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Introduction
● Current conventional food system - one of the principal causes of the crisis of late modernity 

o environmental degradation (climate change, loss of biodiversity...)

o social problems and conflicts (rise of inequalities, exploitation, anomie, malnutrition…)

o health problems (new diseases, obesity…)

● The dominant responses rely on a change in individual consumer behaviour

o agents of change are ethical consumers motivated to act responsibly

o based on consumers’ education and knowledge about the functioning of the food chain and its 

social, environmental and health effects

● Goal of presentation:

o to propose an alternative way of thinking about what socially inclusive, sustainable 

consumption could look like…

o …by drawing on the household perspective of what constitutes good food
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Alternative food networks
● Crisis of the conventional food system – long-term problem

● A range of alternatives emerged
o against the destructive environmental, social and health 

effects of the dominant system

● Alternatives aimed at protecting

o local farming (community supported agriculture)

o distant plantation workers (Fair Trade)

o human health (organic food)

o non-human life (animal welfare; organic food)

o local traditions and tastes (local provenance labels)

● Alternative Food Networks (AFNs)
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Presumption: the need of educated motivation
● Unacknowledged moralism at work here:

● Presumption that people are naturally inclined to act egoistically in pursuit of their own self-
interest unless they are educated and motivated by knowledge and reason to do otherwise

● Reliance on intentionality:
“….people need to be shown the consequences of their actions in order to be motivated to 
change behaviour, to take responsibility, to become more caring for the world around 
them” (Barnett & Land 2007)

● Key role of knowledge and education as a prerequisite for behavioural change

o Importance of geographical and ecological knowledge about interconnectedness of the 
world (and its unintended consequences)

● Unless exposed to this type of education, people do not already care and behave responsibly

o “…trapped within self-interested, privatised worlds of restricted imagination”  (Pottinger 
2018) 
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Limits to mainstream alternatives
● AFNs and research on AFNs are important in drawing attention to the scale of crisis and 

also to the opportunities for food innovation and creativity

● AFNs can be thought of as “fragments of the beautiful Anthropocene” (Buck 2015)

● But: AFNs’ significance is limited in “quantitative” terms:

o The proportion of alternatively produced food is small (1% of global food trade is organic 
and FT food)

o AFNs often confined to social niches (young, educated, upwardly mobile, middle-class, 
urban people)

o often dependent on unpaid voluntary work or external grants (Sonnino & Griggs-
Trevarthen, 2013) – it makes them vulnerable and unstable

o often geographically isolated

• AFNs’ capacity for “scaling up” and system transformation is limited
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Presumption of „neoliberal subjects“
● The idea of AFNs as a transformative tool to achieve a sustainable food system is part of strategies 

to achieve sustainable consumption as a key to sustainable development

(UNEP Summits etc)

● Central to this goal is the role of consumer – the responsible, educated, neoliberal subject

● It includes a wider set of assumptions:

o individual rationality, consumer choice

o entrepreneurialism, self-improvement (Guthman 2008)

o activism (signing petitions, financial donations & participation in protest, environmental 

group membership

o political engagement

● In other words – the necessary change depends on political, activist participatory behaviours 

associated with models of achieving sustainability in affluent Western democracies

o this model exported to the rest of the world
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An (alternative) view from the East
● What if we start thinking about a sustainable food system from a different perspective

● a perspective of household practices (instead of system goals)

● a perspective of existing everyday practices and decision-making (instead of future 

temporality)

● a perspective of households and social networks (instead of individual rationality)

● a perspective of prosumption (production, distribution and consumption) (instead of 

consumption only)

● a perspective considering „good food“ an enjoyment (instead of learned responsibility)

● ….and see whether – and where - this objective intersects with sustainability and resilience
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Methods and sources of data
● We look at what households do now to obtain good food

● „Simple“ method: looking into households’ kitchens & listening how people talk about food

● Attention to diverse sources of food and the values associated with them

● Sources of data:

● Focus groups (12)

● with diverse stakeholders (conventional consumers, alternative suppliers, food gardeners)

● in diverse geographical settings (urban, suburban, rural) in Czechia

● Interviews with household members and activists 

● Surveys

● data representative of the Czech population in terms of gender, age, educational 

attainment, population size of settlement and region (sample ca 1000 respondents)

● conducted by professional survey agency

● repeated every 5 years since 2005
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Diversity of household food sources
● Almost all households routinely combine several sources of food

● market sources (supermarkets, local food stores, delivery services)

● alternative markets (including AFNs such as farmers’ markets)

● household food production (garden produce etc.)

● food gifts (reciprocal and non-reciprocal sharing)

● foraging and hunting

● The original intention to classify households into conventional and alternative proved unproductive

● Even in households included in the research on the condition that they do not have their own 

garden, non-market sources have a significant presence

● Food from non-market sources valued positively for its "taste" (in visceral as well as social and 

environmental meaning)

● 41,5% of households grow some food (2020)
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Extent of household food production
Proportion of food 
sources (home 
production, gifts and 
market purchase) in 
total food 
consumption of 
households

(respondents’ 
estimates) 

● Only households 
with an access to 
land –
„gardeners“

● 2020 survey
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Reasons for household food production
Structure of first 
reasons for 
household food 
production 
(respondents 
selected three 
most relevant 
reasons from the 
list of nine)

2020 survey 
results
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Reasons for home food production
● „Good food“ reasons prevail  (55% of first reasons for household production)

● fresh food, healthy food

● Productive leisure, a way of life

● many focus group participants visit gardens regularly even outside the growing season

● Economic reasons (saving money) are a part of the motivational mix, but the first reason for 

10% of gardeners only 

● Environmental reasons are the least important motivation 

● but gardeners use sustainable practices to obtain healthy food

● non-certified organic food
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Quiet sustainability
● Contradiction between a cognizant motivation based on education and consciousness, and practical 

behaviour.
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Maintaining social ties through sharing
● Home food production is connected to care for the loved ones through food sharing

● Such food is „valuable“ outside the market relations
● Such food is endowed with ability to foster social ties
● Sharing expands the circle of recipients of non-market food to include households without 

access to land
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Seasonality and changes in food sources
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Average household consumption 
of fruits and veg from diverse 
sources by season (gifts, 
preserves and stored food 
excluded)

• Four month-long diaries in 
2017

• One month in each season

• 27 gardening households in 
Brno, Czechia

Source:



Soil and time: critical resources for scaling up
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● When obtaining food, most households navigate spaces that include both the market and 

alternatives

● This navigation is enabled and constrained by resource availability

● The key resources are availability of land for cultivation (space) and time

● In Czech cities, there are long waiting lists for renting land in an allotments

● Older people are more active gardeners as they have more time for responsible leisure

● Strategies for scaling up sustainable food provisioning can be derived from this:

● Dedicate more space for allotments in the master plans of cities and villages

● Reduce the number of working hours per week

● Non-market household food production cannot solve all the problems of the food system

● But: creating conditions for households to have more space and time available to engage in 

enjoyable activities can significantly reduce these problems



Conclusion I
● Research in Czechia (and other CEE countries) shows the quality of home-grown food and the 

enjoyment of gardening as key motivations for this activity

● the production volume exceeds the production of AFNs by an order of magnitude

● Environmental motivations for this activity is insignificant for most practitioners

● but the food is mostly produced in a sustainable way

● Household food production and sharing is a counterpoint to ethical consumerism

● Which drives most AFNs and is grounded in environmental awareness, learned intentionality 

and conceptually underpinned by the theory of planned behaviour and the ABC model 

(Attitudes drive Behaviour that people Choose to adopt)

● These practices are already widespread rather than associated with scaling up in a hopeful 

future 
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Source: Jehlička and Sovová (2025): Quiet Sustainability (in Vocabulary of Sustainable Consumption)



Conclusion II
● Gardeners’ ambition is to provide their households with good-quality food from accessible 

sources with a preference to food whose quality and origin is immediately known

● Direct and embodied experiences with food production shape gardeners’ understandings of food 

quality: the best food can be obtained from sources which operate outside, or on the margins of, 

the market economy

● The garden time (cyclic), determined by natural rhythms, is associated with a higher value food

● it structures the gardeners’ practices also in the market and alternative market segments of food 

economies

● Diversifying food sources strengthens societal resilience. 
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Thank you for your attention! 
danek@sci.muni.cz   petr.jehlicka@soc.cas.cz  lucie.sovova@wur.nl jan.vavra@soc.cas.cz

https://tichaudrzitelnost.geogr.muni.cz/cs/
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