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ABSTRACT

The study aims to explore the role of social embeddedness in consumer shop-
ping behaviour across different retail environments, with a particular focus on
farmers’ markets. Drawing on a sample of 1,800 European consumers from
Hungary, Italy, and the United Kingdom, the study examines apple purchase
preferences regarding different product attributes (e.g., price, origin, quality certi-
fication) using a discrete choice experiment. A hybrid logit model is estimated to
capture the impact of social embeddedness on purchase decisions. The results
show that, across the three countries, farmers’ markets are the preferred outlet,
more so than supermarkets or greengrocers, especially by those consumers who
are most embedded in community relations. For Italian consumers, community
and cultural aspects are key drivers of purchasing behaviour, while health and
quality attributes are the most significant for their British counterparts. Hungar-
ian respondents’ decisions are mostly influenced by price factors, although com-
munity-driven considerations also matter. The research confirms that farmers’
markets are not just places to buy food, but also community spaces where trust,
personal connections, and local identity play a significant role. The findings have
important theoretical, managerial, and policy implications, particularly for pro-
moting more sustainable, community-based food systems, including short food
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Introduction

In an era characterised by rapid globalisation, and in
some cases, deglobalisation, technological advancement,
pandemics, and shifting political landscapes, the interac-
tion between social relationships and economic systems has
never been more crucial (Hamid and Mir, 2021; Kornprobst
and Paul, 2021; Mard et al., 2025). Markets are deeply
enmeshed in the social and cultural fabric of society. The
concept of social embeddedness challenges the notion that
economic activities are purely driven by profit-maximising
motives or impersonal decisions (Granovetter, 1985; Hunt,
2007). Instead, it focuses on how cultural values, social net-
works, and trust influence the functioning of these systems
and markets and the actors operating within them. Whether
related to the informal exchanges of international supply
chains or local markets, the social ties that bind individuals
and communities play an important role (Heidenreich, 2012;
Hunt, 2007; Kirwan, 2004).

The concept of social embeddedness has attracted
increasing attention in the context of the food sector, particu-
larly in relation to short food supply chains (SFSCs) (Chen
and Scott, 2014; Sonnino, 2007). The latter support alterna-
tive and more direct sales from farmers to end-consumers,
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offering a more localised option than more conventional and
globalised food systems. For instance, in the case of farmers’
markets (FMs), the close geographical and social connection
between producers and consumers not only fosters economic
transactions but also strengthens and relies on social rela-
tionships and community-building (Migliore et al., 2014).
Social embeddedness within FMs is beneficial for several
reasons, and its advantages affect multiple stakeholder
groups, including consumers, vendors, market managers,
and the wider community. The concept of social embedded-
ness, where economic actions are grounded in social rela-
tionships and trust, has been central to understanding the
unique dynamics of FMs (Chen and Scott, 2014; Hunt, 2007;
Kirwan, 2004). For many people, social embeddedness has
come to represent the idea of social connections that shape
and enrich the way people engage in economic activities
such as FMs (Hinrichs, 2000).

The contribution of this paper is thus threefold. First,
to the best of one’s knowledge, social embeddedness has
not yet been examined using a discrete choice experiment
(DCE), particularly in a context involving three different
countries where the role of FMs is crucial. Despite various
studies on the topic (see e.g.,Chen and Scott, 2014; He and
Morales, 2022), the literature either discusses FMs in general
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or focuses on a specific region or social aspect. The appli-
cation of DCE enables a more thorough examination of the
role that social factors play in consumers’ decisions (e.g.,
interaction with producers, the influence of values, and com-
munity relations). For the study, apples were the subject of
investigation, as they are one of the most widely consumed
fruits available in various retail outlets across the selected
countries. Second, the analysis, conducted on a large sample
of European consumers, provides a more reliable context for
cross-country comparisons and permits the drawing of gen-
eralisable conclusions and policy implications. In the three
examined countries (Hungary, Italy, and the UK), distinct
regulatory and cultural contexts exist that may significantly
impact the role of social embeddedness in FMs. Third, the
trend in Europe is to place significantly more emphasis on
SFSCs, including FMs. Several EU policies and support pro-
grammes, such as the Farm to Fork Strategy and rural devel-
opment measures supporting short supply chains, explicitly
encourage direct contact between producers and consum-
ers. In addition, the COVID-19 pandemic has also focused
attention on the resilience of local food systems, further
strengthening the demand for and political support of SFSCs
(Torok et al., 2024). Thus, the findings may be of interest to
policymakers who want to strengthen and enhance local food
markets and develop more sustainable food systems.

Theoretical background and
literature review

Short food supply chains and the
characteristics of FMs and their consumers

Since the appearance of modern and longer supply chains
in the 20th century, the relationship between producers and
consumers has weakened, e.g., in terms of communication
and information exchange, which has often led to an increase
in information asymmetry and a decrease in consumer trust
(Bildtgard, 2008; Torok et al., 2022; Tordk et al., 2024).
Conversely, the food safety scandals at the end of the 20"
century and the beginning of the 21st century, consumers’
commitment to healthier, more sustainable food, and an
appreciation of the value of social interaction have strength-
ened the role of SFSCs again (Basil, 2012; Luo ef al., 2022;
Marsden et al., 2000; Renting ef al., 2003), as they are per-
ceived to be able to help solve these issues and provide an
alternative to LFSCs.

Food quality (e.g., healthier and tastier food) (Byker
Shanks et al., 2013; Gillespie et al., 2007; Larimore, 2018;
Torok and Toth, 2013), food price (Baker et al., 2009; Bull-
ock, 2000; Conner et al., 2010), and market atmosphere (e.g.,
social interaction, meeting places) (Charatsari et al., 2018;
Conner et al., 2009; Holloway et al., 2007; Zepeda and Lev-
iten-Reid, 2004) are the main reasons why individuals pur-
chase food through SFSCs. According to the literature, there
are many types of SFSCs that may be classified based on
the number of intermediaries, organisational links, and phys-
ical distance (Marsden et al., 2000; Michel-Villarreal ef al.,

2019); e.g., box schemes, community-supported agriculture
(CSA), cooperatives, farm-based butchers’ shops, farm shops
and FMs. FMs were selected for analysis as they represent
the most popular and widespread form of SFSCs, especially
in the studied countries (Mar¢ et al., 2022; Michel-Villarreal
et al., 2019; Murphy, 2011).

Consumers of FMs have some well-defined charac-
teristics. According to the systematic summary of Maré et
al. (2023), the typical FM customer, with few exceptions,
is a middle-aged or older, highly educated woman with 1-2
children in the household and a higher-than-average income.
However, there is no consensus in the literature as to what
the typical type of residence of an FM buyer is. FMs are
visited mainly by residents of small and large cities, as urban
people are looking for fresher, tastier, better-quality products
(Youngs, 2003). Supporting local farmers and the local econ-
omy is important for FM consumers, who prioritise health,
quality, and sustainability in their consumption choices
(Bazzani and Canavari, 2013; He and Morales, 2022; Malak-
Rawlikowska et al., 2019; Shahu et al., 2023)

There are other ways of interpreting the buyer segments
of FMs. Classifications identify product-oriented, socially
responsible, and entertainment-oriented consumers. This
latter segment seeks experiences beyond purchasing and
often spends the most, reflecting the attraction of social and
community engagement in these spaces (Pilaf et al., 2019).
Hughes (1992) highlights that middle- and high-income
retired people and active professionals are the primary tar-
get groups at FMs, with less access for low-income individ-
uals, inadvertently creating a customer base that aligns with
the middle-class preference for embeddedness within local
food systems. Manalo et al. (2003) reveal similar trends:
customers who buy directly from farmers often express a
willingness to pay a premium for local products, driven
by the motivation to preserve farmland and support local
agriculture.

Social embeddedness at farmers’ markets:
a consumer perspective

Social embeddedness in the context of FMs involves
the formation of trust, personal connections, and commu-
nity bonds. This embeddedness creates a shared space that
emphasises community and trust, but remains grounded in
commercial relations, and this dynamic contributes to social
cohesion within local food systems (Hinrichs, 2000). In the
case of FMs, the connection between social embeddedness
and human values is particularly evident (Benedek et al,
2018; Sonnino, 2007). Such markets are often sustained by
support for community cooperation and collective values,
rather than a motivation for profit. These factors strengthen
the effect of social embeddedness, which has not only an
economic but also an ethical and cultural dimension. In the
case of local food systems, social embeddedness not only
generates economic benefits, but also represents values
such as a desire to contribute to strengthening communi-
ties (e.g., preferring community, local markets over large
stores), sustainability (e.g., choosing environmentally-
friendly products), or local identity (supporting local
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producers) (Carson et al., 2016; Maro, et al., 2023; Nagy-
Peto et al., 2023; Sonnino, 2007). These aspects distinguish
FMs from conventional retail environments by fostering
direct, face-to-face interaction. Consumers frequently visit
FMs not only for high-quality, locally sourced products but
also to support sustainable practices and build a connection
with local producers (Feagan et al., 2004; Kirwan, 2004).
Social embeddedness is beneficial for consumers who seek
authenticity in their purchases, as well as for producers who
value customer loyalty based on shared values (Chen and
Scott, 2014; Feagan et al., 2004; Grashuis and Su, 2023;
Kirwan, 2004)

Research has identified that FMs strongly attract a sig-
nificant number of retired individuals and active profession-
als who appreciate the community’s social aspects (Hughes,
1992). By connecting directly and sharing information with
vendors, consumers participate in a form of economic activ-
ity that fosters a sense of community and mutual support,
thereby enhancing their satisfaction and trust. Similarly,
Hunt (2007) describes how customer-vendor interactions at
FMs foster mutual relationships that influence vendor prac-
tices, prompting vendors to adopt and maintain ethical and
high-quality production standards in response to consumer
expectations. In contrast, focusing on young adults’ expec-
tations and experiences at FMs, Oths et al. (2016) reveal
that the latter often prefer markets with a lively, festival-like
atmosphere, which may, however, risk creating exclusion-
ary spaces. Young adults value variety, green practices, and
social experiences, which support a sense of belonging and
embeddedness within the community.

Further, the concept of social embeddedness takes on
cultural dimensions in various global contexts. Kopczynska
(2017) discusses Polish open-air markets, emphasising how
cultural familiarity and local traditions contribute to trust and
continuity, while Ofiederra-Aramendi et al. (2018) highlight
similar dynamics in Spain’s Gipuzkoa region. Focusing on
Central and Eastern Europe, Benedek ef al. (2018) found
that FM consumers are primarily those interested in fresh,
high-quality food and are supportive of local farmers. Pilat
et al. (2019) further identifies consumer segments, noting
that entertainment-oriented consumers who seek social and
emotional experiences alongside their purchases are among
those who spend the most.

Empirical evidence from the literature

Concerning the research area regarding the social embed-
dedness of FMs, most studies have focused on the United
States and Latin America (Hughes, 1992; Hunt, 2007; Kauf-
mann et al., 2023; Oths et al., 2016; Schoolman et al., 2021),
with a growing body of work emerging from Asia (Tsai et
al., 2019), while the situation in Europe remains underex-
plored (Benedek et al., 2018; Kirwan, 2004; Kopczynska,
2017; Ofiederra-Aramendi et al., 2018; Pilaf et al, 2019).
Based on the literature, Southern and Eastern Europe are
underrepresented, with a limited number of cross-country
studies that compare the dynamics of FMs across differ-
ent cultural and regulatory environments. European studies
provide some insights but often focus more on the general
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structure of alternative food networks, in most cases from
the producers’ perspective, rather than on embeddedness-
specific themes (Benedek et al., 2018; Kopczynska, 2017).

The methodological approaches used in FM and social
embeddedness research generally fall into the following
categories: Qualitative studies, including ethnography
and case studies, capture the lived experiences and social
interactions within markets. For instance, Oths et al. (2016)
employed ethnographic methods to explore young adults’
preferences for lively, festival-like market environments,
which, while appealing, may risk creating exclusion-
ary spaces. Both Hunt (2007) and Ofiederra-Aramendi
et al. (2018) analysed consumer-farmer interactions and
explored social embeddedness through case study analy-
sis with interviews and observations as data sources. In
addition, the ethnographic method appears to be based on
qualitative interviews when exploring social dynamics in
FMs (Kopczyniska, 2017). In terms of quantitative analy-
sis, studies like Pilaf ef al. (2019) and Tsai et al. (2019)
have used structural equation modelling (SEM) to analyse
the relationship between product performance, relational
capital, and consumer well-being, emphasising the eco-
nomic and social impact of FM experiences on repurchase
intentions and satisfaction. In addition, several studies
have combined qualitative and quantitative approaches,
using surveys, interviews, and statistical models (He and
Morales, 2022; Hinrichs, 2000; Hughes, 1992; Kaufmann
etal, 2023).

Despite the valuable contributions of such research (see
more details above), significant research gaps are identifi-
able that are related to methodology, sample size, and area
of research. First, DCE, a method often used in consumer
behaviour studies to quantify the impact of different fac-
tors on decision-making (see e.g., Lockshin et al., 2006;
Mard, Balogh, et al., 2023), has not been applied in the
context of social embeddedness and the consumers of FMs.
Employing DCE could generate a nuanced understanding
of the specific attributes and characteristics, both intrinsic
and extrinsic (e.g., product origin, price, or farmer interac-
tion) that influence consumer choices at FMs. The applica-
tion of this model could clarify the relative importance of
social embeddedness elements in purchasing decisions and
allow for a more quantitative analysis of consumer motiva-
tions. Second, the sample size in FM studies, with some
exceptions (Pilaf ef al., 2019; Schoolman et al., 2021; Tsai
et al., 2019), is often limited, resulting in less robust sta-
tistical power and generalisability. Conducting larger-scale
surveys could improve the validity of findings and provide
more statistically significant insight into the sociodemo-
graphic characteristics and preferences of FM consumers.
Third, there is a lack of comparative, cross-country research
in Europe. As most studies are conducted within a single
country or region (Benedek et al., 2018; Pilaf et al., 2019;
Schoolman et al., 2021; Tsai et al., 2019), a cross-European
study could address unique regulatory, cultural, and eco-
nomic variations across markets in different regions. This
approach would not only fill the geographic gap in the lit-
erature but also reveal how national policies and cultural
values shape social embeddedness within markets.
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Materials and methods
Research process, description of the sample

This study builds on T6rok et al. (2025), and examines the
interaction between the point of sale and the social embed-
dedness of the FM. To investigate consumer preferences for
apples, a discrete choice experiment was conducted with the
attributes and levels presented in Table 1.

After defining the attributes (and their levels), the design
of the discrete choice experiment was tested through a
pilot survey. This was conducted with 120 participants
(M550 40, P mgarian— 40, n, . =40) in October 2023. The
design of the experiment was based on the parameter com-
bination 16-3-7 (number of decision situations, number
of alternatives included in decision situations, number of
attributes characterising the alternatives) in the context of a
D-efficient experimental design (Rose and Bliemer, 2009).
Due to the large number of choice situations, the pilot survey
was blocked, with 16 choice situations arranged in 2 blocks,
so that respondents were faced with only 8 choice situations.
In addition, in order to reduce the bias caused by the hypo-
thetical situation, a “no choice” option was included in all
decision alternatives.

Data from the pilot survey were analysed by perform-
ing conditional logit (CL) model estimations by country.
Based on this, it was considered to be necessary to revise
the way decision situations were presented. A kind of mixed

Table 1: Attributes of discrete choice experiment.

approach was applied, often used in discrete choice experi-
ments: 1) presentation of the decision situations in tabular
form without image illustration or ii) presenting decision
situations with pictorial alternatives. This was achieved by
presenting the alternatives to the decision situations to the
participants, primarily in a tabular format (without illustra-
tions). However, when participants approached the alterna-
tive (e.g., using the computer’s cursor or its smart device
equivalent), they were presented with a picture of it. An
example is shown in Figure 1. The decision situations were
introduced with the following text: “Please imagine a situ-
ation in which you want to buy apples. Let’s say you have
to choose between three types of apples, all of which are
the same size, but differ in some of their product attributes.
Please decide which of the three options you would select,
or mark ‘no choice’ if you would not buy any of them. You
will be presented with eight different FICTITIOUS decision
scenarios. Please comsider each decision scenario to be
completely independent from the others!”.

The experimental design in the final survey was also of
D-efficient type, again with three apple options (with seven
traits) and one ‘no-choice’ option. The only difference from
the pilot survey design was that the number of choice situ-
ations was increased from 16 to 32 to generate more vari-
ability in the data. Accordingly, the number of blocks was
doubled (4). Descriptive details of the sample are presented
in Table 2. The sample is representative in all three countries
in terms of gender and age distribution.

. Description of .
“ Level of attributes attributes Supporting literature

Farmers’ market
Point of sale Supermarket
Grocery store
Perfect
Aesthetic appearance Slightly imperfect
Fully imperfect
Yes
Organic
No
Yes
Geographical indication
No
Local
Origin National
Imported
Red
Green
Colour
Yellow
Mixed colours
329Ft/1.49€/1.99£
659Ft/239€/339f
Price
989Ft/3.29€/4.69 £

1,299Ft/4.19€/599 £

Mard, Mard, et al. (2023); Platania et al.

Place where the product was purchased. (2015): Vermeir et al. (2023)

The appearance and perfection of the
product can be determined by visual
inspection.

Aschemann-Witzel et al. (2021); Ceschi et
al. (2018); de Hooge et al. (2017)

Whether the product has an organic cer-
tified label.

Whether the product has a Geographical
Indication label.

Local, domestic, or imported product.

Product colour is red, green, yellow, or
mixed.

Different product price HUF, EUR, or GBP
(based on the surveyed country).

Akpinar et al. (2009); Massaglia et al.
(2019); Meyerding and Merz (2018)

Maré, Balogh, et al. (2023); Massaglia
et al. (2019); Toérok and Jambor (2013);
Torok et al. (2020)

Kim and Kim (2022); Massaglia et al.
(2019)

Ceschi et al. (2018); Moser and Raffaelli
(2012); Skreli and Imami (2012)

Ceschi et al. (2018); de Hooge et al.
(2017); Vermeir et al. (2023)

Source: Own composition
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Which one would you buy?

(1. situation)

To help you choose between the different options, we provide a visual guide. Move the cursor over the table fo display the images. Please alfsc consider the

differences shown in the pictures (e.g. apple colour, appearance, efc.)

Point of sale:

Supermarket

Supermarket

[The apple = : 5 5

L pE A anCe: Slightly imperfect (russet apple) Slightly imperfect (russet apple)
IProduction method: Conventional (not organic) Ci entional (not organic)
[Variety: Not specified Armagh Bramley Apple
lOrigin: Imported Local (within 40 miles)
|Apple colour: Red Red and yellow

Price (£/kg): 1.99 1.99

lAnswer: L L)

Figure 1: Example of a decision situation.
Source: Own composition

Table 2: Sample structure across the three countries.

UK Hungary
(n=600) (n=614)

(n=600)

Gender (%)

Female 52.17 50.33 51.00
Male 47.50 49.51 49.00
Other/Prefer not to say 033 0.16 0.00
18-24 11.67 10.10 8.17
25-34 21.67 18.08 14.83
35-44 19.33 20.85 18.00
45-54 20.17 23.29 2333
55-64 17.83 15.96 25.83
65-70 933 11.73 9.83
Lower secondary education or below 16.33 2.77 9.50
enitcaton below degree vl 3757 5945 57.00
Higher education 46.00 37.79 33.50
Residence (%)

City 39.50 41.53 36.17
Medium/Large town 44.83 39.25 52.00
Village 15.67 19.22 11.83
1 person 16.50 12.54 13.00
2 persons 32.00 39.74 25.00
3 persons 19.67 23.13 28.17
4 or more persons 31.83 24.59 33.83
Very low 38.17 3274 39.67
Low 13.67 14.33 14.67
Medium low 1433 14.01 16.83
Medium high 12.67 14.82 11.83
High 6.83 8.96 5.83
Very high 14.33 15.15 11.17

Note: The subjective income categories were constructed based on the five statements of the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau (2024), measured on a 7-point agree-
ment scale (where "1’ indicated strong disagreement and ‘7’ indicated strong agreement): (1) A large, unexpected expense would be difficult for me to handle; (2) I'm just getting
by financially; (3) In a given month, a gift intended for a wedding, birthday, or other event will burden me financially; (4) By the end of the month, | have no money left to spend; (5)
Sometimes | have unpaid bills. In order to create subjective income categories from the scores given to the statements, the categorisation of the CFPB was used after convert-
ing the aggregate scores into percentages (e.g., the highest aggregate score for a respondent was 35 points, which represented the highest level of income sensitivity): (1)
0-29-very low; (2) 30-37-low; 38-49-medium-low; 50-57-medium-high; 58-67-high; 68-100-very high. It is important to note that, for ease of interpretation, the category
names have been reversed (since, in this case, a high score indicated a worse income situation), so “very low”" refers to the weakest income situation, while “very high” refers
to the most stable income situation.
Source: Own composition
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Methodology

Discrete choice modelling is based on random util-
ity maximisation (RUM) within the framework of random
utility theory (RUT). This assumes the utility maximisation
of the individual and decomposes the total utility into an
observable and an unobservable (random) part according to
Equation (1) (Ben-Akiva and Lerman, 1985).

Un,i,t = Vn,i,t T Enit (1)

where U denotes the total utility, /" the observable part of
utility, ¢ the random part of utility, » the individual, i the
alternative and ¢ the decision situation.

One of the oldest RUT-based model types that is used is
the conditional logit (CL) specification (McFadden, 1972).
Despite the many advantages of the CL specification, sev-
eral disadvantages exist, one of the most crucial being the
assumption of homogeneous preferences. To overcome this
limitation, there are both simpler solutions (e.g., creating and
modelling interactions) and more complex ones (e.g., cre-
ating latent classes, including random parameters) (Mariel
et al., 2021). Among the latter, in the case of so-called ran-
dom parameter logit (RPL) modelling, the coefficients of
the attributes under study are no longer treated as fixed but
are defined as distributions (along which they are allowed
to vary among the respondents), and then their parameters
are estimated (McFadden and Train, 2000; Train, 2009). In
the case of RPL modelling, the specification of the utility
function could be defined (focusing on the systematic part)
according to Equation (2).

_ !
Vn,i,t - ﬁan,L',t (2]

where [3; denotes the parameter vector estimated for the
observed attributes for the n-th decision maker, and X indi-
cates the vector of observed attributes.

For the modelling, the utility function in Equation (3) can
be derived from Equation (2).

Vit = ASC; +

+ ﬂFarmers’market,npoim of mleFarmers' marketpoine of salen ¢ +
+ ,BSupermarket,npaim of SalesupermarkEtPoint of saley it +
+ﬁPerfect,nUglinessPerfeCtUglinessn,i,[ +

+BSlightly perfe‘:tfnuglinessSlightly perfeCtUglinessn,i,t +

+ ﬁOrganic,nLabel OrganiCLabeln’i,t +

+ﬁGI,nGI indicationGlGl indicationy;; + 9
+ ﬁLocal,no,,igmLocaloriginn,i}t +

+ .BNational,no”-gmNationalOTiginn,i,t +

+ ﬁRed,nColourRed(]olourn’i‘t +

+ ﬁGreen,nColow GreenColourn}i,t +

+ Brettowncoronr Y €1LOWeotoury, ;T

+ BPrice,nPricen,i,ta

where ASC; denotes the alternative-specific constant esti-
mated for the i-th alternative and S-s denotes the random
parameters estimated for the attributes (except for price,
where a lognormal distribution was used, a normal distribu-
tion was applied for all attributes, with 500 MLHS throws
(Hess et al., 2006)). In the modelling, a dummy specification
for categorical attributes was used, so for these attributes,
one category was always treated as a base reference: namely,
grocery store (point of sale), fully imperfect (Aesthetic
appearance), no organic (organic label), no GI (GI indica-
tion), imported (origin), mix of colour (colour).

To examine the interaction between the location of FM
and social embeddedness, hybrid choice modelling (HCM)
was employed, supplemented by the previously described
random parameter approach (hereafter, the HRPL model).
The empirical framework allows to incorporate factors that
are not directly quantifiable through hybrid modelling — in
this study, social embeddedness is approximated using 10
Likert-scale items (as outlined below) (McFadden, 1986). In
addition to extending the choice model (by integrating the
latent variable(s)) in the HCM, two further components are
added to the standard structure. On the one hand, structural
equation(s) (the latent variable(s) are described as a function
of certain explanatory variables) were defined and on the
other hand, measurement equation(s) (the latent variable(s)
are related to certain indicator(s) measuring the attitude(s)
under study) were developed (Bolduc et al., 2008; Mariel et
al., 2015). The extended structure for the HCM is shown in
Figure 2 (Walker and Ben-Akiva, 2002).

Choice

Organic label

Highest level
S akhice e of education
indication Utility
Type of

residence

Origin

Indicators related to
social embeddedness

Figure 2: The study’s hybrid choice modelling approach.

Source: own composition

201



Aron Torok

The interaction with the latent variable (integrated in the
choice model) and the structural and measurement equations
are defined according to Equation (4), Equation (5), and
Equation (6).

r
IBFarmers marketNpoint of salenew term

= ﬁFarmers’market,npg[mgfsaze + ALV,

where A denotes the coefficient representing the interaction
effect of the latent variable of FM and social embeddedness.

LV, = Vagerever lAgeLevel 1n+ Vagerever zAgeLevel 2,1

+ VAgeLevel 3AgeLevel 3n + VAgeLeveMAgeLevel 4n+

+ VAgeLevel SAgeLevel 5n+

+ VEducationLoweT secondary EducatlonLower secondaryn+ 6
+ yEducatianUpper secondary EducatlonUpper secondaryn+

+ yResidenceVi”ageReSldenceVillagen-l'

+ yResidenceTownRESldenceTownn + Nn

where y indicates the parameter vector of the structural model
explanatory variable, and 77, denotes the random term, and

MEy n, = G LV, + 0x (6

where {, denotes the estimated coefficient on the latent vari-
able for the k-th statement, while ¢,  indicates the random
member of the measurement model.

The latent variable (social embeddedness) was measured
by using a 7-point Likert scale (1: totally disagree to 7:
totally agree) for various statements derived from previous
studies (Hunt, 2007; Oths et al., 2016; Tsai et al., 2019):
1. The direct relationship with the producer is an important
reason for me to buy at farmers’ markets.
2. Tlike/love purchasing food at farmers’ markets.
3. My purchases at farmers’ markets might influence the
producers’ production decisions.

4. At the farmer’s market, I not only buy products but also
talk with the producers.

5. At the farmer’s market, I can get additional information
about the production methods of specific products.

6. Itrust the producer from whom I buy at farmers’ markets

(in terms of product quality, standards, etc.).

7. The farmers’ market creates a closer connection with
agriculture and food for consumers.

8. Shopping at farmers’ markets is more pleasant than at
other grocery stores.

9. Time spent at farmers’ markets is valuable to me because
it means time spent with friends/family.

10.1 feel that time slows down a bit when shopping at farm-
ers’ markets.

With the Likert-scale statements, the measurement equa-
tions were created based on the so-called ordered structure
(Daly et al., 2012); i.e., for each statement, a threshold
parameter /-1 (where / is the number/level of categories of
statements) was estimated. The D-efficient experimental
design was generated using Ngene 1.2 software, while the
model estimations were carried out using the Apollo pack-
age within the R programming environment (Daly et al.,
2012; Hess and Palma, 2019; Hess and Palma, 2021; Ngene,
2018). To assess the perceptions of the statements, a one-way
ANOVA was conducted to evaluate significant differences
across countries, with Bonferroni post-hoc tests applied for
the pairwise comparisons (Field, 2005).

Results

Descriptive statistics associated with the
examined statements regarding social
embeddedness

Table 3 compares consumer attitudes towards FMs in
Hungary, Italy, and the UK, based on the aforementioned ten
statements. The statements examined consumer attitudes in
terms of experience, trust, social connections, and interaction

Table 3: Descriptive statistics associated with the statements examined by country.

I ™
| mean | medin | 50| Mean | median | 50| mean | wedian | so.

Statement 1 4.79 5.00 1.46
Statement 2 4.86 5.00 1.47
Statement 3 4.68 5.00 1.34
Statement 4 4.58 5.00 1.58
Statement 5 5.00 5.00 1.39
Statement 6 5.26 5.00 1.22
Statement 7 541 6.00 1.25
Statement 8 5.15 5.00 133
Statement 9 4.56 5.00 1.58
Statement 10 4.70 5.00 143

4.40 5.00 1.80 4.86 5.00 133
4.96 5.00 1.67 4.97 5.00 134
4.57 5.00 1.67 4.78 5.00 1.22
4.49 5.00 1.84 5.04 5.00 1.32
491 5.00 1.66 5.10 5.00 1.18
5.02 5.00 151 5.11 5.00 1.18
523 5.00 141 5.26 5.00 1.22
4.65 5.00 1.72 5.00 5.00 1.29
4.19 5.00 1.89 4.68 5.00 1.44
4.35 5.00 1.78 4.80 5.00 130

Note: S.D. denotes the standard deviations.
Source: Own composition
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Table 4: Examination of differences in the strength of agreement with statements by country.

Statement 1 15.50 <0.01
Statement 2 0.95 0.38
Statement 3 345 0.03
Statement 4 20.65 <0.01
Statement 5 2.73 0.07
Statement 6 5.39 <0.01
Statement 7 348 0.03
Statement 8 18.68 <0.01
Statement 9 14.64 <0.01
Statement 10 14.50 <0.01

[y —— — == T - —

479 4.400 4.86°
4386 4.96 497
4,68 4,572 4.78b
458 4.49° 5.04
5.00% 491 5.10°
5.26° 5.02° 5.1
5412 5.23b 5.26%
5.15° 4.65b 5.00°
4.56? 4190 4.68°
4.70° 4.35b 4.80°

Note: The Bonferroni post-hoc test was used for pairwise comparisons. Different superscripts (a, b) indicate statistically significant differences in the respondents’agreement
with the statements in the respective countries. Identical superscripts indicate no differences between those countries. The lack of superscripts indicates that there is no

significant difference among any of the three countries examined.
Source: Own composition

with farmers. Overall, consumers in all three countries have a
positive attitude towards FMs, with Italy scoring particularly
high on the areas of interaction (Statement 4), information
(Statement 5), and a sense of time slowing down (Statement
10). UK respondents show particularly high levels of trust in
farmers (Statement 6, mean: 5.26) and a stronger connection
to agriculture (Statement 7, mean: 5.41).

In Hungary, respondents also hold a positive opinion of
FMs, but the standard deviation is consistently higher, indi-
cating greater differences among respondents. Interestingly,
Hungarian respondents like these points of sale the most
(Statement 2, mean: 4.96), but they award slightly lower
values in terms of experiential and social values (Statements
8—10). The results clearly show that FMs are not only shop-
ping venues but also social and cultural meeting places,
especially in the case of Italian respondents, where the role
of interaction and information gathering is even more pro-
nounced. The data from these three countries suggest that,
although the motivations are similar, their intensity may vary
from country to country, influenced by cultural habits and
shopping preferences.

Based on the ANOVA analysis and post-hoc procedure,
significant differences were found between countries for
nine out of the ten statements (Table 4). The largest differ-
ences apply to the statements related to interaction. Italian
respondents are much more likely to talk to farmers (State-
ment 4) and to gather information about production meth-
ods. It is also notable that Italian consumers perceive that
time ‘slows down’ at FMs (Statement 10), with time spent
there perceived as more valuable, especially from a social
perspective (Statement 9). UK respondents value shop-
ping at FMs for providing them with a stronger connec-
tion to agriculture (Statement 7) and associate them with a
high level of trust in producers (Statement 6). In contrast,
Hungarian respondents’ ratings are lower for several state-
ments, especially in relation to social and emotional fac-
tors. Although their attitudes are generally positive, there is
less emphasis on the social experience, the value of time,
or the sense of customer influence on production. Overall,
British and Italian consumers have a more intense, emo-

tional connection with FMs, while Hungarian respondents
have a more rational, moderate attitude towards them.

Consumer preferences and the
impact of social embeddedness

Table 5 presents the results of the HCM model estimated
with these conditions augmented with random parameters
(hereafter referred to as the hybrid random parameter logit
model — HRPL). The model estimates presented in Table 5
highlight interesting trends in the purchasing preferences
of the three countries. “No choice”, i.e., when the customer
would not choose any of the product options, was signifi-
cantly less preferred than making any purchase decision in
all countries, suggesting that consumers are fundamentally
open to making decisions and purchasing products if there
is an option that suits them. The point of sale also plays
an important role. In all of the countries investigated, FMs
were significantly preferred by consumers over traditional
grocery stores. This is likely due not only to the quality of
the food but also to the shopping experience and the connec-
tion with the producers, as previously discussed. In contrast,
shopping at a supermarket was not associated with a statisti-
cally significant effect, suggesting that this is perceived as a
rather neutral, routine shopping location not associated with
any preference. The appearance of the apple, especially its
perfection, had varying effects across different countries.
Among British consumers, appearance had only a limited
influence on the purchase decision, with slightly imperfect
apples eliciting a small positive reaction (10% significance
level). In contrast, Italians and Hungarians clearly prefer per-
fect apples, and Hungarians even judged slightly imperfect
apples more favourably than fully imperfect ones. This may
indicate that Hungarian and Italian consumers place more
emphasis on aesthetics, while British consumers may be
more concerned with naturalness cues or food waste.

The model results further highlight interesting differences
in consumer preferences. In the case of the organic attribute,
British and Italian consumers clearly prefer products with a
certified organic label, while for Hungarian consumers, this
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Table 5: Preference-space estimates by HRPL specification.

I S T

Attributes and Model Details

] 4-07***
ASC no choice (0.21)
) 0.33%**
Farmers’ market (0.09)
) —-0.62%**
Farmers' market (S.D.) 0.11)
-0.01
Supermarket (0.08)
-0.48**
Supermarket (S.D.) 0.21)
0.06
Perfect 0.12)
1.42%%*
Perfect (S.D.) (0.13)
) ] 0.10*
Slightly imperfect (0.07)
. . <0.01
Slightly imperfect (S.D.) (0.13)
] 0.13***
Organic (0.05)
. 0.52%**
Organic (S.D.) (0.13)
0.26***
Gl (0.06)
-0.29**
Gl (S.D.) (0.17)
Local 0.47%**
oca (0.09)
0.44%%*
Local (S.D.) (0.10)
) 0.20%*
National 0.11)
: 0.10
National (S.D.) (0.22)
0.06
Red (0.05)
-0.36**
Red (S.D.) (0.16)
0.06
Green (0.07)
—0.49%**
Green (S.D.) (0.18)
-0.05
Yellow (0.08)
0.32
Yellow (S.D.) (0.42)
o —-0.92%**
rice (0.07)
i 0.97***
Price (S.D.) (0.14)
A (social embeddedness - farmers’ market) i
(0.07)
Observations 200
PsR-squared 024
Log-likelihood (0) (for choice model) -6,654.21
Log-likelihood (final) (for choice model) 502394
AIC 27,946.58
BIC 28,626.60

2.60%** 3.58%*x
(0.16) (0.18)
0.56*** 0.27%**
(0.10) (0.07)
0.67%*% Q7=
(0.10) (0.09)
-0.09 0.01
(0.08) (0.08)
0.67%** -0.64%**
(0.13) (0.17)
0.59*** 0.36***
(0.13) (0.11)
7= | pLEEE
(0.15) (0.15)
0.22%%% 0.04
(0.07) (0.07)
-0.21*% 0.12
(0.16) (0.18)
-0.05 0.33%**
(0.05) (0.06)
-0.60*** -0.87%**
(0.11) (0.08)
0.48*** 0.53***
(0.06) (0.06)
0.54%* -0.60%**
(0.11) (0.09)
0.56%** 0.59%**
(0.08) (0.08)
0.34%** -0.25%*
(0.14) (0.12)
0.36*** 0.39***
(0.09) (0.10)
<0.01 0.03
0.21) (0.14)
0.23*** -0.06
(0.06) (0.05)
0.19 <0.01
(0.19) (0.24)
-0.06 0.05
(0.08) (0.08)
-0.02 -0.35%*
(0.39) (0.20)
-0.16** 0.03
(0.08) (0.09)
-0.26 0.78%**
(0.39) (0.13)
-0.40%** —1.24%%%
(0.05) (0.07)
0.46%** 1.20%**
(0.15) (0.11)
0.37%** 0.27
(0.09) (0.06)
4,912 4,800
0.22 0.23
-6,809.48 -6,654.21
-5,325.41 -5,149.65
29,372.77 26,676.21
30,055.21 27,356.23

Note: The robust standard errors are shown in parentheses below the parameter estimates; S.D. denotes the standard deviations; ASC represents the alternative-specific
constant; ASC choice, Grocery store, Fully imperfect, No organic label, No Geographical Indication, Imported, Mix of colour were defined as the base levels in the estimates;
**x %% * indicate statistical significance at the 1%, 5% and 10% levels, respectively; A denotes the effect of the latent variable in the choice model. AIC denotes the Akaike

Information Criterion; BIC denotes the Bayesian Information Criterion.
Source: Own composition

label does not have a significant influence. This may indicate
that in Western Europe, organic certification already enjoys
strong consumer confidence, while in Hungary, it is even less
seen as a guarantee of quality or healthiness. The existence
of a GI label has a significant impact on decisions in all three
countries. This suggests that authenticity associated with
place of origin and the quality associated with a geographi-
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cal region is a valued attribute everywhere. Consumers likely
perceive such products as representing uniqueness, tradition,
and a controlled origin. Specifically in terms of origin, similar
trends exist across the three countries: consumers prefer local
and national products over imported goods. The colour of the
apple does not generally significantly influence choices, i.e.,
only red, green, or yellow apples are not significantly pre-
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ferred over a colour mix (the exception is the Hungarian sam-
ple, where red apples are significantly preferred and yellow
apples are significantly less preferred than the colour mix).
The effect of price, on the other hand, is quite clear. There
is a significant negative relationship between the price of the
product and purchasing preferences. The higher the price, the
weaker the preference for the product; this follows classical
economic logic and clearly reflects that price remains a deci-
sive consideration for consumers, regardless of the location of
purchase or other product characteristics.

The effect of the latent variable measuring social embed-
dedness is positive and significant in all three countries, show-
ing that the more embedded a consumer is in community and
social networks, the more they prefer FMs over traditional
grocery stores. This finding supports the idea that FMs are
not just shopping venues, but also social spaces where people
build relationships, experience community, and, as a result,
develop stronger attachments to this form of shopping. The
results, therefore, paint a complex picture. In addition to prod-
uct characteristics, personal and social background have a sig-
nificant impact on how and where people shop.

Understanding social embeddedness
across consumer groups

The estimated coefficients for the two additional compo-
nents of the model structure in Figure 2 are presented below,
focusing first on the structural equation by country in Table 6.
Based on the estimated coefficients in Table 6, age and educa-
tion have a significant impact on the level of social embedded-
ness in all three countries. Certain demographic characteristics
can determine the extent to which a consumer feels connected
to their community and social networks, which, as previously
discussed, also influence preferences related to FMs, which,
as previously discussed, also influence preferences related to
FMs. In the UK, younger consumers and particularly those in
the 35-44 age bracket display higher social embeddedness than
their older counterparts. This may be surprising at first, as it is
often assumed that older people are more strongly connected
to local communities. However, based on the British sample,
the middle-aged generation appears to be more socially active.
At the same time, compared to those with a higher level of
education, respondents with a secondary education level have
significantly lower social embeddedness.

In Hungary, other types of age differences can be
observed. Respondents aged 45-65 and under 25 appear
to be less socially embedded than those over 65. This may
indicate that members of the oldest age group in the country
are still more strongly connected to communities — perhaps
they live in rural environments where relationships are more
long-lasting and rooted in the local territory. A similar pat-
tern can be observed in the case of Italy. The social embed-
dedness of the younger age group (under 25) is significantly
less than that of those over 65. It should also be noted that
consumers with a lower (only primary) education feel less
socially connected than those with a higher education.

Table 7, which presents the structure of the hybrid model,
contains the estimated { coefficients of the measurement
equations for the latent variable (social embeddedness) bro-

Table 6: Estimated coefficients associated with the structural
equation regarding the hybrid model structure.

T T
Structural equation parameters

Yace 0.27 ~0.53* ~0.20*
9€Level 1 (0.22) (0.35) (0.13)
Yace 0.35* ~0.26 0.04
JCLevel 2 (0.25) (0.23) (0.14)
Yace 044*  —028 -0.11
9€Level 3 (0.20) (0.23) (0.15)
0.33* ~031* 0.01
Vagerever 0.21) (0.22) (0.18)
Yace 0.10 ~0.49%* 0.15
J€Level s (0.31) (0.24) (0.15)
. -0.18 0.19 -0.49*
)/EducatwnLower secondary 0.16) (0.39) (0.33)
. -0.23* 0.01 -0.02
yEducatlonUpper secondary 0.16) 0.13) (0.09)
. <0.01 0.14 0.17
VReszdenceVi”age (0.50) 0.14) (0.24)
. -0.08 0.10 0.05
VResidencerown ©.11) (0.13) (0.13)

Note: The robust standard errors are shown in parentheses below the parameter
estimates. ***, ** * indicate statistical significance at the 1%, 5% and 10% levels,
respectively.

Source: Own composition

Table 7: Estimated coefficients associated with the
measurement equation regarding the hybrid model
structure.

wessurmentcquation | K| tomomy | vy

Z 1.07%** 1.49%** 1.471%**
k1 (0.09) 0.12) (0.13)
1.20%** 1.44%%* 1.58***
Sk (0.09) (0.13) (0.16)
0.82%%* 1.07%%* 0.85%**
Cka (0.07) (0.10) (0.10)
1.07%** 1.49%** 1.471%**
Cka (0.09) (0.14) (0.14)
1.06%** 1.40%%* 1.32%%
Sk (0.09) 0.11) 0.12)
( 1.14%** 1.30%** 1.24%**
ké (0.10) 0.12) 0.11)
0.98*** 1.05%%* 1.18%%
Sk (0.09) (0.10) 0.12)
1.17%** 1.89%** 1.47%**
Sks 0.11) (0.13) (0.13)
¢ 1.00%% 1.55%%x 1,175
k9 (0.10) (0.13) (0.11)
¢ 0.82%%* 1.09%%* 0.73%**
k10 (0.09) (0.10) (0.09)

Note: The robust standard errors are shown in parentheses below the parameter
estimates. ***, ** * indicate statistical significance at the 1%, 5% and 10% levels,
respectively; The parameters of the three highest and most influential statements
are highlighted in bold.

Source: Own composition

ken down by country. These coefficients show the extent to
which the latent variable explains the responses to the dif-
ferent attitude statements. Based on the results, all estimated
coefficients are positive and significant, indicating that, on
average, the higher the respondent’s level of social embed-
dedness, the higher the rating they give to the attitude state-
ments. This supports the notion that social connectedness
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and attachment to the community play a significant role in
fostering positive perceptions of FMs.

Country-specific differences can also be observed: in
the UK and Italy, the latent variable is most strongly corre-
lated with Statement 2 (“I like to shop at farmers’ markets™),
indicating that in these countries, emotional attachment and
experience with markets are particularly closely related
to social embeddedness. In Hungary, however, Statement
8 (“Shopping at farmers’ markets is more pleasant than at
other grocery stores”) shows the strongest relationship with
the latent variable. This means that for Hungarian respond-
ents, perceiving the FM as a positive experience and form
of recreation is the one that best reflects the level of social
connections.

Discussion

The results of this research highlight that the choice of
FMs is closely related to the level of social embeddedness.
This means that consumers’ purchasing decisions are not
simply the result of isolated, impersonal preferences, but
are deeply embedded in social networks. The study confirms
that FMs have a function well beyond their role as mere food
sources; they are social spaces where trust, personal contact,
and community experience play a significant role. Several
previous studies have emphasised that FMs allow for direct,
personal encounters between producers and consumers. As a
result, consumers visit these markets not only for local, high-
quality products, but also to support sustainable practices and
build relationships with local producers (Feagan ef al., 2004;
Kirwan, 2004). The literature has suggested that economic
exchanges in such markets are embedded in social networks
and are not independent of cultural values, social connec-
tions, and trust (Granovetter, 1985). FMs simultaneously
support community cohesion and economic transactions,
connecting ethics, culture, and business in a single space
(Hinrichs, 2000). In line with this, the results suggest that
high levels of social embeddedness significantly increase the
likelihood of purchasing at FMs; that is, consumers seeking
a social experience and connections prefer FMs over other
shopping venues.

The results are also consistent with Chen and Scott
(2014) findings that consumers’ sense of embeddedness pos-
itively influences their spending at FMs. Research by Kir-
wan (2004) and Feagan et al. (2004) has previously shown
that consumers desire authentic experiences and trust-based
relationships when shopping for food, while producers value
customer loyalty based on shared values. The results also
suggest that social embeddedness has a dual benefit. It pro-
vides consumers with a more authentic, community-based
shopping experience, and producers with a more committed
customer base who stick with them because of the personal
connections. Based on the literature, it can be clearly estab-
lished who constitutes the majority of the shoppers at FMs
(Mard, et al., 2023; Torok et al., 2025). A similar trend is
identifiable from this research. In all three countries, those
with higher education are more strongly connected to their
community. Moreover, in Hungary and Italy, the older age
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group (over 65) proved to be the most embedded in local soci-
ety. This explains why they prefer FMs to a greater extent,
since tradition and community support play an important
role in their lifestyles and value systems. Interestingly, in the
UK, the middle-aged group (35-44) displayed the strongest
social embeddedness. A possible explanation for this is that
the new-wave, festival-like atmosphere of British markets
mainly attracts the younger-middle-aged, active generation,
while older individuals may feel less at home in this envi-
ronment. This dynamic is also reflected in the literature. For
example, Oths et al. (2016) have shown that young adults
prefer lively, festival-like markets, which in turn involves
the risk that such an atmosphere may exclude certain social
groups (if a market is too focused on encouraging a youthful,
festival-like experience, older or more conservative buyers
may be averse to it). All this highlights that the emergence
of social embeddedness is culturally and demographically
context-dependent (Kopczynska, 2017; Ofiederra-Aramendi
et al., 2018).

In addition, the strongest social embeddedness effect
was identified in Italy. This can be explained by the tradi-
tions of Southern European food culture and strong regional
cohesion (Ofiederra-Aramendi et al., 2018; Vitterse et al.,
2019). In contrast, in the UK, consumer preferences were
dominated by the health characteristics and general quality
of products, and the impact of community aspects was rela-
tively smaller. Perhaps due to modern consumer trends and
a wider range of products, the price-value ratio is considered
of particular importance in British markets (Guthrie et al.,
2006; McEachern et al., 2010). Although Hungarian consum-
ers also perceived some advantage in terms of community
embeddedness, their decisions were more often influenced
by the usual market logic, such as price sensitivity. This can
be partly attributed to the fact that Hungarian markets are a
relatively new and rapidly developing phenomenon, where
community ties have not yet matured uniformly (Mar06 et al.,
2022). The differences between countries highlight the role
of cultural and market-specificities: while in Italy, a strong
local tradition enhances the importance of community ties,
in the British and Hungarian cases, other factors also prevail
in purchasing decisions.

It is also important to compare how social embeddedness
influences the behaviour of market participants. Hunt (2007)
showed that buyer—seller interactions at FMs build mutual
expectations and trust, which results in practical changes on
the part of producers. As a result, they place greater empha-
sis on ethical, high-quality production methods. The posi-
tive embeddedness effect measured (that is, consumers who
are more integrated into the community are more likely to
shop at FMs) also illustrates this pattern. The results, there-
fore, provide empirical evidence that socio-social factors
indeed shape economic preferences, as suggested by pre-
vious research (e.g., Hunt, 2007; Kirwan, 2004; Ofiederra-
Aramendi et al., 2018). Furthermore, Benedek et al. (2018)
highlighted that buyers at FMs are primarily those who seek
fresh, high-quality food and are also committed to support-
ing local producers. This trend can also be observed in the
research. For consumers, choosing an FM is often a value-
based decision, driven by solidarity with local producers,
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sustainability, and local identity (e.g., a preference for local
products and designations of origin). This is reflected in the
fact that groups that are more open to community experi-
ences and more embedded preferred the FM in the survey.
The results of this study reinforce the primary findings of the
literature, which suggest that the success and specific role
of FMs are influenced by community embeddedness (Gran-
ovetter, 1985; Hinrichs, 2000; Kirwan, 2004).

Theoretical, policy, and managerial
implications

The research offers theoretical insights into the link
between social embeddedness and consumer decision-
making. It empirically supports the theory of Granovetter
(1985) that economic action is embedded in social networks,
showing that consumers more active in community relations
make different market choices. Thus, traditional models of
consumer behaviour can be expanded to include sociologi-
cal dimensions, where preferences are shaped by community
values. Following Hinrichs (2000), producer markets can
be seen as “hybrid” spaces combining business and social
interaction. This study shows that consumer choices are
influenced not only by product characteristics (e.g., price,
quality, certifications) but also by social factors (e.g., com-
munity ties, trust), bridging economic and social science
perspectives.

Second, the results point to the differentiated nature of
social embeddedness. The comparison of the three coun-
tries, employing a novel methodology in this field, sug-
gests that although the effect of embeddedness is univer-
sally positive regarding the perception of FMs, the social
patterns (e.g., the role of local communities, the degree of
urbanisation and mobility, and the tradition of markets)
may differ. The context of social embeddedness varies from
culture to culture (Kopczynska, 2017; Ofiederra-Aramendi
et al., 2018). The research deepens this idea by demonstrat-
ing that the effect of community integration on consumer
behaviour is general, but its specific manifestations (e.g.,
which age group, according to which values) may differ
from country to country. Strengthening the relationship
between sustainable food consumption and social capital is
an important element. The results suggest that the success
of SFSCs is not only based on the mere communication
of sustainability benefits (e.g., smaller ecological footprint,
better quality), but also on community experience and iden-
tity. Some consumers, especially those more deeply embed-
ded in their communities, also seek to support moral and
community goals through their purchases (e.g., supporting
the local economy, preserving traditions). This observation,
by considering value-driven and community motivations in
addition to or instead of the utility-maximising model when
explaining sustainable consumption, may contribute to the
theory of consumer behaviour.

Based on these findings, the research yields several
policy and managerial implications. First, the results sup-
port the claim that FMs are not only economic spaces but
also community institutions; thus, their support can serve
economic, environmental, and social goals at the same time.

In light of the results, public policy should also treat these
markets as community spaces. For example, it could provide
infrastructural and financial support to establish new markets
or develop existing ones in a way that they also function as
community meeting places (e.g., creating covered market
spaces with spaces suitable for community events). Local
governments and decision-makers can plan urban and rural
development programmes around markets, recognising that
a vibrant FM increases community cohesion and the multi-
plier effects of the local economy.

Second, strengthening consumer communities may be a
key policy objective in supporting a sustainable food supply.
As people living in closer social networks are more likely to
choose sustainable, locally sourced food, public policy can
focus on increasing community participation and awareness.
This can be achieved through, for example, social campaigns
and educational programmes that draw attention to the values
of local food and FMs. In addition, by supporting local food
movements and civic initiatives (e.g., community gardens or
food communities), decision-makers can help more consum-
ers establish personal contact with local producers. Third, a
crucial lesson for policy is to acknowledge the differences
between generations and social groups. The research has
highlighted that certain groups (e.g., younger generations in
some countries, or those with a lower level of education) are
less connected to local communities and are therefore less
likely to visit FMs. This suggests the need for targeted public
policy measures. For example, launching youth programmes
at FMs (FMs at universities, educational activities, volun-
teering) to involve young people in local food systems (see
e.g.,Mard et al., 2022). The current customer base of FMs
tends to be skewed towards the middle class, while poorer
segments have less access. Public policy can address this as
an equity issue. For example, social programmes can encour-
age the participation of disadvantaged groups (such as how
SNAP/EBT programmes were included in markets in the
US). In the European context, this could involve providing
discount coupons or vouchers to those in need, which they
can redeem for healthy food at FMs.

The research also provides practical lessons for organis-
ers of FMs, operators, and market participants (e.g., produc-
ers and vendors). The results confirm that the power of an
FM lies in the community experience, so organisers should
consciously cultivate the community function of such mar-
kets. Personal relationships between buyers and vendors can
enhance the shopping experience and foster customer loyalty.
Accordingly, market managers should encourage active and
direct communication and trusting relationships. In practice,
this could mean organising community programmes at mar-
kets (tastings, cooking, children’s programmes) that encour-
age customers to spend time on site and talk informally with
vendors and each other. The more consumers view the market
as a meeting place, the stronger their attachment will be, and
the more likely they are to become permanent customers.
Moreover, market organisers need to know their target audi-
ence and tailor their strategies accordingly. Based on the find-
ings and other research (Maro6, Mar9, et al., 2023), the typical
FM customer is often an older, middle-class, well-informed
woman who values quality and a connection to local produc-
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ers. Meeting the needs of this group is essential for success.
At the same time, attracting younger generations and other
underrepresented groups will be important for future growth
and market sustainability. From a practical perspective, this
can be achieved by alternating events with different profiles.
Lastly, it is worth emphasising the benefits of social embed-
dedness in the marketing and communication of FMs. Since
supporting local producers and a sense of belonging to the
community are the main attractions for many customers,
communication can highlight the stories associated with the
market. For example, presenting the personal background of
the vendors, the origin of the products, and the values of the
market community. This storytelling approach will strengthen
the emotional connection with customers.

Conclusions

Research shows that the future of farmers’ markets
depends greatly on their social embeddedness. Sustainable
food systems succeed not only when people buy products
but also when they seek community experiences. Based on
empirical data from the UK, Hungary, and Italy, the study
suggests ways to strengthen social embeddedness in con-
sumer choices, public policy, and market operations. Unlike
most research focused on single countries — mainly the US
or Western Europe — this cross-country comparison reveals
both general trends (the positive impact of social embedded-
ness on FM choice) and local specificities (e.g., generational
differences). The findings fill a geographical and cultural
research gap, confirming that FMs function as both eco-
nomic spaces and community arenas, and that recognising
this dual role is vital for sustainable food systems.

However, the study’s limitations include its sample
of only three countries, which restricts generalisability
due to cultural and economic differences. The cross-sec-
tional design also limits insights into long-term trends.
Future research should include more countries to examine
European-level patterns and use longitudinal and qualita-
tive methods to explore causal links and evolving network
dynamics. Extending the focus to other stakeholders — such
as farmers, FM organisers, and policymakers — would also
provide a more comprehensive understanding of how social
embeddedness shapes market sustainability.
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