
Vol.:(0123456789)1 3

Agriculture and Human Values 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10460-023-10478-8

(Un)intended lock‑in: Chile’s organic agriculture law and the possibility 
of transformation towards more sustainable food systems

Maria Contesse1   · Jessica Duncan2 · Katharine Legun3 · Laurens Klerkx1,4

Accepted: 5 June 2023 
© The Author(s) 2023

Abstract
Food systems transformations require coherent policies and improved understandings of the drivers and institutional dynam-
ics that shape (un)sustainable food systems outcomes. In this paper, we introduce the Chilean National Organic Agriculture 
Law as a case of a policy process seeking to institutionalize a recognized pathway towards more sustainable food systems. 
Drawing from institutional theory we make visible multiple, and at times competing, logics (i.e., values, assumptions and 
practices) of different actors implicated in organic agriculture in Chile. More specifically, our findings identify five main 
institutional transformative logics underpinning the interests and actions of organic actors. However, we find that the Law 
was not motivated by these logics and did not advance them. Rather, the Law was designed to support a market niche tar-
geted to elite consumers and to reinforce agricultural exports. As a result, the Law constrains rather than enables the practice 
of organic agriculture and access to organic food by consumers, especially at the domestic level. We note that attention to 
institutional logics in the analysis of food systems, and specifically food system transformation, is relevant to more compre-
hensive assessments of the transformational potential of food systems policies. We conclude that there is a need to further 
consider and make visible the way in which different drivers (i.e., laws) are constituted through and by diverse, and often 
competing, institutional logics.

Keywords  Food systems transformation · Public policy · Food systems drivers · Institutional logics · Organic agriculture · 
Conventionalization
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Introduction

There is a global consensus around the need for sustain-
able food system transformations (HLPE 2020; Webb 
et al. 2020). Food system transformations imply a change 
of mental modes, social practices, and the development of 
new values, alongside a destabilization of the assumptions, 
models, methods, and practices of current mainstream food 
systems (Duncan et al. 2022). Sustainable food system trans-
formations are marked by a normative component based on 
sustainability values (Béné 2022). Such sustainable trans-
formations demand coherent policies and legal frameworks. 
However, the literature on food systems suggests many poli-
cies and laws targeting sustainable food systems come to 
undermine their transformative potential (Béné et al. 2019a; 
Baker et al. 2021; Slater et al. 2022), for example, through 
competing proposals for transformation pathways (Lajoie-
O’Malley et al. 2020; Zurek et al. 2021). Organic agriculture 
has been put forward as one pathway for balancing multiple 
sustainable development goals (Reganold and Wachter 2016; 
Eyhorn et al. 2019) with proven environmental (Cespedes-
Leon et al. 2017; Seufert and Ramankutty 2017) and social 
benefits (MacRae et al. 2007; Prihtanti et al. 2014).

Because ‘policy matters’, we need ‘to take seriously 
the sort of politics and policies required to enable organic 
agriculture to be what is imagined’ (Guthman 2005, p. 
313; Tomlinson 2008) and advance our understanding of 
whether existing public policies favour sustainable trans-
formations, or whether they act as disincentives (Arcuri 
2015; Bendjebbar and Fouilleux 2022). Towards this end, 
this paper responds to calls to unpack and further understand 
the underlying forces, trends and processes that drive food 
system change to formulate more effective sustainable food 
system policy (Fanzo et al. 2020; HLPE 2020; Duncan et al. 
2022). We do this by examining the diverse logics relating 
to the Organic Agriculture Law of Chile to understand what 
these logics are, how these logics relate to institutional log-
ics underpinning the motivations of different organic agri-
culture field actors and how the difference between the two 
relate to the effects of the Law in terms of hindering or sup-
porting sustainable food systems transformation.

Here it is important to note that organic agriculture is 
not a monolithic category: it includes a range of practices 
from multifunctional, small-scale, biodiverse farms to glob-
ally standardised and business-oriented industries targeting 
export with reliance on input substitution-based methods 

(Darnhofer et al. 2010; Migliorini and Wezel 2017; Poméon 
et al. 2018; Niederle et al. 2020). In this paper, we define 
organic agriculture as a farming approach based on pro-
cesses that preserve biodiversity and sustainably use natural 
resources, such as: appropriate soil tillage and conservation 
techniques; crop rotation with leguminous; intercropping 
and functional biodiversity, for example, for pest manage-
ment (Migliorini and Wezel 2017; Eyhorn et al. 2019). Fur-
thermore, we understand organic agriculture to be based on 
food values of health, ecology, fairness and care (De Wit 
and Verhoog 2007), for instance, striving for fairness in 
producer–consumer relationships (Darnhofer et al. 2019). 
Despite relevant critiques and concerns, organic agriculture 
has been developed as an alternative form of food production 
with ambitions to change mainstream food systems (Tovey 
1997; Michelsen 2001a; Niederle et al. 2020).

Starting in the early nineties, organic agriculture began 
to receive policy support at the national and global level 
(Michelsen 2001b; Demiryürek et al. 2008; Dabbert et al. 
2014; Nikol and Jansen 2021). This can be considered a sig-
nificant contribution towards advancing a transition pathway 
given that policy has been identified as a critical driver for 
steering sustainable food systems (iPES Food 2015; Candel 
and Pereira 2017; HLPE 2020). For instance, Denmark and 
Brazil have been cited as positive examples of successful 
organic public policies (Lynggaard 2001; UNCTAD 2008; 
Lamine et al. 2021), partly for contributing to expanding 
organic food consumption through market development 
instruments (UNCTAD 2008).

Nevertheless, organic policies can have adverse impacts 
that undermine organic agriculture´s transformative poten-
tial by restricting its transformative values and political 
aspects (Tovey 1997; Kaltoft 2001; Guthman 2005; Tom-
linson 2008; Arcuri 2015; Bendjebbar and Fouilleux 2022).

Across diverse contexts, studies have shown how organic 
public policies have reflected a move away from movements´ 
politics towards a focus on commercial values (Haedicke 
2016; Fouilleux and Loconto 2017; Lehtimäki and Virtanen 
2020; Nikol and Jansen 2021). Previous studies from the 
Global South and North have shown that a main motiva-
tion for governments to support organic policies has been 
the development of export organic agriculture as means of 
economic growth (Campbell and Liepins 2001; Demiryürek 
et al. 2008; Gao et al. 2017; Darnhofer et al. 2019; Nikol and 
Jansen 2021). Consequently, many national and international 
organic policy debates have been reduced to the institutional-
ization and harmonization of national certification systems. 
One consequence of this has been a shift away from address-
ing issues such as securing the livelihoods of resource-poor 
farmers and domestic food security (Haedicke 2016; Fouil-
leux and Loconto 2017; Bendjebbar and Fouilleux 2022). 
Further, farmers who do opt for organic production face the 
high costs and bureaucratic requirements associated with 
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certification (Veldstra et al. 2014). This leads organic farm-
ers to rely on premium prices (Klonsky and Greene 2005). 
As a result, the dominant way that organic agriculture has 
been enacted in policy (Constance et al. 2008; Tomlinson 
2008) risks that organic agriculture becomes a niche-market 
with premium prices, available by choice to predominantly 
middle-upper class consumers (Adasme-Berríos et al. 2015; 
FIA 2017; Nikol and Jansen 2021).

In this paper, we interrogate these politics and tensions 
through an analysis of the Chilean National System for the 
Certification of Organic Agricultural Products (from now 
on, The Law1). We have selected the case because, first, as 
noted above, organic agriculture has been acknowledged as 
a promising transformative pathway (Eyhorn et al. 2019), 
but it is not without critique. Second, the case provides an 
example of a public policy process to institutionalize organic 
agricultural at the national level as a potentially transforma-
tive food system pathway (Lehtimäki and Virtanen 2020; 
Bendjebbar and Fouilleux 2022). This has been little studied 
in the context of Latin America. Furthermore, while there is 
research about organic agriculture in Chile (Millaleo et al. 
2006; Cespedes-Leon et al. 2017), this has not received 
much attention from the social sciences (Cid-Aguayo 2011) 
and food system transformation perspectives. Third, Chile 
has been identified as a predominantly export-orientated 
organic agriculture country (Hruschka et al. 2021). Thus, 
the case provides insights about current trends in the rapidly 
internationalizing organic global policy debate (Schwind-
enhammer 2017) and the impact of policy on the capacity 
of organic agriculture to advance food system transforma-
tion, particularly in the context of countries from the Global 
South.

To support our analysis we use concepts of ‘organiza-
tional fields’ and ‘institutional logics’ from institutional 
theory. Institutional theory has been widely used to exam-
ine how processes of institutionalization unfold, analyzing 
the (de)institutionalization of mainstream economic and 
social dynamics and the power of transformative institu-
tions; including within organic agriculture policy-making 
processes at the global level (Fouilleux and Loconto 2017; 
Schwindenhammer 2017) and national contexts (Michelsen 
2001b; Legun 2011; Lehtimäki and Virtanen 2020; Bendjeb-
bar and Fouilleux 2022). Some previous studies on organic 
agriculture have used ‘organizational fields’ to examine 

the actions and interactions of different actors in either the 
reproduction or transformation of institutional arrange-
ments (Lynggaard 2001; Michelsen 2001b; Haedicke 2016; 
Schwindenhammer 2017).

The concept of ‘institutional logics’ allows us to examine 
different actors' positions within organizational fields (Reay 
and Hinings 2009; Osei-Amponsah et al. 2018) in relation 
to multiple understandings of the purpose of organic agri-
culture (Haedicke 2016). We opt for an institutional logics 
approach to more finely grasp actors´ values and actions, 
and their implications for sustainable food systems, though 
we acknowledge other approaches (e.g., political economy, 
discourse analysis) could have also been useful to examine 
the underlying politics in the formal institutionalization of 
a sustainable food system pathway (iPES Food 2015; Clapp 
et al. 2018; Béné et al. 2019b; Maughan et al. 2020; Béné 
2022).

In the next section, we explain our theoretical framework. 
Thereafter, we explain our data gathering and analysis meth-
ods. We then present our findings, and we discuss these find-
ings in relation to other studies. Finally, we provide our con-
clusions. Our analysis of the implementation of the organic 
Law in Chile highlights the need to further consider and 
make visible the way in which different drivers (i.e., laws) 
are constituted through and by diverse and often competing 
institutional logics. We argue that attention to institutional 
logics in the analysis of food systems and specifically food 
system transformation is key to more comprehensive assess-
ments in the transformational potential of food.

Theoretical framework

In this paper we apply institutional theory concepts of 
‘organizational fields’ and ‘institutional logics’ to analyze 
the implications of the Chilean Organic Agriculture Law for 
sustainable food systems. Here, we explain these concepts 
and how they were applied.

Organizational fields and institutional logics

Institutional theory is concerned with advancing knowledge 
about the stability (i.e., reproduction) and change (i.e., dis-
ruption) of institutions (Barley and Tolbert 1997). By insti-
tutions, we understand all of the ‘rules of the game’ that 
structure (e.g., enable, constrain) human interaction and 
activity (North 1990, p. 3). Institutions can be formal or 
informal, overt or implicit (Darnhofer 2015). Informal insti-
tutions are cultural and social norms (e.g., value systems). 
Formal institutions are explicit rules (e.g., constitutions, 
laws, property rights) designed and enforced, for instance, 
by governments (Conti et al. 2021). In this work, we focus 
on a formal institution.

1  We use the term ‘The Law’ as is the common name used by peo-
ple in Chile to refer to the country´s ‘National System for the Cer-
tification of Organic Agricultural Products’. This System is consti-
tuted by three interrelated components: (i) The Law Nº 20.089, which 
describes the System´s scope of action, procedures and sanctions; (ii) 
Supreme Decree Nº2 about technical norms regulating organic food 
production and manufacture; (iii) Supreme Decree Nº3 about techni-
cal norms that regulate the System´s functioning.
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We understand organizational fields as ‘those organiza-
tions that in the aggregate, constitute a recognized area of 
institutional life: key suppliers, resource and product con-
sumers, regulatory agencies, and other organizations that 
produce similar services or products’ (DiMaggio and Powell 
1983). The classical organizational field approach assumes 
that field-level dynamics lead to similar structures as field 
actors pursue ‘a common meaning system’ (DiMaggio and 
Powell 1983). Recent studies have demonstrated that organi-
zational fields do not only emerge around organizations with 
similar orientations but usually around agents with compet-
ing interests and values (Schwindenhammer 2017).

‘Institutional logics’ (in short, logics) help us to capture 
the multiple visions, interests, normative understandings and 
practices within an organizational field (Haedicke 2016). 
Here we follow earlier definitions of ‘institutional logics’ as 
the ‘socially constructed, historical [observable] patterns of 
cultural symbols and material practices, assumptions, values 
and rules by which individuals produce and reproduce their 
material subsistence, organize time and space, and provide 
meaning to their daily activity and social reality’ (Thornton 
et al. 2012). In other words, logics are ‘frames of reference’ 
that guide actors´ practices; for instance, helping them to 
give their actions comprehensible and legitimate meanings, 
make sense of their world, construct their actions and identi-
ties, steer attention towards specific problems and solutions, 
define goals, set the rules of the game, allocate power and 
status. Logics are simultaneously embodied through both 
symbolic representations (e.g., language) and concretely 
experienced through material practices (Thornton et al. 
2012). Institutional logics differ from other approaches (e.g., 
discourse analysis, policy framing) in that it also allows to 
examine actors´ practices in consideration of food systems 
transformations.

The ‘institutional logics’ approach promotes the idea 
of ‘embedded agency’: institutions and institutional logics 
both shape and are shaped by individuals and organizations 
(Thornton et al. 2012; Osei-Amponsah et al. 2018). Logics 
shape and influence (e.g., enable, constrain) the cognition 
(e.g., belief systems) and behavior (e.g., practices) of indi-
viduals and organizations (Thornton et al. 2012). However, 
they are not simply passively adopted: actors draw from, 
construct and enact logics according to their values, needs 
or goals (Haedicke 2016). Actors also have the capacity 
to (re)shape and resist prevailing institutional logics, and 
introduce alternate logics through new practices (Hayes and 
Rajão 2011). Hence, logics are not static or deterministic 
within organizational fields; they are instantiated, enacted, 
(re)shaped, and challenged by actors in organizational fields 
(Thornton et al. 2012; Berg Johansen and Boch Waldorff 
2015).

Organizational fields can thus also be understood as the 
practical space where different actors display and play-out 

their respective logics. In organizatoinal fields multiple logics 
often co-exist. The relations between different actors´ logics 
can be complementary, contradictory, competitive, conflicting 
and/or resistant. Contradictory or competing logics can make 
organizational fields arenas of political struggle (Hayes and 
Rajão 2011). For example, institutional logics has been applied 
in previous food system studies as an heuristic to show actors´ 
negotiations about local food systems´ meaning and structure 
(Mars and Schau 2017), or how value-based conflicts about 
food safety consumption affects non-compliance practices of 
formal food safety rule (Mercado et al. 2018). Within sus-
tainability transition studies, institutional logics has proven a 
valuable approach to study the confrontation between actors 
seeking and resisting change (Smink et al. 2015).

Application of the analytical concepts

We consider the Chilean mainstream food system as highly 
institutionalized—both formally and informally—and the 
Chilean Organic Agriculture Law as a process of formally 
institutionalizing a potentially transformative food system 
pathway in public policy. We see the organic sector as an 
organizational field as it is composed of varied organi-
zational field actors (e.g., suppliers, consumers, regula-
tory agencies) with its own recognizable institutions—for 
instance, practices, rules (e.g., standards, the Law)—to 
which all field actors are subject whether they agree or not 
with them.

Previous organic agriculture studies have applied insti-
tutional logics as a fine-grained approach for mapping and 
examining the relations between different actor’s under-
standings and practices within the organic field (Haedicke 
2016). Other food studies have applied it as a framework to 
structure and compare different actor’s food safety logics 
and their implications for food safety regulation (Mercado 
et al. 2018). We apply institutional logics as an heuristic 
to identify and characterize the values, assumptions, and 
practices informing an interest in organic production by 
Chilean field actors. We then look at the logics embedded 
in, and advanced by, the Law. We compare the logics of field 
actors and the Law to analyze what interests and values were 
advanced by institutionalization, and what logics within the 
organic field are not captured by the Law. We reflect on these 
dynamics to consider how this form of institutionalization 
shapes the possibility of food system transformation.

Methods

Case study context

Since the mid 1970’s, Chilean agricultural policies have 
focused on configuring a food export industry as a means 
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of economic development (Sarabia and Peris 2021). Small-
scale farmers policies have been oriented towards ‘recon-
verting’ traditional agriculture into productive farms based 
on green revolution practices (Cid 2014; Martínez et al. 
2017) and integrating farmers into export or domestic indus-
trial value chains (Kay 2002; Cid and Latta 2015). Today, 
Chile´s mainstream horticultural food system presents a 
dual structure (Ríos and Torres 2014)—with combina-
tions therein (Echeverría et al. 2012; Berdegué and López 
2017)—among a fruit export and vegetable domestic sectors. 
The latter is mainly represented by smallholders. In Chile, 
exports exceed imports by far (Jensen 2021). The supply 
from small-scale farmers compensates for the lack of export-
able products at the domestic level (Boza et al. 2019), where 
wholesalers and supermarkets commercialize almost 100% 
of total volume, and are the dominant players in value chains 
where farmers have weak bargaining power (Boitano 2011; 
Gaitán-Cremaschi et al. 2020).

Chilean agricultural policies have been widely recog-
nized as successful (Murray 1999; Melo et al. 2021) partly 
for positioning the country as a world class fruit supplier 
(EU and CONICYT 2007) and consolidating a relevant sec-
tor for the country’s economy (ODEPA 2019a). However, 
this success has been challenged due to Chile’s mainstream 
food systems intensive use of natural resources (Melo et al. 
2021) and exiguous interest in sustainability (Muñoz-Saez 
and Renwick 2022). Impacts include biodiversity loss due 
to extensive monocropping (Torres et al. 2015) and food 
safety problems associated to pesticides use in horticultural 
production (Corral et al. 2017; Zúñiga-Venegas et al. 2021; 
Coria and Elgueta 2022).

Interest in organic agriculture and its organization has 
grown with the expansion of intensive farming. In the eight-
ies, NGOs promoted organic agriculture through rural devel-
opment programs (UNCTAD 2008). In the nineties, the first 
organization of small-medium scale organic domestic farm-
ers emerged (Tierra Viva, 1992—until today) and exports 
by larger organic farmers or companies started (UNCTAD 
2008; Cid-Aguayo 2011). Since 2005, a National Commis-
sion for Organic Agriculture (Comisión Nacional de Agri-
cultura Orgánica—CNAO) has been operating, with partici-
pation from different agencies of the Ministry of Agriculture 
and private sector actors, for the latter to articulate their 
needs to public for support in organic agriculture (Hruschka 
et al. 2021).

In 2006, The National System for the Certification of 
Organic Agricultural Products (The Law) was approved in 
congress and has since then been implemented. It has been 
identified as Chile´s most comprehensive policy in terms 
of food system sustainability for its explicit goal towards 
promoting food systems managed under agroecological 
farm principles (Martínez et al. 2017). In our findings we 
further explain the architecture of this Law. Yet, it is of note 

that while numerous promising alternative vegetable food 
systems based on some forms of organic agriculture exist 
today in Chile, these remain disempowered (Rossing et al. 
2020). Chile has been identified as a predominantly export-
orientated organic agriculture country (Hruschka et al. 2021; 
ODEPA 2021) with an underdeveloped domestic market. 
Around 95% of certified organic hectares (less than 1% of 
cultivated land) are destined to exports, there are few domes-
tic market sites and low levels of consumption (Adasme-
Berríos et  al. 2015; von Meyer-Höfer et  al. 2015; FIA 
2017; Gaitán-Cremaschi et al. 2020). Obstacles to domestic 
organic market development include a lack of information 
for consumers and difficulties distributing a wide range of 
products through different permanent channels (UNCTAD 
2008; Gaitán-Cremaschi et al. 2020).

Data gathering

Because logics are historically contingent patterns that can 
change over time (Thornton et al. 2012), our analysis focuses 
on contemporary logics within the organic agriculture field 
as identified at the time of data gathering. Yet, our analy-
sis deals with the period from the Law policy-making until 
ongoing events and dynamics as articulated by research par-
ticipants. We consider that a retrospective analysis of the 
policy-making process is important for a thorough under-
standing about current logics, from where and why they have 
developed.

Qualitative data was gathered between August 2018 and 
March 2020 in Chile using a combination of methods includ-
ing secondary data review (including, ODEPA 2011, 2019b, 
2021; SAG 2019), purposive semi-structured interviews (54 
in total), and observation.

We first conducted interviews with field actors as identi-
fied in our secondary data review. Through snowball sam-
pling (Miles and Huberman 1994), these first interviews 
allowed us to identify other relevant field actors. Interview-
ees involved a diversity of field actors including domes-
tic farmers from OAEs (Organizaciones de Agricultores 
Ecológicos—Ecological Farmers Organizations), domestic 
farmers-markets developers, export farmers, extensionists, 
representatives from certifying companies, scientists and 
NGOs, and public sector servants from different Ministry 
of Agriculture agencies (Appendix).

Interviews were intended to capture different field actors´ 
organic agriculture values, beliefs, motivations and prac-
tices (i.e., logics). Actors –from public, private, NGOs and 
SOCLA-Chile (Sociedad Científica Latinoamericana de 
Agroecología-Chile) scientists—that participated in law-
making were asked to reconstruct the process and asked 
about what led to its creation. They were also asked about 
cooperation, contestation and negotiation and the issues on 
which these dynamics were centered. Further, they were 
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asked to evaluate the Law: whether it has supported organic 
agriculture and made changes to the mainstream food sys-
tem; whether it has negative aspects or effects; and, whether 
it could be improved. In general, interviewees were asked 
about the main problems they perceive within mainstream 
food systems and how these problems can be addressed 
through organic agriculture, and where appropriate, they 
were asked to describe their own organic practices. All inter-
views were transcribed (in Spanish), coded and analyzed 
using Atlas.ti. To allow interviewees to speak freely, they 
were guaranteed full anonymity, as also stipulated in the 
informed consent form most interviewees signed. To avoid 
traceability, which is quite easy in the small network of 
organic agriculture actors in Chile, we also refrain therefore 
from referring to the organizations or sectors interviewees 
belong to.

To reveal actors´ practices, interviews were comple-
mented with observation in interviewees working space 
(farms, farmers-markets, NGOs demonstrative farms) and 
in CNAO (5 meetings in total). The latter also allowed us 
to understand ongoing political issues around organic agri-
culture in Chile and the Law´s implementation (Wooten and 
Hoffman 2016).

Data analysis

Like other institutional logics studies (Reay and Hinings 
2009; Osei-Amponsah et al. 2018), and in acknowledgement 
that different methods exist (Reay and Jones 2016), here we 
have used an interpretivist analysis to identify institutional 
logics. This means that patterns associated with logics are 
informed by the literature on organic production but emerge 
from inductive data analysis and interpretation. Empirical 
data was analyzed through a combination of deductive and 
inductive coding. Data was first analyzed through deductive 
codes derived from the application of logics constructs, such 
as values, assumptions (or beliefs), and practices. At the 
same time we remained open to other codes; for instance: 
goals, visions, motivations, barriers, complementarities 
or contestations. Subsequently, coded text excerpts were 
revised by the main author to identify and categorize pat-
terns from which, out of interpretative inductive analysis, 
main field logics were derived; each of them with an implicit 
or explicit belief system (e.g., values, assumptions) and 
associated practices (see Table 1 and 2). By ‘pattern’ we 
mean a set of symbols and beliefs expressed in discourse 
(verbal, written), (in)formal norms observable in behavior 
and activity (i.e., practices) that are recognizable and asso-
ciated with an institutional logic or logics (Reay and Jones 
2016). Further analysis of identified logics allowed us to 
examine their relations (e.g., synergies, competition, and 
contradictions) and what these imply for the possibility of 
sustainable food systems.

Findings were presented by the main author in three 
group discussions for feedback and verification. One with 
thirty farmers from different OAEs, another with two officers 
from the Ministry of Agriculture, and one with five members 
of the SOCLA-Chile scientific group. In our Findings we 
illustrate each logic through the empirical gathered data, 
including quotes from interviewees (Reay and Jones 2016).

Findings

In what follows, we first describe organic agriculture logics 
displayed by field actors. Then, we describe the relations 
between these logics. Second, we describe the logics incor-
porated in and supported by the Law. We thereafter analyze 
the effects of the Law and its logics in relation to field actors´ 
logics and to sustainable food systems.

Different field actor’s organic agriculture logics

We identify five organic agriculture logics as commonly dis-
played by different actors working for organic agriculture 
including national NGOs, both domestic and export farm-
ers, certification companies, researchers, and public officers 
sympathetic with organic agriculture. These logics are: a 
human health logic, environmental logic, two market logics 
(export and domestic), a control logic,and a rural develop-
ment logic.

Human health logic

The human health logic contains values of human health 
protection, and the provision of nutritious and secure food. 
For example, a health logic might be expressed by concern 
that food intake does not generate health risks or exposure 
to dangerous substances for those working on agriculture 
(Interview 3, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 15, 16, 30, 31, 33, 41, 43, 48, 
51, 52, 53). The health logic in organics operates under the 
assumption that there are risks associated to high use of pes-
ticides in Chile´s horticultural food systems, specially at the 
domestic level. While Chilean conventional exports comply 
with safety standards for pesticides residues– as required by 
importer countries or international standards (e.g., ISO 65)–, 
at the local level the application of these chemicals remain 
risky for people´s health (Muñoz-Quezada et al. 2012; Cor-
ral et al. 2017; González 2019). As indicated by a farmer 
from an OAE,

“the spirit that this thing should have is that the pro-
duction of food is to nourish the population, even if it 
is for export, not to make people sick” (Interview 8)
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Environmental logic

The environmental logic values nature protection and envi-
ronmental stewardship. Those orienting to the environmental 
logic recognize the impacts that the mainstream agriculture 
practices have on the environment, such as the historical 
effects of monocultures on soil erosion, native deforesta-
tion and biodiversity loss (Interview 1, 26, 33, 42). Also, 
high pesticide use and related environmental pollution are 
recognized (Interview 2, 4, 5, 6, 8, 33, 40, 42, 45, 51, 52, 
53). Under an environmental logic, organic practices oppose 
mainstream practices aimed at maximizing agricultural pro-
duction through artificial inputs or the clearing of native 
flora for extensive monocropping. Instead, organic agricul-
ture practices relate to principles of ecology (Interview 1, 
2, 24, 26, 27, 30, 33, 36, 40, 45) or holism (Interview 34). 
Ecological practices entail working with and encouraging 
agri-ecological systems relations (Interview 26, 33) for food 
production to achieve adequate levels of production based on 
farm-derived and local resources; such as recycling on-farm 

nutrients, managing diseases and pests through the health of 
soils and enhanced biodiversity. Based on these ecological 
practices, organic agriculture is proposed to confront harm-
ful industrialized food landscapes through food production 
that harmoniously coexists with natural ecosystems.

Market logic: export and domestic

There is a market logic wherein we distinguish both an 
export and a domestic market sub-logics. The former 
is held primarily by export field actors such as certify-
ing companies, private extensionists and export farm-
ers. According to interviewees and as observed by pre-
vious studies (Cid-Aguayo 2011), many of these export 
field actors are driven by the environmental and human 
health logics, rather than for business (Interview 1, 34, 
40, 41, 43), and have also been supporting the domes-
tic market logic, either as organic domestic consumers 
(Interview 40, 41), as farmers that both export and sup-
ply the domestic market (Interview 31, 40, Observation in 

Table 1   Institutional logics enacted by different organic agriculture field actors

Different field actors´ organic agriculture logics
Human health logic
 Values Protection of consumers and agricultural workers; provision of secure food
 Assumptions Health risks associated to high use of pesticides in Chile´s food systems
 Practices Ecological practices provide healthy food free of pesticides

Environmental logic
 Values Nature protection, environmental stewardship
 Assumptions Varied environmental impacts of Chile´s mainstream food systems
 Practices Ecological practices confront harmful industrialized food landscapes through food production practices that harmoni-

ously coexist with nature
Market logic
 Values Justice. Against asymmetric power relations in food distribution
 Assumptions Place-based markets with minimum intermediaries may allow farmers to receive higher and fair prices, while reduc-

ing costs in food transport
 Practices Export field actors embedded in global food distribution; though some have supported domestic market development

Domestic farmers organizations create farmers-markets where they set their own rules, prices, and sell directly to 
consumers. NGOs support local actors in developing place-based markets

Control logic
 Values Trust, transparency, credibility. Encourage farmers learning in organic agriculture practices
 Assumptions Mainstream farmers or food processors may claim their produce as organic; either because:

- Farmers lack knowledge about organic farming practices
- Opportunism driven by premium prices

 Practices When the Law was discussed, already:
- Out of self-motivation, some domestic farmers organizations inspected each other´s organic practices
- Export farmers have always (before and after the Law) being subject to private companies certification, as required 

by foreigner markets
Rural development logic
 Values Contribute to poverty alleviation and improving livelihoods in rural areas
 Assumptions Implementing ecological practices may allow farmers to reduce their production costs, work under safe conditions, 

enhance their living place
 Practices NGOs working on knowledge activities for small-scale farmers to implement ecological practices
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Table 2   Institutional logics enacted by the Chilean organic agriculture Law

Institutional logics incorporated and supported by the Chilean System for the Certification of organic agriculture products (The Law)
Provokers of the Law: Export and business logics
Export logic
 Values Positioning Chile within global organic food trade market to support the country´s eco-

nomic development
 Assumptions Chile´s geographical conditions (e.g., counter-season in relation to north hemisphere; 

isolation that protects from foreigners pests and diseases) provide the country with com-
parative advantages for agricultural exports (FIA 2017)

 Practices To ensure Chilean organic exports in as much countries as possible, organic practices 
definition based on foreigner organic agriculture Laws

Ministry of Agriculture agencies actions focused on consolidating export markets; for 
example:

- Providing monetary support to farmers or industries for the opening of foreigner organic 
markets

- Raising statistics about organic export markets, and signing equivalence agreements 
with the EU, Brazil, Switzerland, Australia (currently in process with US, South-Korea, 
Japan)

- There are no statistics about organic agriculture at the domestic level, nor any other public 
sector actions targeted to support the domestic organic market

Business logic
 Values Profitability
 Assumptions Organic products can access better prices than mainstream ones due to certain consumers´ 

willingness to pay more for them
 Practices Ministry of Agriculture agencies actions focused on consolidating profitable markets; 

though, no public actions have been taken to support the organic domestic market as 
compared to the export one

Control and Environmental logics: Induced and shaped by the export and business logics
Control logic
 Values - Promote values of credibility, transparency, legitimacy, trust

- Against values of fraud and opportunism
- Protect organic farmers from unfair competition from mainstream farmers claiming their 

produce as organic
 Assumptions - Mainstream farmers or food processors may claim their produce as organic; because:

- Farmers can lack knowledge about organic practices
- Opportunism driven by organic premium prices
- Thus, need to protect the proper use of the terms organic, biological or ecological agri-

culture

 Practices - All farmers and food processors willing to sell products as organic (or as ecological 
or biological) must follow the Law´s certification process; otherwise they should be 
sanctioned by SAG (the Ministry of Agriculture agency responsible for safeguarding) 
the Law´s correct implementation

- For farmers, this include every year: to elaborate a production plan (e.g., how many 
hectares they will plant, what crops, their yields); fill-in records of all their practices 
through the growing season

- Farmers´ effective implementation of organic practices are inspected by both SAG and 
certification bodies (either private certification companies or an OAEs)

- Certification bodies inspect farmers at least once a year; this includes farm site observa-
tion, gathering and uploading into SAG´s organic website farmers´ fill-in records

- SAG inspects every year both farmers and certification bodies; provides accreditation 
to certification bodies; approves or denies inputs in organic agriculture farming or food 
manufacturing

- Unfulfillment to the Law by farmers, food manufacturers, or certification bodies are 
sanctioned by SAG (e.g., including monetary fines or suspension from the system)

- SAG dispenses to organic farmers or food processors a one year certificate for them to 
be able to prove they do organic practices, as well as the official national organic seal to 
label their produced. The seal is aimed for consumers to identify organic products
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farmers-markets), or through support for the development 
of domestic farmers-markets (Interview 6, 31, 40).

The domestic market logic relates to values of justice 
in response to mainstream domestic market actors´ rela-
tions and dynamics. These relations are shaped by a highly 
concentrated supermarket and wholesale sector, which dis-
empowers farmers who cannot negotiate fair prices and 
conditions (Interview 6, 7, 30, 32, 31, 40, 41, 48, 53). 
The following quote illustrates the farmer-supermarket 
dynamics:

[Supermarkets] asphyxiate farmers until they don´t 
have more air, because they ask them incredible 
conditions, reducing their prices until farmers say 
“no, you know, I can´t breathe anymore”, and when 
farmers are above to decide to die, supermarkets tell 
them “oh, I led you breath now” [interviewee inhales 
profoundly], and then they squeeze them again, until 
the poor farmers … (Interview 41)

Farmers and NGOs enacting the domestic market logic 
criticize the Ministry of Agriculture’s policies aimed at 
connecting medium and small-scale farmers to large retail-
ers and export market. These policies are motivated by the 
assumption that these markets may provide higher revenues 
to farmers, contributing to higher incomes and rural devel-
opment, as confirmed by public servants (Interview 21, 
22). Organic domestic farmers maintain that their interest 
has almost never been to supply supermarkets or to export, 
mainly because they do not align with the skills of producers 
and volume capability (e.g., number of hectares) (Interview 
5, 6, 8, 30, 31, 53). These farmers advocate for place-based 
markets that allow them to set fair prices, reduce costs in 
food transport, sell directly to consumers and build rela-
tions of trust with them (Interview 5, 6, 8, 10, 31, 32, 51, 
53). They advocate for minimal intermediaries only when 
necessary, so to avoid farmers receiving a too small share of 
the final price. In practice, some farmers´ organizations have 

created their own farmers-markets where they set their own 
rules, prices, and sell directly to consumers. Some NGOs 
have supported local actors (e.g., municipalities, farmers) in 
developing or accessing local, place-based markets (Inter-
view 1).

Control logic

Within the market logic we distinguish a control logic that 
was already practiced by different field actor groups when 
the Law was discussed. This logic differs in practice in 
the domestic and export markets. Out of self-motivation, 
members of some domestic farmers organizations inspected 
each other’s organic practices. These kinds of processes are 
often part of what is referred to as participatory guarantee 
systems (PGS). The peer inspections were implemented to 
avoid potential cheating on organic practices, encourage 
consumer’s trust, and to share knowledge among members 
(Interview 5, 6, 8, 9, 10, 31). In the export context, when 
the Law was discussed, foreigner certification companies 
already came to Chile to audit and certify farmers.

The underlying values that underpin the control logic are 
trust, transparency, and credibility. The control logic oper-
ates under the assumption that farmers may sell conventional 
products as organic, either because they lack knowledge 
about organic practices (Interview 2, 5, 6, 9, 50) or to get 
higher prices (Interview 5, 6, 15, 40, 53) and this would 
undermine those values.

Rural development logic

A rural-development logic is shared by diverse actors from 
the field including domestic farmers, some export farmers 
and public officers. It has been developed in practice mainly 
by NGOs like CAEL (Centro Agroecológico Longaví) and 
CET-BioBio (Centro de Educación y Tecnología-BioBio). 
In this logic, organic agriculture (at times agroecology) is 

According to the goals that triggered the Law´s creation, we identify the export and business logics as drivers of the Law, which induce the con-
trol and environmental logics: necessary to ensure Chilean organic exports in profitable niche markets. It can be said that the control and envi-
ronmental logics are at the service of the logics driving the Law

Table 2   (continued)

Environmental logic
 Values Organic products officially defined in the Law as ‘those coming from holistic’ agricultural 

systems which are those that ‘encourage and improve the health of agroecosystems and, 
in particular, biodiversity, biological cycles and soil´s biological activity’ (Law 20.089 
Article 2, SAG 2019)

 Assumptions Organic farming practices may encourage and improve the health of agroecosystems; in 
particular, biodiversity, biological cycles and soil´s biological activity

 Practices - The Law defines compulsory, allowed and forbidden practices in organic farming and 
food manufacturing, and

- Regulates a tripartite certification system to ensure that farmers and food manufacturers 
effectively implement or avoid the practices defined in the Law
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a means to achieve broader goals related to rural poverty 
alleviation and the improvement of small-scale farmer´s 
livelihoods. The assumption is that farmers may improve 
their earnings and quality of life by implementing ecologi-
cal farm practices; not because they may sell organic prod-
ucts at higher prices, but by disrupting their dependence on 
farm external inputs (Interview 1, 18, 26, 31, 30, 33, 36, 
40, 42, 45, 51), providing them with secure working condi-
tions, protecting and enhancing their living-place, and, if 
applied at the landscape-scale, improving their overall sur-
rounding physical environment (Interview 1, 18, 26, 33). 
This logic contests the Ministry of Agriculture´s policies, 
which some interviewees identify as responsible for disrupt-
ing (indigenous) farmers ecological practices from the past, 
making them dependent on inputs like pesticides, fertilizers, 
and seeds and the corporations that develop and sell them 
(Interview 1, 5, 10, 26, 30, 31, 51, 53).

Food systems transformative relations amongst field actor’s 
organic agriculture logics

From the above, we see that all logics—perhaps, with excep-
tion of the export market and control logics—share a trans-
formative agenda for organic agriculture. Organic agricul-
ture emerges as both a criticism and solution to the problems 
of mainstream food systems. To varying degrees, all actors 
display the environmental, human health and rural develop-
ment logics; reflecting what could be considered organic 
agriculture’s core values.

Each of these logics aim to disrupt one or several main-
stream food system institutions. Yet, these logics are not 
exclusive from but coalesce into each other with respect 
of mainstream institutions to be transformed, and sustain-
able food system transformation overall. For instance, 
implementing ecological practices may allow farmers to 
reduce their production costs, work under safe conditions, 
enhance their living place, and supply citizens with secure 
food. Thus, the environmental logic is expected to support 
both the rural development and human health logics. The 
human health and domestic market logics are expected to 
reinforce each other in the need to improve current pesticide 
standards and the delivery of secure food to citizens. The 
domestic market and rural development logics may target 
big corporations´ (e.g., agri-chemical companies, wholesale 
markets) power concentration in the mainstream food sys-
tem. The domestic market sub-logic thus also is expected to 
support the environmental and human health logics. More 
direct farmer-consumer relations may improve effective-
ness in pesticides traceability. The control logic may not 
be considered as transformative on its own, it may support 
other transformative logics by, for instance, contributing to 
assure that organic practices have effectively been imple-
mented, encouraging farmers learning in organic practices 

(environmental and rural development logics), or strength-
ening trust in organic markets (market logic). While each of 
these logics respectively challenge mainstream food system 
institutions, together they create synergies for the construc-
tion of sustainable food systems.

Institutional logics of the Law

The Law has incorporated four logics: a market export logic, 
a control logic, an environmental logic, and a business logic. 
It can be noticed that the Law only aligns to three of the log-
ics identified within the organic organizational field (export, 
control, environmental) while a new logic emerged through 
the Law (business). In Table 2 we provide a characteriza-
tion of the logics enacted by the Law and we explain them 
in this section.

Market export logic

We distinguish the export market logic according to one of 
the main goals that provoked its creation, as well as what 
has been the focus of different government actions since its 
implementation (Table 2). Many interviewees—including 
public and private actors (e.g., export and domestic farm-
ers, certification companies)—suggested that what triggered 
the need for a Law were changes in EU’s organic regulation 
(Interview 12, 14, 15, 40, 41, 42, 43, 44, 45, 53). These 
changes compelled countries wanting to export organic 
products to have a legal, national organic agriculture system 
with state involvement to safeguard its correct implementa-
tion (Interview 12, 15, 14, 42). Specifically, the EU requires 
a tripartite standards governance system that links standard-
setting, certification, and accreditation activities, which are 
inseparable from the market for certified organic products 
(Fouilleux and Loconto 2017).

To ensure Chilean organic exports could access as many 
markets as possible and advance equivalence agreements 
(Interview 12, 13, 34, 54), the definition of organic prac-
tices has been based on reviewing and adapting (Interview 
2, 12, 40, 41, 42, 43, 54) foreign standards, or even adopt-
ing a “copy paste” approach (Interview 2, 12, 42). The 
most stringent interpretation of foreign standards has been 
included in the Chilean system (Interviews 2, 12, 34, 40, 41). 
As mentioned by different interviewees as an example, the 
EU’s organic agriculture guidelines forbid fertilization with 
natural saltpeter (an abundant mineral in Chile) and the US 
organic policy still allows it. In order to ensure the entrance 
of its organic products in both EU and US, Chile opted to 
forbid saltpeter. The same pattern applies to all standards 
from the many diverse countries to which Chile exports 
organic agricultural products; Chile complies with the stand-
ard that will allow it to enter another country’s markets as 
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organic. In line with Chile´s export agricultural policies 
(Sarabia and Peris 2021), organic agriculture appeared as 
an opportunity for Chilean agricultural exports. As a result, 
the market export logic of organic agriculture has been cen-
tral to public sector support and attention (Interview 12, 40, 
41, 42, 43, 54).

Control logic

As required by the EU, the Law sets the rules for a tripar-
tite mechanism of organic farmers and certification body 
practices (Table 2). The Law acknowledges two certification 
bodies: certification companies and OAEs. To date, there 
are 23 OAEs distributed across the country (Eguillor 2022).

In OAEs, farmers organize themselves to inspect each 
other’s practices and obtain organic certification, while 
also being inspected by SAG, to whom they pay only once 
in their lifetime for their subscription and accreditation. 
Through OAEs farmers are allowed to sell at the domestic 
level and export to Brazil, since both countries signed an 
equivalence agreement. The acknowledgement of OAEs in 
the Law resulted from action by domestic farmers against 
the organic export logic endorsed by the public sector. They 
contested that if approved, the Law would oblige them to 
go through a certification process they could not afford, and 
they questioned why they should follow policies imposed 
by foreigner countries whose markets they had no interest 
in accessing (Interview 4, 6, 8, 12, 40, 54).

The aim of the control logic is to protect the proper use of 
the term ‘organic agriculture’ and its equivalents—accord-
ing to the Law: ecological, biological agriculture, or the 
‘combination of these terms’, e.g., ‘agro-ecology’. This has 
been adopted mainly to provide a guarantee to consumers 
(Interview 5, 7, 8, 9, 14, 15, 18) and to strengthen consum-
er’s trust and perceptions of organic agriculture´s legitimacy 
(Interview 5, 6, 8, 9, 14, 15). Nonetheless, from the above 
sub-section (about the Law´s export market logic) we note 
that the main goal for the formal institutionalization of the 
control logic has been to support organic exports.

Environmental logic

The Law defines organic products and agriculture as “those 
coming from holistic” agricultural systems which “encour-
age and improve the health of agroecosystems and, in par-
ticular, biodiversity, biological cycles and soil´s biological 
activity” (Law 20.089 Article 2, SAG 2019). The acknowl-
edgement of organic agriculture by the Law as an holistic 
system resulted from the “battle” (Interview 34) of private 
field actors—including certifying companies and export and 
domestic farmers—against some public-sector actors will-
ing to give prominence to input-substitution approaches, as 

indicated by some interviewees that participated in the law-
making process (Interview 34, 54). This resulted in a Law 
that not only defines forbidden and allowed practices, but 
also makes some practices compulsory; such as the recy-
cling of nutrients through composting, rotations and enhanc-
ing biodiversity through cover crops. This was identified 
as important to diminish organic “input-by-substitution” 
approaches (Interviews 34).

Business logic

We distinguish this logic based on another goal that trig-
gered the Law´s creation, as well as the way the public sec-
tor has being supporting organic agriculture. As indicated 
by an organic private extensionist who participated in the 
law-making process, “what drove this [the Law’s creation] 
was the spirit of conquering niche markets” (Interview 34). 
Here, we note a business logic which conceives organic agri-
culture as a “market niche” (Interview 11, 14, 19, 20, 22) 
where products can access “premium prices” (Interview 34, 
41, 43). For instance, a public extensionist engaged in sup-
porting domestic organic farmers groups signaled to do so 
in an attempt “to help farmers to add [economic] value to 
their production” (Interview 11). Compared to mainstream 
production, organic agriculture may provide higher eco-
nomic returns to farmers due to premium prices, under the 
assumption that organic products have certain qualities (e.g., 
without pesticides, environmentally sound) appreciated by 
certain consumers willing or able to pay more for them.

Effects of the Law and its logics on food systems 
transformation

Some interviewees recognized ways that the Law con-
tributed to organic agriculture. Some indicated that it has 
contributed to the reputation and access of Chilean organic 
agriculture in foreign markets (Interview 34, 41, 54). At 
the national level, it has contributed structure and order to 
the organic field through a common understanding about 
organic farming practices (Interview 2, 5, 6, 8, 9, 15, 54). 
Other interviewees perceive that the existence of a public 
organic agriculture law has legitimized organic agriculture 
as a viable form of agriculture in contrast to past and present 
prejudices that view it as “hippy farming”, unproductive or 
non-profitable (Interview 1, 34, 54). Others celebrate the 
acknowledgment of OAEs for farmers that otherwise cannot 
afford certification (Interview 1, 2, 9, 12, 14, 15).

Besides the above mentioned, interviewees did not iden-
tify other contributions from the Law, and described some 
key shortcomings. Most organic actors contest the lack of 
support for both domestic and export-oriented organic farm-
ers and for the focus on export markets to the neglect of 
domestic market development (Table 2). There remains a 
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need for policies aimed at domestic market development 
(e.g., public purchases, access to physical space in every 
district for organic farmers-markets, informing the popu-
lation about organic food human health benefits alongside 
health risks associated to mainstream food consumption) 
(Observation CNAO). Moreover, besides allowing farmers 
some control over what can be called organic, the Law does 
not include any other actions that would help expand the 
practice of organic agriculture to more farmers and consum-
ers. There also remains a policy need to support learning 
in organic practices, as well as in organizational skills to 
create and maintain OAEs. There is currently no provision 
for organic projects with exclusive public funding or bonus 
scores in public tenders in a way that would acknowledge 
organic agriculture’s social and environmental benefits in 
comparison to mainstream production. Today, organic agri-
culture actors seeking public funding compete equally with 
mainstream producers (Interview 24). We further explain 
these findings in the following sub-sections.

Problems of the control and business logics for organic 
agriculture to be practiced by more farmers and consumers

Despite the growth in terms of hectares under organic man-
agement since the Law's implementation, the number of 
hectares destined for export has stagnated in the last years 
(Interview 12; Observation CNAO). Interviewees explained 
that this is because organic agriculture for exports is con-
strained to crops that can access premium prices (i.e., apples, 
blueberries, wines, wild collection) (Interview 12, 34, 41, 
43). As one public officer explained: 

…We have noticed that a barrier for more farmers 
making organic agriculture is that Chilean export fruit 
price is too good. So, fruit exporters are not interested 
in switching into organic (Interview 12)

This was echoed by a certifying company interviewee 
who said:

If an agricultural product has an excellent value in the 
conventional market, it is not interesting for farmers to 
make the effort to convert their produce into organic. 
But, if what they produce suffers a lowering in its 
price because it is too massive, it is very interesting 
for people to say, “how can I have again an interest-
ing price?”, “converting into organic”. That is a clas-
sic situation that we see. When a product is very well 
paid, nobody asks “how can I convert my production 
into organic?”. Even an entrepreneur with conviction 
made the exercise and told me, “for earning one cent 
more, making the whole effort is not convenient to 

me”. But, when do they come back? When they real-
ize they won´t earn one cent but 30% more if selling 
organic (Interview 41)

These quotes illustrate that at the export level the main or 
only incentive for farmers to transition to organic agriculture 
is to access premium prices (i.e., business logic) that pay 
off the extra investment of certification. Even farmers with 
conviction may not switch to organic if they will not receive 
the economic incentive because farmers face additional work 
when practicing organic compared to mainstream agricul-
ture (DeLind 2000). In our case, additional work and costs 
mainly relate to certification, which affects domestic farmers 
more than export ones. As confirmed by previous studies, 
export farmers or industries pay personnel to make the cer-
tification, whereas OAEs must deal with certification tasks 
and costs by themselves (Hruschka et al. 2021). Despite 
OAEs pay to SAG only once for their registration, every 
year thereafter they must incur in extra-costs (e.g., gas for 
moving between members´ fields, some organizations pay 
members doing the inspections for their time) that seem to 
be overlooked by public officers.

Our findings point to interdependence between the con-
trol—enforced by law—and business logics. On the one 
hand, the control logic reinforces the business logic, as it is 
unlikely most farmers will assume certification extra work 
and costs if they are unable to access premium prices. On the 
other hand, the chance to access premium prices may create 
the incentive for farmers, food manufacturers and commer-
cialization spots to act opportunistically and cut corners or 
even fraudulently label produce as organic, thus, the need 
of a control system. The control and business logics inter-
dependence in theory has positive aspects, but in practice 
can be problematic.

Control strengthens the field´s legitimacy and may 
encourage farmers´ learning (Interview 1, 2, 5, 6, 9, 34). 
Economic incentives also seem an effective incentive to 
encourage more farmers to implement organic agriculture, 
reducing ecological impacts. Thus, the business logic sup-
ports the environmental logic, and perhaps the rural devel-
opment logic in aligning to efforts to raise the income of 
farmers. Yet, these logics only operate if farmers access 
premium prices, which at the export sector is limited to few 
crops, and at the domestic level to a few wealthy districts 
and supermarkets. In supermarkets, retailing organics can 
reproduce unfair conditions for farmers, contradicting their 
motivations for market fairness through organic agriculture 
(as indicated above, in field actors organic agriculture (mar-
ket) logics). Furthermore, raising farmer´s income through 
premium prices represents a deviation from the rural devel-
opment logic as described by organic field actors, aimed at 
improving farmer livelihoods by reducing production costs 
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through ecological practices. The control-business logic´s 
interdependence undermines the rural development logic 
when raising –rather than lowering—farmer´s costs through 
certification processes, particularly at the domestic level 
where they are less likely to receive economic compensa-
tion for this extra investment.

The business logic—reinforced by the control logic—is 
problematic in so far has contributed to shape organic agri-
culture as a market-niche and sustainable or healthy lifestyle 
option targeted to medium-upper class environmentally con-
cerned citizens (McDonnell and Yáñez 2008; FIA 2017). It 
contrasts with the human health logic: to ensure secure food 
to the broader population, denoting a market-incentive-based 
policy making the market rather than a sense of public sector 
obligation the main driver of food systems sustainability out-
comes. Furthermore, at the domestic level, prices are a major 
barrier for more citizens to consume organic produce (Inter-
view 15, 18); being 25% to 100% higher than mainstream 
products (FIA 2017). Supermarkets supply organic products 
due to marketing studies indicating that organic products 
attract citizens with high purchasing power (Interview 41), 
and most distribution points are gourmet shops located in 
wealthy districts (FIA 2017, Interview 41). “Today organic 
is completely stigmatized, and it is very difficult to get rid of 
the elite stigma” (Interview 5). The benefits of legitimacy 
and no longer seeing organics as a ‘hippy’ form of produc-
tion has been displaced by an assumption that organics is 
inaccessible. As pointed out by SAG, export and domestic 
farmers interviewees there is a need to change the business 
logic towards making organic food equal in prices or even 
cheaper than mainstream ones (Interview 5, 15, 18, 30, 31, 
40).

The Law’s logics are largely reproducing the mainstream 
food system

Some interviewees agree that organic for export is an 
advancement towards more sustainable food systems 
through the switch to nonpolluting substances (Interview 1, 
26). However, some domestic farmers, public officers (Inter-
view 24, 26, 27, 33, 30) and export field actors (Interviews 
40, 41, 43) criticize organic production oriented for export 
because it enables large extensions of organic mono-crop-
ping with little biodiversity; poor labor conditions (Interview 
16, 26, 40, 33); or concentrations in water rights among large 
producers, marginalizing small-scale farmers (Interviews 
26, 33). Different interviewees also criticize that organic 
for exports has been the sole focus of public policy. The fol-
lowing quotes illustrate how issues raised by the domestic 
market, rural development, and human health logics have 
remained unchallenged by the Law:

When the Law was discussed, some groups contested 
that, ethically why should we produce clean products 
to feed the Europeans that pay more. Why not produce 
at a local scale, for the local market, for healthy nutri-
tion for the local population, etc. (Interview 54)

The [monetary] support from PROCHILE [a Minis-
try of Agriculture Agency] constrained our actions 
because funding was aimed only for activities related 
to exports. That produced that we could not freely 
deliver resources nor time to other activities, for 
instance, for peasants family agriculture (Interview 
40)

Furthermore, the Law is counterproductive to the 
human health, rural development, and domestic market 
logics, and fails to meaningfully or extensively enact an 
environmental logic. It has institutionalized a system that 
sanctions organic farmers, more-so than conventional 
ones. Conventional farmers are inspected—and eventually 
fined—by public agencies (SAG, Ministry of health), but 
these control mechanisms are proven to be weak and inef-
fective (Interview 6, 12; González 2019; Zúñiga-Venegas 
et al. 2021). Organic actors point out to the paradox that 
farmers implementing environmentally sound practices are 
more controlled and must acquire more additional cer-
tification costs than conventional ones. Something some 
of them consider unfair (Interview 4, 7, 10, 41) and oth-
ers frame as “the world up-side down” (Interview 5, 6, 9, 
33). This indicates that while a whole public sector effort 
(including the government, parliament) has been mobi-
lized to set-up an organic law, this has been done in a way 
that does not disrupt mainstream food system institutions.

One example interviewees cited to illustrate the main-
tenance of mainstream production through the Law related 
to the regulation of spray drift. All organic farmers face 
chemical drift pollution from their conventional neighbors 
(Interview 5, 6, 40, 41, 43, 54). There is no article in the 
Law protecting them from it, so that organic farmers assume 
drift costs and consequences. In setting stringent control to 
organic than mainstream farmers, the Law doesn´t create the 
conditions for fair competition between organic and main-
stream agriculture. As indicated by a public servant:

there is almost no control over conventional agricul-
ture. If you can arrive to the market with produced 
with not allowed residues, for me that is grave. And, it 
is also like organic agriculture cannot compete against 
an agriculture that it is allowed to do everything and 
has no limits (Interview 24)

Organic agriculture´s incapacity to compete with main-
stream agriculture is accentuated by the fact that organic 
policy officers have been mandated to support organic agri-
culture without criticizing the mainstream food system. For 
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instance, they must avoid making claims about the health ben-
efits of organic food (Interview 12, 14, 19, 21) despite food 
safety concerns domestically due to pesticide use (Muñoz-
Quezada et al. 2012; Corral et al. 2017; González 2019) and 
this being a core aspect of an organic human health logic. These 
concerns are widespread: in a meeting of the National Com-
mission of Horticulture, a policy officer suggested that they 
could not support a ‘5 a day’ movement advocating for citi-
zens to consume five or more fruits a day, as such policy could 
imply human health risks due to high levels of pesticides at the 
domestic level (Observation National Commission of Horti-
culture). Yet, organic policy officers are unable to use these 
unsafe pesticide levels to advocate for organics to challenge 
mainstream production. This illustrates how the public sector 
faces barriers to acknowledging problems in dominant conven-
tional food industries, and this is echoed in the Law: it is crafted 
to support only those logics that would fail to confront or chal-
lenge those industries.

Resistance to the Law by organic agriculture 
and agroecology fields actors

We found resistance to the Law among domestic field actors 
including farmers, some NGOs and market developers. Their 
resistance took two forms.

First, some domestic organic farmers or market-develop-
ers resist being compelled to follow certification as stipu-
lated by the Law (Interview 10, 27, 30, 48, 53). Some would 
only seek certification in cases where there is a market that 
offers good conditions and prices, so they might at least 
recover their investment in certification. The issue is, on 
the one hand, that with the exception of wealthy districts, 
there is almost no premium price in the domestic market 
(Interview 5, 10, 44, 48, 53). On the other hand, these actors 
are not driven by a business logic, but by others (i.e., human 
health, environment, rural development, domestic market). 
They display the control logic, and believe control is needed, 
particularly in the absence of direct farmers-consumers 
relations. Yet, they consider that the effort required by the 
current certification system might not be necessary for the 
markets they participate in and pursue; these are place-based 
markets, where consumers and farmers know each other and 
control is based on trust, peer-review among farmers organi-
zations (at the margins of SAG) and by making farms open-
access to consumers. While they do not resist the Law cer-
tification process per se, they advocate for more reflexivity 
about the type of market relations appropriate for mandating 
a singular certification system, particularly in the context of 
alternative market relations where other forms of control 
could be more appropriate (Interview 6, 26, 30, 48, 53).

Second, some interviewees perceived that the Law has 
reduced organic agriculture to a checklist of environmental 

farm practices aligned with business and export logics, and 
leaving issues like extensive organic monocropping with 
little biodiversity and related social issues unchallenged 
(Interview 1, 5, 6, 10, 27, 30, 33, 48, 53). This criticism was 
shared by public sector actors (Interview 15, 16), export field 
actors (certification companies, farmers) (Interview 34, 40, 
42, 43), domestic farmers from both OAEs and those that 
resist current certification (Interview 5, 6, 10, 27, 30, 33, 48, 
53). As a result, some actors do not identify anymore with 
organic agriculture but with other transformative pathways 
such as agroecology or regenerative agriculture (Interview 1, 
27, 30, 33, 48, 53). In their view, agroecology does entail a 
political project that challenges power relations in the main-
stream food system. Export organic field actors continue to 
advocate for organic agriculture but consider that there is a 
need for an ‘Organic 3.0’ agenda, as proposed by IFOAM 
(IFOAM 2017; Migliorini and Wezel 2017) (Interview 34, 
40, 41, 43). Political challenges to business-as-usual are cen-
tral to most organic field actors, and yet, they have not been 
reflected in the Law.

Discussion

In this paper we analysed the case of the Chilean Organic 
Agriculture Law using institutional fields and institutional 
logic to examine how policies and institutions can function 
as drivers or inhibitors of food system transformation. In 
what follows, we reflect on our main findings. First, we 
reflect on the implications of the case for policy intended 
for food system transformations. Second, we reflect on the 
utility of institutional logics as an analytical tool.

Our case shows the policy-making process and imple-
mentation of Chile´s organic agriculture law. While done 
with good intentions from the public sector—to indeed 
support organic agriculture´s development—the public 
sector has selected logics coherent with Chile´s main-
stream food system policies, compatible with productivist 
export oriented industrial agriculture paradigms (Sarabia 
and Peris 2021). Transformative logics that imply changes 
within this mainstream food system have been excluded. 
This has happened by not formally institutionalizing con-
frontational logics in further policy actions, and limiting 
the Law to a strict mechanism of organic farm and food 
manufacturing practices. Exclusion has also happened by 
silencing the relations between organic transformative log-
ics and the mainstream food system. For instance, public 
officers working in and sympathetic with organic agricul-
ture are mandated to support organic, but only in manners 
that avoid criticism to the mainstream food system. This 
resonates with Tomlinson (2008), who explains how in 
the UK organic policies support the institutionalization of 
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organics, but in ways that avoid critique and any compari-
son between organic agriculture and the mainstream food 
system. Furthermore, and in line with previous studies, it 
indicates that despite organic´s formal institutionalization, 
the intention has not been to transform the mainstream 
food system (Martínez et al. 2017). As a result, the Law 
has had the opposite effect: to contain organic agriculture 
and prevent transformation.

Our findings demonstrate how public policy can under-
mine the content of organic agriculture and its transform-
ative potential when it excludes its social, political and 
normative values (or logics); contributing to its depoliti-
cization. This is aligned with the findings of other organic 
agriculture scholars (Tovey 1997; Michelsen 2001b; 
Tomlinson 2008; Arcuri 2015; Lehtimäki and Virtanen 
2020; Bendjebbar and Fouilleux 2022) and food systems 
transformation studies, beyond organic agriculture (Dun-
can and Claeys 2018; Schiller et al. 2019; Béné 2022). In 
Chile, depoliticization has resulted in the creation of an 
organic agriculture policy that, paradoxically, generates 
more obstacles for sustainable and beneficial food produc-
tion than mainstream production partly due to controls 
that are more stringent for organic producers. For instance, 
the costs, bureaucratic requirements, burdensome record 
keeping is onerous for organic certification (Barrett et al. 
2001; Guthman 2004; Veldstra et al. 2014). This has meant 
that in Chile organic agriculture is only possible for a few 
farmers with high levels of conviction or farmers who 
produce a crop that receives a premium price. Moreover, 
when the public sector prevents the circulaion of informa-
tion about problems with high pesticide use or the health 
benefits of organic production, it is less likely that citizens 
will be willing to pay more for organic food. Consequently, 
with the current Law organic agriculture cannot compete 
with the mainstream food system and keeps actors stuck 
in existing production and consumption patterns (Conti 
et al. 2021), being unable to drive the transformation the 
Chilean food system requires (Muñoz-Saez and Renwick 
2022).

Implications of the case for policies intended 
for food system transformation

In view of our findings in relation to previous organic and 
food system transformation studies, our study has two impli-
cations for transformative policies that drive sustainable 
food systems.

First, transformative food system policies will be those 
that purposively aim to the sustainable transformation of 
mainstream food system. This requires a focus beyond poli-
cies supporting or formally institutionalizing transforma-
tive pathways, as seen in our case as well as in previous 

organic agriculture and other transformative pathways stud-
ies (Michelsen 2001b; Mier y Terán Giménez Cacho et al. 
2018; Nicholls and Altieri 2018; Schiller et al. 2019). Such 
policies are needed, but transformation also requires active 
work in disrupting mainstream food systems and engaging 
with them directly. Transformation requires policies that 
disrupt the values, practices, relations, assumptions (i.e., 
logics, institutional) driving unsustainable food systems 
outcomes, and contributing to mainstream system´s lock-in 
(Kuokkanen et al. 2017; Béné 2022). Hence, policy mixes 
are required between policies aiming for the ‘creation’ of 
sustainable institutions and for ‘destabilizing’ (Kivimaa and 
Kern 2016; Rogge and Reichardt 2016) unsustainable ones 
(Eyhorn et al. 2019; Leeuwis et al. 2021; Bendjebbar and 
Fouilleux 2022).

Second, while the state is the only one able to institu-
tionalize transformative food systems in public policies 
(Bendjebbar and Fouilleux 2022), commited non-public 
field actors can be critical in supporting and advancing 
transformative food policies (Campbell and Liepins 2001; 
Constance et al. 2008; Arcuri 2015; Haedicke 2016; Nied-
erle et al. 2020). Committed actors to food system trans-
formation are key in resisting the public sector´s tendency 
to depoliticize food systems transformative pathways and 
policy debates. Their challenge is to develop organizational 
capacity to generate strong coalition discourses (Leeuwis 
et al. 2021) able to re-politicize sustainable food systems 
policy debates (Niederle et al. 2020) and to apply pressure 
to governments (Eyhorn et al. 2019). The challenge for the 
public sector is to balance the contradictions and trade-offs 
between supporting both mainstream and transformative 
food-systems, as well as to acknowledge transformation´s 
inherent political dimension. Hence, it is necessary to mean-
ingfully include committed social movements and private 
sector actors into the policy debate to contest mainstream 
food systems (Campbell and Liepins 2001; Arcuri 2015; 
Bendjebbar and Fouilleux 2022). It is necessary to foster a 
continuous and recursive policy making process of contesta-
tion, cooperation and negotiation among social movements, 
the private and public sector (Campbell and Liepins 2001) 
and make space for their competing logics.

Utility of institutional logics as an analytical tool

Institutional logics provides us with a useful approach to 
unpack and further analyze some of the underlying forces, 
trends and processes involved in food systems change and 
inertia, particularly related to the politics of formal institu-
tionalization. Institutional logics allowed us to capture the 
understandings, motivations and actions tied to organic agri-
culture by different field actors, and to analyze how these 
related to those embedded in the Law. This helped us to 
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further analyze two things: First, how different logics may 
affect mainstream food system transformation or reproduc-
tion; Second, the power relations between different actors 
created through unequal representation of logics in the 
Law. For example, the public sector captured and locked-in 
a transformative pathway, making visible the way in which 
different drivers (i.e., laws) are constituted through and by 
diverse and often competing institutional logics that exist in 
unequal conditions of power.

A number of sustainable food systems frameworks have high-
lighted the importance of unpacking and further understanding 
the processes involved in food systems drivers, as ultimately 
these drive (un)sustainable food-systems outcomes (iPES Food 
2015; HLPE 2020). Institutional logics is an approach that can 
aid and deepen these analyses, not only by offering a way to 
consider processes and drivers at play in the politics of formal 
institutionalization, but also by complementing other approaches 
(e.g., political economy, policy framing) by providing an analyti-
cal tool to make visible often contested and competing values, 
interests and practices in sustainable food systems politics and 
policymaking. We have shown how important it is to explore 
the logics that inform these drivers, for instance, to demystify 
the particular claims made by some actors (e.g., public sector) 
in relation to advancing transformative food system pathways 
(e.g., organic agriculture) by formal institutions. As in our case, 
it cannot be assumed that the existence of an organic agriculture 
Law—supposedly Chile´s most comprehensive policy in terms 
of food system sustainability (Martínez et al. 2017)—is putting 
us in the right direction towards sustainable food systems. Insti-
tutional logics can provide more comprehensive understanding 
and assessments in the transformational potential of food sys-
tems policies.

Conclusion: policies as drivers of sustainable 
food systems transformations

The urgent need for sustainable food systems transformations 
demands coherent policies and legal frameworks. However, 
the literature on food systems suggests many policies targeting 
sustainable food systems may undermine their transformative 
potential. Through the case study of the Chilean National Sys-
tem for the Certification of Organic Agricultural Products and 
the use of institutional theory concepts—namely: institutional 
fields and institutional logics—this paper examines the poli-
tics of a (supposedly) sustainable food system policy, and their 
implications for the role of policy as a driver of sustainable food 
systems transformation.

Our case shows an organic agriculture policy that ulti-
mately serves to perpetuate the mainstream food system, 
inhibiting, even obstructing, food system transformation. 

We find there is no a real intention towards food system 
transformation, with the public sector still committed to 
mainstream modes of food production and circulation (Dun-
can and Pascucci 2017). Despite being recommended as a 
potential sustainable food system transformation pathway 
and its increasing institutionalization in different national 
contexts in last decades, considerably less public financial 
support is put towards organic than to mainstream food sys-
tems worldwide (Vanloqueren and Baret 2009; Reganold 
and Wachter 2016). Furthermore, transforming mainstream 
food systems implies trade-offs for the public sector; includ-
ing uncertainty (Duncan et al. 2022), and sunk costs from 
(past) investments in mainstream food systems chosen by 
governments (Kuokkanen et al. 2017; Conti et al. 2021). 
In addition, overtly acknowledging the benefits of organic 
agriculture in relation to the mainstream food system the 
public sector supports, implies making public serious politi-
cal issues associated with high pesticides use in horticulture. 
To avoid these challenges, governments may formally insti-
tutionalize transformative pathways, but in ways that fail to 
challenge the mainstream system, keeping transformative 
food system pathways marginalized, at bay, or locked-out 
(Kuokkanen et al. 2017; Béné 2022).

Previous food system studies have identified different mecha-
nisms to lock-in mainstream systems (Kuokkanen et al. 2017; 
Conti et al. 2021). One is through the depoliticization and neu-
tralization of transformative pathways, as shown in our case and 
observed by previous food system organic agriculture studies. 
This can occur through selecting (‘cherry picking’ (Béné 2022)) 
these pathways´ aspects that are coherent with the mainstream 
food system policy agenda. Political aspects that imply a disrup-
tion of dominant mainstream systems are ignored or hidden. 
This has also been conceptualized as transformative pathway’s 
co-optation (Campbell 2001; Wezel et al. 2018) appropriation 
or capture (Pel 2016; Schiller et al. 2019) by actors that resist 
food systems transformations; including the public sector. Con-
sequently, policies concerning transformative food system path-
ways are made under mainstream food systems logics contribut-
ing to their reproduction and incremental changes.

Transformations are inherently political, and can only be 
accomplished by understanding and addressing the power 
relations that underlie attempts at change (Scoones et al. 
2015). As our research indicates, institutional logics are one 
way to further understand how transformation is motivated 
and mobilized, but ultimately placated and subsumed in the 
service of powerful economic interests.

Appendix

See Table 3.
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