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Abstract – Local food systems are more apparent and 
more fully developed in urban or peri-urban areas of 
the United States suggesting better opportunities for 
food and farm businesses in those regions than in re-
mote rural areas. However, much of the North Ameri-
can scholarship on local food systems is biased to-
wards urban food systems, with rural often only as-
sumed in the inclusion of small or alternative farmers. 
Through a series of 10 focus groups in the Midwest, we 
found that rural consumers participate in local food 
systems in distinctive ways that may bypass formal 
economic channels, such as self-provisioning; sharing 
and reciprocity; or informal arrangements. Some of 
these forms of participation might constrain expansion 
of more fully developed formal markets in rural areas. 
Many of them depend upon inclusion in social net-
works. We raise questions about the nature of food 
systems in rural areas and how they can potentially 
contribute to rural development.1 
 

INTRODUCTION 
Local food systems are often envisioned as an eco-
nomic development strategy: by consuming locally-
produced foods residents will keep more dollars in 
their community. The reality is dependent on the eco-
nomics of local food production and the linkages be-
tween local producers and the rest of the local econ-
omy. From the limited data available, local food sys-
tems in the US are more apparent and more fully de-
veloped in urban or peri-urban areas. This raises an 
important question: Do remote rural communities in 
these regions benefit from local food system develop-
ment? To answer that question, we must first under-
stand how local food systems operate in rural areas, 
which is the focus of this paper.  

In previous research, we found that local food sys-
tems had net positive effects on associated local 
economies in rural areas even though those effects 
were often small due to the overall development of 
local food systems (Rossi, et al forthcoming). What 
emerged from this research however, is that rural 
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consumers participated in local food systems in ways 
which might limit their rural development potential.  

Scholarship on local food systems in the US is often 
biased towards urban food systems, with exceptions 
like Morton et al (2008), Biermacher et al. (2007), 
and Gasteyer et al (2008).  The lack of attention to 
rural is not surprising, given that rural counties are 
underrepresented in local food sales, with sales high-
est in counties with higher population densities and 
median incomes (Malone and Whitacre, 2012).   

We build on work by McEntee (2010), who concep-
tualizes differing forms of localism, contemporary and 
traditional, in rural areas that may influence partici-
pation channels in local food systems.  Hinrichs and 
Charles (2012:164) remind us that "local food initia-
tives can also build social capital, empower groups 
and individuals, strengthen networks and encourage 
community action” even when spaces are small or 
less economically robust. 

 
METHODS 

As part of a larger project studying local food sys-
tems in rural Midwestern US, our team conducted 17 
focus groups with rural and urban consumers in areas 
of Missouri and Nebraska that explored the idea of 
“local food,” how accessible it was and perceived ben-
efits and challenges of it. For this paper, we separated 
out 10 focus groups that took place in rural areas.  

Table 1: Carsey Institute Typology of Rural Regions 
Declining Resource 
Dependent  
Southeast Nebraska 
• 3,200 farms (3% DTC farms) 
• 9.3 - 18.1% Poverty 
• $38,462 to $51,316 Median 
Income 

Chronically Poor 
Northern Ozarks  (Missouri) 
 4,400 Farms (5% DTC farms) 
• 19.3% - 23.2% Poverty 
• $33,583 - $41,942 Median 
Income 

 
Amenity Driven Growth with 
Resource Base Decline 
• 5,000 Farms (5% DTC farms) 
• 10.7-19.1% Poverty 
• $39,027 to $51,585 Median 
Income 

Amenity Rich  
Not included  
*DTC refers to the percentage 
of farmers selling directly to 
consumers. 
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Focus groups generally had 8-12 participants and 
lasted for 90 minutes. Half of the 10 groups were con-
ducted with “local” shoppers and half with “conven-
tional” shoppers. Participants in both groups were 
asked to describe what they considered “local” food 
and where they acquired it.   

  
RESULTS & DISCUSSION 

Participants believed 'local food is good' and defined 
it by proximity, method of production, and support for 
the community (Hendrickson et al 2015). Here our fo-
cus is to show how rural consumers participate in local 
food systems.  Rural "conventional" and "local" shop-
pers acquire significant amounts of food through self-
provisioning, sharing with friends, family and neigh-
bors, and through informal arrangements.  While ru-
ral conventional shoppers did not often use farmers’ 
markets or other formal market channels to acquire 
local foods, they did frequently participate in local 
food systems through 'traditional localism' (McEntee, 
2010). 
 Self-Provisioning: Participants in all groups ob-
tained local food through gardening, hunting and fish-
ing, e.g. "A lot of people do rely on wild food - hunt-
ing, blackberries, walnuts, mushrooms…." Self-provi-
sioning can mean higher quality food, but it can also 
be an important method of self-reliance and reducing 
food costs.  One participant said "I know there are a 
number of families in [Dale] Co. that if they don't get 
their deer during deer season, they don't have a pro-
tein source of food.  That is there main source of pro-
tein for the year."   
 Sharing and Reciprocity: Rural consumers sourced 
fresh, local produce as well as meat, eggs and occa-
sionally milk through friends and family.  We often 
heard comments like "my brother grows beef ...takes 
them to be butchered then I get part of that" or "I 
took green peppers and eggplant and tomatoes to 
neighbors last night...." Sharing food is frequently re-
ciprocal: "I might have an overabundance of peaches 
and my friend might have pears, so we share and 
that's local." Sharing and reciprocity often grows out 
of acts of self-provisioning such as "my mother-in-law 
does [garden] and then we can all of that stuff and 
then we split it amongst the family." It can cross into 
informal economic arrangements like barter as a 
strategy for reducing costs, e.g. “…that’s where it be-
comes cheaper, too, because you don’t have to buy it 
if you know the guy.  You swap them something.”   
 Informal Arrangements and Networks: Local foods 
flow through social networks.  We heard in every 
group that "people bring stuff to work" and will dis-
tribute produce for free but also for money. Many par-
ticipants bought eggs or made arrangements for meat 

to be supplied by co-workers. These informal arrange-
ments also take place in social institutions: e.g. one 
participant gets local food "at church. It doesn't just 
get brought and everybody throws it on a table, but 
we just bring things for swapping out for different 
things."  In one conventional shoppers group, nearly 
all raised their hands when asked if they were given 
locally produced food; it came from neighbors, co-
workers, parents, 'church people', or as one person 
said "anyone with a tomato plant."  
 Networks matter as a means of procuring locally 
produced food.  In one conventional shoppers group, 
10 of 12 participants had wide experiences with pro-
curing locally produced food.  One who didn't was a 
newcomer from an urban area in California and was 
actively seeking locally produced food without much 
success. Participants in another group mentioned the 
importance of knowing the network: “But a lot of 
time…you've got to have connections to get your local 
meat.”  
 

CONCLUSIONS 
Participation in rural local food systems is much more 
nuanced than many have acknowledged.  One partic-
ipant spoke directly to the imposition of outsider un-
derstandings of "local" when she pointed out that 
while researchers might overlook it, swapping foods 
at church "is local.  That is getting into my kitchen.  
No money exchanged hands, no bartering took place.  
But it’s still local produce. It’s neighbor helping neigh-
bor,... It’s beyond the food, agriculture spectrum that 
you’re looking for, but it’s all that local market."   
 Our research offers support for McEntee's (2010) 
argument that urban bias in local food system re-
search and practice often obscures how they operate 
in rural communities. Sharing, reciprocity and barter-
ing go unreported in formal statistics, even though 
real value moves through these transactions.  Many 
of these forms of food system participation might con-
strain expansion of more fully developed formal mar-
kets in rural areas. These forms of participation may 
depend upon specialized knowledge or inclusion in so-
cial networks which may be unaccessible by all resi-
dents of a community.   
 Further research that documents the nature and 
extent of rural residents' participation in using and 
procuring locally produced foods could provide evi-
dence for new strategies that would strengthen their 
local food systems.  Documenting and describing the 
economic value that moves through informal transac-
tions within these networks could help scholars un-
derstand the potential for rural wealth creation in all 
its forms.  Our findings illustrate the need to refine 
our understanding of the nature of food systems in 
rural areas, and to develop new ways of thinking 



 

 

about how informal market arrangements can poten-
tially contribute to rural development. 
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