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Statements

1 The growth of the demand for organic products is part of a more general shift in food
consumption trends in Europe and in the other industrialised countries that took place
since the seventies. The main characteristics of these new trends are represented by
new consumer values, such as health and quality, and new consumer concerns, such as
food safety.
2 The market for organic products has grown remarkably in Europe during the last ten
years: from being a niche-market for dedicated consumers it is now becoming
mainstream and this success is reshaping the supply chains of organic food.
3 While the first elite of consumers of organic products seems to be motivated by both
environmental and health concerns, the new consumers of organic products are mainly
concerned about health and safety.
4 One of the consequences of organic market's growth during the last decade is a
sophistication in the demand for this type of product. Increasingly the requirements for
quality characteristics of organic products expressed by the new consumers are closer
to those of conventional products, chiefly in terms of aesthetic characteristics,
availability and convenience.
5 The growth of the market for organics in several European countries did not
represent an opportunity for the growth of national organic farming movements and the
demand had to be met by import from other EU and non-EU countries.
6 After the financial incentives provided by the EU Regulation 2078/92 organic
farming has grown more in the South of Europe and in marginal areas rather then in
the North of Europe and in areas characterised by intensive agriculture.
7 Even though organic farming is regulated by the European Union and has been
financially supported by EU funds, there is growing evidence that national, regional
and local institutions can play an important role in promoting the development of
organic farming.
8 Policies for the promotion of organics must find a way of responding to the diverse
contexts of supply and demand.
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1 Reflection on Globalisation

Introduction

This chapter starts with some reflections on the concept of globalisation and reviews
the literature in sociology of agriculture and food and rural sociology that deals with
this issue. Two contrasting bodies of literature are confronted: the political economy
studies that share a macroscopic level of analysis and focus attention on food
production and food industries. These studies underline a key feature of globalisation,
That is the growing homogenisation of food provision brought about by the new
possibilities offered by trade liberalisation processes to TNCs. The second body of
literature, that can be categorised as studies on 'new ruralities', represents a different
line of interpretation of the globalisation phenomenon. Attention is still focussed on
production, but the aspects that are investigated are the 'universal' processes of
endogenisation and selection of scientific and technological knowledge realised by the
actors actually involved in the production processes. The latter studies show that new
forms of production, which are linked to new patterns of consumption based upon the
symbolic nature of food, health concerns, and the desire to promote conservation of the
natural environment, lead to the emergence of many differentiated rural spaces. In
short, this literature suggests that rural change is now driven by a highly 'cultured' set
of consumption aspirations.
The second section of the chapter investigates how these new 'cultured' sets of
consumption aspirations came into being at a specific time in Europe. Firstly a brief
overview of the shift from a historical food scarcity to the present overproduction in
Europe is provided. In the following section the changes that have taken place in the
1990s are described as these indicate some key trends in food culture, including
fragmentation at the micro level, in the context of growing homogenisation at the
macro level. The processes underpinning fragmentation and homogenisation are then
discussed and these include time-saving and shifting, health and safety concerns and a
growing interest in quality. In the final section organic foods consumption, as well as
the growing market for animal friendly produced products and vegetarianism is
discussed as an example of the existence of a new sensibility towards food as elements
of a context of food abundance. The reason for selecting this case is that it not only
illustrates contemporary changes, but also that it shows how ancient food values can be
rediscovered by (post)-traditional consumers. This last point brings the need to
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understand how consumption needs and desires have evolved and how have been
interpreted in social sciences. This point leads to the subject of Chapter 2 that will
review the perspectives in sociology and cultural studies that have addressed this issue.

Reflections on Globalisation
During the last twenty years, the concept of globalisation has come to be widely used
by economists, sociologists, and geographers in order to describe global processes of
political economic 'reslxucturing' (i.e., economic and political changes that have
reduced barriers to trade and facilitated the global mobility of capital). Descriptions of
an ongoing transformation of the world economy have stressed de-monopolisation,
deregulation, the internationalisation of labour and commodity markets, and the
emergence of a new global economic space. This transformation is usually seen as
accompanying a new phase of capitalism which engenders multi-dimensional
processes of transnational and trans-societal change. These processes assume diverse
forms and facilitate 'the flux of goods, people, information, knowledges, and images'"
mostly carrying elements of wealth and prosperity from the West to the rest of the
world (Featherstone 1991:1). Even though globalisation has been conceived in a wide
variety of ways, it is generally understood as a process that operates in the same
fashion in different parts of the world and thus produces cultural homogenisation '
1

Turning to the food sector, many authors have stressed that the major refinements in
food processing, preservation, and transport technologies which have increased the
consumption of durable foods during the last twenty years have also facilitated the
development of a global food system. The meat sector has been similarly modified
with the emergence of the 'global steer' and the ubiquity of McDonalds based on
consumption of the standardised burger. Agricultural sociologists have proposed
different and sometimes contradictory explanations of the globalisation process: some
have stressed the emergence of food production forms linked to a new phase of
capitalism while others simply see a deepening of historic trends. For example,
Friedland (1994,1997) rejects the interpretation of industrial change proposed by Piore
and Sabel (1984), - which suggests we are currently witnessing a transition from the
supposedly bygone era of mass production and mass consumption to a new set of
'rules', 'routines' and 'institutions' that constitute a qualitatively different, historical
phase of capitalist development - as he believes that no such shift in industrial
For a broad discussion of this topic, see Mlinar 1992. This author refers to five dimensions of
globalisation as: increased interdependency at the international level; growth of domination and
dependency; homogenisation of culture; diversification within territorial communities; and as
instruments for overcoming territorial discontinuities.
For a comprehensive review of this topic, see Bonanno, Busch, Friedland, Gouveia, and Mingione
1994; Bonanno 1993; Malassis and Ghersi 1995.
3
See the recent literature on industrial districts and "The Third Italy' e.g. Bagnasco (1988); Amin
(1994).
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organisation has taken place. In his view, the success of niche markets reflects the
growth of a relatively privileged professional-managerial class and occurs side-by-side
with the expansion of an increasingly global system of mass production and
consumption (Friedland 1997:226-231). For Friedland it seems to be the latter that is
the key force for change.
Other authors, such as Antonio and Bonanno (1995), while likewise rejecting Piore and
Sabel's interpretation, distance themselves from Friedland's position by arguing that a
transition from Fordism to post-Fordism is currently taking place, provoking a crisis
and restructuring in the institutions that regulate the relations between capital and
labour. They argue that in an increasingly deregulated environment, where the state's
role has become ambiguous and contradictory, and the power and mobility of capital
has been increased, and trade unions and local communities have experienced an
erosion in their abilities to mediate their relations with capital. In this scenario, new
actors, like transnational corporations, operate at the global level, overcome the
constraints associated with national borders, state regulations toward work and
environment, and other efforts to put limits on the prerogatives of capital, in order to
engage in 'global sourcing' or the search for the least expensive labour and resources
on a global basis.
4

Even though approaches to globalisation vary, as illustrated above, almost all share a
macroscopic level of analysis and give special emphasis to production. Very few give
serious attention to the role of consumption in driving the system of food provision. In
agricultural sociology, these tendencies are manifested in the attention given to
changes in the organisation of agricultural production itself and to the analysis of
social and political institutions that regulate this production. Work of this type
generally focuses upon economies of scale and concentrated ownership, the emergence
and spread of transnational operations, and appearance of similar types of organisation
of production in culturally different and geographically dispersed localities. However,
in the field of rural sociology and sociology of food new concerns are coming to the
fore, prompted by changes in patterns of consumption.
Changes in consumption patterns, such as the new relevance of quality foods in
Western Europe, and the new uses of rural spaces (e.g. for leisure time, environmental
protection activities) have informed a number of studies carried out in Europe in recent
years. These studies - which might be categorised as concerned with the emergence of
'new ruralities' (e.g. Hoggart and Buller 1995, Marsden et al. 1993) - have
concentrated attention on the changes in rural spaces caused by global economic
restructuring processes linked to new demands for new rural products (food,
environment and so on). Studies of rural development which are attentive to the
reproduction of diversified conditions, and describe the new scenarios formed in the
For example, see Bonanno and Constance, (1993) on the tunafishing industry and Heffernan and
Constance, (1994) on global chicken production.

4 The Social Construction of the Marketfor Organic Products

face of contrasting tendencies (globalisation/homogenisation versus individualisation
/diversification), include those on 'farm styles' (van der Ploeg 1990), 'agro-industrial
districts' (Iacoponi 1990; Fanfani 1994; Favia 1995; Brunori and Rossi 1995) and the
cluster of works that go under the common name of 'restructuring the countryside'
(e.g. Murdoch and Marsden 1994).
These studies represent a different line of interpretation of the globalisation
phenomenon. Attention is still focussed on production, but the aspects that are
investigated are the 'universal' processes of endogenisation and selection of scientific
and technological knowledge realised by the actors actually involved in the production
processes. These phenomena have been interpreted as the main reason for the
appearance of technologies and forms of work organisation with strong 'local'
characteristics, as in the amply studied cases of the reproduction of diversified and
specific farm styles in the Netherlands (Van der Ploeg 1990), of the Parmigiano
Reggiano and the fresh fruit districts of Emilia Romagna ( de Roest 2000; Giovannetti
1988; Fanfani 1994), and of quality meat in Umbria (Ventura and van der Meulen
1994). Regardless of the continued existence of mass agricultural production and
consumption processes, these authors show that the era of globalisation has brought
new food circuits into being which have increased the complexity of the global food
system and established many new connections and interdependencies. These studies
show that new forms of production, which are linked to new patterns of consumption
based upon the symbolic nature of food, health concerns, and the desire to promote
conservation of the natural environment, lead to the emergence of many differentiated
rural spaces. In short, rural change is now understood as being driven also by a highly
'cultured' set of consumption aspirations. Before considering how new forms of
consumption are making themselves felt on food producers we will briefly consider the
current trends in consumption that are most relevant.

The new context of consumption: From food scarcity to overproduction
Food consumption in Europe has been changing rapidly over the last fifty years.
During the 1950s and 1960s, in tandem with rapid economic growth, there was an
exponential increase in consumption, which made marked impressions on human
nutrition. The new social pattern that emerged was generally referred to as mass
society (Fabris 1995), whose characteristic features were defined as growing
uniformity of culture and values. In a nutshell, people were believed to share the same
basic values (and above all to want the same things), to share the same objectives in
life, and to crave for the same consumption goods and corresponding services.
Differences in consumption patterns were essentially concerned with the quantity of
good consumed rather than the quality of such goods.
During the 1960s, economic growth promoted social mobility (in the form of an
expanded middle class) and, while the increase in consumption impacted upon the
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nutritional regime mainly in terms of quantity and calorie intake, the issue of quality
started to be discussed. During the 1970s growing importance was attached to the issue
of food quality and quality differentiation processes started to multiply. The quantity of
food that was produced continued to rise so that more affluent consumers situated in a
context of over-abundance began to become more discerning. This trend became very
clear in the 1980s, which has been commonly defined as the years of hedonistic
consumers (Fabris 1995:49-50). By this time, the agro-food market had become
segmented into different market-niches. Much importance was now attached to the
food brands that were shaping consumer shopping preferences. Yet, during this period
the quantity of consumption (most especially of food) increased more slowly than in
the previous 20 years. Indeed, the share of food expenditure in household income
started to decline rapidly. In Italy, for example, food expenditure accounted for 24
percent of household spending in 1984, which was a huge drop from the 1950s figure
of 50 percent. Such trends prevailed across Europe and North America, with the
typical 1980s share of household income spent on food being at around 20 percent,
compared with 15 percent in the USA. In southern Europe (Portugal, Greece, Spain
and Ireland), the tendency was the same, but food accounted for a higher share of the
household budget.
In the 1990s attention turned to quality issues with even more vigour, as market
segmentation increased and the share of food in household income continued to fall.
By 1997, food accounted for just 17 percent of the average Italian household budget,
and this fell to 14 percent in 1998. Subsequently a growing number of consumption
studies pointed out that traditional economic variables, such as food price or household
income, no longer explain household purchasing strategies at the micro-level (Rosa
1998:400). In support of this view, market analysts such as Malassis and Gersi,
(1995:71-75) pointed to the fact that in most industrialised countries the energy limit
(the calories intake per head per year has no longer changed during the last 10 years)
had been achieved. This has led to the 'saturation' of the market for several food items
i.e. a number of products are coming close to their consumption limit. Connected to
such a saturation, as well as to the trends previously explained, a further key reason for
the poor explanatory power of 'traditional' economic variables is that when overall
food expenses represent a minimal rate of the available income, variables like food
price or personal income are no longer determining consumer choice, since most
products are costed within a same 'price bracket' . Conversely, increasing relevance is
now given to socio-economic variables such as formal education, lifestyle and rural or
urban residence (Malassis and Gersi 1995; Fabris 1995).
5

The main effect on the food sector can be described as growing complexity in food
supply processes, represented most starkly by the activities of the retailing companies
This is a technical term in marketing and it means that all the possible final prices of a categories of
products, especially when they cost little money (let's say eggs or milk) they have prices varying
within a limited range that does not influence consumer choice.
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in moulding food choices. Such developments have resulted in two contrasting
tendencies: on the one hand, there has been a growing homogenisation within the EU
countries of food consumption at the macro level (Fanfani and Salluce 1997, in Rosa
1998); on the other hand, there has been a growing fragmentation of food demand at
the micro level. These coexisting and contrasting trends have characterised food
consumption trends over the last decade.

Food consumption in the nineties: Micro fragmentation and macro convergences
Alan Gordon in the OECD report on the Future of Food (1998) argues that within
western Europe, there are two different approaches to food: what he terms the 'fueV
and the ''pleasure' approaches. The United Kingdom, The Netherlands and, to some
extent, Germany, have traditionally been linked to the 'fuel' approach; France, Spain,
Italy and Belgium are in the 'pleasure' camp. The former is characterised by
standardisation and homogenisation while the latter is marked by strong regional
influences and culinary traditions. The same author argues that, apart from the abovementioned differences in food consumption, there are several factors which promote
similarities:
'Until the first half of the nineteenth century, what people ate was mainly influenced
by the natural endowment of their country: Mediterranean climate versus Northern
Europe, types of fruit, vegetables and oils cultivated, pasture availability for cattle
(beef meat, milk), appropriate conditions for wine, cider, beer or spirits, and so on.
These influences remain in varying degrees, but have been attenuated by such factors
as industrialisation (urban living); the development of the food processing industry to
meet the needs of the city-dwellers; organised food retailing; and the intermingling of
food cultures (immigration, travel and media)' (Gordon 1998:93).
Gordon maintains (it would be better to say that he laments) that the countries that first
industrialised have also lost their earlier traditional foods and have developed a
modern, more international food system. For instance,
'the United Kingdom was the first European country to receive (or suffer) the impact
of the Industrial Revolution, and 'cheap food for the labour classes' became a
necessity from the mid-nineteenth century onwards. The peasant farmer had already
been eliminated by the enclosures of the sixteenth, seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries. The result: very little attachment to the soil, destruction of food culture, low
value attachment to bread, regional cheeses and fresh fruit and vegetables '(ibid.,).
Comparing the consumption trends and the variables of price and income, Rosa
(1998:396) highlights the converging processes amongst EU countries. In his
conclusion, notwithstanding the differences in food price and households income in
each different country, EU food consumption tends to be homogeneous at the
macroeconomic level. After having compared the current trends in the both Western
and Eastern European countries, other authors agree with this view (Eisner and
Hartmann 1997; Ryan and Jones 1997 quoted in Rosa 1998). In order to explain this
finding, Rosa outlines the evolution of food expenditure over total expenditure from
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1970 to 1995 (Table 1.1) within Europe, and shows how, in all countries, food
expenditure has decreased in comparison with total family expenditure. Such a
convergent process is particularly strong in the decade 1980-1990: expenditure on
cereals fats, meat, fruit, vegetables, coffee and sugar was stable; consumption of fish
and milk was growing, together with the group generically defined as 'others'. The
demand for proteins was also increasing, and vegetable proteins began to be
substituted for animal proteins. As to cereals, consumption of corn flakes, bakery
products and crackers was growing because these products began to be valued for their
high fibre content. Consumption of animal fats was decreasing and in recent years
these have been replaced by organic fats. These trends indicate a growing consumer
awareness of the effects of food on health, as well as of their deeper understanding of
medical information.
Table 1.1 Food expenses percentages over total consumption in several European countries
and convergence processes
Countries

1970-75

1975-80

1980-85

1985-90

1990-95

Belgium
Denmark
Germany
Spain
Greece
France
Ireland
Italy
Luxembourg
The Netherlands
Portugal
United Kingdom
Average
Stand. Dv.

24.8
25.5
20.1
25.4
43.2
23.4
44.4
31.4
26
21
n.a.
30.6
29.7
8.5

22.7
23.9
18.5
24.5
40.3
21.6
42.7
28.2
23.8
19.7
38.8
29.4
29.9
8.3

21.9
25.1
18.7
25.3
40.5
28.8
42.5
25.7
23.9
19.8
37.8
27.1
28.1
7.9

20.8
23.2
17.5
23.4
39.4
20
36.4
23.4
21.4
19.3
36.1
23.1
25.4
7.5

19.1
22.7
16.4
20.1
37.2
18.8
33.5
22.4
18.2
18.7
33.1
20.9
23.4
7

Convergence to:
-1.40
-0.63
-0.84
-1.17
-1.29
-1.08
-2.81
-2.28
-1.80
-0.50
-1.72
-2.57

-

-

Source: Rosa 1998

The same author underlines the growing relevance of the supermarket chains on the
homologation process (Rosa 1998:403). The distribution chains changed consumers'
habits (decrease in the number of shopping trips, shopping time, and shopping hours)
and also influenced the typology of the purchased food, with a strong dominance of
branded items, over the unbranded. The choice to buy a certain product comes from a
comparison between the different brands and prices and not from a perusal of the
limited numbers of locally produced traditional agricultural products available in
corner shops. And with the emergence of the supermarket chains, consumption tends to
become similar in both the Northern and Mediterranean countries, even though in these
latter areas anthropic and cultural factors still maintain some degrees of specific
influence.

