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A Visual Analysis of Local Food Taste Regime in Conventional and Unconventional 

Marketplaces 

Tyler Thorp | Matthew M. Mars 

 

Abstract. The Local Food Movement (LFM) is composed of a complex network of actors including producers (e.g., 

farmers, ranchers, processors), purveyors (e.g., farmers’ market vendors, retailers, restaurateurs), organizers (e.g., 

farmers’ market operators, food bank administrators) and narrators (e.g., local food journalists). Limited governance 

within local food systems (LFSs) and a lack of consensus on the definition of ‘local food’ provide such actors with 

notable latitude in how they frame the meaning of ‘local’ in the products they produce, market, and sell. The 

expansion of food products that are framed as being local within conventional retail sites may be further convoluting 

the meaning and representation of local food across the disparate market sites that operate within a single LFS (e.g. 

community gardens, farmers’ markets, festivals, grocery stores, roadside stands, you-picks). Thus, consumers are 

left to sort through a variety of elements (e.g., activist, aesthetic, community, cultural, ecological, economic, health 

and wellness) that converge and compete to shape their understanding of local food and guide their consumption 

decisions. Here, I use a structured photo analysis design to explore the elements that influence the visual 

representation of local food within five farmers’ markets and five grocery stores within the Southern Arizona Local 

Food System (SALFS). The theoretical principles of institutional logics guide my identification and analysis of the 

beliefs, motives, practices and values that guide the framing practices and strategies of local food actors within 

various retail settings. Commodification, the act of turning something with intrinsic value into a exchangeable good, 

is used to reveal how the various elements that underpin the LFM are (or are not) being leveraged to support the 

representation of local food products across different retail settings. The theoretical principles of taste regimes, the 

concept that social groups with high levels of cultural capital have the greatest influence over the meaning and 

legitimacy of products within an aesthetically oriented culture of consumption, is used to analyze the similarities and 

differences between the representations of local food within and across the 10 retail locations. The findings illustrate 

how local food framing practices and strategies across conventional and unconventional retail sites foster a local 

food taste regime that is mostly inconsistent with the fundamental principles and values of the LFM. 

Recommendations for local food practitioners and further research are provided.  

Keywords Local Food Systems | Institutional Logics | Commodification | Taste Regime | the Local Food Movement 
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Introduction 

The contemporary local food movement (LFM) is largely viewed as a collective response to the domination 

of industrial, global-scale agriculture (Bauermeister 2016). Yet, local food actors are motivated by a diverse range of 

agendas, assumptions, beliefs, and values that are expressed through various activities and strategies that are 

sometimes complementary and other times oppositional (Mars and Schau 2017a). For example, complementarity 

between various local food motives, activities, and strategies is illustrated by those small-scale farmers and ranchers 

who engage in local food production with the intent of recapturing, “an economic advantage lost in the global 

commodity market [and] to maintain their livelihoods, while conserving land, and promoting environmental and 

social justice” (Bauermeister 2016, p. 123). Conversely, an oppositional dynamic is observed between the motives, 

activities, and strategies of entrepreneurs who leverage local food mostly, if not exclusively, as a market opportunity 

and those actors who primarily engage in local food practices as an expression of socially oriented agendas (e.g., 

activism, community leadership, environmental stewardship) (Mars and Schau 2017b).  

The expansion and diversification of the LFM has occurred with relatively little governance and 

consequently with a high amount of latitude in the interpretation of what is and is not considered legitimate practice 

(Mount 2012; Trivette 2015; Winfree and Watson 2017).  The determination of how products and processes are 

recognized and legitimized as ‘local’ within in a particular LFS is largely left to the diverse activities and strategies 

of producers, distributors, purveyors, and narrators that span the alternative contexts of community supported 

agriculture (CSA) and farmers’ markets to the conventional retail contexts of chain grocery stores (Mars and Schau 

2017b). Accordingly, research is warranted that further reveals and better illustrates how the framing of product-

types across various retail sites contributes to the meaning and legitimization of local food production and 

consumption within particular LFSs.  

Here, I respond to the preceding void in the local food scholarship by asking, “How is/are the meaning(s) 

of ‘local’ conveyed across alternative and conventional retail sites within a shared LFS?” This question is pursued 

through a visual analysis of the framing of local food across ten retail sites in the Southern Arizona LFS (SALFS). 

Five of these sites are farmers’ markets and five are conventional grocery stores. The purpose of this analysis is to 

explore how local food is framed in similar and different ways across the various retail sites that in part compose the 

market interface between local food producers and purveyors and consumers within a shared LFS. Framing is 

considered to be the representation and reinforcement of meaning through local food product presentation (Alkon 
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2008).  Form the findings, I generate new insights on how product framing across these diverse retail sites convey 

the meaning of ‘local’ and work to legitimize certain practices within a LFS that is loosely structured with relatively 

little governance (Kurland and McCaffrey 2016; Mount 2012). 

Review of Literature 

The Local Food Movement 

 The LFM involves the participation of a diverse set of individuals and groups that are motivated by a range 

of agendas and interests (e.g. aesthetic quality, environmental sustainability, health and wellness, profit-seeking, 

social justice) that are sometimes complementary and other times oppositional (Mars and Schau 2017a). Consistent 

with the notion of social movement fragmentation (Diani and McAdam 2003; Fligstein and McAdam 2012; Soule 

and King 2008; Zald and McCarthy 1980), the co-existence, convergence, and contestation of motives, activities, 

and strategies makes the LFM both ambiguous and heterogeneous. On one hand, such ambiguity and heterogeneity 

bring richness and robustness to the movement (Hassanein 2003). On the other hand, fragmentation allows for a lack 

of cohesiveness that leaves the notion of ‘local food’ open for interpretation and vulnerable to appropriation 

(DeLind 2011; Kurland and McCaffery 2016). The processes that contribute to the negotiation and maintenance of 

the LFM as a diverse and fragmented movement warrant ongoing scholarly attention.   

 Consumer demand for local food has experienced remarkable growth over the lifespan of the contemporary 

LFM (Connor, Montri, Montri, and Hamm 2009). The rising levels of demand in many cases exceed the production 

and distribution capacities within LFSs (Schmidt, Kolodinsky, DeSisto, and Conte 2011). The market opportunities 

and pressures to meet growing demands leaves the community-, environmental-, and socio-cultural underpinnings of 

the LFM further vulnerable to market imitation and appropriation (Allen 2010; Mount 2012). Accordingly, local 

food entrepreneurs are challenged to enhance production capacities using strategies that both meet consumer 

demands and preserve the integrity and mission of the LFM (Mars and and Schau 2017b). 

Local Food Production and Consumption Motives 

 Aesthetic quality. As previously indicated, the LFM is motivated by a multitude of agendas, assumptions, 

beliefs, and values that are sometimes compatible and other times contradictory (Bauermeister 2016; Mars and 

Schau 2017a). Among such motivations is the pursuit of products with levels of quality that are perceived to be 

higher than those produced by the dominant agricultural industry and available through the conventional 

marketplace. Indeed, the appearance and taste (i.e., aesthetics) of food are driving determinants of consumer 
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decisions to purchase local foods (Alonso and Martin 2011; Feagan and Morris 2009; Gao, Swisher, and Zhao 

2012; Selfa and Quazi 2004). Even those local food consumers who are primarily motivated by environmentally-, 

health-, and socially-oriented values are secondarily influenced by the aesthetic qualities of products (Connel, 

Smithers, and Joseph 2008). 

 Health and wellness. Local food production and consumption is also heavily motivated by the demand for 

safer and higher nutritional value alternatives to mass-produced products (Connel, et al. 2008; Hassanein 2003). In 

particular, consumers often associate local food with hormone- and antibiotic-free meat and dairy products, 

pesticide-free and organic produce, and the general absence of food-borne disease (Bloom and Hinrichs 2011). The 

strong link between local food and health and wellness has been shown to drive consumers to purchase local foods 

at higher prices compared to lower priced conventional alternatives even during times of financial hardship (Heiss et 

al. 2014).  

 Economic opportunity. The increased demand for local food is reflected in the growth in the sales of local 

food products at farmers’ markets, through CSAs, within restaurants, and most recently on the shelves of 

conventional grocery stores (Beckie, Kennedy, and Wittman 2012). Consequently, more and more small-scale 

farmers and ranchers, as well as those who produce products such as jams and salsas using locally-sourced 

ingredients, are participating in the LFM based primarily on the economic opportunities that accompany the 

increasing popularity of the LFM (Bauermeister 2016; Berti and Mulligan 2016; Bloom and Hinrichs 2011; Connel, 

et al. 2008). Producer participation in the LFM is further incentivized by the opportunity to market and sell goods at 

premium prices through the promotion of the aforesaid aesthetic and health and wellness qualities that consumers 

often associate with local food products (Bloom and Hinrichs 2011). Additionally, consumers are increasingly 

willing to pay higher prices for products if they perceive their purchases are helping to support their local 

communities and economies (Heiss, Sevoian, Connor, and Berlin 2014). In general, actors on the production and 

distribution side of the local food value chain are able to be more competitive within LFSs compared to within a 

global agriculture system that is dominated by large-scale corporate producers and distributors.  

 Returning to the challenge of scale, greater economic opportunities may be realized by transitioning from 

an emphasis on ‘local’ to one on ‘regional’ (Clancy and Ruhf 2010). By doing so, the boundaries of product 

sourcing are expanded and greater diversity and robustness is added to the supply chain. Moreover, producers gain 

exposure to wider consumer markets (Feagan 2007). However, the regional expansion of LFSs to accommodate and 
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expand economic opportunities for farmers, ranchers, and other producer-types comes with the risk of marginalizing 

the community, environmental, health and wellness, and socio-cultural underpinnings of the LFM (Mount 2012). 

 Environmental sustainability. Environmental activism and stewardship are seen as another motivation for 

actor participation in the LFM (Albinsson and Perera 2012; Allen 2010; Feenstra 2002). Such motivations are often 

captured by the depiction of local foods as environmentally conscious products (Bauermeister 2016). The 

environmental benefits of the LFM are in theory inherently embedded within the notion of ‘local’ and the shortened 

distances between producers and consumers (Connel, et al. 2008; DeLind 2011). However, the assumptions 

underlying the belief that shopping local is inherently more environmentally-friendly have been challenged based on 

the distance consumers must travel to acquire local goods (Coley, Howard, and Winter 2009). Regardless, the 

understanding that shopping local is an environmentally responsible consumption strategy remains a dominant 

feature of the local food narrative. Examples of other environmentally conscious practices that are associated with 

the LFM and thus further incentivize participation in local food production and consumption include organic 

methodologies and techniques that promote biodiversity (Seyfang 2006; Sherriff 2009).  

 Social justice. Local food production and consumption is also viewed as a strategy for countering social 

inequalities and injustices such as the low wages, poor working conditions, and environmental degradation within 

farming communities that are commonly linked to the industrial, large-scale food system. Allen (2010) depicts a 

socially just food system as one where, “power and material resources are shared equitably so that people and 

communities can meet their needs and live with security and dignity, now and into the future” (p. 297). Similarly, 

Feagan (2007) argues that food systems should be recast at the local level to ensure community food security 

through the availability of and equitable access to healthy and safe foods. Hassanein (2003) and Tregear (2011) also 

contend that alternative, locally-based food networks can improve relations between producers and consumers and 

encourage harmonious community relations and more democratic participation of actors in the provisioning of food. 

In short, the LFM is commonly depicted as an effective path toward a socially-just food system.  

Summary 

 The preceding literature illustrates the complex entanglement of the various motives that influence actor 

participation in the LFM. The potential upsides to the heterogeneity of the movement include increases in the 

number and diversity of participants, more opportunity for cooperation between actors with different motives, 

greater systemic resiliency, and outcomes and impacts that reach a broader scope of individuals and communities 
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(Feagan 2007; Clancy and Ruhf 2010; Lamine 2015). Conversely, the potential downsides include producer attrition 

due to excessive competition, consumer attrition due to the misalignment of values, the perpetuation of inequities 

through the permeation of global economic forces, and the co-option and appropriation of local food as a branding 

strategy by conventional retailers and large-scale agri-businesses (Bloom and Hinrichs 2011; DeLind 2011; 

Guthman 2008; Layzer 2009; Mount 2012). Currently, the nebulousness of the LFM is being exacerbated by the 

increasing presence of local food products and/or market-oriented framing strategies within conventional retail sites 

(Abatekassa and Peterson 2011; DeLind 2011; Johnson and Szabo 2011). Thus, the lack of clear delineation in the 

meaning of ‘local food production and consumption’ in conjunction with fragmentation and loose governance leaves 

the LFM vulnerable to dilution and market co-option (Kurland and McCaffrey 2016; Mount 2012). Here, I 

contribute to the preceding lines of inquiry through the development of a deeper understanding of how the meaning 

of local food is being determined and conveyed through a visual analysis of product framing across five farmers’ 

markets and five conventional grocery stores within a shared LFS.    

Theoretical Framework 

The following three sociological theories guide my approach to the current study: institutional logics 

(Lounsbury 2007; Marquis and Lonsbury 2007; Purdy and Gray 2009), commodification (Marx 1976; Nost 2014), 

and taste regimes (Arsel and Bean 2013; Bourdieu 1984; Holt 1997). The constructs that I pull from these three 

theories guide my analysis of how local food is framed and commodified in similar and/or different ways across 

both conventional and unconventional retail sites (i.e., chain grocery stores, single locally owned grocery stores, 

farmers’ markets). First, I use the various elements of the blended local food logic that Mars and Schau (2017a) 

identify to explore the various ways in which local food is being framed and commodified within and across various 

retail sites within a single LFS: Southern Arizona LFS (SALFS). Second, I draw on the identified framing and 

commodification patterns to describe the taste regime(s) that shapes and sustains the general meaning of local food 

production and consumption within the specific context of a single LFS. Next, I introduce the specific constructs 

from each theory. 

Institutional Logics 

Institutional logics influence the production, reproduction, and/or contestation of the social reality that 

provides meaning and structure to organizational fields (Bourdieu 1984; Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992). 

Furthermore, such logics are guidelines that individual and organizational actors turn to when making both practical 
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and strategic decisions regarding the activities and tasks they pursue as part of their ‘work’ (Friedland and Alford 

1991). Institutional logics are formed and sustained through the convergence of the assumptions, beliefs, motives, 

practices, and values that are held by actors and organizations within common fields (Thornton and Ocasio 1999). 

There are three primary types of institutional logics: dominant logics, multiple logics that either co-exist or compete, 

and blended logics (Mars and Schau 2017a; Ramus, Vaccaro, and Brusoni 2017).  

Dominant logics are well-established within organizations and across the fields they share, and over time 

provide consistency and homogeneity to field-wide decision-making and practices (e.g., Lounsbury 2002; Thornton 

and Ocasio 2008). Relevant to agriculture and food production, for instance, Turner et al. (2016) describes the 

dominant logic of the New Zealand agriculture system as one that strongly favors competitive scientific research and 

protective innovation and, in doing, stifles progressive technological initiatives and co-innovation. Dominant logics 

do not inherently go unchallenged. For example, social movements are often driven by alternative logics that 

counter those that sustain the status quo within established systems and fields (Lounsbury 2005). This has been the 

case with the grass-fed beef movement that is driven largely by an environmental logic that challenges the industrial 

logic that guides the global agricultural system (Weber, Heinze, and DeSoucey 2008).  

In some cases, a single dominant logic is not present across an organizational field. This is especially likely 

within fields that are nascent, fragmented, and/or rapidly changing. Accordingly, multiple logics can co-exist and/or 

compete within a shared field (Marquis and Lounsbury 2007; Purdy and Gray 2009). The co-existence of and/or 

competition between multiple logics brings variation, disjuncture, and oftentimes change to the practices and 

strategies that are pursued by actors and organizations in an otherwise common field (Lounsbury 2007). For 

instance, Rao, Monin, and Durand (2003) reveal how the tensions that arose between a traditional logic and 

innovation logic within the field of French cuisine spawned notable shifts in the autonomy and creativity of French 

chefs between 1970 and 1997. 

In other cases, the elements of multiple logics within a shared field can converge to form a blended (or 

hybrid) logic (Durand et al. 2007; Mars and Lounsbury 2009). The assembling of elements from different logics 

often serves to stimulate change and bring complexity and diversity to a field (Lounsbury 2007; Marquis and 

Lounsbury 2007; Thornton et al. 2005). For example, Mars and Schau (2017a) articulate how both routine and 

strategic activities performed by local food actors at the organization level combine to form a blended logic and 

subsequently foster greater identity and meaning within an otherwise fragmented and potentially contested LFS. 
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More specifically, the composition of this blended logic is an amalgam of activist, community, ecological, market, 

and socio-cultural elements, which is consistent with the motives outlined in the preceding literature review.  

The application of institutional logics to research on the emergence and evolution of the contemporary 

LFM is remarkably scant (Mars and Schua 2017a), which is surprising considering the often ambiguous, notably 

diverse, and continually fluid nature of the movement (Giménez and Shattuck 2011; Hinrichs 2003). Here, I turn to 

institutional logics to help guide my analysis of the commodification patterns of local food logic(s) across 

conventional and unconventional retail sites within the SALFS. More specifically, the various elements of the 

blended LFS logic that Mars and Schau (2017a) identify guide my exploration of the various ways in which local 

food is commodified within and across various retail sites operating in the SALFS. In doing so, I further illustrate 

the theoretical merits of institutional logics to the scholarly narrative on local food production and consumption. 

Commodification 

The insights gained by exploring the logic elements that influence local food framing within the farmers’ 

markets and grocery stores included in the sample inform my visual analysis of the commodification patterns across 

the SALFS. Commodification centers on the transformation of objects or processes with innate value to society into 

goods that are made available for consumption by actors and organizations (e.g., entrepreneurs, businesses) with 

profit motives (Marx 1976.). For example, water has become a valuable commodity by being bottled and exchanged 

for money. The value of a commodity is determined by how much direct value is created and captured by the 

entrepreneur or business selling it and how much indirect value is created for society (Marx 1976). Of course, the 

direct financial value realized by an entrepreneur or business can be offset by the social costs to society that may 

occur through the commodification process.  

Marx (1976) depicts commodity fetishism as “the projection of power and action onto commodities in a 

way that reflects but disguises social relations” (Lind and Barham 2004, p. 48). In particular, abstract or ideational 

market forces often disguise the true social relationships between people and commodities. Appadurai (1986) 

indicates that items and processes move in and out of a ‘commodity state’ during its social life, which refers to the 

phase during which the value of an entity is determined by its capacity to be exchanged for another item or process 

(e.g., the exchangeability of a food item for money). In other words, an item or process is in a commodity state when 

it has value. For example, Lind and Barham (2004) illustrate how globalization displaces the symbolic value (e.g., 

honor, status, prestige) of entities with material value by depicting the social life of the tortilla beginning with it 
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being a staple in the ancient Aztec and Mayan diets and ending with it being a common feature of modern fast food. 

In the current study, I am particularly attentive to the ways in which framing in various retail sites signal the 

commodity state of food products that are depicted as being local.  

Appadurai (1986) also frames how commodification relates to cultural and social contexts by establishing 

the exchangeability of entities. More specifically, the exchangeability of an entity is determined by a set of 

contextually specific standards and criteria. According to Lind and Barham (2004), to analyze how food is 

commodified there must be an understanding of “the politics of commodification, the social relations, assumptions, 

and struggles related to meaning and power creating the situation in which a thing [or process] is or is not treated as 

a commodity” (p. 49). For example, corn that is exchanged through NAFTA and maize that is exchanged in 

Mexico’s ejido system are commodified differently based on variations in economic, political, and social contexts 

(Lind and Barham 2004).  

While diverse in structure and mission, the retail sites that compose the current study are all anchored in an 

economic context. In an economic context, a market is a place where particular goods are sold in exchange for 

money. However, such markets are also often influenced by social conditions and factors. In particular, the social 

context of a market involves consumers purchasing particular goods or services for reasons that extend beyond 

monetary value to include a more complex mix of cultural, economic, political, and/or social factors and dynamics 

(Lind and Barham 2004). For example, a consumer may purchase fair-trade coffee at a higher price than what they 

would pay for a standard coffee based on a value system that prioritizes economic and social justice over frugality. 

The elements that compose the blended local food logic that Mars and Schau (2017a) describe are illustrative of the 

economic and social contexts that shape the commodification of local food items with a particular LFS. 

Accordingly, I use the elements that combine to form a blended local food logic to guide my analysis of the various 

ways in which the visual framing of local food influences the social life and exchangeability of local food 

commodities.  

Taste regimes 

 Arsel and Bean (2013) define a taste regime as a “discursively constructed normative system that 

orchestrates practice in an aesthetically oriented culture of consumption” (p. 900). A primary construct of taste 

regime theory is the differentiation of class standing and social reproduction through the interactions and practices 

that routinely occur within aesthetically oriented systems and fields (Bourdieu 1984, Holt 1997). In this regard, 
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actors with high socio-economic status are culturally and economically privileged by market conditions and 

consumption arrangements and thereby have the cultural capital necessary to determine the standards of legitimacy 

that help shape markets (Bourdieu 1984).   

While the principles of cultural capital have been applied to local food research (e.g., Johnston, Szabo, and 

Rodney 2011; Smithers, Lamarche, and Joseph 2008; Wilk 1999), scholars have yet to apply taste regime theory to 

the study of how particular entities and practices come to represent the meaning and dictate the legitimate practices 

of local food production and consumption within a particular system. The application of taste regime theory to local 

food research has the promise of revealing new and deeper insights on how the commodification of local food 

further privileges high end consumers within particular LFSs at the expense of the activist, community, ecological, 

market, and socio-cultural elements of the broader LFM. Here, I use taste regime theory to guide my illustration of 

the visual mechanisms that foster the social construction, recognition, and maintenance of legitimate local food 

entities and practices within and across various retail sites operating in the SALFS.  

 In summary, the preceding theoretical constructs are combined to form a framework that enables me to 

explore how the elements of a blended local food logic (i.e., activist, aesthetic, community, cultural, ecological, 

market, and health/wellness) influence the commodification and social construction of local food production and 

consumption across multiple retail settings within a single LFS. The progression of the framework begins with the 

logic elements guiding the identification and framing of the commodification pattern(s) within and across the 

various retail sites. In turn, the commodification patterns are drawn on to reveal and illustrate either a single taste 

regime or the co-existence of multiple taste regimes that are differentiated between retail sites (see Figure 1). 

 

Figure 1. Theoretical Framework Diagram 
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Methods 

Study Design and Site 

I used a single case study design (i.e. the SALFS) to qualitatively explore how the meaning of local food is 

shaped and conveyed across multiple, yet diverse retail sites within a common LFS: the SALFS (Creswell 2007). A 

single case study allowed me to more deeply and thoroughly analyze the various ways retailers frame and 

commodify local food within the SALFS. By bounding the study in a single LFS, I am more able to holistically and 

richly explore how the elements of the local food logic (Mars and Schau 2017a) shape the commodification of local 

food products and, in turn, influence the taste regime(s) that create and reproduce the meaning of local food 

production and consumption in SA. My analysis was primarily focused on the following three characteristics of 

retail sites in the SALFS: 1) the types and variation of foods labeled as ‘local,’ 2) where the retail site is located in 

respect to the socio-economic status (SES) demographic immediately surrounding each store, and 3) the influence of 

logic elements (e.g. activist, aesthetic, community, cultural, ecological, market, health/wellness) that guide the 

framing of local food products.   

The SALFS extends across Cochise, Pima, and Santa Cruz Counties. These three neighboring counties are 

home to nearly 1.2 million people. The SALFS was purposefully selected as the location for this study for two 

primary reasons (Creswell 2013). First, the Tucson metroplex, the urban center of the SALFS and home to 

approximately 1 million of the 1.2 million people living with the three aforesaid counties, has a 4,100-year history of 

agriculture, as well as many different cultural traditions and heritages that bring notable diversity and richness to the 

regional food culture (DeKoker, Mars, Torres, and Quist 2018). Second, local food production and consumption are 

a prominent aspect of the SA economy. Pima County, which includes the Tucson metropolitan complex, maintains 

the second highest concentration of local food activities and alternative agriculture practices in AZ (Rice 2014). 

Nearly 80 percent of the 855 farms and ranches in Pima County operate on 50 acres or less, while approximately 56 

percent of Santa Cruz farms and 44 percent of Cochise farms operate within the same range of acreage (Rice 2014). 

Additionally, nearly three-quarters of SA farms and ranches have annual sales of $10,000 or less, which in the 

aggregate equals less than $3 million in annual sales (Meter 2011).  The local food market site in SA consists of no 

less than 22 farmers’ markets and at least four CSA operations (Mars and Schau 2017a). Secondarily, Tucson is the 

only city in the U.S. to be declared a City of Gastronomy by the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 

Organization (UNESCO 2016). This designation is based on the culinary distinctiveness and rich agriculture and 
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food traditions of Tucson and the surrounding Pima basin. While the overall economic and cultural significance of 

small-scale agriculture and local food production and consumption across the SA region guided my selection of the 

SALFS as the site for this study, I specifically focus my analysis on the Tucson metroplex, the urban center of the 

LFS, due to its abundance of diverse local food retail sites.  

Sampling 

Data were gathered from a set of 10 retail sites that included five conventional retail grocery stores and five 

farmers’ markets across the Tucson metroplex. Farmers’ markets and grocery stores were chosen as the retail site 

examples because of Mars and Schau’s (2017a) work where they interviewed farmers’ market vendors who claimed 

that farmers’ markets were alternative to grocery stores. Farmer’s markets are also the alternative market that sells 

food similar to a grocery store (i.e. vendor takes payment per item at a retail site), as opposed to other 

unconventional markets (i.e. CSAs, you-picks, roadside stands). Each of the stores and markets included in the 

sample were purposefully selected using a maximum variation strategy (Patton 2002) in order to include retail sites 

that varied in terms of size, the types and framing of goods being sold, and SES demographic according to the mean 

household income taken from U.S. census data. By doing so, my capacity to capture the diversity (or lack thereof) of 

framing strategies and commodification patterns across the LFS was enhanced.  

Each retail site has been given a randomly assigned pseudonym to protect anonymity (see Figure 2). First, 

C1 and FM1 are located in a higher income bracket in Northern Tucson with higher priced products (US Census 

Bureau). Second, C2 and FM2 are located in central Tucson with a middle-class income bracket (US Census 

Bureau). Third, C3 and FM3 are located in west Tucson with C3 having a lower S.E.S. and FM4 having a mixed 

S.E.S. (US Census Bureau). Fourth, C4 and FM4 are located in south/central Tucson with C4 having a Lower S.E.S 

and FM4 having a mixed S.E.S. (US Census Bureau). Finally, C5 and the FM5 are both located within the densely 

populated center of the Tucson metroplex, which is an area that includes a recently revitalized downtown district 

and a large research university campus. 

Conventional grocery stores and farmers’ markets represent two seemingly dichotomous types of retail 

sites: the conventional (i.e., the grocery stores) and unconventional (i.e., the farmers’ markets). The conventional 

market sites are associated with the industrialized food system that the LFM aims to counter in part through the 

spread of alternative retail sites such as farmers’ markets (Bloom and Hinrichs 2011; DeLind 2011; Guthman 2008; 

Layzer 2009; Mount 2012). Here, I define ‘conventional’ as a retail site that sources the majority of its products 
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from large-scale agricultural producers (Abatekassa and Peterson 2011). Conversely, ‘unconventional’ sites are 

defined as those that source (or claim to source) the majority of products sold from local, small-scale producers 

(Albinsson and Perera 2012).  

Retail Site Pseudonym  Retail Site Description  Setting SES  

C1 
 
 

Known for selling “natural” foods and limited 
processed foods, has the highest price range of the 5 
stores. Consumer base is upper class. 

High SES: Income is $72,000 
– 100,000+ (US Census 
Bureau) 

C2 Brands as a “lifestyle” grocery store, has private line of 
organic food. Consumer base is middle class.  

Middle SES: Income is 
$32,000-50,000 (US Census 
Bureau)  

C3 A grocery store that competes with dollar stores and 
other grocery stores. Consumer base is lower/middle 
class.  

Lower SES: Income is $7,000 
- 25,000 (US Census Bureau)  

C4 A bilingual grocery store that also carries many cultural 
foods. Consumer base is lower class.  

Lower SES: Income is $7,000 
- 25,000 (US Census Bureau) 

C5 A grocery store carrying convenience-store items along 
with produce. Consumer base is middle class and 
students.  

Mixed SES:  
Income is $7,000-100,000+  

FM1 Describes themselves as a “European-style market 
selling local food, arts, wellness and shopping”. 
Consumer base is upper class.  

High SES: Income is $72,000 
– 100,000+ (US Census 
Bureau) 

FM2 Tucson’s largest Farmers’ market, offers signs for local 
producers to use to distinguish between non-local 
producers. Consumer base is middle class.  

Middle SES: Income is 
$32,000-50,000 (US Census 
Bureau) 

FM3 A non-profit market using a farmers’ market to support 
producers, community and conservation. Accept WIC 
as payment for produce.  Consumer base is 
middle/lower class.  

Mixed SES:  
Income is $7,000-100,000+ 

FM4 Supported by the Southern Arizona Community Food 
bank, accepts WIC as payment for produce. Consumer 
base is middle/lower class.  

Mixed SES:  
Income is $7,000-100,000+ 

FM5 Consumer base is students and faculty.   Mixed SES:  
Income is $7,000-100,000+ 

 

Figure 2. Location pseudonyms, descriptions, and SES setting 

Data Collection 

Using a methodological approach from the field of visual anthropology and sociology (Banks and Zeitlyn 

2015; Hockings 1995), my study primarily relies on original photographs that I took myself of the framing of local 

food at each site. Photographs were taken of each item up close, the products being sold next to the item, the shelf or 

table it is on, the displays next to it and the aisle. Using this systematic photo analysis method, I also took 

photographs of the general environment within and surrounding each site. I selected photographs as my primary data 

source in order to develop a unique visual perspective on the market presentation and consumption of local food. 
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This perspective brings greater complexity and nuance to a body of local food scholarship that otherwise relies 

mostly on data collected through interviews, focus groups, and questionnaires. Because I am in part exploring the 

ways in which the framing of local food does and/or does not coincide with the motives associated with the LFM, I 

opted not to rely on the single social reality of a particular participant or group of participants who are likely to hold 

narrow views relevant to local food phenomena. For instance, an interview or questionnaire limits insights to how 

single study participants understand the meaning of local food according to their own unique and likely biased 

worldview (Collier and Collier 1986). Conversely, the structured analysis of visual images (i.e., photographs) 

allowed me to gain a multi-dimensional view of the market dimensions of the local food movement.  

By taking the photographs themselves, the researcher is able to produce data points that are more 

contextualized and insightful than unoriginal materials (Pauwels 2010, Collier and Collier 1986). In order to 

establish a diversity of context, I took photographs from multiple perspectives of the framing of local food and 

general surroundings (e.g. cars in the parking lot, nearby establishments, the booths or the aisles, and advertisements 

or marketing signs) at each of the 10 retail sites. I only took pictures of foods that were identified and therefore 

framed as being local by the retail site. In other words, I as the researcher did not identify what is and what is not 

considered local. Instead, I relied on the framing strategies of the retailers to this determination. Ultimately, I relied 

on 683 photographs with the number of photographs specific to each retail site ranging from 6 to 177. The variation 

in the number of photographs varied depending on the number of booths at each farmers’ markets and the amount of 

local food sold at each grocery store. At each site, photographs were taken of foods that were framed as being local, 

how these products were framed as being local (e.g., advertisement schemes, displays), and the surroundings of each 

retail site (e.g., grounds, neighboring businesses). The breadth of the photographs helped reveal the local food logic 

elements (i.e., activist, aesthetic, community, cultural, ecological, health and wellness, market) that guide the 

strategies used to frame and thereby help commodify local foods within and across the 10 retail sites. The photos fell 

into two categories: 1) local food products and framing and marketing (LFPF) and the local food environment and 

surrounding context (LFESC). This categorical system furthered my ability to capture a holistic view of how local 

food items are framed and commodified within and across specific retail sites (Collier and Collier 1986). I am 

careful to note that I did not take any photographs of individual customers at any of the sample sites nor were 

individuals included as points of analysis.  

Secondary data were gathered through direct observations at each retail site with particular attention being 
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directed at the overall atmospheres (i.e., architecture, ambiance, music playing, concurrent activities such as cultural 

festivities) and mixes of local and non-local foods and other types products being sold (e.g., arts and crafts, health 

products, soaps and lotions). Additionally, I recorded my observations of local food framing in order to add greater 

complexity to the insights gained through the photo analysis. In general, the observations allowed me to gain a 

deeper and more holistic understanding of each retail site’s depiction of local food and how the meaning of local 

food is shaped and conveyed across different retail sites within a common LFS (Cameron et al. 2012). All 

observations were recorded using an extensive, handwritten field note format (Glaser and Strauss 1967).  

Analytical Strategy  

Two levels of deductive analysis were conducted using a structured coding framework (Miles and 

Huberman 1994) composed of the previously articulated theoretical constructs specific to institutional logics 

(Lounsbury 2007; Marquis and Lonsbury 2007; Purdy and Gray 2009), commodification (Marx 1976; Nost 2014), 

and taste regimes (Arsel and Bean 2013; Bourdieu 1984; Holt 1997). The first stage of analysis involved identifying 

inter-code themes and patterns using an axial coding strategy (Glaser and Strauss 1967). Throughout this analytical 

stage, LFPF photographs were coded to reveal the logic elements that are reflected in how local food is framed and 

commodified at each site (see Figure 3). On one hand, for example, a photo that depicts the local produced food (e.g. 

jars of locally sourced salsa) that is clearly presented as a sales opportunity would be coded as MAR-LOCAL-

FOOD. On the other hand, a photo that conveys a cultural logic that is not food or local (e.g. handmade African 

baskets) would be coded as CUL. Additionally, photos can be coded with multiple elements with the exception of 

market. Only photos without the presence of a non-market element(s) were coded as market. The purpose of 

separating market as its own element was to differentiate instances when local food is being sold without the 

secondary or tertiary influence of other elements. Therefore, all photos coded as market illustrated only a market 

element to the commodification of local food. Those retailers, regardless of whether at a conventional grocery store 

or at a farmers’ market, who frame local food products only to a market element are appropriating the LFM to sell 

their products. The element codes were categorized into primary, secondary, and tertiary based on how frequently 

the codes appeared within each site. The other, non-market, elements can blend in various orders of influence. For 

example, aesthetic can have more influence than activism if it is seen more at one retail site even if they are both 

present simultaneously. The order of influence (i.e. primary, secondary, tertiary) was assigned based on how 
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frequently the element was present at each site. The more codes for an element the more influence it will be 

assigned.  

The LFESC photographs were coded during this stage to establish a greater insight into the broader 

contexts that influence local food commodification and, ultimately, the taste regime(s) within and across the SALFS. 

Next, the previously identified themes and patterns were narrowed and refined through multiple rounds of 

ideographic and nomothetic analysis with the intent of revealing and articulating the presence of a single or multiple 

taste regimes within the SALFS (Gelo, Braakman, and Benetka 2008). Additionally, a round of inductive analysis 

was conducted at the conclusion of each of the preceding analytical stages in order to reveal any insights relevant to 

my research question, but not otherwise able to be deductively captured through the application of the structured 

framework (Corbin and Strauss 2015). I continually compared and discussed my individual interpretations and 

understandings of the data and analysis with my advisor concluding only once consensus on the findings was 

reached (Strauss 1987).  

Logic Definition Code 
Activist When the product is presented to 

challenge a counter set of values, 
perspectives or activities 

ACT 

Aesthetic  The appearance, taste, or 
entertainment that is conventionally 
or unconventionally marketed with 
or alongside the product 

AES 

Community The appearance that purchasing the 
product will support the community 
and/or have a positive impact on 
community development 

COM 

Cultural Identity and 
Preservation 

When the product is marketed as 
the representation of a particular 
culture or heritage 

CUL 

Ecological The appearance that the product 
was made in a way that is 
sustainable to the environment or 
caused minimal ecological harm 

ECO 

Health and Wellness When the product is presented as 
preventative or therapeutic for 
health 

WEL 

Market The absence of any other 
representation other than making a 
sale 

MAR 

Figure 3. Analytical Codes 
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Limitations 

The findings that present next are limited to the SALFS. I worked to enhance the trustworthiness of my 

analysis transferability of the findings by conducting data and researcher triangulation, as well as maintaining an 

audit trail (Creswell, 2007, 2013; Lincoln and Guba 1985; Malterud 2001). Data triangulation occurred by 

comparing and contrasting the secondary observation data with the primary photograph data throughout the 

analytical process. In regards to researcher triangulation, my advisor, Dr. Matthew Mars and I debriefed and 

reviewed the insights produced at the conclusion of each round of analysis. Detailed field notes and memos 

generated throughout the data analysis were included in the audit trail in order to enhance the capacity to replicate 

the study. As the instrument collecting the data, my positionality is reflected in the analysis (Chavez 2008). 

However, this bias is partially offset by the fact that I have a more in depth look into the SALFS because of my 

involvement throughout my young adult years working on a local, organic, sustainable farm in Marana, Arizona, 

volunteering at the Southern Arizona Community Food Bank, and selling produce at local farmers’ markets (Chavez 

2008) Additionally, this bias is offset through my use of researcher triangulation.  

Findings 

Surprisingly, my analysis does not provide indication that SA farmers’ markets frame local food in ways 

that promote and enhance an alternative market setting. There are two dominant elements of the SA blended local 

food logic that are being produced and conveyed through the visual patterns of commodification across both the 

farmers’ markets and conventional grocery stores. Specifically, the blended logic that shapes the SALFS is 

dominated first by a market element and second by an aesthetic element. I also found that activism, community, 

ecological, health and wellness, and socio-cultural elements all have tertiary influence over the conveyance of local 

food production and consumption in SA.  Equally important, these tertiary elements, which are reflective of the 

principles and values of the LFM, were with one exception observed only at the farmers’ markets. In other words, 

the retail grocery stores included in my sample frame local food in ways that reflect a blend of only market and 

aesthetic elements and as such the absence of the remaining elements that are associated with the LFM.  

Primary Element: Market 

The conventional retail sites all revealed market as the primary element that guides their framing and 

commodification of local food. C1, with the highest SES, sells the most local food out of all of the retail grocery 

stores included in my sample. The food sold as ‘local’ at this particular store is labeled based on where it is grown 
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and/or produced with all sourcing and production being limited to the previously articulated geographic boundaries 

of the SALFS (see Figure 4). The types of local food sold at C1 included wine, fruits, vegetables, water, cooking 

oils, barbeque sauce, salsa, tortillas, olives, packaged foods such as crackers and popcorn, artisan non-alcoholic 

drinks, honey, milk, coffee, bread, hummus, and frozen items. C2, with a middle SES, sells the second highest 

amount of foods that are framed as ‘local.’ At this particular store, the market element was found to have exclusive 

influence over the framing of the products that are being sold as ‘local,’ which are limited to milk, bread, salsa, and 

tortillas. 

 

Figure 4. Local Label 

While C3, which has a lower SES, has signage claiming that it only sells locally grown and sourced 

produce, all of such products are in actuality grown outside of the SALFS which can be seen from the item label 

(see Figures 5 and 6). C4, with the lowest SES, sells locally produced and sourced native and heritage foods, but 

does not frame these foods as being ‘local’. Rather, these local foods are framed only in a cultural context. C5, 

which is a small-scale grocery store in the economically diverse downtown district with a mixed SES, limits the 

‘local food’ it sells to honey. In general, the pattern across the conventional retail sites is that the higher the SES of 

the retail site, the more products that are framed and sold as ‘local’ with primary influence coming from a market 

element. 
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Figure 5 “Locally Grown” 

  

Figure 6. Papayas grown in Mexico 

Market is also the element that dominates the framing of ‘local food’ in two of the five farmers’ markets 

included in my sample. FM2 operates in an upper/middle class SES area, is Tucson’s largest farmers’ market, and is 

held next to the racetrack segment of a park located in central Tucson. At the time of data collection, 72 of 83 total 

booths at FM2 sold food products or produce. In addition to fruits and vegetables, these booths were selling as ‘local 

products’ bacon, marinated meat, pizza, beans, salsa, bread, desserts, honey, sauces, pasta, jerky, trail mix, oils, and 

eggs. The framing of such foods as ‘local’ at FM2 is most heavily influenced by a market element with a health and 

wellness element having secondary influence and an aesthetic element having tertiary influence.  

FM4 has a mixed SES, is located in what is known as the Tucson barrio, and advertises that it accepts 

electronic benefit cards (EBT’s) as payment for produce. The barrio is home to Tucson’s warehouse district, which 

includes a number of art galleries, Mexican import stores, and local cafes and breweries. At the time of data 
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collection, 19 of the 27 total booths at FM4 sold food products and/or produce that were framed as being ‘local,’ 

which included salsas, honey, tamales, eggs, nuts, fruits and vegetables. Such framing was most heavily influenced 

by a market element. 

Overall, the SA local food logic element with the most influence over the framing and commodification of 

local food products across both the grocery store and farmers’ market sites is the market element. Finding the 

primary element to be market in conventional retail sites (e.g., chain grocery stores) is not as surprising as the same 

observation being made across the farmers’ market sites. The heavy influence of the market element over the 

framing of local food across the five farmers’ markets indicates that the framing activities and commodification 

strategies being pursued by the farmers’ market vendors are inconsistent with the community-, economic-, 

environmental-, political- and socio-cultural underpinnings of the LFM (Mount 2012). For example, Figure 7 shows 

how it is not clear if the vendor using the market element is or is not selling local food by appropriating the LFM 

because there are no signs claiming her produce is sustainably grown, organic, or on what farm the produce was 

grown on. This finding also contradicts the self-reported strategies described by the vendors who participated in 

Mars and Schau’s (2017a) study of the SALFS, which overall suggested “the entrepreneurs [farmers’ market 

vendors] are far more reluctant to mix the elements of these alternative logics with those that stem from a market 

logic, which is at least symbolically tied to the dominant food system” (p. 414). 

 

Figure 7. Market Element 

Aesthetic: Secondary 

I found no evidence to suggest an aesthetic element is dominating the product framing practices at any of 

the grocery store sites. However, I did observe that an aesthetic element does have the heaviest influence over the 
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framing practices at FM1 and FM2. FM1, which operates at a location with a high SES, at the time of data 

collection, was most influenced by an aesthetic element. Examples of the booths that exemplified the heavy 

influence of such an aesthetic element include handmade jewelry, pottery, clothing, beauty products, and 

flowers/non-edible plants. Other examples of aesthetic elements outside of the vendor booths include a live musician 

playing alternative rock and upscale plaza grounds surrounded by fountains, tile art, and rose gardens. Of the 64 

total booths at FM1, 30 sold food products or produce that were framed as being ‘local,’ which included honey, 

herbs, desserts, tea, packaged meals, bread, and fruits and vegetables.  

An aesthetic element was also found to have the most influence over the local product framing practices at 

FM3. This market is positioned on a working farm that is surrounded by a middle-class SES community and 

operates as a non-profit business. At the time of data collection, 14 of the 46 total booths at FM3 were selling food 

products or produce. The types of food that were being sold include breads, desserts, artisan beverages, spices and 

herbs, salsas, honey, and produce. Produce was the sparsest food-type being sold at the market, which is surprising 

considering it takes place on a working farm. The non-food products being sold at FM3, which point to the influence 

of the aesthetic element, include beauty products, musical instruments, jewelry, handmade clothes, handbags, 

Tucson souvenirs, home goods such as lamps and dishes, artwork, and furniture. 

An aesthetic element also had the heaviest influence over product framing at FM5 followed by a market 

element. FM5 is located in the mixed SES downtown district of Tucson. At the time of data collection, 17 of the 29 

booths were selling food products and/or produce, which included honey, desserts, salsas, jerky, barbeque meals, 

artisan drinks, churros, spices and herbs, and produce. The non-food products being sold at the market included 

handbags, artwork, cosmetics, and jewelry.  

Overall, an aesthetic element was found to have the second most influence over the local food framing 

activities and commodification strategies across both the grocery stores and farmers’ markets. Perhaps most 

surprisingly, I observed a pattern across all five of the farmers’ markets that entail vendors selling more non-food 

products than food products (for example, see Figure 8) with the three farmers’ markets located within middle to 

higher SES locations selling less food products than the two located in lower SES locations. I also observed some 

aesthetic influence at every vendor booth that operated within each of the five markets. Additionally, the markets’ 

themselves were heavily influenced by aesthetics as evidenced by the consistent inclusion of such aesthetic features 

as live music (Figure 9) and non-local, artisan food trucks (Figure 10). In short, the community-, economic-, 
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environmental-, political- and socio-cultural underpinnings of the LFM (Mount 2012) are not captured by an 

aesthetic element. Instead, the emphasis on aesthetics indicates that farmers’ market vendors are aiming to appeal to 

consumers with the monetary means to buy local food items based primarily on sensory taste and who can afford the 

non-food products that are often sold side-by-side such items. The relatively strong influence of the aesthetic 

element on the SA local food logic reveals that the strategies and activities used to frame and commodify local food 

products are directed mostly at consumers with middle to high SES and not at those individuals with lower SES who 

most reflect the economic and social justice principles of the LFM. 

 

Figure 8. Aesthetic Element 

 

Figure 9. Live Music 
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Figure 10. Artisan Food Truck 

Tertiary 

The data reveal that the activism, community, ecological, health and wellness, and socio-cultural elements 

of the blended logic that shapes the SALFS have tertiary effects on the framing and commodification of local food 

across the farmers’ markets. When present, these elements are typically fused in some combination with each other 

and invariably less influential than the market and aesthetic elements. For instance, Figure 11 shows a booth selling 

produce that says “Abundant Harvest Cooperative: A Community Food Bank Enterprise… Shared table for 

gardeners & small farms… naturally grown produce… income for local growers”. This booth is evidence of the 

influences of the activist, community, and health and wellness elements over the framing practices of this particular 

vendor. The influence of the activist element is evident by the vendor advocating for a “shared table for gardeners 

and small farms”, the influence of the community element is shown through “income for local growers” phrasing, 

and the influence of the health and wellness element is evident in the “naturally grown produce” phrasing. Another 

example of blended elements in the tertiary tier can be seen in Figure 12. This particular vendor is using the name 

“Señor Cilantro” and Mexican décor to promote the socio-cultural element of the products being sold. The influence 

of ecological and health and wellness elements is also observed through the framing of the same products as being 

“organic”. 

  



 Thorp 27 

 

 

Figure 11. Activist, Community, and Health and Wellness Blended Elements 

 

Figure 12. Culture and Health and Wellness Blended Elements 

Taste Regime 

Overall, the data reveals a primary taste regime within the SALFS that is elitist in form and function and as 

such is an exemplification of Bourdieu’s theory of social capital (Bourdieu 1984). Specifically, the aforementioned 

aesthetic features conflate with a dominant market element to create the foundation for an elitist taste regime that is 

inconsistent with the principles and values of the LFM. The findings also reveal that farmers’ market vendors are 

most often selling their products in ways that appeal to high end consumers and consequently in ways that 

undermine the principles and values of the LFM. The creation of an elitist taste regime may be inevitable because of 

the reality that farmers’ markets are indeed markets with vendors who are seeking to make a profit or at the very 

least needing to generate the resources needed to stay in operation. Regardless, the findings I generate here indicate 
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that SA local food vendors and organizers have not created an alternative marketspace that is more accessible and 

inclusive of a diverse range of consumer-types compared to conventional retail sites.  

Discussion  

The relationship between the elements that blend to form a local food logic, the commodification of local 

food, and the resulting taste regime has been shown here to be circular, not linear as previously thought in the 

theoretical framework (see Figure 13). This recursive process is responsible for inducing and sustaining the 

appropriation of the LFM with market and aesthetic elements having the heaviest influence on the framing of local 

food production and consumption across both conventional and unconventional retail spaces. If farmers’ market 

vendors were to draw primarily on activist, community, ecological, health and wellness, and/or socio-cultural 

elements when framing the products they as sell as being ‘local’, for example, an alternative taste regime would 

likely emerge. Yet, market and aesthetic elements are seen here to be defining the retail practices used to commodify 

local food within both grocery stores and at the farmers’ markets that are located across the SALFS. 

Commodification practices and strategies are directly linked to how consumers understand and legitimize the 

meaning of ‘local food.” In the SALFS, such practices and strategies are resulting in the formation and perpetuation 

of an elitist taste regime that runs counter to the principles and values of the broader LFM. The type of elitist taste 

regime illustrated here will likely continue to re-produce itself if grocers and farmers’ market vendors continue to 

remain under the primary influence of a local food logic this most heavily shaped by market and aesthetic elements 

(Alkon and McCullen 2010; Delind 2011; Hinrichs 2000; Schupp 2017).  

 

Figure 13. Discussion Flow Chart 

The market element of the blended local food logic as depicted by Mars and Schau (2017a) is not the cause 

of an elite taste regime. Grocers and vendors alike must engage in market strategies in order to sustain their 
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livelihoods and compete in the marketplace (Hinrichs 2000). Yet, the increased appropriation of the LFM for 

exclusive market purposes is likely to be inevitable if the elements that are more directly associated with the LFM 

continue to have tertiary influence (if any at all) over the framing and commodification of local food products. 

Additionally, allowing a blanket label for ‘local’ to be applied to food without a clear definition can result in 

retailers mimicking a social movement to cater to their consumer base. Recall that the aesthetic element was overall 

found to have the second most influence over the framing and commodification of local food across the SALFS. If 

grocers and farmers’ market vendors are not being primarily influenced by a market element, they are likely to be 

drawing on an aesthetic element that aligns their products with a relatively elite consumer demographic (Hinrichs 

2000). Because the market and aesthetic elements of the local food logic have the overall most influence on the 

framing practices of retails and vendors, the local food story that is being told to consumers favors the appropriation 

rather than promotion of LFM.  

The actors within the LFM that are propelling the elitist taste regime forward are the conventional grocers 

and the farmers’ market vendors. Ultimately, these grocers and vendors serve as key narrators of the LFM (see Mars 

and Schau, 2017b). The conveyance of the principles and values of the LFM to consumers heavily depends on the 

marketing and advertising of those who are framing, commodifying, and selling local food within a particular LFS. 

If the grocers and farmers’ market vendors are not telling the story of activism, cultural preservation, community 

development, environmental sustainability, health and wellness, and social change, the narrative of LFM will 

continue to be diluted and eventually lost altogether (Schupp 2017, Delind 2011). The degree to which grocers and 

vendors are intentionally appropriating the LFM for their own market success is beyond the scope of my study. 

However, the photographs I draw on here show that even if the farmers’ market vendors claim to be selling their 

food in an alternative, anti-industrial agriculture manner, it is not being relayed to the consumer visually. 

Furthermore, farmers’ market vendors and grocers alike serve a vital role in the public communication and 

reinforcement of agenda and principles that guide the broader LFM. Clearly defined goals and a definition of local 

should be a priority for the LFM because it will create a barrier to the type appropriation that I have shown to be 

occurring in the SALFS (Delind 2011, Dunne 2010, Trivette 2015). 

Conclusion and Further Research 

 The purpose of this paper has been to develop a deeper understanding of how local food is being 

commodified in the SALFS and to reveal whether or not a dominant taste regime is present. My findings have 
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uncovered that local food in the SALFS is being commodified according to a blended local food logic that is 

dominated primarily by a market element, secondarily by an aesthetic logic, and tertiarily by activist, community, 

cultural, ecological, and/or health and wellness elements. The prominence of the market and aesthetic elements 

conflate to establish and promote an elite taste regime. I also show that the ways in which farmers’ market vendors 

frame and thereby commodify their products are overall inconsistent with their commonly shared claims to be 

engaged in alternative market strategies that counter those pursued by conventional, more large-scale retailers (Mars 

and Schau, 2017a). Those who produce and sell local foods, whether through alternative sites such as farmers’ 

markets or through conventional sites such as chain grocery stores, are the narrators of local food production and 

consumption within a particular LFS. My findings indicate that the local food story that both farmers’ market 

vendors and conventional retailers are telling through their framing and commodifying of local food products puts 

the overarching LFM at risk of being appropriated and perhaps even undermined by the dominant market ideology 

and structure that it aims to counter.    

 By recognizing that the agenda and values of the LFM are not being accurately portrayed through the 

framing of local food, farmers’ market vendors can become more conscious and purposeful in how they tell the story 

of local food through the everyday framing of their products. Assuming a primary (although likely not exclusive) 

goal of farmers’ market vendors is to support and scale local food production and consumption, practitioners must 

more carefully balance the influence of market and aesthetic elements of the local food logic with those that are 

more reflective of the goals and values of the LFM. Moreover, the recognition and illustration of an elite taste 

regime across a LFS can aid local producers, purveyors, and organizers to make more conscious decisions about 

how to frame local products in ways that promote and support inclusivity. By framing local food products in ways 

that primarily reflect local food logic elements that are seen here as having tertiary influence over commodification 

practices in the SALFS, the values that drive the LFM agenda can be better preserved and promoted.  

 Finally, I recommend that practitioners continue to work together to create a definition of what is and what 

is not considered to be ‘local food.’ Governance from within the LFM that is in alignment with, rather than 

disconnected from, the values of LFM would likely help to bring consistency to the meaning and practices of local 

food production and consumption. Additionally, scholars should continue to study local food appropriation patterns 

in order to better guide practitioners in the everyday activities and tasks they perform that ultimately converge to tell 

the story and convey the meaning of local food within a particular LFS. There is also an urgent need for further 
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research on how grocery stores are engaging the retail practices that involve the notion and representation of ‘local 

food’. Examples of further studies may include observations of conversations between consumers and vendors to 

capture how aesthetic sensory taste is discussed, interviews with purveyors and organizers of local food, and/or this 

Systematic Photo Analysis approach at other farmers’ markets around the country to explore how other LFSs are 

narrating the LFM story.  

Here, I have used visual methods to bring attention to how local food is framed in similar ways through the 

visual framing of products across two seemingly dichotomous market settings: farmers’ markets and conventional 

grocery stores. I encourage local food scholars to build on the provocative illustration of parity across market 

settings in the framing of local products I provided here. In doing so, a stronger understanding of how the values of 

the LFM can be more clearly conveyed and better sustained through market practices and strategies can be 

developed and disseminated. 
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