed food environment
which promotes collective consumer behaviours. However, this does not mean that in
these constructed food environments values-based interactions with food are either present
or promoted. The lack of food belief and values consciousness and socialisation in some
retail environments may limit the control consumers actually have over their own food
choices [63]. Whilst Laroche et al. [64] demonstrate how consumers become increasingly
aware of the power of their purchasing behaviour in directly impacting the agricultural
environment, more recently, Chiffoleau et al. [65] argue that consumers are merely persuad-
able actors at the mercy of the market-based system. Further, markets force consumers to
maximise what they get and minimise what they give, often triggering a form of moral
decay, with markets concentrating only on the financial value of food, or other aspects
influenced by food choices such as ‘time’ [60]. Indeed, markets, and the organisations
within them, have disconnected consumers from the intrinsic value of food, providing
food choices that include environmentally extractive and nutritionally deficient products,
and also cementing convenience as a headline attribute of perceived value [66]. Arguably,
perceiving a cultural value for a food cannot exist when disconnection occurs. AFNs may
facilitate this connection, and thereby cultural value related to food, when value-driven
supply chains cannot, but the wide-ranging diversity of AFNs means it is too simplistic to
suggest a duality of conventional food networks versus AFNs [15,32,67,68]. Indeed, some
food networks consist of a mixing of conventional and alternative elements such as the
global Slow Food International [69] and Urgenci in Italy [70]. Thus, the concept of AFN can
be considered as an umbrella term encompassing multiple production systems, marketing
channels and differing actors [71], with an AFN sometimes engaging with the conventional
system to provide opportunities to expand their activities beyond the niche [26], or offer
the promise of difference [72]. In summary, AFNs provide a ‘food’ network that includes at
least one of the following characteristics [73]: it connects producers, consumers and food;
consists of non-conventional supply and distribution channels; is socially embedded; and
there is an emphasis on food quality. Thereby, they are in a position to facilitate deeper
non-financial values to be associated with the food sold/shared within them.
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3.2. Value-Based Food Supply Chains and Values-Based Food Networks

AFNs can be led by consumers, producer–consumer partnerships, direct selling ini-
tiatives by producers, or by specialist retailers, all seeking to co-create financial and non-
financial value [73,74]. Participants have been described as either engineers or bricoleurs
aiming to escape the “constraints imposed by a particular state of civilization” [75] (p. 13),
capitalist neoliberalism in this case, where the term ‘engineers’ relates to the designing and
organising of a food system, and the resources required to deliver it. Grivins et al. [76] ex-
tend this theme, explaining how AFNs are created via bricolage, the act of self-organisation,
using improvisation, available resources, opportunities and inspiration of an area (geo-
graphic, relational or financial viewpoints). This contrasts with the operationalisation of a
one-size-fits-all financial value-based food system where supermarkets and their modes of
operation and the resources used are increasingly similar, aligned via competition pressure
and the maintenance of institutional norms to form a conventional, isomorphic assem-
blage [77]. Here, value is defined as the “capacity of goods, services or activity to satisfy a
need or provide a benefit [either financial or non-financial] to a person or legal entity” [78]
(p. 292). Further, businesses have attempted to adapt their business models to reduce the
financial foci and increase the non-financial aspects via initiatives such as shared value
and value co-creation [79–81], with some success despite the inherent internal contestation.
AFNs provide a mechanism for creating food-related “circuits of value” [82] where value
can take many forms and in some instances perceived value is shaped by the values held
by individuals which in turn can determine the food choices they make [83].

Dagevos and van Ophem [84] suggest a series of specific food consumption values
which influenced the alter-values typology work of [30], including the positioning of
emotion–cultural value as an influencer of food choice. Food-related values are ‘embedded’
in food environments, where emotions and culture have significant influence on consumers’
connection with food and the people associated with it. Thus, people can connect specific
values with how the food makes them feel and in what context they enjoy it, rooted in their
own cultural values associated with food or through food with the people they are growing,
cooking or eating food with. AFNs exhibit features such as “traceability and provenance,
organic, familiarity, tradition or a connection to a specific place and culture” [85] (p. 75),
allowing the ‘thickening’ of producer–consumer relationships via increased social and
geographic proximity [50] that respect for food (a non-financial value), underpinned by
a specific set of values [83] and gradually producing an associated financial value for
the MSMEs within the AFN. This points to AFNs not only embedding values that create
connection and trust, but also providing cultural value through enhancing consumer
understanding, autonomy, and relationship development. AFNs therefore have a different
value (and values) proposition compared to conventional supermarkets, reorganising
and contesting the extant neoliberal food system, acting as a form of counterculture,
placing emphasis on social values such as food democracy, environmental sustainability,
or improving farmer incomes [86,87]. Efforts to improve social value through economic
viability and ecological sustainability can be promoted through shared value and value
co-creation strategies by transnational corporations at scale [79–81], but they often lack
the relational person-to-person knowledge sharing and embeddedness in a specific area
found in AFNs [88]. The concept of ‘values-based territorial food networks’ (VTFNs) states
that they:

“connect agro-food and related stakeholders within a defined territory, oper-
ating according to a coherent set of ethical values that center on social justice
and wellbeing, environmental integrity, participatory governance and economic
fairness.” [71] (p. 8)
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VTFNs can be developed within transnational corporation procurement strategies
to co-create value, emphasising the importance of ethical values within food systems.
However, whether they are fundamentally values-based or value-based, i.e., whether the
food system relationships created between primary supplier and consumer are interlinked
additive features rather than a form of linear and extractive value is a moot point. In
the AFN context, the defined territory can be values-based, linked to food provision and
governance structures that ‘reclaim’ space and place, within “a territorial mode of food
governance that reflects place differences” [86] (p. 234). Herein, VTFNs and LFNs are
underpinned by an active valuation and revaluation, including determining trade-offs, in
the collective co-creation of values-based food networks which are affected by the creation,
negotiation and evolution of physical, relational and moral aspects and meanings which
inform organisation and allocation of resources for mutual benefit [71,86,89]. In conclusion,
any alterity narrative that focuses on the otherness of AFNs alone is too simplistic and
binary; instead, the focus should be on the hybrid nature of AFNs derived from the
bricolage that occurs in their development and redevelopment over time [90].

3.3. Democratising Food Networks Through AFNs

Food is often used as a politico-economic tool to further the aims and outcomes of
other political priorities [30,91–93]. AFNs can contribute to increased food sovereignty,
allowing communities to carve out a role in their food system [32,68]. Such reorganising
of a food system is arguably the basis for a political, social, cultural and health evolution,
allowing a recalibration of food value within the existing neoliberal paradigm through
increasing consumer autonomy over their choices and values. Whilst the scale and scope
of AFNs reduce their meaningful contribution to global food security, they impact at the
micro-level of individual households and communities [86]. Food democracy reflects
“citizens having the power to determine agro-food policies and practices locally, regionally,
nationally, and globally” [94] (p. 79), expanding beyond the current food system orientation
towards enlightened citizens and building new economic patterns [65,95]. Food democracy
results from action driven by bricoleurs that pressures supermarkets for more supply
chain transparency and advocates for more food security and locally produced food,
for example, the pressure placed on the UK government during the free school meals
campaign [94,96,97]. Empowerment includes both people’s physical access to resources
and a critical understanding of the socio-political context in which they live, giving them
the opportunity to control their destiny and influence decisions affecting their lives [98],
and giving them power to create social change [99]. A greater respect for humans and
food is paramount to achieving citizenship power: as Steel [6] stated, “food is life. . . if
we don’t value food, we don’t value life.” Food can therefore provide a cascade effect
for systems change as a natural outcome of connecting or reconnecting parts of the food
system, for example:

“Interpreting food as an essential and fundamental right of the citizen will be the
only way to give back the right value to food, not only as a product, but as the
keystone of a more complex urban architecture.” [100] (p. 7)

As Fourat et al. [101] (p. 51) suggest, food democracy means that all people have an
“equitable contribution to make through participation.” However, obtaining food democ-
racy in practice can be challenging, fairness often having varied interpretations [102]. Food
democracy requires changes in consumer behaviour and often financial support is required
for smaller producers. Cooperative forms of business can improve the finances of small
producers, enhance consumer access to food and strengthen democratic mechanisms in
agri-food networks [103]. Indeed, whatever theoretical descriptions are assigned to food
democracy, its potential to change the food system and the cultural value derived from food
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from grassroots upwards depends on the ability to connect, reconnect, co-relate and plan
the collective values that communities assign to food, personal participation preferences,
and socio-economic lifestyles. However, whilst food insecurity in many communities in the
UK still persists [104,105], following the 2008 economic crisis and recent supply shocks this
has led to independent questioning of the resilience of the UK food system [7,56,91–93,97],
and questions how poverty and food insecurity have shaped cultural aspects and rela-
tionships with food and those who produce it? Recent academic critiques of the influence
of relational or institutional trust on food purchasing decisions reflect the supermarket
value-based supply system focus on level of performance (price, convenience, choice, etc.),
but this must not be confused with their customers either valuing the food they purchase or
those who have produced it, nor the retailers themselves [106]. Thus transactional interac-
tions around food will focus on aspects of supply–demand and willingness to pay, but this
must not be confused with the degree of customers’ engagement with the food itself [30,67].
The next section of the paper expands on the theme of respecting food itself, how respect
for food is grounded within individuals, and the cultural or emotional connections which
can occur around food.

4. Respect for, and Through, Food
The themes explored herein extend beyond personal, physical and nutritional security

to consider values-based aspects such as identity, culture, and commensality [107–109].
Whilst multiple influences and experiences can influence having a respect for food, three
aspects are considered here: trust, familial and cultural grounding.

4.1. Trust Grounding

Trust as a concept appears regularly in the literature associated with food-related val-
ues, from building trust back into politico-economic structures and supply chains [109–113]
to trust within specific food cultures [113], trust relating to specific production methods such
as organic practices [33,114,115], and the impact of crises on consumer trust [116,117]. Trust
mediates the relationship between producers and consumers through connection [67,114].
According to Thorsøe and Kjeldsen [67], three forms of trust are relevant: relationships
based on reason, developed by showing competency; relationships based on routine via
repeat purchase and creating habits; and trust based on reflexivity, the outcome of re-
peated engagement with the business or the brand. Reason, routine and reflexivity can be
found within all food supply networks. In conventional systems, they exist with a power
“asymmetry” in the supplier–customer relationship(s) in supply chains, often mediated by
forms of institutional trust, e.g., certification, labelling or cues on packaging, verification or
endorsement by third parties [114].

Relational trust, embedded within AFNs, is distinguishable from institutional trust.
Trust witnessed within AFNs is a relationship connection between producers and con-
sumers which facilitates consumers buying credence-based foods based on relational trust,
because ‘I know you, so I trust you’. Relational trust, due to its degree of personalisation,
is difficult to replicate at scale, although a food brand is often a transactional proxy for
relational trust. Cultural aspects and requirements for trust creation differ globally. For
instance, Finnish and UK consumers have been found to have higher levels of trust in food
and food-related organisations than Germans or Greeks [113]. The UK has been described
as having ‘dis-embedded’ trust [118], which is universalistic and institutional rather than
traditional and localised [83]. Thus, merely equipping consumers with knowledge may be
insufficient to reconnect them with food [119]. Arguably, however, neither trust nor vast
knowledge are required when food networks are transparent, and the activities and actions
within them are made visible.
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Some countries may be predisposed to perceiving a greater cultural value associated
with food. For instance, food sharing in Eastern Europe is based on connection, social sup-
port and mutual appreciation and facilitated through an emotional and cultural importance
placed on food [120]. Food provides an opportunity for conviviality and social support,
conversation, social exchange and communication between individuals, families and com-
munities, being so intrinsic to sociocultural heritage that it cannot be separated from their
lifestyles [4,5]. This means that the social practices and food traditions are as important as
the food itself [4], giving a cultural value to those foods and food traditions. Community
connection in the UK was aptly demonstrated during the COVID-19 pandemic [9], and
food was often the medium through which community spirit flourished, with the giving of
time, donating and sharing of food, and a gradual appreciation for community members
experiencing difficult circumstances. However, this has proved to be short-lived, with a
return to existing food-related habits and practices once the pandemic was over.

4.2. Familial and Cultural Grounding

Familial grounding is the food-related dynamics that occur between parents and chil-
dren, when food practices are learned and transmitted [121], explicitly, through verbal com-
munication regarding what to eat and exposure to familial and external information [121],
and implicitly through daily routines and modelling of food behaviours [121–125]. Cooking
together is one such transmission mechanism for engaging others in a respect for food
and respect through food. The act of cooking has been described as the relational, em-
bodied, and experiential “in-between space,” allowing meanings for food to unfold in
the relationships created and fostered between people, as an intangible form of cultural
heritage with a symbolism and significance that engenders food-related cultural beliefs,
values and identity [126]. The physical and cognitive disconnect that arises in countries
such as the UK between parents wanting to spend less time “cooking” but also desiring
more “family time” is stark [127]. Familial priorities and lifestyles can mean less time spent
on shopping, preparation and cooking, meaning children have limited exposure to these
activities, reducing familial grounding in relationships with food [127–129]. Pollan and
Gibney [13] ask:

“Is there any practice less selfish, any labor less alienated, any time less wasted
than preparing something delicious and nourishing for the people you love?”

Indeed, at its most basic level, cooking provides an opportunity to either fulfil a
duty or a desire to develop greater connection with food and to care for dependents or
loved ones [129], especially if familial food provision is perceived as less of a burden and
more as an enriching experience. Appreciation for the food itself is increased through
more frequent food preparation and cooking activity and engendering togetherness [130].
When parents cook with their children at home, it aligns with children’s perception and
increased consumption of vegetables, the so-called IKEA effect [131]. Two antithetical
conditions, at least partly influenced by familial grounding, emotions and identity. These
are neophobia, the reluctance to eat/avoiding new/unfamiliar foods, and neophilia, where
individuals are open to trying new foods [132–139]. The propensity for each may be
partly genetic, with Western cultures exhibiting lower levels of neophobia than Eastern
cultures [133–135]. Some believe neophobia is much more emotive, encompassing a “fear
or loathing (perhaps even disgust) of novel food, which may result in the rejection of
the unfamiliar food item” [133] (p. 1), often deriving from childhood experiences and
parental preferences [136,137]. Holding this feeling may be physically detrimental, with
neophobic consumers consuming a limited, narrow and monotonous diet [138,139], leading
to lower dietary quality (via lower consumption of fruit, vegetables and meats) and higher
body mass index [136,138]. Conversely, neophilic consumers have more diverse diets and
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food experiences [133,138]. A negative association has been suggested between education,
income, urbanisation, and neophobia, the latter reducing when the others increase [140].
Additionally, higher levels of neophobia were found with those who rarely visit restaurants
offering different ethnic foods [133,138,141].

Commensality, the practice of eating with others, affects neophobic/neophilic be-
haviours; the more people eat together [142–144], the greater their willingness to try out
new foods and the lower the neophobia. Children especially are more likely to eat new
foods if their parents, or others eating companions, are eating the same type of food as
them [133], suggesting the existence of a positive feedback mechanism. However, being
neophobic does not mean that an emotional or cultural value cannot be developed for
specific foods. For instance, consuming comfort food creates familiarity representing:

“security, home, or a link with a specific person, place, or time with which
the food has a positive association, providing familiarity and psychological
satisfaction.” [145] (p. 2)

Eating together improves family cohesion [146], is linked to increased consumption of
fruits and vegetables, whole grains, calcium-rich food, protein, and micronutrients, and
reduced consumption of fried food and sugary drinks [147], and positive family meal
attitudes and behaviours [148], and more engagement with local communities through
social eating [149]. Social engagement grounds collective eating experiences and memories
and personal resilience [150]; in South Korea, people eating fewer meals together were
found to have poorer mental health [151]. Benefits for mental health are attributed to aspects
such as laughter and storytelling triggering the endorphin system, both common when
eating with others [152], facilitating social bonding (a form of conviviality). Commensality
via cooking within community cooking and eating initiatives develops when “guests
and volunteers enrich the repertoire of dishes by sharing recipes from their own cultural
backgrounds” [153] (p. 199), providing opportunities to develop a respect for different food
cultures, a cultural value for their foods, and the creation of food memories. On a wider
community scale, the concept of sitting together at the same table, eating the same food,
engenders and deepens social relationships. Marovelli [153] argues that the ‘ritual of the
meal’ reduces anxieties around social differences, bridging between communities, because
cooking and eating together creates a space that facilitates communal ways of thinking
and acting.

Knowledge is also passed between generations or communities, with some concerned
that food knowledge is being depleted [13,127], especially the art of growing food. Growing
food contributes to food security at all income levels by encouraging a more nutritious
diet [154], benefitting both physical and mental health, and economic health and fam-
ily relationships, primarily because the families often garden together [155]. Growing
food arguably creates a deeper appreciation or respect for the food, including wasting
less [156,157]. Knowledge sharing in familial, cultural or cross-cultural settings can lead to
food acculturation, allowing consumers to develop a respect and perceive cultural value
for food not historically associated with their own culture. Where foods from other cultures
are enjoyed without appropriation, they can provide a platform to explore other foods and
can inspire cultural appreciation and respect for these foods too. Cultural appreciation thus
demonstrates the ability of consumers to culturally value a food even when it is not part of
their own food culture. Alternatively, food appropriation is when a particular place-based
cuisine is commercialised by others. Food appropriation delinks food from its cultural
roots, its cultural significance and its cultural value. Exploitation, via repositioning for
mass public consumption, arguably renders the food itself as devoid of cultural context,
with the focus on economic return for the appropriator [158]. Cultural appropriation can
deny the origins of a cultural phenomenon, treating it disrespectfully [159,160] via power
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imbalance, absence of consent, and food fusion to make cultural food more palatable for
other communities “can threaten the foundational stakeholders in the culinary field” [161]
(p. 12). In the UK, the Chicken Tikka Masala curry is embedded within the UK food culture;
available in food service and supermarkets as a ready meal or via processed sauces to use
in cooking. Some might describe the curry as fusion food, a form of temporal multi-cultural
culinary assimilation, but others might describe it as a culinary fiction, a form of inauthentic
mimicry with ‘no precursors in Indian cuisine.’ [162]. Chicken Tikka Masala is part of the
UK food culture, a living archive of fusion gastronomy and hybridised cuisine, the unoffi-
cial national dish, will be linked with food experiences and memories [163], and some argue
has the ability to bridge cultural divides, create economic opportunities, and contribute
to multicultural cohesion [164,165]. The narrative of cultural appreciation and cultural
appropriation in food cultures [166], and respect for food has highlighted environmental
grounding and context as important mediators.

4.3. Environmental Grounding

Food environments have been defined as the

“physical, economic, political and socio-cultural context in which consumers
engage with the food system to make their decisions about acquiring, preparing
and consuming food.” [167] (p. 28)

The “Discovering the Role of Food Environments for Sustainable Food Systems” re-
port (2021) highlights seven dimensions of food environments exist within three themes:
economic (economic and commercial), socio-technical (demographic, local, and commu-
nity based, social and cultural, physical infrastructures, trade, and technological), and
environmental [168], but not explicitly the interaction between financial value and non-
financial values, opportunities to connect food environments with consumers [169] nor
promotion of food democracy or encouraging healthy eating. AFNs can be reformist en-
vironments for responsible consumption [156], a counter cultural cuisine, socio-political
movements, that shape and are shaped both by collective identity and shared emotional
experiences, [170], supporting specific food lifestyles [171,172], but arguably these only
become food cultures when lifestyles, practices, and behaviours are sufficiently embedded.
The “alterity” of AFNs in particular is dependent on the environment, namely social and
spatial contexts, locality, scale, and food materialities [173]. Their research suggested that
UK consumers participate in AFNs more for relationship value than food localisation,
driving an emotional connection with other consumers and producers, through a social
environment that facilitates relationships through food, whereas in Italy, probably due to
existing familial and community grounding, the relationship formed is not only through
food but innately with the food as well and its associated history and traditions [173]. Greek
consumers prefer a direct purchaser–seller supply chain where they can see the quality
of the produce, how it is made, ensure the provenance, and have a personal relationship
with the producer [174–177]. Indeed, Koutsou et al. [177] found that over 76% of Greek
consumers preferred to purchase milk via AFNs rather than from a conventional supply
chain. However, while these studies provide insights into environmental grounding, the
results are not generalisable to all populations in all given locations. Food can be a symbol
of personal identity, group affiliation and cultural identity [178], and, thus, its influence on
identity can exist at many levels from individual to national.

4.4. The Influence of Identity on Relationships with Food

This section will follow identity through specific levels, beginning with personal iden-
tity, towards group level through community, before scaling up to national identity. At
the individual level, from a personal/individual identity perspective, gender has histori-
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cally influenced food behaviours, with women developing greater emotional or cultural
connection with food, especially regarding food preparation and traditions [171,179,180].
More recently, there has been evidence of changing gender influences, especially studies
relating to men cooking and the concept of masculinity. A Swedish study found that, for
some men, cooking with others (friends, partners, children) was considered as enjoyable
as sharing the food [181]. Modern social influences have meant home cooking generally
occurs alone rather than with other family members, cooking being an increasingly solitary
practice [182]. From mimicking others’ behaviour to the desire to fit in, from social media
to local food initiatives, society, whether that be local, national, or international, dictates
much of what is acceptable in terms of an individual’s behaviour.

Social modelling is a practice where people use the eating habits and practices of others
as a guide for their own behaviours through behavioural mimicry, even unconsciously [124].
Stead et al. [183] found that social and symbolic meanings associated with healthy eating
conflicted with identity held in adolescence, such as self-image and fitting in by eating
only peer ‘accepted’ foods. Whilst food studies explore adolescents’ relationship with
and through food [184,185], the narratives relate to aspects of what is ‘cool’ rather than
reflecting on the role of identity in grounding food-related values held towards and through
food. Future research into how adolescents are creating their own longer-term relationships
with food would be particularly pertinent here, and how they are being grounded and
given meaning through familial, group and personal experiences. The relationship between
food, food practices, and national identity is complex, context-dependent and sometimes
heavily contested within and outside specific countries. Further, the role of identity in
grounding food-related values may be limited by a number of factors including accessibility,
affordability and options for utilisation of the food products purchased. If foods that are
related to cultural heritage are neither accessible, affordable nor utilisable then they will
neither be purchased, cooked or consumed.

4.5. Summary

This section has considered the underpinning features of respecting food and the
influence of trust, familial and cultural and environmental grounding of respect for and
through food and the mediating role of identity. In this paper, the concepts of food culture
and cultural value of food have been considered and compared in the context of the alterity
and hybridity of food supply networks. Two research questions have been addressed.
RQ1: What contextualization emerges of value-based supply chains and values-based
food networks? RQ2: What aspects of grounding of food-related values emerge from the
literature? Figure 1 summarises the four aspects of grounding, food culture, cultural value
and alterity.

Figure 1. Aspects of grounding, food culture, cultural value and alterity.
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Whilst the literature often uses the two terms food culture and cultural value of food
interchangeably, this work positions they are different. Table 2 outlines the distinctions that
have emerged in this work between food culture and cultural value of food in terms of
adaptive autonomy/identity, influences, knowledge, scale, and timescale.

Table 2. Distinctions and similarities between food culture and cultural value of food.

Factor Food Culture Cultural Value of Food

Adaptive

Food culture adapts to new social, economic
and environmental factors, trends,
acculturation and appropriation evolving
over time.

Perceived cultural values and respect for food
may adapt as a result of experiences,
memories and familial and
community grounding.

Autonomy/Identity

Social modelling and mimicry drive trends,
fashions and ways of purchasing, cooking
and eating food. Autonomy may be limited if
individuals seek to conform to socially
accepted habits and practices. Strong sense of
personal identity may drive acceptance or
rejection of a given food culture.

Values and beliefs will frame perceived
cultural value of, and respect for, food. This
can be grounded in familial, group or wider
food culture. Identity can be personal,
community or familial and associated beliefs
and values will influence an individual’s
relationship with food.

Influences

Social and environmental constructs around
individuals and communities frame food
culture. Wider community or familial cultural
practices and food socialisation will influence
food culture.

Perceiving a cultural value for or respect for
food will come from familial culture,
experiences, memories and connections made
with food and through food.

Knowledge Knowledge is transmitted by others within
the same food culture.

Knowledge seeking is catalysed by values
and beliefs to better understand food and
how it has been produced. This is sought and
gained by the consumer.

Scale Food culture can be operationalised at an
individual, familial, group or wider level [39].

Focuses on the value the individual holds for
the food itself, and through food.

Timescale
Food culture develops over a period of time
and can change over time due to changing
social, economic or political environment [39].

An individual’s cultural value of food may
change depending on their experiences or
knowledge development/exchange, but it is
less likely to depend on changing social and
environmental constructs.

5. Concluding Thoughts
Drawing together the literature, this paper has explored the concepts of food cul-

ture and cultural value through the lens of AFNs and values-based versus value-based
food networks. The narratives of AFNs, value-based supply chains and valuing food are
explored (RQ1) and the types of grounding (RQ2). The main findings that emerge are,
firstly, that a difference exists between value-based food provision (supply chain model)
and values-based food provision, which is iteratively developed or co-created between
the food producer and their customers, often within AFNs. Whilst there is a focus in
the literature on purchasing or consumption-based value for consumers (willingness to
pay, convenience, choice, etc.), there is a knowledge gap on how values-based approaches
reconnect consumers with their relationships with food and through food. Thirdly, food
culture and holding a cultural value for food are positioned here as different concepts.
Cultural value is associated with the social and cultural significance and symbolism of
food and the connection with food through knowledge, beliefs, values and identity, and
experiences and memories generated when cooking and/or sharing food (conviviality or
commensality), and trust is created through relational connections and familial grounding.
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Memory generation, emotional reinforcement, relationship embedding, knowledge trans-
mission, and cultural repetition all refine and change this relationship throughout people’s
lives. Conversely, food culture is fluid and results from an evolving fusion of traditional
foods and practices, geography, repetitive interaction, acculturation and appropriation of
new foods, and hybrid foods where trust is promoted through institutionalised practices
and processes and environmental grounding. The position here is that the boundaries
between the two concepts can overlap, but this is context-specific.

As consumer experiences and food environments influence consumers’ relationship
with food, the alterity of AFNs allows for reformist, localised approaches to food production.
Whilst many examples of alterity, grounding, food culture and cultural value have been
highlighted throughout the paper, they cannot be generalised. The qualitative approach to
evidence gathering, analysis and interpretation in this study also impacts on generalisability.
Further research could undertake a more quantitative approach considering the themes in
Figure 1 and building a theoretical framework to consider grounding, alterity and cultural
interaction with food more explicitly. The new research questions that emerge for further
empirical work are:

• How are food culture and cultural value of food grounded in both retailer-driven
supply chains and alternative AFNs?

• What are the dynamics that lead to evolution of food culture including acculturation,
appropriation and fusion? What are the trade-offs that occur?

• How can alterity be better framed? What are the emerging AFN models and can they
be scaled?

The contribution of this paper is to provide conceptual underpinning of future empiri-
cal work which will be of value to policy makers and organisations in food supply chains.
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