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Introduction: This study sheds light on the challenges faced by women in alternative food networks (AFNs) applying organic farming in Berlin Brandenburg. They engage in AFNs as producers, consumers, and prosumers (producer-consumers). Literature indicates that individuals in farming face obstacles such as limited ownership, traditional gender roles, undervalued contributions, disparities in recognition and compensation, and barriers to leadership. The objective of this research is to understand the realities, self-perceptions, and conditions experienced by individuals in AFNs and organic farming. This study examines contextual factors, participation levels, decision-making processes, leadership dynamics, and impacts related to these participants.

Method: Using qualitative content analysis, interviews were conducted with active female respondents in three types of AFN: community-supported agriculture (CSA), food cooperatives (FCs), and self-harvest gardens (SHG).

Results: The interviewees expressed optimism about their involvement but emphasized the need for increased governmental support and community engagement. Participants in CSAs and FCs reported stronger producer-consumer connections and community building, while self-harvest gardeners sought personal growth and access to garden spaces.

Conclusion: Interview data highlighted demands for gender equality improvements and support mechanisms. Addressing these challenges and promoting equal status for them can enhance their contributions to community building and localized food production. Recognizing their efforts fosters societal inclusiveness and progress. Understanding and supporting individuals in organic farming AFNs, we can move towards a future where their contributions are properly acknowledged.
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Introduction

Women are playing an increasingly important role in food production, accounting for 43% of the worldwide agricultural workforce (Alston et al., 2018). Agricultural industries in the developed world operate in a policy, media and industry environment that is predominantly masculine, and rarely acknowledges the significance of their input to successful farm production (Dahm, 2022a).

The current share of female farm managers in Germany is approximately 11%. On top of that, only one in five of the people set to inherit or otherwise take over farms are female (Davier et al., 2023). However, they face more difficult conditions than men, due to male-dominated systems of access to land, knowledge, networks, roles, recognition and market (Davier et al., 2023). Participants frequently copy male roles and do not often develop their own unique leadership. They often adopt male behaviors due to societal and systemic pressures within male-dominated agricultural environments. These pressures include the need to conform to established norms to gain acceptance and recognition. Such systemic constraints hinder them from fully developing their potential as they navigate structural barriers and gender biases. This perspective aligns with the findings of Annes et al. (2021), who discuss how French female farmers challenge hegemonic femininity in agriculture (Annes et al., 2021). Nevertheless, more than 50% of the graduates of agricultural and nutritional sciences courses have been women for more than a decade in Germany (Zoll et al., 2018). About 36% of workers in Germany’s agriculture sector are female, yet, this figure may not directly correspond to the proportion receiving financial support (Dahm, 2022b).

Our understanding of the distinction between consumption and production in recent times, and especially in alternative food networks (AFNs), has undergone an intriguing shift. What was once a clear-cut division has now become more fluid and nuanced (Stephens and Barbier, 2021). Several factors have contributed to this change, including advancements in technology, evolving roles of consumers, and the power of individual choices to influence public life and cultural values through consumption. As a result, a new term has emerged: the “prosumer,” describing those who exist in the middle ground between consumers and producers in today’s AFNs (European Union, 2018; Alberio and Moralli, 2021). This hybridization of food production and consumption is unfolding especially within the organic farming area, where growing, distributing and consuming intersect. When using the term “prosumers,” the division of responsibilities, roles and practices is not a strict one, as AFNs are cooperative networks with the participation of professional farmers/gardeners, on the one hand, and consumers, on the other, sharing (or not sharing) labor practices in the fields of cultivation, care, harvesting and distribution to varying degrees and extents.

This term, “hybridization,” describes the mixing of roles that were formerly distinguished between producers and consumers, resulting in “prosumers” who take part in both the production and consumption of food. This integration showcases the interconnectedness of production and consumption and its influence on food behaviors, access, and policy, emphasizing the importance of household-level activities and unpaid care work in food systems (Brückner and Sardadvar, 2023).

Within the food industry, new forms of collective action have emerged as a result of the rise of alternative food networks, such as short food supply chains and collaborative farmer stores (Kessari et al., 2020). As consumer behavior and corporate sustainability change, these networks become even more important for tackling sustainability concerns in the global food chain (Navrátilová et al., 2020). Though there are differences based on the kind of organization and degree of responsibility, these networks have a hierarchy of decision-making and accountability (Kessari et al., 2020)The selection of sustainability indicators is a critical factor in ensuring that decisions about production and consumption are taken into account in an integrated and global context (Rohmer et al., 2019). The roles of each participant and socioeconomic factors influence the perceptions of organizers, producers, and consumers in these networks, which also vary (Escobar-López et al., 2021).

The practices, narratives and decisions of both producers and consumers involved in food production are considered, playing a pioneering role in reshaping the entire landscape (Alberio and Moralli, 2021). Participants in AFNs exemplify this evolution as they engage as consumers, producers and processors (Nigh and González Cabañas, 2015). Conversely, urban consumers are increasingly drawn to AFNs for various reasons (Zoll et al., 2018). It is crucial to acknowledge that consumers are not passive bystanders but active contributors, who help shape the range of options available to them (Randelli and Rocchi, 2017).

Research has shed light on a range of motivations behind participants’ engagement, including the search for ecologically sustainable modes of production, certified food quality, food safety consciousness in general or food hazards, health and nutrition concerns, as well as sympathy with social and political causes (Zoll et al., 2018). Furthermore, AFNs bear the potential of gradually redirecting the food system toward a more sustainable orientation (Zoll et al., 2021).

Nevertheless, gender inequalities persist in food provisioning in AFNs, with women often bearing the primary responsibility for this role (Som Castellano, 2015), which underscores the need for further investigation and up-front dedication to redistributing gender inequities within AFNs. This research, thus, seeks to shed light on female farm managers and active participants in AFNs, focusing on the Berlin-Brandenburg region of Germany. The research was conducted with the support of a broader research team, aligning with the journal’s interdisciplinary perspective and that this is why sometimes the term ‘we’ is used.

We do not know enough currently about women producers/prosumers in AFNs working with organic farming practices in this geographical area. We address this gap in order to better understand the obstacles and opportunities that are specific to experiences in this domain. Our understanding of the roles to be played by these producers/prosumers within sustainable agriculture and alternative food systems in Berlin-Brandenburg will be beneficial to them, farmers, and the members of AFNs. Understanding the roles of female producers/prosumers in sustainable agriculture and alternative food systems in Berlin-Brandenburg will empower them to take on leadership roles, drive the adoption of sustainable practices, and strengthen community ties through initiatives like CSA and food cooperatives. A more inclusive, equitable, and sustainable food system that benefits all stakeholders can result from using this knowledge to guide supporting policies, generate employment opportunities, and prioritize health and nutrition.



Alternative food networks

The aim of AFNs is to establish connections between food producers and consumers (Barnett et al., 2016; Zoll et al., 2021). The primary objective of these alternative approaches is to promote both environmental and social sustainability. Various examples of AFNs in Germany include community-supported agriculture (Medici et al., 2023), food coops, farmers’ markets, self-harvest gardening, animal sponsorship, urban gardening, pick-your-own farms and food assemblies.1

AFNs aim to use resources sustainably. They represent a movement focused on transforming economic power structures to tackle diverse food system challenges, such as consumer health and environmental impacts (Brinkley, 2018).

Women producers/prosumers who prioritize local food systems in AFNs tend to be responsible predominantly for and spend more time in food provisioning, and engage in more food production and gardening (Meena et al., 2019).

These initiatives foster collaboration between consumers and agricultural producers allowing them to work together, form mutual agreements, and exchange knowledge (Brinkley, 2018). In Baltimore County, Maryland, such initiatives are evident where 110 farms and 224 markets participate in a closely-knit alternative food network aimed at addressing food system challenges through direct consumer engagement producers (Brinkley, 2018).

Similarly, in various regions of Germany, including urban and peri-urban areas, Community Supported Agriculture (CSA), food cooperatives, and self-harvest gardens have emerged as significant models of AFNs. These initiatives create meaningful bonds between producers and consumers through a shared commitment to environmental and societal goals, facilitating direct engagement and cooperative use of resources and land (Zoll et al., 2021).

In the United States, alternative food networks create a unique bond between producers and consumers, not just through the exchange of crops but also through the sharing of information and resources. Their study focuses on the regional context of various AFNs across the US, emphasizing the importance of local engagement and mutual support (Bruce and Som Castellano, 2017).

Incorporating these regional contexts, it becomes evident that the success and impact of AFNs are deeply influenced by their specific geographical and socio-economic settings, enhancing the overall understanding of how these networks function and thrive in different areas. Within European AFNs, individuals make up a large portion of producers and distributors and are thus key to the networks’ formations and transformations. Participants engage in many traditional roles, but they also undertake substantial work that is usually not counted as part of their family’s or household’s production, taking on activities that occur most often in nondomestic spaces. These activities have both challenged and reinforced gender roles within AFN spaces (Blumberg, 2022).

Participating in community-supported agriculture (CSA) allows them to shatter commonplace gender norms. Not only that, but obtaining these enfranchised roles in CSA farming seems to have a positive impact on the social, economic, and environmental conditions of the communities themselves. They are the pathfinders for community resilience and sustainability (Jarosz, 2011).

Moreover, in Germany those in rural areas are systemically important, but, at the same time, are often not very visible when it comes to finances. In 2022, 83% of the individuals in agriculture work on the family farm, while almost three-quarters are involved in strategic business decisions (Davier et al., 2023). Measures to increase access to assets and services for them and empowerment of female farm successors by education and extension providers, as well as mentoring programs to pave the way for more to become farm managers and decision-makers are urgently necessary (Davier et al., 2023).

Gender relationships are fundamental worldwide to the way in which farm work is organized, assets, such as land, labor, seeds and machinery, are managed, and farm decisions are made.

In order to offer a new perspective, we apply a social analytical framework to examine the involvement of participants as producers and/or prosumers in AFNs applying organic farming. Our research seeks to specifically address the following inquiries:

• What factors influence women to be producers and/or prosumers in AFNs?

• To what extent and in what ways are participants involved in decision-making and leadership in AFNs?

• What is the impact of their participation in AFNs?

We created an analytical framework to examine the participation of these individuals in AFNs.



Analytical framework

The analytical framework we use for taking an inventory of our understanding has been thoroughly described, bearing in mind the empirical studies about the female prosumers’ role on organic farming and AFNs. This comprehensive structure holds together four main sections, and their respective subsections, as it is shown below in Figure 1.
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FIGURE 1
 Analytical framework.



Contextual factors

The role of participants in AFNs is influenced by contextual factors, which include social, economic (Bruce and Som Castellano, 2017), environmental (Darnhofer et al., 2005) and political considerations (Karipidis and Karypidou, 2021). The sets and subsets of factors that impact farmers’ decisions related to the conversion of conventional farming activities to organic activities incorporated in the farm business decision framework are categorized as those located in the external farm business environment and those located in the internal environment (Karipidis and Karypidou, 2021). We gain profound insights into the way these elements mold and influence the position held by individuals within the realm of alternative food network through a comprehensive exploration of social factors, such as cultural mores, financial aspects, for example, market entry points, and governmental influences pertinent to motivations and certifications.



Participation and engagement

The participation and engagement of individuals are central to the analytical framework aiming to comprehend the part that they play within AFNs. This framework not only acknowledges the different types of activities in which the interviewee engages but also considers the obstacles they encounter and the motivations propelling their participation.

Those involved as producers/prosumers in these networks carry out diverse tasks, ranging from cultivation and production to distribution, alongside active networking (Bruce and Som Castellano, 2017). Female producers also display versatile capacities in rural settings, taking on farm management roles, among other responsibilities (Davier et al., 2023). We stand better positioned toward gauging these activities’ actual influence upon food systems, both at micro and macro levels, by examining them more closely.

In spite of these obstacles, individuals exhibit an eagerness to participate in alternative food systems due to various incentives. Some are driven intrinsically by noble intentions revolving around environmental and social fairness; others by the desire to connect with local communities and positively influence local economics (Bruce and Som Castellano, 2017). Having knowledge about what calls participants to action in these alternative food spaces will equip us with useful tactics to support them further.

In summary, the participation and engagement of them in AFNs is a critical aspect of the analytical framework for understanding the role of female producers/prosumers in these networks. This framework considers the activities in which they engage, the barriers they face and the motivations that drive their involvement. We can better understand the contributions individuals make to AFNs and develop plans for fostering female leadership and participation by looking at these elements.



Decision-making and leadership

The exploration of women’s decision-making and leadership skills plays an important role in the analytical framework seeking to comprehend their contributions as producers/prosumers within AFNs. This framework investigates how their involvement influences practices and procedures within the food system. The insights and experiences of individuals in AFNs can inform policy recommendations and support advocacy efforts, particularly when they engage with political networks and community organizations (Dhal et al., 2020; Malapit et al., 2020).

Engaging female participants in these deliberative sessions gain access to various perspectives and priorities which eventually foster impartial and sustainable measures (Metcalf et al., 2012; Nigh and González Cabañas, 2015). We can enhance our understanding of their impact on culinary provisions by examining particular processes where they lead or make choices. Those active within decision-making engagements contribute toward crafting more ecologically sound policies that aid both society and natural surroundings (Aguilar et al., 2015).

Studying the involvement of participants in administrative roles or decision-making within AFNs enhances our understanding of policy interventions in contemporary food systems. This knowledge helps us to identify strategies supporting and empowering individuals, while progressing towards impartial and environmentally sustainable food governance.



Impact and outcome

Participants’ involvement in entrepreneurial activities revolving around organic food networks holds considerable significance for examining how their influence shapes the system. Regarding such alternatives, emphasis is placed on analyzing both the fallout and result of the increased active role of them in AFNs. This study encompasses diverse shifts attributable to their participation, such as improvements in access to food, environmental sustainability and economic empowerment.

The participation of female in AFNs in United States has a significant positive effect on environmental sustainability (Bruce and Som Castellano, 2017). Those in East London, specifically the Tower Hamlets area in these networks frequently place a higher priority on environmentally friendly methods of producing food and farming, such as organic farming, regenerative agriculture and waste-free initiatives (Metcalf et al., 2012).

One of the key impacts of their participation in AFNs is an increase in food access for communities that have been traditionally marginalized (Fourat et al., 2020). Individuals in AFNs often prioritize the production and distribution of locally grown and culturally appropriate foods, which can contextualize with food awareness, healthy nutrition, food waste avoidance, access to organic food to marginalized groups, and education (Canal Vieira et al., 2021).

The involvement of female in AFNs can also contribute to their financial freedom (Canal Vieira et al., 2021). Those in these networks frequently launch small businesses and engage in entrepreneurship, for example, by starting farmer’s markets or CSA programs (Aguilar et al., 2015). This can open up employment opportunities and help local economies become more sustainable and egalitarian.

In conclusion, one important part of the framework for understanding the role of women in these networks is the impact and results of their participation in AFNs. This approach takes into account the benefits of food access, environmental sustainability and economic empowerment that producers/prosumers bring to the food system through their engagement and participation in the AFNs.




Materials and methods

In order to answer our research questions, we conducted extensive research, which centered on interviewing female producers and consumers, specifically hybrid actors that we call “prosumers” (individuals) actively involved in organic farms within AFNs. We utilized a snowball sampling technique to ensure a deliberate selection of participants with diverse involvement in both organic farming and the AFNs. We managed to engage a total of seven interviewees for this study, all of whom had active affiliations with various agricultural communities, such as CSA, food cooperatives (FCs), and self-harvest gardens (SHGs). Each segment was represented by two participants, apart from CSA which contributed three interviewees. Explicit informed consent was sought from participants for the purposes of recording, transcription and potential publication in order to gain ethical clearance for this study. This demonstrates an ethical commitment to transparency, confidentiality and good practice throughout the research.

The existing literature describes roles among women concerning engagement in AFNs as producers (female farmers or farm workers), consumers, and those who link both domains – commonly termed as prosumers (consumers engaged in agricultural practices and/or distribution). Our focus in this study centered on individuals actively engaged in both production and consumption processes (prosumers) and those who have a clear focus in their professional role on production (producers). Hence, we deliberately selected our interviewees from this specific demographic identified as producers/prosumers, a term we will consistently employ throughout this article to refer to this dynamic group. To initiate the interview recruitment process, we reached out to potential participants by contacting them directly and inquiring about their willingness to contribute to our study. With this sample size, the participants expressed genuine interest in the topic. In this study the insights gained from participants contribute valuable qualitative data to the existing body of knowledge.

The study was carried out in the Berlin-Brandenburg region, which is known for its varied agricultural environment that includes both large-scale commercial farms and smaller organic and community-supported agricultural projects. This area is notable for the high degree of contact between the urban and rural areas and the growing interest in locally sourced and sustainable food systems. With its vast agricultural lands, Brandenburg serves as the production basis for organic produce, while Berlin, the capital city, offers a sizable market for it. Rich urban customers and rural farmers make up the socioeconomic landscape, which fosters a dynamic environment for AFNs. Agricultural collectivism in the area before reunification and the shift to market-based farming add levels of complexity to contemporary farming methods and community projects. It is important to comprehend this background since it affects women’s roles and participation in AFNs, affecting the opportunities and difficulties they encounter in this field.

The qualitative research methodology followed here involved conducting semi-structured interviews with 17 open-ended questions using a Zoom platform, except for three interviews which were conducted face-to-face. The manuscripts contain 39,509 words and each interview lasted between 50 min and an hour. Although this approach made it easier to reach individuals in diverse places, there were drawbacks as well, like the possibility of technological difficulties and a lack of face-to-face interaction. But Zoom’s utilization made it easier for participants to participate and reached a wider audience, which enhanced the quality of the data gathered.

Prior consent was obtained from the participants before recording their conversations to ensure consistency in the language used during the analysis. The primary focus in the interviews was on posing questions to the participants regarding their involvement in (AFNs) and their experiences with organic farming. The key areas explored included the challenges they encountered in these pursuits and the limited engagement of female participants observed in both production and consumption aspects. Another major area of inquiry focused on assessing the decision-making capabilities within the framework of farming practices. The demographic section captured critical information, such as age, gender and involvement in organic farming activities. Analysis of the transcripts revealed three main ideas: participation, community, and leadership. Women’s participation in AFNs and their motivations, the impact of their involvement on community building, and the leadership roles they take on and the challenges they face were the primary focus areas explored in the research. We expected to uncover the specific challenges related to gender roles, recognition, and compensation within AFNs. The following table provides details regarding the research focus and correspondent expectations (see Table 1).



TABLE 1 Research focus and anticipated insights.
[image: Table1]

What we aimed to do in these interviews was twofold: firstly, to carefully understand the roles in terms of the woman themselves. Subsequently, actually exploring with the other participants the way they also saw these issues and what processes they are going through in their own work. Secondly, the participants gave us valuable insights by sharing their stories during the interview research, and what we have been able to uncover were perspectives that are derived from not only the path of their lives but also from their observations of people who are benefiting from the things that they are doing. Therefore, the first level of analysis, having collected the interview data, was to go through the interviews we recorded and transcribe them word-for-word. That became our basic data in conjunction with the analytical framework we developed. We then systematically identified the key parts of the transcript, identifying themes and elements and matched them up against the different sections of the analytics template.

The process of analysis was descriptive in nature and conducted manually. This was done to gain a comprehensive understanding of the participants’ viewpoints and narratives. It is important to mention that this study went through a very thorough content analysis process to make sure that it was able to provide as accurate data as possible by capturing emerging themes, patterns and subtle nuances within participants’ responses (Lindgren et al., 2020). We have carefully selected specific quotes from the interviews as references to provide clarity and support in order to articulate our findings. It is critical to consider that these quotes were used as references from each interview without changing the interviewee’s words or context. Using these precise quotations, this study has maintained a very strong sense of integrity and authenticity for the readers to fully understand the participants’ true perspectives.

Certain actions were undertaken to ascertain the trustworthiness and soundness of the qualitative analysis. During our careful and detailed analysis of the interview data, we coded the responses by systematically reviewing and sorting them into categories. We employed a series of coding procedures to ensure the reliability and quality of our analysis, implemented specific coding procedures and put rigorous quality assurance measures in place. This included cross-checking among coders to verify consistency and addressing any discrepancies through discussion and resolution.

To sum up, the participants in this research were carefully chosen. We undertook qualitative interviews with an extremely precise transcription technique, and analysis was done manually to the highest standard. We adopted this systematic methodology to thoroughly capture multifaceted views from female farmers who are particularly part of the organic farming in AFNs. We benefitted from this methodology, as the paper is filled with rich findings relating to the research questions.



Results

The findings underscore the significance of every factor that influences the participation of these producers/prosumers in the AFNs across these three initiatives. However, distinctions and commonalities come to light among these instances upon delving deeper into the analysis. This section explores the key elements of these deviations in greater detail. The following table provides sociodemographic details regarding those who were interviewed (see Table 2).



TABLE 2 Demographic distribution of participants.
[image: Table2]


Contextual factor

The participation of individuals in AFNs and organic farming is shaped by various contextual factors, such as income, education, employment and health, family structure, farm structure and duration of organic farming practice. These factors significantly impact the role of female participants within AFNs. Those who have higher levels of income and better education are more inclined to engage in these activities to the fullest. Moreover, the existence of stable agricultural institutions and supporting family structures can help them participate. Additionally, individuals who have been involved in organic farming for a long time are more likely to make significant contributions to the development of a sustainable food system. They are empowered and given opportunities to advance sustainable agriculture methods when these social influences are taken into account.


“So, I think, if women really want, they have all the access they need but I believe that they will always have to work a little bit harder than men, to get, like, when even, when they have the knowledge to get access to markets and everything. I think it requires just more effort than it is for men because everything is, so male-dominated.” (FCI)
 

This highlights the additional effort women need to exert face in male-dominated sectors, requiring them to exert more effort than their male counterparts.


“I think it’s also kind of, how women are socialized, or how they’re taught to be as well as it’s men and how they’re taught to be, for example, like I try to make sure that I don’t just employ men, but if only men apply, obviously, I, I only have male applicants that it’s only going to be men doing the job. But I think that’s not necessarily because we scare off women, but because women sometimes feel they’re being told by the world that they’re not good enough for physical jobs or they’re not good enough for, I mean, one of the things that we write in our application is that job posting is that you have to drive a tractor, a small tractor, but it doesn’t matter if you don’t have any knowledge of this. We’re going to teach you, and I didn’t know how to drive. But I think it’s this thing where a lot of women think, oh, I, I can’t do that because they’ve been taught by the world that they don’t fit jobs like that or they can’t do jobs like that. So I think that’s one part, but it’s also, obviously things like, it’s also bigger societal problems. I’d say, I think its physical jobs are often taught to men and so like it’s this whole circle”. CSA2
 

The perceptions of these producers/prosumers regarding sustainable organic farming encompass various attributes, including educational attainment, active engagement in social activities, economic incentives, yearly income level, availability of information sources, involvement with extension personnel, willingness to embrace innovation and readiness to embrace risk (FC 2.1). The influence of social factors on engaged individuals’ roles within the AFNs and organic farming is evident.


“I think the main thing is that women have to form these spaces themselves. They have to fight for these spaces and like this, like a women’s gardening collective, they have to found this, shape this and work for this to be a safe feminist space that’s very aware and very like. And I think that there could be in all agricultural areas, it could be more work done from the men themselves as well. So, I feel like men could work more to form safe spaces for women or could maybe start the communication more or work with things. I mean, do workshops or whatever. There’s a lot to come from male-dominated companies as well, I’d say.” CSA3
 

Economic factors are another aspect shaping the role of women in AFNs and organic farming. The participants showed the economic shift of farming and nuanced understanding of this dynamic. Acknowledging the lessening of agriculture in economic effectiveness compared to the past, one participant outlines that making a living out of agriculture nowadays is a hard task, especially for them. The phrase “at the border somewhere” shows this sense of marginalization from the current economic system. Asking for governmental incentives and more assistance show this need for policy changes and the economic financing that the agricultural population deems necessary.


“Because farming is no longer such a big part of the economic world. It was different 50 years ago. So we just don’t do it. And other than that, there could also be government incentives. I mean, there can also always be funding projects maybe or like, yeah, I think there, there could always be more support from the government or more money from the government.” SGH2
 

Moreover, the interviewee highlights the unequal treatment of small-scale farmers who do not have access to government support rather than the government not having enough money to fund both. This participant notices how the extensive paperwork is the same whether the farm is large or small-scale. Twenty-six pages of standardized paperwork emphasizes how there needs to be a procedure in place regarding to the size of the operation. It relates to systemic equality and supporting the needs of farmers of various scales.


“It would be great to have support from the government. I think the normal government’s wish is not to have these small-scale farms. They want to have the big farms. And yeah, I think this is more the way. It would be great to have more support also for like in big farms, like all, all our neighbors have 2000 hectares. We have all the women in in the office doing all the paperwork and the smaller farms, we have to do the same amount of paperwork or where we have only one third of the land of them. But we have the same work because the papers have the same. It’s 26 pages. And, yeah, it would be good to have, a good access for, having paperwork, helping with bookkeeping stuff, taxes.” SHG2
 

The female participation in AFNs is important and should be supported by local politics and the government.


“I think it starts with the state, like the local politics, especially the agriculture departments. They can offer services for women, like information and workshops and but it, it is also down to the consumers. They can support women-owned businesses and farms. And not always looking at the, at the price of the food but, buying, for example, community-supported agriculture and supporting the whole farm and not just the product, so, that it’s like the best vegetables, the one that’s cheapest, that’s not always the best. And but also for other farmers and like to support the women around them and make it easier for them [the women] to establish a business.” (SHG1)
 



Participation and engagement

The AFN greatly values participation and engagement, recognizing the important role played by female participants in its various activities. In fact, there are instances where they show even higher levels of engagement compared to men (FC2). They contribute actively across multiple domains, including both administration and fieldwork. Especially when it comes to the latter, the interviewees display remarkable enthusiasm for participating in CSA, FCs and SHG activities. Their strong commitment to sustainability motivates them to participate eagerly in work in the field and show their willingness to operate machines.


“So, at our farm it’s very obvious that we have more women working in the administration and doing like office work. I mean, obviously the farm work is really hard work. I did it a few seasons and its super exhausting and like even the tools that we use, they are made for strong people, like some of the tools I couldn’t use because some often I was too weak to move things around and that makes everything extra hard. When the infrastructure around you is just not designed for you. And so, we had other women working at the farm. And they couldn’t do it for more than one season. And like many of them, they changed to a different farm. I still feel that, most men are more interested in machines and technical things. I mean, it’s also because, these are the stereotypes that we grew up with and, they became true for us that men are more the cars themselves and women are doing the office work. And, I mean, now we start, rethinking these patterns and these stereotypes but they are still the reality that we live with. And, it just takes time for, for this to change, to have women being more comfortable to work with machines and everything. But then also the machines need to be designed that anybody can work with them.” (CSA2)
 

Engaging with an AFN can greatly influence these producers/prosumers’ understanding of the social and environmental aspects of local food systems. This is because a considerable number of those involved choose to prioritize organic, nourishing foods for themselves and their children. Consequently, those who actively participate in AFNs are more inclined to support the sustainability of the food system.


“From my point of view, I noticed women being more interested in, local sustainable food systems. I think that there’s a very high potential in, in women to support these local networks and to support like transformation for more sustainable food systems, but also in other areas of society that that’s really great. I feel women are more concerned about the environment and also social aspects because we are community-supported agriculture.” (SCA3)
 

The engagement of female producers/prosumers in AFNs is closely linked to their individual values. Those who are involved in the production and consumption of food in Berlin Brandenburg tend to place a high priority on health and organic aspects. They also recognize the significance of sustainability and the impact of food on the environment and climate. Consequently, these producers/prosumers in the region value purchasing from farmers or producers who prioritize sustainable practices. This reflects a strong appreciation for sustainable approaches and environmental responsibility among them in Berlin Brandenburg, as pointed out by SHG 2 and SHG1.

In addition to their preference for organic food, engaged producers/prosumers are also involved in various activities within the AFN. They participate in CSA, farmers’ markets and community gardens, and they often play a key role in organizing these activities. They are also involved in food cooperatives, where they work together to purchase organic food in bulk, which helps to reduce the cost of organic food for everyone involved.


“I feel a lot of women I know personally are more interested in climate activism and sustainability and are more invested in, where does their food come from? And I think maybe it’s also this thing where a lot of women are also often societally pressured to be like very healthy. And I think maybe those two things connect with each other, and then there’s this thing that women are interested in sustainability. But then they’re also like very knowledgeable about regional produce and unhealthy vegetables and then these kind of intersect and then they get into organic produce.” SHG2
 

Furthermore, these producers/prosumers are also involved in the education and advocacy of organic farming and AFNs. They often organize workshops and training programs to teach others about organic farming, sustainable agriculture and the importance of supporting local food systems. Involved female producers/prosumers are also involved in policy advocacy, lobbying for policies that support organic farming and AFNs (FC2).

Participants play a pivotal role in various activities within the AFN. They actively contribute to administration, field work, sales and other areas. However, certain obstacles still hinder their full participation, such as household chores and childcare responsibilities. In addition, the design of certain machinery and equipment used in the field often cater solely to male users, making it challenging for them to engage in fieldwork. Despite these challenges, they continue to excel in diverse roles within the AFN.


“I think there is sometimes prejudice that women’s bodies are weaker than men. I have sometimes noticed that there’s like some work where my coworkers prefer to do with men because they are stronger. That’s one of these fake reasons to not employ women or to not really do work with women where it’s like, I consider myself pretty strong. And when I’ve worked with this women’s gardening collective in Berlin, I felt like they were all incredibly, like, physically able and had a very good stamina. And they do more physical work than we do. So, they were fitter than the men that I work with, I would say. So, I think that there’s this biological prejudice that’s kind of a problem in, in jobs that are physical.” (FC2)
 

In spite of the potential benefits AFNs offer, producers/prosumers encounter substantial barriers when it comes to participating and holding leadership roles within such networks. The persistence of gender stereotypes and discrimination poses one primary obstacle for their involvement in AFNs. These producers/prosumers, often perceived as caregivers and homemakers rather than leaders or entrepreneurs within the food system, may struggle to be taken seriously or obtain access to crucial resources and networks that are necessary for success in AFNs.


“Well, politics are also very male-dominated. So, they may not think of things that women need. I don’t think they do it on purpose that there are not really any differences, but maybe there should be more differences in how they support men and women because, as I mentioned, like the whole infrastructure is, is just not designed for women to work in agriculture.” (SHG2)
 

One more aspect to consider is that these individuals frequently encounter considerable time limitations and caregiving obligations. These factors can pose challenges when attempting to engage in the demanding, erratic timeframes often associated with various AFNs (CSA1). Moreover, they are more prone to experiencing harassment within their professional environment, especially in male-dominated fields such as agriculture and the food production sector (CSA2).

Each female producer/prosumer has a distinctive motivation to join AFNs and preference for organic crops. Overall, consumers seem to be drawn towards sustenance yielded by sustainable practices. They very often cite family health, particularly that of their children, as a crucial factor influencing their participation in AFNs. Their presence in different aspects of these networks is pronounced, with data suggesting more females on our food cooperative team compared to males.

It is important to note that while there is no clear data on whether they are more involved in the AFN than men, it is clear that women have made significant contributions to the growth and development of this movement. Many of the key players in the AFN, including farmers, organizers and advocates, are participants. Additionally, they have been instrumental in making the AFN more accessible and inclusive, particularly for marginalized communities (CSA2).

Recognizing the substantial contributions of these individuals within the AFN is crucial. Those in administrative positions bring important skill sets and views. These roles are essential for maintaining the organization and operation of many different projects. Particularly attending to the details, being able to communicate effectively and having the ability to multitask makes a great deal of difference in the success of administrative functions. Coordinating events, managing budgets and making collaborative meetings effective are examples of the types of tasks they are able to engage in successfully.

Furthermore, female producers/prosumers actively participate in field activities within the AFN. They play an essential role in cultivating, harvesting and processing food, as well as engaging in activities related to sustainable agriculture and organic farming. Their expertise in areas such as permaculture, crop rotation and agroforestry help to foster environmentally friendly practices within the network. Additionally, they contribute to CSA programs, farmers’ markets and food cooperatives, fostering local food systems and promoting access to nutritious and sustainable food (SHG2, FC1.2).



Impact and outcome

Female participants have a great potential in AFNs and organic farming. Their community engagement, organic preference, education and leadership are the skills that they bring with them to add value to the AFN.

In terms of environmentally friendly farming practices, young female farmers exhibit a greater level of concern than their male counterparts.


“I believe that women work more and think more about future generations and children and environment protection because we are more conscious about this fragile environment.” CSA3
 

The change towards climate action, sustainability, and food justice necessitates the active participation of women in agricultural growth and empowerment. Their involvement can make a big difference in promoting sustainable practices, guaranteeing a just and equitable food system, and reducing the effects of climate change.


“Women involvement in agriculture development and liberation is I think really important for achieving transformation towards the climate action, sustainability and food justice. Yeah, which can help to mitigate the effects of climate change.” CSA1
 

These producers/prosumers display a stronger inclination towards environmental activities. A case in point is the significantly higher degree of adoption of organic horticulture technologies among female farmers than male farmers. Furthermore, female farmers are more dominant in sustainable and organic farm operations than in industrial farming, and also demonstrate greater involvement in alternative agriculture initiatives. Additionally, organic farmers tend to be younger and more often women than conventional farmers (CSA1). Due to their multitasking responsibilities, these farmers need to balance family, childcare and farm work activities (Unay-Gailhard and Bojnec, 2021).



Decision-making and leadership

It is essential to acknowledge the significant role that participants play in influencing practices and informing policies. Despite the progress made, they continue to strive for visibility and actively contribute to shaping a better future for themselves.


“I feel a lot of women are very sustainable, like, very socially aware and very aware of many different political aspects because they themselves are political. Yeah, we still have many feminist fights. So, I think, there’s a large involvement definitely and I think we need generally more help from all sides but there’s already a large involvement.” CSA2
 

Individuals play an important role in AFNs and organic farming. Their contribution is essential to the success of the transformation of the food system. These producers/prosumers are involved in various aspects of AFNs and organic farming. They may, for instance, participate in seed-saving, food processing and preservation, market gardening or CSA. Participants have a deep understanding of local food systems and are responsible for preserving traditional food practices and knowledge.


“It’s my claim that we are more conscious about this fragile environment and that we have to and keep it balanced and we can’t take more out than we put in. I think this is normal that we just notice when we raise children and it’s the same when I raise calves and when I raise I, or when I let it grow, I don’t raise it, then I have to pull on it. And I think this is very transformative. Women are talking to each other more and we, and the knowledge exchange is faster.” (SHG1)
 

Innovation is another area where women in AFNs and organic farming excel. Women are often at the forefront of innovation (CSA2), experimenting with new techniques for soil conservation, developing new marketing strategies for their products and trying new approaches to growing food. Women-led cooperatives and collectives are becoming more common, providing a platform for women to collaborate and share resources (SHG1, CSA2).

The share of these members in the workforce of AFNs and organic farming is significant. They often take on the role of primary producers and prosumers, working long hours in the fields or food processing facilities. They are also involved in other aspects of the industry, such as research or policy development. However, women’s contributions are often undervalued and underpaid, and they may face discrimination and exclusion from decision-making processes.


“I feel like there’s just not a lot happening on a government level because I feel like the government’s priority is different subjects. I think it’s kind of like this whole, there’s of talk about land, about funding, about rules and lawmaking and policies in organic farming. And it’s also a lot about fair wages. And then like this whole like gender equality thing always feels kind of like an afterthought to me. It’s always like listed when we, when we do the demonstration with all the other tractors and people who do agriculture here. Then that’s always one of the parts on the agenda, but it’s always like a very small part if you know. So I think that the government has other priorities definitely.

And certainly, I think there’s having more women in leadership does bring new leadership styles. What I see in our cooperation is there’s quite or importance placed on communication, for example, having a clear feedback routine to make sure we’re actively learning with and from each other. I see a lot of potential just in terms of leadership styles and where emphasis is placed. Again, this is, you know, it’s my bias, my experience, but around inclusivity and equity simply.” (CSA1)
 




Discussion

This study aimed to address three research questions mentioned above. The findings presented here contribute to gaining a more comprehensive understanding of women’s roles in these types of initiatives.


Factors influencing the roles of female producers/prosumers in AFNs

Research indicates various factors influencing their participation in agriculture in Germany, particularly in pursuing farm manager or higher positions. Two key reasons are identified regarding this aspect: They anticipate fewer personal rewards from these roles and feel less confident in meeting job requirements due to cultural expectations, lack of role models, and challenges in balancing work and family responsibilities. Additionally, gender bias, limited access to resources and training, and differences in educational and professional experiences contribute to this lack of confidence. These factors collectively discourage them from seeking higher positions in agriculture, necessitating targeted interventions to promote gender equality and support their career advancement in this sector (Lehberger and Hirschauer, 2016).

The literature suggests that policymakers should prioritize enhancing women’s access to resources, education, training and credit facilities. This highlights the existing low demand and supply for participants involvement in the agricultural sector (Chebet, 2023). However, engagement in AFNs is fueled by diverse motivations, encompassing a quest for quality food, health considerations, and political or environmental awareness (Som Castellano, 2015). In contrast to traditional agricultural contexts, they have greater access to leadership roles in Alternative Food Networks (AFNs) due to cultural differences. AFNs promote inclusive and encouraging environments by putting a strong emphasis on teamwork, community involvement, and social justice. Community-supported agriculture (CSA) and food cooperatives, for instance, frequently feature democratic decision-making procedures and offer networking and mentorship opportunities, enabling women to assume leadership positions. On the other hand, they find it more difficult to progress in traditional agricultural environments because of the prevalence of hierarchical structures and gender biases. Consequently, AFN cultural norms and values give them greater chances to take on leadership roles and receive acknowledgement for their accomplishments.

Moreover, a notable increase in female participation in AFNs has been observed. This shift can be attributed to various factors, including the importance placed on family health, childcare, sustainability and environmental friendliness. Despite challenges in traditional agriculture, these initiatives showcase a positive trend in fostering a greater female engagement.

Research indicated a higher frequency of females participating in self-harvest gardening in Germany (Gauder et al., 2019). However, we observed that although there are a considerable number of women involved in this initiative, it was only acknowledged by the participants, and mentioned that it seems that recognizing the role of female in AFNs may not have been emphasized as an important topic.

The research explores various interrelated factors in Germany’s Alternative Food Networks (AFNs) that contribute to gender dynamics, such as the division of labor, access to resources, social recognition, and economic opportunities. It emphasizes that female producer/prosumers often handle the majority of the workload but struggle to gain the same level of recognition and support as men (Čajić et al., 2022). Our research supports these conclusions by presenting particular instances of individuals engaging in various AFN activities, such community service, and by emphasizing the additional difficulties and prejudices they encounter. The fact that they frequently have to put in more effort to receive the same recognition as men despite their great achievements highlights the need for institutional adjustments to encourage gender equality in AFNs.

Furthermore, economic factors significantly influence the role of women in shaping alternative food networks in Germany (Marks-Bielska, 2019). Our research produces similar results and it would be worth government exploring and implementing supportive policies, including streamlined paperwork processes and financial incentives for smaller-scale farms. Their participation, including the dissemination of information, workshops and financial aid programs, should be supported. Consumers also play a pivotal role by consciously choosing to support female-owned businesses and farms, fostering an environment where they can establish and sustain successful ventures in AFNs and organic farming.

As the consumer helps to blur the boundaries between traditional consumer and producer roles, the consumer plays a critical part in Alternative Food Networks (AFNs), helping to create the concept of “prosumers.” Through labor, decision-making, and distribution activities, consumers in AFNs actively participate in production processes including food cooperatives and community-supported agriculture (CSA). Individuals are empowered to directly impact the food system by their active engagement, which also supports sustainable practices.

Initiatives should challenge embedded gender stereotypes, providing opportunities for women to thrive in traditionally male-dominated sectors. Proactive measures are essential to create safe spaces for them, both through their own initiatives and with support from men in agricultural settings. Addressing dominant male norms and behaviors in agriculture is crucial for fighting gender inequalities. Our findings, highlighted the interviewees, emphasized the importance of recognizing and challenging these norms to promote gender equality. Focusing on gender relations and the impact of societal norms, this approach offers a broader understanding of the dynamics at play. It shifts the focus from solely female experiences to the interactions between genders, providing a more comprehensive strategy to combat gender inequalities in the agri-food sector.



Women’s roles in decision-making and leadership within AFNs and organic farming

Our study identifies specific criteria facilitating their participation as prosumers in AFNs. falling within a particular income bracket, coupled with significant maternal responsibilities and a commitment to organic and nutritious dietary habits, represent a notable segment. However, challenges emerge, particularly for low-income working mothers facing overwhelming physical, mental and emotional demands (Bruce and Som Castellano, 2017). Participation in AFNs demands resources, time and dedication, underscoring the importance of accommodating diverse circumstances (Fourat et al., 2020).

Addressing infrastructural barriers and promoting environmental awareness, the literature shows that women are leaders in AFNs in Germany (Antal and Krebsbach-Gnath, 1993), and our study observed active involvement of them in AFNs. Still, they are facing some limitations that makes them unable to take more of a leadership part and decision-making as often.

The difficulties they encounter in achieving top leadership roles is partly based on the way tasks related to providing food are divided between genders, especially in AFNs (Som Castellano, 2016). There is a major barrier that prevents the full participation of women in AFNs, which lies in the limitations of infrastructures, with machinery and tools often constructed without any considerations of diverse physical abilities. Improvements to individual capacities and intra-household relationships are critical to supporting their participation and leadership in producer organizations (Kaaria et al., 2016). In order to overcome this, actions should involve the redesign of agricultural tools to be more inclusive, since targeted training is inadequate to encourage female participants’ confidence in interacting with machinery.

In addition, the AFNs can support informal caregivers by adopting flexible work practices by providing shorter, more intensive bursts of work as and when required and creating arrangements allowing workers to coordinate tasks with broader family responsibilities. These practices help in reducing the impact of time poverty, reflecting an understanding of the labor burden shouldered by them. As such, the prescriptive measures proffered here present a composite strategy designed to ensure their full and robust participation in AFNs. These measures respond to key findings which have consistently shown that women consumers want to do more rather than less in the AFN context. However, they are extremely aware of the very precise bounds within which they are required to operate. Achieving this participation requires a reassertion of the social contract between public and private provisioning. In the absence of this, we are left with seeking more localized and community-supported agricultural solutions.

differ from conventional gardening techniques or cultural symbolic activities historically linked to men (Metcalf et al., 2012). The particularities of the Berlin-Brandenburg area, especially the prevalence of large-scale farming, display barriers to female participants who endeavor to enter farming and establish their own farms. Issues such as poor soil and intense competition in the land market intensify these challenges. In comparison, in regions where family businesses dominate farming toil, women might bridge into these families and this way of farming more smoothly.

In order to gain a deeper understanding, it would be advisable to carry out a more expansive study which specifies factors such as gender within network structures, local food systems and CSA in AFNs as separate entrepreneurial expressions. This approach will contribute significantly to adopting a systematic perspective. Alternatively, exploring the dynamics in a different geographical location may yield valuable insights.



Impact of women’s participation in AFNs

The results of this research demonstrate some of the multiple effects that female engagement in AFNs have that go beyond only economic outcomes. Participants can improve local connections, community expansion and social cohesion. Some of the obstacles that they encounter include the possibility of over idealizing alternative strategies and restrictions in reaching alternative food products (Bruce and Som Castellano, 2017). Instead, their dedication to sustainable approaches helps to preserve health ecosystems and more sustainable food systems (Fourat et al., 2020).

It is essential to help participants to build strong community engagement and leadership capacities to make sure that they play a maximum role in community-engaged and leadership roles in AFNs and organic farming. Supporting individuals in their participation in the decision-making processes and leadership roles of AFNs is to strengthen not only resilience but also diversify perspectives that are crucial for sustainability. Making it easy for them to preference organic farming by creating educational initiatives and targeting resources will also make them become more capable of promoting the environmentally friendly practices, future-building and inclusiveness of AFNs.

Understanding the challenges of participants, such as balancing family responsibilities with farm work, is critical. To help them succeed, AFNs and organic farming need to introduce measures that proactively address these issues. That includes everything from flexible time schedules, daycare, and compensation that reflects farmers’ contributions. When we empower them in these sectors, their ability to lead profound change is increased. They will drive new environmentally resilient, community-focused agricultural practices.

To sum up, what this research found was the complicated nature of influences on participants’ roles in AFNs and organic farming. But the potential for change when they come together to shape more sustainable and more equal food systems also came through. Their contributions should never be taken for granted; they should be actively supported.




Conclusion

We employed a comprehensive analytical framework in our study to explore the integration of these prosumers into AFNs. What sets this study apart is its unique analytical framework, which thoroughly considers the varied positions of women in Berlin and Brandenburg. It becomes apparent that female prosumers confront distinct obstacles and gender-related issues, particularly when it comes to AFNs. Their participation in AFNs gains numerous advantages for the sustainability and well-being of agriculture. Their contributions extend beyond ecological aspects and encompass social elements, including fostering community connections and facilitating knowledge exchange.

Furthermore, their preference for organic produce and roles as mothers who advocate for healthier food choices underscore the importance of their involvement. In order to establish a more equitable and sustainable food system, it is crucial to address the hurdles faced by female prosumers in obtaining land, forming networks and accessing resources in organic farming. Governmental assistance must be tailored to accommodate small-scale farmers, especially women, by building upon their communities’ stabilizing capabilities. A collaborative approach with supportive networks can significantly mitigate these challenges while amplifying the voices of prosumers. Additionally, financial aid while instilling trust should be facilitated alongside customized regulations aligned to their particular needs.

Efforts in different initiatives demonstrate the potential for positive change and empowerment of female prosumers in AFNs. Promoting visibility, networking and providing resources, these initiatives contribute to a more inclusive and supportive environment for women prosumers in AFNs and organic farming. The interview subjects stressed the value of having more women in executive roles in the AFN value chains. They think that varied leadership may foster inclusivity and bring forward fresh viewpoints.

It is also crucial to put government policies and incentives to work in the AFN to advance gender equality. They think that by enacting these policies, more women will be inspired to succeed. Creating networks of support and promoting cooperation among them in agriculture and the AFN are essential. The growth and success of female participants in various fields can be facilitated by these networks, which can offer a forum for exchanging experiences, information and resources. It is essential to increase their access to resources such as land and finance. The respondents highlighted that in order to provide equitable possibilities, access barriers, such as a lack of knowledge, financial limitations and discriminatory practices, must be addressed.

It was also made clear that there is a need to confront and eliminate the prejudice and discrimination that individuals experience in agriculture and AFNs. This can be accomplished through educational initiatives and inclusive practices that support the equality of opportunity and treatment. Women in organic farming and the AFN can improve their knowledge, self-confidence and ability to thrive by developing mentorship programs and offering skill-building opportunities. The significance of encouraging to start their own businesses and develop new ideas in organic farming and the alternative food industry is crucial. They can create their own businesses and contribute to the growth and development if they are given access to capital, business training and mentorship.

It was stressed how important it is to develop markets for these prosumers in organic farming and AFNs. This can be accomplished by supporting female-owned businesses, local and sustainable produce, and collaborations with businesses and customers who value inclusion and gender equality. The interviewees proposed the development of specialized financial goods and services, such as cheap loans, grants and investment opportunities, suited to the requirements of women working in these sectors.

The interviewees talked about how vital it is to spread knowledge of the contributions and difficulties faced by women prosumers in the alternative food industry. They think that altering attitudes and beliefs about the functions and skills of these individuals will foster a more welcoming and inclusive environment for them in these fields. Taking these steps, the cooperative’s operations will be improved, issues experienced by women will be addressed, and inclusion, sustainability and resource access will be promoted. These activities also aim to address the underrepresentation of female prosumers in leadership roles.

This study is important because it explores new and unexamined aspects. It sheds light on the unique needs and challenges faced by women in the AFN, an area that has been overlooked in previous research. This study stands out as one of the few that has delved into the initiatives within the AFN. It underscores a crucial point – the gender perspective, particularly that of women, has been inadequately acknowledged both in academic studies and real-life scenarios.

The findings reveal a prevailing oversight in AFN initiatives, where the involvement and engagement of these individuals have not been recognized as significant issues. Historically, the focus has been on the tasks to be accomplished rather than considering who could contribute more effectively. A limitation of this study is the scarcity of literature on gender in AFNs in Germany. Expanding research in this area is essential to gain specific insights into the situations, needs and challenges faced by women in AFNs. Such an expansion could contribute to a more comprehensive understanding of the gender dynamics within the AFN and inform future policies and research endeavors.
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Footnotes

1   Food assemblies” typically refer to a model or platform that connects local farmers, producers and consumers in a community. These assemblies provide an online marketplace where consumers can purchase fresh, locally produced food items directly from farmers and producers in their area. This concept aims to strengthen local food systems, promote sustainable agriculture, reduce the environmental impact of food transportation, and foster a sense of community by encouraging direct relationships between producers and consumers. The term is often associated with the movement toward more transparent and localized food supply chains.
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