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Abstract: In response to the negative effects caused by structures of the dominant agricultural system
and new market opportunities, increasing food supply structures have re-emerged in the urban-rural
context of industrialized countries in recent years. These food supply structures often accompany
new forms of hybrid cooperation models, including actors and institutions that have not shared
resources previously. They form new alliances for sustainable transformation in the agri-food sector.
Simultaneously, discourse has arisen in science and practice about the sustainability potential of such
hybrid cooperation, referring to a lack of critical systematization and the necessity for creating an
assessment concept. From the latter, one could draw conclusions about the transformative potential
of such cooperation models and their potential to serve as blueprints for other regions. In this
conceptual paper, a classification approach derived from social enterprise literature is elaborated,
extended, and evaluated, to design a classification of new hybrid cooperation models that allow
comparisons between regions and are sensitive to their dynamics. We show in an application how
the classification approach, considering the dimensions “actors”, “resources”, and “actions”, serves
to discover patterns in the development of short food-supply chain practices, identifying individual
transition paths and, thus, making statements about their sustainability and challenges.
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1. Introduction

with regard to jurisdictional claims in

Scientists argue that, exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic [1–3], we are at a
tipping point of our unsustainable and non-resilient globalized food system [4–6]. The
premise of providing sufficient and affordable food to as many people as possible has
led to the dominance of global agri-food system structures that are highly concentrated
and follow the prevailing paradigm of productivity and efficiency, to the detriment of
the environmental, governance and social dimensions of sustainability [7,8]; for example,
in terms of global warming [6], there is water and soil pollution [9–12], a decreasing
diversity of crop species [13–15], soil erosion [16] and a loss of biodiversity in agricultural
systems [17].
Thus, alternative, more sustainable conceptualizations of agri-food systems are increasingly discussed, highlighting the importance of the territorial embeddedness of agrifood systems and the social relations of proximity [18,19]. In this context, short foodsupply chains (SFSCs) in the urban-rural nexus [7,20,21] are considered to be one “building
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block” [22] of the sustainable transformation complex. Many studies have shown that
SFSCs contribute to the sustainable transformation of the agri-food supply system [7].
One reason for this is seen in the reconnection of urban consumers to producers in the
surrounding areas of the cities [23,24]. This argument is reinforced by Bartke et al. [25], who
stress that urban and rural areas are interdependent. Their resources and functions, such as
soil, land, freshwater, waste, energy and food supply, are closely intertwined. In addition,
the fact that more and more local products and new SFSCs are emerging in Europe [7,26]
reflects the increased interest (“turn to quality”) of consumers in regional food production
and supply [23,27]. This creates a novel opportunity space for the farmers remaining in
the urban-rural environment to create new business strategies [28] which has also been
recognized and advocated by the European Union (EU), which defines SFSCs as “a supply
chain involving a limited number of economic operators, committed to co-operation, local
economic development, and close geographical and social relations between producers,
processors and consumers” [29].
However, there is a lack of knowledge regarding how new SFSC initiatives emerge
in the urban-rural context, and what strategies and organizational models can foster
sustainable transformation [30–32]. Georgiadis et al. [33], for example, criticize researchers
for ignoring the role of interdependencies between the actors involved in a food system.
Doernberg et al. [34] and Ilieva [35] point out that local governments focus primarily on
sectoral approaches. For instance, the EU definition of an SFSC ignores the multifunctional
and hybrid characteristic of SFSCs as it focuses only on economic operators, ignoring public
actors and civil society, which are identified as important actors within SFSCs [22,25,34,36];
this shows that multi-governmental and multifunctional topics, such as the sustainable
transformation of urban-rural SFSCs, are still under-researched. While municipalities
are beginning to acknowledge that local SFSCs are one field of action that contributes to
sustainable transformation [25,37], there are a lack of tools to classify and systematize the
projects and activities emerging in their areas, which makes it challenging to contribute
in cross-scale cooperation and knowledge-sharing with other governments [22,34,38–40].
This lack of knowledge is seen as one of the reasons why there are not only proponents
of strengthening urban-rural linkages through SFSCs [7,41], which highlights the need to
provide a concept for assessing SFSCs in the urban-rural context; this can help us to better
understand their hybrid nature, resource-pooling strategies, challenges, and potentials,
and, thus, their sustainability potential in the long term.
In order to characterize the hybrid nature of SFSCs, we argue that it makes sense to
look more closely at their role in the overall economy and their interaction with the market,
civil society and public policy [42]; this is because the cooperation of actors, and, thus, the
pooling of resources, is considered essential for sustainable transformation [25,43]. This
also means that this article’s units of analysis are new cooperation models that aim to
shorten the food supply chain to drive sustainable transformation. In this context, the new
cooperation models are hybrid forms of organization [44], i.e., a new cooperation of at least
two actors pursuing the dual mission of financial sustainability and a social purpose [45].
New models of cooperation are about pooling resources to fulfil this dual mission “to the
emergence of novel institutional forms that challenge traditional conceptions of economic
organizing” [46], cited in [44] (p. 418).
A screening of examples in the literature and practice shows that it is challenging
to classify emerging cooperation models in the agri-food sector due to the diversity of
actors, strategies, and organizational forms, as they follow the dual mission; thus, they
do not follow the usual logic of the market, similar to social enterprises. Social enterprise
theory deals with the contextual factors that lead to the creation of social enterprises, the
underlying organization dynamics and structures, and how different types generate social
impact, mobilize resources, and bring about sustainable social change [47]. To apply the
concept of social enterprises to new cooperation models in the agri-food system seems purposeful, and is justified by the explicitness of their objectives; these go beyond the economic
dimensions and integrate motivations of environmental, social and political concern [48,49],
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for example, through action against biodiversity loss, for societal inclusiveness or food
sovereignty [21,38,50].
This paper aims to put the aspect of cooperation at the center of the analysis. We
propose a classification approach derived from social enterprise literature that allows us to
highlight the complexity of the actors, measures, and approaches to sustainable resource
use and their impact levels. Building on the increasing pressure to promote sustainable
transformation processes in the rural–urban nexus and advancing the emerging scientific
discussion on the potential of SFSCs in this context, our concept paper aims to make an
important contribution. Therefore, the following Section 2 presents our concept with the
dimensions “actors”, “resources” and “actions” (ARA). In addition, we evaluated the
concept using real-world examples. The evaluation process is presented in Section 3, and
in Section 4, the resulting findings are outlined. The discussion in Section 5 focuses on the
questions of potential and challenges of the ARA concept.
2. Classifying Urban-Rural Short Food Chain Cooperation Models
Capturing new cooperation models in urban-rural SFSCs requires a classification that
maps both established conventional business models and new forms of cooperation, thus,
enabling statements about their novelty and distinctive features regarding a transition
towards sustainability. To this end, this section presents a classification approach that
has been adopted and further developed from the literature on social enterprises. We
generally base the classification on three dimensions: firstly, an actor dimension; secondly,
a resource dimension; and thirdly, an action dimension. In addition, we adapted the “basic
governance triangle”, composed of state, market, and civil society, to display the purposes
and more straightforward utilization of the classification. Distinguishing key institutional
arrangements that may give ‘structure’ to collective behavior within society is widely used
in social sciences [51–54]. The ARA concept covers the following research questions, which
will be explained in more detail below in 2.2:
1.
2.
3.

Actor dimension: which actors cooperate with which interests?
Resource dimension: on what resources is the cooperation built?
Action dimension: which steps along the SFSC does the cooperation model represent?

In order to understand the link between social entrepreneurship and urban-rural SFSC
cooperation models, Section 2.1 serves to provide background information and implications
for our particular context and reflect critically on them. Finally, Section 2.2 presents the
three dimensions according to which the cooperation models are to be classified.
2.1. Critical Reflection on the Social Enterprise Classification and Its Use to Classify SFSC
Cooperation Models
Within the urban-rural nexus, SFSCs are assumed to contribute to various sustainability dimensions [7]. Although the number of studies in this context is increasing, attention is
seldom paid to how these emerging SFSCs are organized and formalized. What is known
is that those urban-rural cooperation models, particularly their formalization and organization, do not often fit into the conventional economic landscape represented by the market
and the regulatory role of the state. Moreover, their emergent processes and practices
are poorly understood. An important issue here is the purpose of these cooperations
compared to those in the conventional economic landscape. Similar to what Defourny and
Nyssens [42] found in their attempt to systematize social enterprises, new cooperation
models in the agri-food system do not often aim primarily to generate profits, but rather, to
fulfill one or more social missions, with social enterprises often employing practices such as
redistribution or reciprocity [53]. Whether these are also important practices in urban-rural
SFSC cooperation models needs to be identified.
Although it has been discussed for a long time that redistribution and reciprocity are
essential elements to understand how societies work [55], it was only in the 1980s and 1990s
that they were used to conceptualize social enterprises. New entrepreneurial dynamics
emerged in Europe at that time, intending to find solutions to structural unemployment,
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high government budget deficits, the exclusion of certain social groups from the labor
market and a lack of adequate public policy programs [56]. In order to capture these
activities, Evers and Laville [57] and others labeled these emerging organizations—such
as associations, cooperatives and foundations—as private nonprofit organizations, and
assigned them to the third sector [53,57]. The latter is the space that accommodates different
kinds of nongovernmental and nonprofit institutions [58]. The need to define a new
‘action space’ for these organizations has also been recognized by policymakers; the Italian
government created a legal concept for social cooperatives in 1991, and the EU Commission,
in 2017 [59], defined social enterprises as organizations that “combine social objectives
with an entrepreneurial spirit” and focus on “achieving broader social, environmental or
community objectives” [60].
Social enterprises, thus, emerge when social entrepreneurs establish new cooperation
models to apply commercial activities to fulfill their social mission [61]. According to
Defourny and Nyssens [62], the social mission can be justified in several ways. Noting that
this list is not exhaustive, they identified three possible levels of social mission. The latter
exists when, firstly, products or services are produced to address a social problem that other
companies or the public sector cannot solve. Secondly, the social mission can be found in
how social actors interact, for example, by adopting innovative organizational methods
that integrate disadvantaged groups. Thirdly, the social mission can also be fulfilled by
addressing broader societal values, such as democracy or sustainable lifestyles [62,63].
These models of cooperation that aim to operate at one or more of these levels vary widely
and are, therefore, difficult to classify. This difficulty is also reflected in Defourny and
Nyssens’ [56] statement when applying their classification approach in Europe. They
found that the form and objectives, and the organizational forms chosen, vary between and
within countries.
Social enterprise and hybrid organization research arose primarily to find solutions for
the social dimension of the sustainability debate, i.e., topics such as labor integration, the
financing of social tasks, and education [42,44,59]. Therefore, the proposed classification is
also suitable for systematizing new urban-rural cooperation models in SFSCs. While it was
primarily social challenges that led to the creation of social enterprises in the past, we argue
that today, in early industrialized countries, environmental issues are important drivers
alongside new social challenges, such as increasing spatial inequality between urban and
rural areas, and unhealthy diets. Thus, cooperation models are now emerging to address
these challenges. Defourny and Nyssens [56] agreed that social enterprises serve multiple
purposes, such as environmental practices or local development. Indeed, when mapping
social missions in social enterprises worldwide, Defourny et al. [53] found that ecology,
nutrition, community development, and capacity building are four of the top ten social
missions and, thus, have clear links to urban-rural agri-food systems.
Accordingly, social missions do not pursue social goals exclusively, but often follow a
sustainability program that links ecological, social and economic objectives to democratic
action. These arguments lead to the conclusion that sustainable missions are social missions,
and new SFSC cooperation models can be understood as forms of social enterprise. Therefore, new cooperation models targeting the urban-rural SFSCs could also be understood
and studied using the social enterprises’ classification approach. However, more knowledge about their dynamics is needed at this point. In Section 2.2, we present the different
dimensions used to classify social enterprises, which help to specify our research questions.
2.2. Capturing Cooperation Models Dimensions: The ARA Concept
The ARA concept focuses on understanding the interplay between actors, resources,
and action within urban-rural SFSC cooperation models. These ARA dimensions will be
introduced from Section 2.2.1 onward, along with our understanding of urban-rural SFSCs
in Section 2.2.3.
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2.2.1. Actor Dimension
Identifying important actors within new cooperation models requires linking their
actions to specific behaviors and characteristics. Following the classification of Defourny
and Nyssens [42] and Defourny and Pestoff [58], we propose focusing on the drivers and
interests of actors that also cover the main actors in urban-rural linkages, which is an
essential prerequisite for our approach. Learned initially from Gui [64], the three principles
of interest—mutual, general, and capital—are distinguished by marking the angles of a
triangle (Figures 1 and 3). In this way, it is possible to discuss the relationship between
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the social connection is more critical than the goods exchanged. Following Gui [64] and
Defourny and Nyssens [62], we adopt the view that in this reciprocity, actors aim primarily
to satisfy the needs of the members of a community. Accordingly, action is not founded to
maximize the return on capital, but to fulfill a general or common interest [64], contribute
to the common good, or meet the social demands of specific populations.
These traditional action spaces in Table 1a indicate a separation of action where
entrepreneurs only work together within one’s action space. However, the literature on
social enterprise shows that hybrid cooperation models exist alongside these traditional
action spaces [42,58,65]. These activities arise when the market, state, or community services
no longer meet the required demands or are no longer accessible to certain groups [58,68].
Martens et al. [54], for example, show multiple cooperatives founded in rural areas due
to the increasing lack of public infrastructures, such as freshwater supply or swimming
pools. Meanwhile, action outside the market space occurs when the services provided by
private actors are not affordable for the people who need these services, for example, in the
housing sector [54,58]. Table 1b, therefore, illustrates further action spaces and examples
resulting from cooperation models where the market, state and community actors interact
with each other, forming hybrid cooperation models. These interactions are not exhaustive,
as cooperation models could emerge at any point in the triangle.
2.2.2. Resource Dimension
The question when researching hybrid cooperation models that are founded to apply
more sustainable practices is how the accompanying pluralistic objectives can be fulfilled,
compared to cooperation models with only one goal. The resource issue plays an important
role here. The assumption is that resource pooling is necessary to compensate for the
economic disadvantages caused by the rejection of the profit accumulation narrative.
Thus, in addition to the actor dimension, another important dimension of Defourny and
Nyssens’ [62] classification approach is the resource dimension, i.e., the analysis of whether
the hybrid cooperation model is built primarily on market revenues, public funds or
philanthropic resources. Moreover, the resource dimension can be used to examine which
mix of resources is likely to be successful, i.e., can lead to a balance between the social
mission of the cooperation model and its long-term sustainability. This also includes
the question of how the costs and benefits are shared between the different actors, and
shows that the actor and resource dimensions are closely linked [58,62]. Evers [67] argues
that academic discourse on this issue lags behind the actions of public authorities, which
have long begun to integrate non-state resources into their policies to ensure the sufficient
provision of public goods. Even though research on hybrid organizations has increased in
recent years, the critique still seems relevant.
As illustrated in Figure 1, the resource types in the classification triangle can be added
by dotted lines, indicating the areas where the different resource types are likely to occur;
they are dotted because exceptions may occur. Providing examples of hybrid cooperation
models of the agri-food system, Defourny and Nyssens [62] explain the boundary between
hybrid and market dominance, which converges in the community corner of the triangle,
by arguing that this angle is where conservative agricultural cooperatives are located. The
latter are member-based organizations, thus, serving a particular community; however, they
also operate primarily in the market, drawing their resources predominantly from market
action. Another example of hybrid cooperation models situated between the community
and the state relying on a mix of nonmarket- and/or market-based resources could be
a Food Policy Council initiated by the community but supported by a public actor—for
example, by providing infrastructure or funding a coordinating workforce.
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urban-rural areas can also be defined as short when only one or very few intermediaries
are transparently positioned between producers and consumers.
We argue that this transparency can be ensured by integrating the action dimension
and, thus, highlighting actor constellations and resource-pooling mechanisms. An increasing number of publications show that SFSCs target public-, private-, and community-space
actors [7], while less is known about how they are connected and organized and, hence,
how resource pooling works bests. Ilieva [35], for example, points out that urban areas are
“new spaces for food system innovation”. At the same time, Cretella [80] and Doernberg
et al. [34] showed that urban governmental body areas are increasingly engaging in the
local agri-food sector, often in response to self-organized civil society initiatives for fair and
healthy food.
Therefore, it is necessary to integrate the action dimension to capture the great diversity
of dynamics that can emerge within the urban-rural nexus. It is assumed that SFSCs are
rarely mapped holistically from the beginning, but emerge from individual cooperation
models whose strategies need to be investigated. The extended version of the system makes
it possible to not only analyze the resource mix and entrepreneurs involved in these new
initiatives, but also to map the actions addressed by the initiatives in the SFSC and, in a
following step, show the differences and reasons behind the discrepancies between regions.
3. Evaluation of the Proposed ARA Concept
This study was carried out as part of the KOPOS research project—a transdisciplinary
research project over the period 2020–2025 that focuses on new forms of cooperation and the
pooling of resources in the transformation of the agri-food system—and aims to strengthen
urban-rural linkages. The project operates closely with science and practice partners, and
adopts real-world laboratory design elements [81]. KOPOS draws on real-world issues
of societal relevance as starting points of investigation: (1) access and security to arable
land for sustainable farming practices in the German region of Berlin Brandenburg, and
(2) SFSCs in the German region of Freiburg. KOPOS generally aims to develop and test new
cooperation models that tackle the above-mentioned real-world issues in two case study
regions, each presenting a real-world laboratory. In addition to the real-world laboratory
in Berlin Brandenburg, which deals with access to and the security of land, the practice
partners in the Freiburg region are working on the topic of SFSCs. They were subsequently
consulted for the evaluation of the proposed ARA concept.
The urban-rural region of Freiburg is scientifically interesting for the investigation
of SFSCs. Located in the federal state of Baden Württemberg in Southwestern Germany,
it covers the area of the city of Freiburg and the two neighboring districts of BreisgauHochschwarzwald and Emmendingen. The project partners chose this spatial definition
because it overlaps entirely with the spatial dexterity of existing policy cooperations
(“Region Freiburg” and “Biomusterregion Freiburg”) and previous studies on regional food
supply [82].
The Freiburg region has suitable prerequisites for a substantial regional food supply
due to good climatic and geographic conditions, and a large agricultural diversity from
arable land, vineyards and grasslands. Furthermore, due to the Biodiversity Strengthening
Act (July 2020), the intention is to reach a share of more than 30% of organic farming within
the area in Baden Württemberg to be used agriculturally by 2030. The share of organic
cultivation in 2020 reached 12.3% [83]. The region is also known as a hotspot of innovative
action in the agri-food sector. Some of the farms of the Freiburg region were pioneers in
organic farming for Germany as early as the 1950s [84].
The real-world lab in Freiburg involves numerous actors from science and practice.
There is coordination between representatives of the city, the district, the regional food
council, and non-university and practice-oriented research institutions. In addition, five
cooperation models (hereafter, pilots) were selected in the first year of the project through
a tendering and selection process. The criteria included: (1) cooperative elements within
the pilot; (2) innovativeness of the approach; (3) perspectives for urban-rural linkages;
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(4) location and action area within regional borders; (5) relevance to action fields (see
Table 2); and (6) sustainability orientation. In addition, we specifically paid attention to
the early business/consolidation stages of the pilots. Thus, the latter can be considered
innovative forms of potential cooperation models within the SFSC. The five pilots were
each supervised and accompanied by a local KOPOS practice partner (aka “mentor”) to
guarantee two-way communication with the KOPOS project.
In order to discuss the ARA concept from the perspective of not only academic debate
but also practitioners, we conducted semi-structured interviews with the five mentors of
the five pilots. Due to the COVID-19 situation, the interviews were only partially conducted
in person, with four of the five interviews conducted via the digital conference platform
Zoom. All interviews were fully recorded and transcribed.
The guiding questions were divided into three parts. First, questions were asked about
the mentor’s role in the project and their expertise. In addition, questions were asked about
the relationship and frequency of interaction with the pilots to ensure that the mentor could
make statements about the pilots. The second part focused on the pilots. Mentors were
asked to describe what actors, resources, and actions they considered crucial in their pilots.
This information was essential to interpret the classification completed in the third part
of the interview. In the second part, mentors were also asked what contribution the pilots
make to the sustainable transformation process. This information significantly fed into
Table 3 in the following section. In the third part, the mentors classified the pilots using
the triangle seen in Figure 1. For this purpose, the resources and actors’ dimensions of the
ARA concept were initially explained to the mentors. The mentors were then asked to mark
where they currently saw their pilot and why. Mentors were also asked to discuss where
they would like to see the pilot in five years. In doing so, we wanted to see whether the
classification tool was understood and if the tool could be used to map the development of
hybrid cooperation models. In addition, workshops, project meetings, and websites were
consulted for information about the pilots, to conduct the evaluation and determine the
strategy plans completed by the pilots.
The pilots are briefly introduced here in order to better follow the presentation of
the results. The first pilot aims to bring together farmers, small distillers and beekeepers,
and food producers and consumers, by creating a regional brand and a dedicated shop.
The project focuses on biodiversity and inclusion, as the shop will employ people with
disabilities. The cultivation of old plant and grain varieties by local farmers is intended
to give food a more local touch and enhance the ecological value of field cultivation. The
second pilot is an association which emerged from a parents’ initiative. Utilizing two
cooks and many volunteers, the pilot aims to prepare a fresh lunch for the children of the
participating day-care centers every day. The focus is on the quality of the food. It should
be cooked in a suitable way for children, regional and seasonal, with animal products
from organic farming. In order to achieve these goals, contracts are to be concluded with
local farmers and cooperations, and entered into with sustainable producers. The third
pilot is the emerging food hub in Freiburg. The initiative wants to create places where
good food is distributed and sold. Oriented on the principles of the solidarity economy,
people throughout the entire region are to be given access to socially and ecologically
produced food, and sustainable agriculture is to be ensured. To this end, the network
wants to offer advice and networking and the complementary infrastructure of logistics or
marketing. The fourth pilot is a spin-off of a larger think tank, which promotes primarily
regional social–ecological projects through a public limited company. This new spin-off
wants to improve the organic offerings in regional community catering. Accordingly,
100% organic products (mainly) from the region are to be processed and cooked. Different
types of kitchens are planned under the roof of the new commercial kitchen. In addition,
the latter also offers space for a preserving kitchen to strengthen food craft in the region.
Positive synergy effects are to be achieved and food waste avoided by sharing the premises
and centralizing work processes (e.g., pooling ordering procedures). The fifth pilot is an
organization of various organic farmers who have set themselves the task of building up a
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previously missing element of SFSCs, namely, a carbon-neutral storage facility to supply
the urban population with vegetables produced in the surrounding area, even in winter.
A new building constructed according to the latest ecological standards is planned for
this purpose.
4. Results
This paper aims to establish an analytical concept for classifying new hybrid cooperation models of SFSCs in urban-rural contexts, which will now be evaluated based on five
pilots. Since the pilots were selected from a larger sample according to a set of common criteria, it is argued that they are representative of social enterprises and, thus, organizations
that can contribute to the sustainable transformation of a region, as described in Section 2.1.
To illustrate what this means in practice, the mentors were asked to describe the added
value of their pilots for sustainable transformation, which has been summarized in Table 3.
It can be seen that the initiatives often pursue several social missions and, thus, fulfill an
important criterion of a social enterprise. In this result section, the dimensions of the ARA
concept for all pilots are examined.
Table 3. Identified impact delivered via short food value chain cooperation models (according to
the description of the mentors, which was compared with the self-representation of the pilots on the
project website).
Social Dimension

#
Pilot 1

#
#
#
#

Pilot 2

#

#

Farmers see that
something is being
done in the region
Strengthens
urban-rural
connection
Educational concept
Inclusive

Educational offers for
children (creating a
relationship to food
production)
Increasing
multigenerational
learning by bringing
together younger and
older generations
Revitalization of the
village center

Economic Dimension

Ecologic Dimension

Political Dimension
#

#

#
#

Creation of an own
brand for regional
products

Secure income for
farmers
Lower transportation
costs

#
#

#
#
#

Promote the
shortening of supply
chains
“Not organic farming
per se, but still very
close to nature”

Promote SFSCs
Process mainly
organic products
Processing of
second-choice
vegetables (reduce
food waste)

#
#

#
#

Helps to create
knowledge about the
legal form chosen,
nonprofit limited
liability company
Role-model function
of the mayor, take
initiative
It is a rural initiative
that could exist like
this in many other
places

Reliability of the
municipality
(security)
The idea to extend
the project to other
municipalities with a
similar structure
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Table 3. Cont.
Social Dimension
#

#
Pilot 3
#

#
#
#

Pilot 4

The initiative
connects different
associations (one that
shows refugees’
perspectives in the
agri-food sector,
another that works
with people with
disabilities)
Initiative tries to find
a fair price
mechanism so that
everyone can afford
regional food.
Wants to
create/increase
recognition of
producers (e.g., their
role as landscape
protectors)
Strengthening the
urban-rural
relationship
Offer training
Raise awareness for
children

Economic Dimension

#

#

Strengthen small,
regional producers

Ecologic Dimension

#

Offer seasonal,
environmentally
friendly cultivated
products

#

There should be 100%
organic food, 50% of
which should be
regional (set
incentives for more
organic production in
the region)
Internalization of the
ecological costs

Promoting regional
business with local
players
#

#
#
Pilot 5

#

Creation of missing
infrastructure
Creation of greater
diversity/independence
Typical marketing
structure for
ecologically
produced food from
the region

#

Storage facility built
according to
ecological standards

Political Dimension

#

Integrate politics and
authorities in the
project, keep politics
up-to-date

#

Contribution to more
sustainable public
procurement

#

Contribution to the
change in public
procurement

4.1. Actor Dimension
In a second step, the pilots were classified by the mentors in the triangle. We applied
the mapping to distinguish the current state in Figure 3, and the envisioned state in five
years in Figure 2, to grasp the dynamic component of the transformative vision, being part
of their initiative concept.
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Figure 2. Current situation, mapped by mentors.
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Regarding their current status, pilots 4 and 5 are initiated within the market-community space. Pilot 5 is a hybrid of market and community, as the initiative was developed
by an existing organic farmers’ organization formalized as a limited liability company.
Therefore, following the argumentation by Defourny and Nyssens [62], they need to be
separated from farmer organizations that chose to be formalized as agricultural cooperatives. This means they do not have such a strong community focus and democratic structure and, thus, need to be classified closer to the market space, as shown in Figure 2. Following the mentor’s description, however, pilot 5 also does not operate solely in the market space, as it pursues multiple social and ecological goals, as described in Table 3. Interestingly, pilot 4 is also formalized as a limited liability company (abbr. in German: GmbH),
and is classified more as a community space. However, the classification of this actor requires a look at the resource dimension, which will be explained in more detail in Section
4.2. Pilot 2 is located in the community-state space because it was initiated by parents
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Regarding their current status, pilots 4 and 5 are initiated within the market-community
space. Pilot 5 is a hybrid of market and community, as the initiative was developed by an
existing organic farmers’ organization formalized as a limited liability company. Therefore,
following the argumentation by Defourny and Nyssens [62], they need to be separated
from farmer organizations that chose to be formalized as agricultural cooperatives. This
means they do not have such a strong community focus and democratic structure and,
thus, need to be classified closer to the market space, as shown in Figure 3. Following the
mentor’s description, however, pilot 5 also does not operate solely in the market space, as
it pursues multiple social and ecological goals, as described in Table 3. Interestingly, pilot 4
is also formalized as a limited liability company (abbr. in German: GmbH), and is classified
more as a community space. However, the classification of this actor requires a look at the
resource dimension, which will be explained in more detail in Section 4.2. Pilot 2 is located
in the community-state space because it was initiated by parents seeking better nutrition
for their children. They chose to formalize as an association, which shows that their project
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is not aimed at maximizing profits but acts in the name of a social mission. Although not
an active member in the initiative, the village’s mayor is also a member of the association,
showing his general support.
Pilot 3 is identified as difficult to fit into the ARA concept, due to its complexity and
the fact that it has not yet settled on a formal organizational form. The project, initiated
by the Freiburg Food Policy Council, involves numerous actors from all parts of the SFSC
and further associations addressing education, all of whom are engaged voluntarily. In
this case, again, the classification is linked to the resource dimension of the ARA concept
as two members of the coordination team are funded by public money; this ultimately
determined its assignment to the community-state space. Finally, pilot 1 is mapped in the
state-market space because its primary actors are a mayor and a farmer. Together, they
plan a small vendor shop in the community to sell regionally produced products under a
new regional brand. This project also wants to cooperate with a charity organization and
integrate people with disabilities. This would qualify this pilot to be classified in the core of
the third sector, thus, integrating state, community, and market actors. However, since the
charity organization is not mentioned as an active partner in this project phase, the mentor
did not give so much weight to this actor. Another interesting point about pilot 1 is the
choice of business model, namely a nonprofit limited liability company (abbr. in German:
gGmbH). This means that the profits of the limited liability company must be used for
charitable purposes and, in principle, may not be distributed to the shareholders.
Figure 2 illustrates the indicated position of the five pilots in five years. As not
all the initiatives are currently operating, it will be of interest to see how the initiatives’
situations might change once the projects have been implemented and are operating fully.
Interestingly, two significant trends can be observed. Firstly, most initiatives are mapped
more in the market space direction. Among other reasons, this development was justified
because all the projects plan sustainable financing through the market. This means they
want to finance their future by selling products or charging rent. Pilots 1, 2 and 3 are actively
planning to sell products (cooked meals, own-brand products, regional food from the food
hubs), pilot 4 is about income from renting its designed commercial kitchen, and pilot 5
is also planning to ensure that food can be stored longer and sold regionally throughout
the year.
The other trend is noted only for pilot 1. Here, the mentor’s choice was explained
by the fact that the initiators plan to integrate the community more in the project in the
future. The mayor wants to withdraw from the project in the long term. However, many
volunteers have left because of the COVID-19 pandemic and need to be recruited again.
The mentor also argued that this project should be financed with public funds to create
feasible prices and allow affordable products for everyone. The mentor stated that as long
as the globally dominant agricultural system is subsidized, smaller initiatives must also be
supported so that they have a chance to build a counterweight to the dominant system.
4.2. Resource Dimension
The results of the mentors’ classifications of resource levels are presented next. The
respective resources in the tabular summary are not broken down by the pilot so as not to
disclose any of the pilots’ potentially sensitive data. In addition, the aim of this evaluation
is to see whether essential resources can generally be identified based on their classification.
As can be seen in Table 4, this is confirmed. It also shows that the initiation of all pilots
required the interaction of different actors and their resources, which emphasizes their
hybrid character (Figure 4).
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Table 4. Identified nonmarket and market resources necessary for initiating short food value chain
cooperation models.
Nonmarket Resources
Resources Provided Mostly
via Community Actors

Resources Provided via State
Actors

Market Resources
Resources Provided via
Market Actors

#
#
#

Voluntary workers
#
Public infrastructure
Donations
#
Providing information
Human capital spent
#
Providing land
#
Public investments in
next to job (people
#
Providing financial
local infrastructure to
creating flyers for free)
resources to hire people
support initiative
Social capital (people
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is initially on the importance of market resources and illustrates the strategies
4.3. Action
Dimension
of hybrid cooperation models. Pilots 4 and 5 rely on preexisting business relationships that
We added a third dimension to capture the action dimension (Figure 5), to apply the
probably form the financial basis for the projects. The producer group in pilot 5 already
classification
approachintothe
specific
sectors
the urban–rural
nexus. This
wasisidentified
existed and operated
market.
Theand
project
to build its storage
facility
based on
as
necessary
when
screening
the
literature
about
urban–rural
linkages
and
SFSCs.
When
this existing business model and the desire to expand it, while filling an identified gap
in
analyzing
SFSCs’Pilot
potential
challenges,
what is regional
talked about
an organizational
regional SFSCs.
4 was and
initiated
by a non-listed
stockfrom
corporation
committed
point
of view isbusiness
often notpractices.
identified.Once
The pilots
usedfor
to pilot
evaluate
the ARA
conceptmaturity
demonto sustainable
the idea
4 reached
a certain
strate
that
none
of
them
cover
the
whole
SFSC
at
the
moment,
but
they
cover
different
level, the project was transferred to another subsidiary. Three positions were funded to
components
thatproject,
might foster
urban–rural
sustainable
implement the
financed
by marketlinkages
revenueand
from
property transformation.
rentals. The financial
basis for the other three initiatives had to be established at the start of the project.
Another interesting finding is that land is provided by different market actors, such as
in pilot 1. The project received a building site on the parking lot of a nationally operating
supermarket chain, to build a container house for selling its products and processing
oilseeds. In addition, the actors of pilot 1 and the supermarket do not see each other as
competitors, but want to benefit from each other. The producer organization in pilot 5 is
planning its storage site on the land of one of the producers and the main initiator.
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We added a third dimension to capture the action dimension (Figure 5), to apply the
We added a third dimension to capture the action dimension (Figure 5), to apply the
classification approach to specific sectors and the urban–rural nexus. This was identified
classification approach to specific sectors and the urban-rural nexus. This was identified
as necessary when screening the literature about urban–rural linkages and SFSCs. When
as necessary when screening the literature about urban-rural linkages and SFSCs. When
analyzing SFSCs’ potential and challenges, what is talked about from an organizational
analyzing SFSCs’ potential and challenges, what is talked about from an organizational
point of view is often not identified. The pilots used to evaluate the ARA concept demonpoint of view is often not identified. The pilots used to evaluate the ARA concept demonstrate that none of them cover the whole SFSC at the moment, but they cover different
strate that none of them cover the whole SFSC at the moment, but they cover different
components that might foster urban–rural linkages and sustainable transformation.
components that might foster urban-rural linkages and sustainable transformation.
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Thus, as anticipated when integrating this dimension, the ARA concept allows us to
show and analyze the diversity of SFSC value cooperation models, while simultaneously
generalizing their activities, which helps to identify patterns. As shown in Figure 5, pilots 2
and 4 map the same parts of the SFSCs; this makes sense, as both initiatives aim to build
a catering business. Remarkably, both pilots base their intentions on other resources and
actors, hence, building different organizational structures; this shows that the same goals
can be achieved with different strategies, depending on the actor capacities and resource
availability in the urban-rural nexus.
5. Discussing the Potential and Challenges of the ARA Concept
This article was written to answer the question: How appropriate is the classification
concept proposed in the social enterprise literature for capturing new cooperation models
in urban-rural contexts in SFSCs? This question was conceptualized by introducing the
ARA concept in Section 2, and evaluated by mapping different pilot projects initiated at
the urban-rural interface. Furthermore, the application purposes of the ARA concept were
evaluated by interviewing selected mentors. This resulted in determination of its potential
and challenges, which will be discussed here.
5.1. ARA Concept Potential
In summary, it is clear that the actor dimension of the SFSC cooperation models
investigated differ; this allows for the analysis of very different initiatives, and critically
reflects the purpose of the ARA concept. In addition, mapping the actors involved within
the initiatives showed that none of the cooperation models suit the conservative logic of
market and state actors, demonstrating the need for a new classification tool to make them
visible, as requested by Spyra et al. [37].
As the evaluation of the results shows, the ARA analytical concept allows the classification of partly very hybridized cooperation models; this shows the multi-governance
nature of SFSC cooperation models and their need to be acknowledged by science and
governments [58]. This fulfills the aspiration of the classification emerging in the social
enterprise literature and shows its usefulness in this context. Furthermore, the ARA concept
makes a more realistic classification possible in the context of SFSCs. For example, by integrating the action dimension, SFSC cooperation models could be analyzed regarding their
specific action field and, hence, whether cooperation models aim to shorten the food supply
chain by focusing on the input, production, processing, and/or distribution of food within
the urban-rural nexus. By integrating the actor dimension, it could be shown that SFSC
cooperation models emerge from different constellations of actors that do not necessarily
originate from the agri-food system. By integrating the resource dimension, information
could be gained regarding what resources are necessary and sufficient, for establishing new
cooperation models that aim at multiple social missions outside the dominant, competitive
global agri-food system. Hence, by including all the ARA dimensions that operate in the
urban-rural nexus, a basis can be established that takes the discussion on the effects of
SFSCs for sustainable transformation to a new level.
While a lot of discussion on SFSCs and their transformative potential in the producerconsumer nexus seems to be criticized and limited [30–33], we argue that focusing on
the organizational level and territorial framing of the urban-rural nexus provides new
insights. The latter includes local public, private and civil society actors and their resource
highlights: firstly, successful strategies; secondly, the transformation pathways of urbanrural regions; and thirdly, a critical examination of actors’ responsibilities to promote
sustainable transformation.
Identifying successful strategies: Mapping different cooperation models for shortening the food supply chain according to the ARA principles has shown that the same
fields of action, such as public procurement, can be successfully initiated via different
strategies based on various resources and actor constellations (see Figure 5). Therefore, an
important application of the ARA concept is seen in classifying a lot of successful hybrid
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cooperation models. As a result, local governments, social entrepreneurs, or civil society
can establish appropriate strategies to promote sustainable transformation in the agri-food
sector, adapted to their urban-rural context and resource availability.
Identifying sustainable trajectories. The ARA concept allows the identification of
development pathways for new cooperation models. This is demonstrated in Section 4.1
through the mapping of the current position of the emerging cooperation models and their
potential positions in five years. This potential is of interest to scholars and practitioners
seeking to understand how initiating social missions over time leads to functioning hybrid
organizations that drive sustainable change. Interesting questions in this area include organizational development topics, such as upscaling sustainable organizations. In addition, the
ARA concept makes it possible to examine the trajectories of cooperation models that have
been little explored, such as the development of cooperation models in community-state
space. These cooperation models are referred to by Rossi and Brunori [85] as “new food
governance” and are classified by Doernberg et al. [34] as an essential pillar of current food
governance research and policy.
Identifying responsibilities. Sustainable transformation is one of the most complex
tasks of our time. A multilevel governance approach is required, including a wide range
of actors to enable the transition to a sustainable agri-food system. Although policies
are often established at a regional, national, and international level, the implementation
of these policies and the fulfillment of objectives is usually the responsibility of local
governments and actors. However, how such change is organized and who is responsible
for the tasks is often unresolved. Despite the missing guidance, Barling et al. [86] argue
that local governments have started to see the local agri-food system as essential for
ensuring food security, the local economy, social integration, and environment protection.
Large cities, especially, are already beginning to address the issue of food for sustainable
transformation [34]. The ARA classification of hybrid cooperation models that link rural
and urban actors on this journey shows the possible courses of action and starting points of
the responsible government. It provides small farms with new ideas for more sustainable
markets. It activates civil society to transform the agri-food system, as already described
by Stierand [87]. In addition, Evers [67] highlights the importance of the social enterprise
classification, as it helps local governments to acknowledge hybrid cooperation models
and their potential. This might lead to new support programs, not just on a local level, but
also on a multi-governmental level, showing the transformative potential of new hybrid
cooperation models. This point is reflected in pilot 2, where the mentor expressed that
they were urgently looking for public funding, but their cooperation models did not suit
any taxonomy.
5.2. ARA Concept Challenges
Some challenges also came to light during the evaluation of the ARA concept that
should be taken into account in the further development and application of the analytical concept. For example, one challenge in evaluating the ARA concept using the pilot
information was that it is sometimes difficult to identify what the actors involved in the
cooperation model are doing, what they intend to achieve with their cooperation model
in the urban-rural nexus, and what the established hybrid cooperation model is actually
performing. To exemplify this, pilot 3 is probably best described, at this time, as a network
of many actors already working on or interested in food system change (Figure 5). The
mentor pointed out that SFSCs are involved in all parts of the food value chain. However,
this does not mean that the output and goals of the network include all the activities of the
SFSC, and it is difficult to say, currently, what activities the cooperation model will carry
out in the future. To specify, just because farmers are part of the cooperation model, it does
not mean that the cooperation model produces anything.
This highlights another challenge that future applicants of the concept need to specify,
namely, whether the ARA concept is used to classify emerging hybrid cooperation models
or their output dimensions. In our case, all the pilots have been emerging initiatives. Thus,
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actor and resource pooling are likely, or have already planned, to change when the project
is realized; this partly explains the drive towards the market, as people will be employed
and products offered (Figure 2). Thus, classifying them provides interesting knowledge
about how resource pooling and cooperation emerge in an urban-rural nexus and, therefore,
delivers potential points of entrance for local governments and other actors. However,
measuring their effects on sustainable transformation at this stage is not possible, but
might require already-operating cooperation models. Scholars such as El Ebrashi [47] and
Haugh [88] suggest separating the impact of cooperation models from the output, wherein
output refers to the direct product and services produced by the hybrid cooperation model.
By contrast, impact refers to “sustainable long-term change” [47]. Thus, the classification
model may help to map differences in actor constellations throughout the realization of a
project and afterward. However, applicants need to define the stage of the project to allow
the classification model analysis. Therefore, what can be compared and what cannot needs
to be clear in order to compare different cooperation models.
Furthermore, identifying key actors within the project has sometimes been challenging,
for different reasons. On the one hand, some initiatives appear to be very complex, such as
a conglomerate of various stakeholders not agreeing on a formal business model that would
assign board members or people in charge. On the other hand, pilots have one key person
in charge of communication most of the time, which sometimes makes it difficult to access
the internal working distribution and resource-pooling strategies of other stakeholders.
Thus, in order to apply the ARA concept, in-depth case knowledge seems relevant to
assigning stakeholders either to community, state or market space.
Finally, in this article, we separated the three ARA dimensions to enhance the paper’s
structure. However, it has been noted that the resource dimension often defines the actors’
positions in the triangle. Thus, it is sometimes difficult to separate these dimensions. This
point also includes the question of what kind of cooperation models to classify. As an
example, when combining conventional companies with new hybrid cooperation models
aimed at independent social missions, it is sometimes difficult to separate them based on
the classification approach. Therefore, we suggest that additional parameters should also be
further integrated to explore the potential for sustainable transformation. Without knowing
the social mission of pilot 5, for example, it could be classified as a pure market actor. However, with the knowledge available, one can see that it is primarily about fulfilling a social
mission through market-based practices and resources. This observation is common for
social enterprises that aim to increase their social impact and not accumulate private actors’
profits [47,62]. Therefore, it is crucial to integrate this knowledge, as well as information
about the historical and political context of the urban-rural nexus in which this hybrid
cooperation model emerges; Defourny and Pestoff [58] and Evers [67] emphasize that these
conditions also influence the transformative potential of the established cooperation model.
6. Conclusions
This article aims to extend and validate a classification approach from the social
enterprise literature to classify new collaborative models that aim to shorten the food
supply chain in an urban-rural context. The reason for this is the increasing pressure to
promote sustainable transformation of the agri-food system and, in particular, the question
of how SFSCs can contribute to this in an urban-rural nexus. Based on a literature review,
a lack of studies that capture the complexity of SFSCs as super-sectoral and multi-actor
entities emerged. In addition, the question of how SFSCs occur and what strategies lead
to successful cooperation models has been little highlighted and classified, to serve as
blueprints for other governments on the ways in which to foster sustainable transformation.
In order to bring a new perspective to this discussion, we argue that it requires an
understanding of the landscape of actors in their territorial context, and of how these
actors organize themselves to establish urban-rural cooperation models. There needs to be
common ground that provides a basis for evaluating new cooperation models and their
contribution to sustainable transformation. This basis can be provided by analyzing and

Land 2022, 11, 582

21 of 24

mapping existing initiatives within an urban-rural context by their actor, resource, and
action dimensions. The actor and resource dimensions have been used successfully in the
social enterprise literature to classify cooperation models aiming to fulfill a social mission.
In addition, we added the action dimension, as we argue that according to what sector
we look at, different action fields emerge; these are important to know to evaluate their
sustainable transformation potential for the urban-rural nexus.
By applying this classification approach, we found that the established ARA concept
offers several options for classifying cooperation models in the social economy and, thus,
can provide practitioners, researchers and policymakers with a purposeful tool. First
of all, the ARA concept demonstrates the diversity and complexity of SFSC cooperation
models and is an important tool for making funders, policymakers, and other stakeholders
aware of this diversity. Furthermore, the ARA concept allows the analysis of different
resource-pooling strategies for establishing cooperation models. This will enable actors
to select strategies according to their capabilities and learn from existing examples. In
addition, the ARA concept can be used to visualize trajectories by mapping the evolution
of emerging cooperation models. This enables actors to question and steer their actions,
and to prioritize the social mission of their actions. Finally, the ARA concept helps to
identify responsibilities. Governments can set up targeted programs to fill identified gaps,
or support cooperation models in the right places by mapping the cooperation models in
an urban-rural nexus.
Further research will help us to gain knowledge about the emergence of cooperation
models, and address the output and impact dimensions of these cooperation models in terms of
sustainable transformation. Therefore, it is essential to acquire in-depth case knowledge about
the cooperation models, their actors, and the urban-rural nexus investigated.
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