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A B S T R A C T

Alternative food systems (AFSs) encompassing diverse initiatives, networks, and practices that seek to recon
figure food system relationships and operations have received heightened academic attention in the last decades. 
However, research in the Global South (GS) is more recent, and a systematic synthesis of their functioning, 
potentials, and limitations is still lacking. Following JBI methodology, this scoping review addresses this gap by 
mapping and analyzing peer-reviewed literature on AFSs in diverse GS contexts, identifying patterns in the 
literature and characterizing the dimensions and initiatives examined. The review included empirical and con
ceptual peer-reviewed studies that described and analyzed key characteristics of AFSs rather than isolated di
mensions. Selected sources were identified through a systematic search in Scopus and Web of Science, limited to 
publications in English, Portuguese, and Spanish from the past decade. A total of 153 sources were initially 
identified and descriptively analyzed. Of these, 112 documents were thematically analyzed, with the majority 
focused on China, Brazil, and Mexico. Four main thematic categories were identified - agroecologies, connec
tivities, engagement & organization, and food qualities - together with cross-cutting categories of alternativeness, 
hybridization, and scalability. This review contributes to more inclusive and situated knowledge development on 
AFSs. It also identifies key gaps for future research in the GS, including limited engagement with gender and 
intersectional (in)justice and the limited attention to other elements of food systems beyond production and 
consumption.

1. Introduction

For over 30 years, research has documented the emergence, devel
opment, and spread of alternative food systems (AFSs),1 encompassing a 
plurality of initiatives, networks and spaces that reconfigure the oper
ational and relational aspects of food supply chains (Cleveland et al., 
2015; Misleh, 2022). Offering an alternative to the trends of the con
ventional food system model - commonly associated with the “corporate 
food regime” that prioritises profit maximisation (McMichael, 2005), 
AFS efforts are often characterised by their emphasis on social and 

environmental objectives (Wald and Hill, 2016). While AFS initiatives 
are highly diverse, including efforts to develop short food supply chains 
(SFSCs), address food inequality, or promote ecologically responsible 
practices, they share a common accent on the “resocialisation” and 
“re-spatialisation” of food production, processing, distribution, and 
consumption to achieve these goals (Renting et al., 2003; Renting et al., 
2012; Treager 2011; Schreiber et al., 2022). Common examples include 
food cooperatives, community gardens, consumer groups, community 
supported agriculture (CSA), farmers markets, among others (Misleh, 
2022).

* Corresponding author. Antigua Carretera a Pátzcuaro No. 8701, Col. Ex-Hacienda de San José de la Huerta., C.P. 58190. Morelia, Michoacán, Mexico.
E-mail address: earnes@ciga.unam.mx (E. Arnés). 

1 The terms usually referred to initiatives and efforts promoting AFSs include local food initiatives (LFIs), local foods systems (LFSs), alternative food networks 
(AFNs), alternative agri-food networks (AAFN), alternative food initiatives (AFIs), community food systems, and other permutations (Feagan, 2007). Although all 
these terms come from diverse theoretical and conceptual trajectories, the term AFSs is used in this paper as an umbrella term to encompass all social innovations and 
practices that use market and non-market strategies to reduce spatial and informational gaps between consumers and producers, integrate nature into food system 
relations, and establish horizontal and collaborative governance structures (Renting et al., 2012; Schreiber et al., 2022). Although scholars caution against the use of 
a universal term, arguing that it may obscure the diversity of alternative food practices, spaces, and processes (Feagan, 2007; Tregear, 2011), the term AFSs is 
employed here for its utility in capturing the common goals and principles underlying these varied initiatives while acknowledging their diverse strategies and 
trajectories. [In the methodology section we will return to this definition, proposing specific operational characteristics (mentioned by the same authors)].
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Given that the motivations and values underpinning AFSs signify a 
departure from dominant economic and food paradigms, research on 
AFSs often carries a strong normative dimension. AFSs are frequently 
portrayed as examples of the “politics of the possible”, showcasing a 
pathway to develop more just and sustainable communal and economic 
relations around food (Blay-Palmer et al., 2015). However, this opti
mistic perspective has been contested by critical scholarship (Carlisle, 
2015; Guthman, 2008; Maye and Kirwan, 2010), which argues that AFSs 
are shaped and constrained by global, national, and local socio-political 
contexts (Fonte, 2008; Selfa and Qazi, 2005). These constraints often 
blur the lines between alternative and conventional practices (Dupuis 
and Goodman, 2005). In particular, some scholars question AFSs’ ability 
to drive transformative change beyond progressive strategies, as many 
initiatives remain embedded within market-based and conventional 
food system structures (Moragues-Faus and Marsden, 2017).

Much of these conceptual developments on AFSs has focused on the 
Global North (GN), particularly in Western European and North Amer
ican contexts (Abrahams, 2006; Cerrada-Serra et al., 2018; Freidberg 
and Goldstein, 2011). While the debate over AFSs’ transformative po
tential remains unresolved, researchers have increasingly adapted the 
concept to diverse contexts, including Eastern Europe, China, and Latin 
America, among others (Bilewicz and Śpiewak, 2019; Goszczyński and 
Knieć, 2011; Martindale et al., 2018; Si et al., 2015). Significantly, 
increasing empirical studies in the Global South (GS) reveal that unique 
socio-cultural characteristics and contextual factors of the GS signifi
cantly influence AFSs trajectories and potential, challenging the com
mon values and motivations attached to AFSs (Abrahams, 2006; Bopp, 
2020; Freidberg and Goldstein, 2011; Martindale et al., 2018; War
shawsky, 2016)

As research on AFSs in the GS continues to reveal their nuances 
beyond Western contexts, it becomes essential to examine how these 
studies contribute to diverse conceptualisations and realities of these 
systems. Moreover, despite the growing literature on AFSs in the GS, 
there remains a need for a synthesis and deeper understanding of how 
these systems operate, particularly from the perception of GS countries 
(Cerrada-Serra et al., 2018). A preliminary Scopus search on AFSs 
literature (and related terms) identified 2371 studies, with only 285 
(10.5%) authored by researchers based in the GS. This imbalance 
highlights a significant research gap in AFSs’ knowledge production and 
frames the focus of this study. To address this gap, this paper present a 
scoping review of the peer-reviewed published literature on AFSs in the 
GS, focusing on the following specific objectives. 

1. To map the existing peer-reviewed literature on AFSs in the GS.
2. To characterize and describe the types of AFSs documented accord

ing to diverse GS contexts.
3. To analyze the themes and focuses most common in the literature on 

AFSs in the GS.

To account for the possibility of previous reviews on AFSs in the GS, a 
preliminary search of Scopus, the Cochrane Database of Systematic 
Reviews and JBI Evidence Synthesis was also conducted and no current or 
underway systematic reviews or scoping reviews on the topic were 
found. One systematic review was identified related to the study of AFSs 
in the Global South (Čajka and Novotný, 2022). However, the review 
had a general scope, focusing on alternative economies not exclusively 
related to food, but where AFSs are prominent.

The remainder of the paper is structured as follows. First, the 
methodology of the scoping review is presented, followed by the results, 
which include both a descriptive and thematic analysis. The paper 
concludes with the identification of research gaps and final reflections. 
This scoping review offers a comprehensive overview of the approaches, 
purposes, and challenges faced by AFSs in the GS, while also identifying 
key themes that merit further exploration to advance research and 
support food systems transformation. In doing so, our findings aim to 
contribute to an inclusive but situated knowledge development on AFSs 

and challenge the predominant westernization of concepts and practices 
surrounding food systems change.

2. Methodology

This study employs a scoping review methodology. Scoping reviews 
are particularly suited for identifying key concepts, research gaps, and 
thematic patterns in broad and complex fields (Arksey and O’Malley, 
2005; Peters et al., 2020; Tricco et al., 2018). Unlike systematic reviews, 
scoping reviews provide an overview of the topic, highlighting areas for 
future research, and often make use of qualitative and descriptive 
methods to summarize the evidence. This review follows the methodo
logical framework proposed by Peters et al. (2020), ensuring robustness 
and alignment with the JBI methodology for scoping reviews 
(10.11124/JBIES-20-00167). The review was guided by the following 
research question: How are alternative food systems in the Global South 
analyzed, including the dominant conceptual approaches, empirical focuses, 
and research gaps?

For the methodological and operational purposes of this study we 
define AFSs as initiatives, processes, and spaces that include the 
following characteristics (adapted from Allen, 1999; Allen et al., 2003; 
Clément, 2016; Eriksen, 2013; Kneafsey et al., 2013; Mares and Alkon, 
2011; Renting et al., 2003, 2012). 

● Shortening the distance between consumers and producers, whether 
spatially or informationally.

● Redistributing value along the food chain.
● Employing more sustainable food production and distribution 

practices.
● Using innovative food commercialization, purchasing, and business 

models.
● Integrating more horizontal cooperation and governance models 

among food system actors.

2.1. Search strategy and study selection

Due to the diversity of disciplines studying AFSs, databases were 
selected based on their multidisciplinary coverage of life sciences, social 
sciences, and humanities. The databases utilized for the study included 
Scopus and Web of Science (WoS). The search was conducted on 
February 29, 2024 and limited to studies conducted in the last 10 years. 
This defined period of time for source inclusion in the scoping review 
was selected given the identified increase in the body of literature in the 
last ten years focused in the GS. For example, an initial search in Scopus 
showed 64 articles between 1994 and 2004, rising to 172 between 2004 
and 2014, and reaching 834 between 2014 and 2024.

The search strategy aimed to locate peer-reviewed published studies. 
A three-step search strategy was followed. First an initial exploratory 
search was undertaken in Scopus and WoS to identify relevant articles 
on the topic. Second, the text words contained in the titles and abstracts 
of relevant articles, and the index terms (keywords) used to describe the 
articles were used to develop a full search strategy to be used in both 
databases. Third, different permutations of the concepts related to AFSs 
were used as search terms as well as different forms of referring to the 
GS, including all the countries identified as part of the GS through 
UNESCO (TWAS n.d.). The different search terms used for AFSs aimed to 
be as comprehensive as possible and were based on previous research of 
one of the co-authors (Zerbian and López-García, 2024; Zerbian et al., 
2022). The search strategy was limited to abstracts, titles, and keywords 
and to peer-reviewed journal articles or book chapters written in En
glish, Spanish, or Portuguese. This potentially leaves out 
French-speaking African or Chinese academic communities that publish 
in their own language from the study. The final search strategy is out
lined in Supplementary Material I. The literature search returned a total 
of 1067 records (see Fig. 1).
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Following the search, all identified citations were collated and 
uploaded into EndNote Online Classic. Of the 1067 records identified, 
371 were removed due to duplicate records and 152 were removed 
based on title and keywords, such as animal nutrition, insect con
sumption, alternative meat, among others. After a pilot test, titles and 
abstracts of the 544 resulting records were entered into the Rayyan - 
Intelligent Systematic Review online software. Screening continued 
manually and the 544 records were independently examined by the two 
co-authors for a blind assessment considering the previously agreed 
inclusion and exclusion criteria. Any disagreements that arose between 
the reviewers at each stage of the selection process was resolved through 
discussion.

The review included both empirical and conceptual studies, as long 
as they explicitly examined AFSs or related concepts. Studies had to 
describe the operation, challenges, or conceptual framing of AFSs rather 
than focusing solely on isolated aspects such as consumer preferences, 
agronomic requirements or nutritional benefits. The review prioritized 
qualitative studies (e.g., phenomenology, grounded theory, ethnog
raphy, case studies, action research, feminist research), as they provided 
greater nuance on the function and characteristics of AFSs. Studies were 
excluded if they focused exclusively on the GN, addressed only one 
dimension of AFSs (such as willingness to buy organic food or yield 
improvements), or were purely quantitative evaluations of AFS benefits. 

Additionally, grey literature, reports, and policy documents were not 
included due to the scope of the review and focus on peer-reviewed 
literature. After iterative stages of discussion, 165 records were 
selected, of which 12 were excluded as the inclusion criteria did not 
include whole books but book chapters to be able to deal with the 
specificity of the AFSs analyzed. A total of 153 records were finally 
included, these records were reviewed in full detail and analyzed 
further.

2.2. Data extraction and analysis

Data extraction for the 153 papers was conducted using an Excel 
sheet (Supplementary Material II) to systematically record key details, 
including authors, article title, source title, publication year, country of 
focus, first author's affiliation country, language, document type, author 
keywords, available WoS keywords, research area, and the Sustainable 
Development Goal (SDG) addressed. This structured approach facili
tated an initial descriptive mapping that summarized key trends in the 
literature to outline the distribution and frequency of studies by country, 
identifying the geographical spread of research on AFSs in the GS. 
Following this initial mapping, a more in-depth analysis was limited to 
countries with the highest number of studies: China, Brazil, Mexico, 
India, Colombia, South Africa, and Argentina. This approach was 

Fig. 1. PRISMA (Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses) flow diagram for study selection and inclusion. Adapted from: Page et al., 
(2021). For more information, visit: http://www.prisma-statement.org/.
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adopted to ensure analytical depth and cross-country comparability. The 
inclusion of countries with only one or two studies would have limited 
the identification of patterns across countries due insufficient detail and 
cases. This reduced the number of papers to 112 sources for the in-depth 
analysis.

The final 112 documents were first subjected to a descriptive analysis 
to identify the frequency and types of AFS initiatives in each country. 
For this, another structured Excel sheet was developed to systematically 
record the focus of the 112 studies, including the following fields: (I) ID, 
(II) Authors, (III) Article Title, (IV) Source Title, (V) Publication Year, 
(VI) Focus country, (VII) Elements of the Food System Considered, (VIII) 
Type of Initiative Analyzed, (IX) Conceptual Approaches and Frame
works Used, and (X) Values Prioritized to Justify or Promote AFSs (see 
Supplementary Material III). These fields were selected following an 
abductive approach based on the review question and objectives to 
identify patterns in the analyzed literature, including cross-country and 
country-specific patterns (Kennedy and Thornberg, 2018). Recording of 
information in the Excel sheet fields, particularly regarding the fields 
VII, VIII, IX, and X aimed to remain as close as possible to the de
scriptions and categorisations provided in the studies. Where initiatives 
were not explicitly categorized, previous systematizations of concepts 
and initiatives associated with AFSs were used to complement the in
formation reported in the studies, including distinctions between SFSCs 
and civic food networks (CFNs) based on their differing emphasis on 
civic engagement and community organiz ation (Clément, 2016; 
Michel-Villarreal et al., 2024).

This process served to develop a heat map based on the initiatives 
and practices analyzed per country to identify country-specific charac
teristics based on the field VIII - Type of Initiative Analyzed. Following 
this initial categorization, a thematic analysis was performed to group 
information and identify cross-country patterns in the selected studies 
(Hsieh and Shannon, 2005; Mayring, 2014). Cross-country patterns 
were identified by examining and grouping the conceptual approaches 
and frameworks used (field IX), together with the value priorities 
mobilized to justify or promote AFSs (field X), across the 112 analyzed 
studies. The thematic analysis allowed the identification of four over
arching analytical categories across countries - agroecologies, connec
tivities, engagement & organization, and food qualities - accompanied 
by the cross-cutting themes of alternativeness, hybridization, and 
scalability.

3. Results

3.1. Descriptive analysis

The publication of articles focused on AFSs in the GS has shown a 
steady increase over the past 10 years. Between 2014 and 2019, the 
average number of published articles was 7.5. This figure rose to 22 
during 2020–2022 and reached 40 in 2023. The initial 153 identified 
studies were conducted in 31 GS countries (Fig. 2a). About 54% of these 
studies focus on three countries: China (34 studies), Brazil (31 studies), 
and Mexico (18 studies). These countries set the trend in the GS, pub
lishing eight, ten, and four articles respectively in 2023 alone. The next 
most represented countries are India (9 studies, 6% of the total), 
Colombia (7, 4.5%), South Africa (7, 4.5%), and Argentina (6, 4%). The 
remaining 42 studies are distributed across 24 other countries, ac
counting for 27.5% of the total initial 153 identified studies (Fig. 2b).

3.1.1. Typology of AFSs studied per country
Within the 112 studies selected for the more in-depth analysis, we 

identified several initiatives analyzed in the context of AFSs, with the 
typification terminology varying according to the approach adopted or 
the country in which they are studied. This resulted in the heap map 
presented in Fig. 3. Considering these nuances, a central part of this 
scoping review was to explore which types of initiatives the studies on 
AFSs in the GS analyze to identify their frequency and variability. In 

particular, we examine which factors foster the intentionality of AFSs in 
each country and how this reflects in the typology of AFSs in relation to 
the contextual characteristics of each case.

CSAs are the most studied initiative of AFSs in China, reflecting the 
long trajectory of CSAs in East Asia, since the 60s, emerging in Japan, 
under the concept of “teikei” (partnership in English) (Wahn, 2023). 
Similar to other countries in the region, the principal characteristic of 
Chinese CSAs is that they are consumer-driven; that is, their installment 
emerges from an increased consumer demand for healthy and safe food 
products. Indeed, the number of CSA initiatives has proliferated due to 
food safety scandals in the last 20 years (Cody, 2018; Fearnley, 2022; Li 
et al., 2022). With a more pragmatic and less political approach, CSAs in 
China propose hybrid models that are less opposed to the conventional 
food regime in comparison to those promoted in the GN (Martindale 
et al., 2018). Most Chinese CSAs frame their activities or internal 
functioning within farmers markets and consumer groups (Si et al., 
2015). To a lesser extent, but with a stronger political orientation, there 
are studies that explore organic farmers cooperatives, civic agriculture 
groups, and Participatory Guarantee Systems (PGS) (Fig. 3). These ini
tiatives generally seek more structural changes linked to rural devel
opment, agroecology, and sustainability (Si and Scott, 2016; Zhang and 
Barr, 2019; Zhang and Qi, 2019; Ku and Kan, 2020; Tassin, 2021).

Studies of AFSs in Brazil usually focus on SFSC initiatives that reflect 
hybrid governance models that integrate state policies and grassroots 
initiatives. Many evolved with the institutionalization of policies since 
the 2000s to support family farmers, agroecology, and organic agricul
ture through SFSCs, influenced by civil society pressure and advocacy 
groups, such as the Landless Workers' Movement. The AFSs most 
commonly studied in Brazil are farmers markets, box schemes, and 
public procurement programs (Fig. 3). Farmers markets are viewed as 
spaces where producers sell directly to consumers, often with support 
from local governments or civil society organizations (CSOs) (Schneider 
et al., 2016; Chaves et al., 2020; Oliveira et al., 2021; Kato et al., 2022; 
Melo da Silva et al., 2023 ; Retière and Darly, 2023; Valério, 2023). 
Public procurement initiatives are usually examined through case 
studies to examine the implementation of programs such as the Pro
grama de Aquisição de Alimentos (PAA) and the Programa Nacional de 
Alimentação Escolar (PNAE) (Borsatto et al., 2021; Souza and Fornazier, 
2022; Retière and Darly, 2023). These programs were established to 
create market opportunities for small-scale producers by integrating 
them into institutional food supply systems, particularly for school 
meals (Chaves et al., 2020; Retière and Darly, 2023). Box schemes, 
which involve pre-ordered deliveries of fresh produce, have also gained 
academic traction, particularly in urban areas, viewed as offering a 
stable customer base for small farmers (Darolt et al., 2016; de Souza, 
2020; Kato et al., 2022; Levidow et al., 2022; Levidow et al., 2023; Rode 
et al., 2023).

More than half of the studies in Mexico centre their analyses in 
farmers markets and, more specifically, several focus on markets 
belonging to the Mexican Network of Tianguis2 and Organic Markets - 
RMTMO - established in 2004 (Nigh and González Cabañas, 2015 ; 
Nelson et al., 2016; Bellante, 2017; Escobar-López et al., 2022a; Kauf
mann et al., 2023). The RMTMO emerges after a process of 
reflection-mobilization of organized civil society - lead by academics - 
reclaim local marketing spaces in opposition to the agro-export model of 
organic products (mainly honey, coffee, and avocado) toward which 
Mexico had oriented itself after the implementation of NAFTA 
(Schwentesius, 2015). Several of these market studies address PGS as a 
central activity to build greater producer–consumer trust and to work 
toward regional scalability of the tianguis model (Nelson et al., 2016; 
Bellante, 2017; Kaufmann et al., 2023). Other studies consider academia 
a central actor in the dynamization of AFNs. On the one hand, some 

2 It comes from Nahuatl and means “market”. Today, it refers to open-air 
markets periodically set up on certain city streets.
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emphasize an institutional perspective through the promotion of public 
procurement systems aimed at university dining halls and/or urban 
gardens (Sánchez, 2019; Pasquier Merino, 2022; Pasquier Merino et al., 
2022). On the other hand, academics' active participation in AFNs le
gitimizes academia's message by generating more pragmatic and 
participatory proposals with greater social commitment, while also 
avoiding practices associated with academic extractivism 
(García-Bustamante and Gracia, 2021; Escobar-López et al., 2022a; Bara 
et al., 2023; Vilalta-Perdomo et al., 2023). Some studies in Mexico 
highlight heritage elements such as seed fairs or gatherings, traditional 
agricultural systems (e.g., chinampas or milpas), and heirloom maizes as 
fundamental spaces of resistance for these networks (King, 2020; Gar
cía-Bustamante and Gracia, 2021; Bara et al., 2023; Guibrunet et al., 
2023).

Studies of AFSs in India often focus on market-based initiatives 
designed to support smallholder farmers within a predominantly tradi
tional, crop-mixed agricultural system (Bisht et al., 2020). This is related 
to agriculture remaining small-holder based, but with inequalities in 

market access highly prevalent. Many articles cite the effects of the 
Green Revolution on increased cycles of credit dependency and envi
ronmental degradation due to extensive use of fertilizers and pesticides, 
as well as concentration of market power (Touri, 2016; Bopp, 2020; 
Erler and Dittrich, 2020; Dharmalingam et al., 2021; Srivastava and 
Patnaik, 2024). Moreover, challenges such as rural labor shortages, the 
view of agriculture as unprofitable among youth, migration to urban 
areas, and climate change have compounded the sector's difficulties 
(Rana and Bisht, 2023). In this context, initiatives related to AFSs in 
which farmers directly sell to consumers or with limited intermediaries 
are viewed as promising avenues to open markets that drive rural 
development and enhance the economic sustainability of small-holder 
farmers (Touri, 2016; Erler and Dittrich, 2020; Srivastava and Patnaik, 
2024). For example, agri-food or culinary tourism is seen as a relevant 
avenue to support these goals (Touri, 2016; Bisht et al., 2020; Rana and 
Bisht, 2023). However, research on AFSs' initiatives is still emergent, 
with research primarily focusing on the challenges and opportunities of 
introducing them, with most articles focusing on a variety of SFSCs and 

Fig. 2a. Geographical distribution of AFS in the GS studies (N = 153).

Fig. 2b. Temporal trends in the publication of articles on AFSs in the GS, shown in total and by country. (*) In 2024, only studies published before February 29th 
are included.
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not just one initiative (Bisht et al., 2020; Rana and Bisht, 2023; Deka and 
Goswami, 2024; Panghal et al., 2024).

Similarly, studies on AFSs in Colombia also often highlight the im
pacts of trade liberalization and the Green Revolution on smallholder 
farmers, particularly in the 1990s, when the privatization of extension 
services and export-driven agricultural policies reshaped the sector 
(Gütschow and Feola, 2022; Maysels et al., 2023). Despite these pres
sures, small-scale farming has maintained a parallel traditional food 
system, resisting the push towards a conventional, industrialized model 
(Maysels et al., 2023). This tension has been particularly evident in 
protests led by peasant and farmer organizations, including demon
strations against the 2012 Free Trade Agreement (FTA) between 
Colombia and the United States (Maysels et al., 2023). Beyond economic 
and policy challenges, internal conflict has played a significant role in 
shaping Colombia's food system, alongside rural-to-urban migration 
(Rojas-Jiménez et al., 2023). In this context, promoting SFSCs has 
gained political importance, exemplified in policies such as the 2018 
Family and Community Peasant Scheme developed by the Ministry of 
Agriculture, where efforts align with the 2016 Peace Agreement that 
prioritized food security as a fundamental pillar (Reina-Usuga et al., 
2020; Rojas-Jiménez et al., 2023). Here, SFSCs are seen as a central 
mechanism to strengthen peasant farming communities and agroeco
logical practices (Romagnoli et al., 2018; Reina-Usuga et al., 2023). In 
this context, the identified research on AFSs focuses on farmers markets 
(Romagnoli et al., 2018; Gütschow and Feola, 2022), CFNs, particularly 
the role of governance and social actors in promoting SFSCs 
(Reina-Usuga et al., 2020; Rojas-Jiménez et al., 2023), and SFSCs or 
AFNs in a broader sense as a means to relocalize food systems and 
contribute to rural development and sustainability (Ramírez and 
Cadavid-Castro, 2022; Maysels et al., 2023; Reina-Usuga et al., 2023).

Studies on AFSs in South Africa highlight how deeply rooted ra
cialized and class-based structures of exclusion, inherited from the 
apartheid era, continue to shape the resilience and sustainability of food 
systems, particularly limiting access to food (Siebert, 2023; Ndhlovu, 
2024). Historical land dispossession, coupled with post-democratization 
policies that failed to significantly alter land ownership patterns, has 
resulted in strong land privatization, with large-scale commercial 

farming still dominated by white landowners, while small-scale farming 
is mostly practised by Black and coloured communities (Paganini and 
Lemke, 2020; Ndhlovu, 2024). This legacy continues to influence agri
culture policies and practices, where the right to food is legally recog
nized, but enforcement remains weak, and State programmes tackling 
food insecurity face challenges in implementation and impact 
(Warshawsky, 2014; Chitja and Mabaya, 2015; Kesselman, 2015). Since 
the post-apartheid period, CSOs have played a key role in addressing 
hunger and advocating for food justice, especially as state decentral
ization opened space for grassroots action (Warshawsky, 2014). These 
CSOs evolved from anti-apartheid resistance networks into a diverse 
landscape of professionalized non-governmental organiz ations (NGOs), 
community-based organiz ations, and social movements, each engaging 
with food insecurity and agricultural policy in different ways 
(Warshawsky, 2014). Within this context, the identified research on 
AFSs usually focuses on urban agriculture initiatives, CFNs, and SFSCs as 
important strategies for poverty alleviation and food security (Haysom, 
2017; Paganini and Lemke, 2020; Siebert, 2023), supporting small-scale 
farmers (Chitja and Mabaya, 2015), and food sovereignty (Ndhlovu, 
2024).

Argentina's agro-export orientation, shaped by globalization, agri
cultural modernization, and trade liberalization, has driven the country 
towards agricultural specialization - most notably in soybean production 
- at the expense of family and smallholder farming (Pérez et al., 2018). 
State support for family farming has been inconsistent, with policies 
such as the 2015 Ley 27.118 de Reparación Histórica de la Agricultura 
Familiar introduced, later undermined by the closure of the Family 
Farming Secretariat and the lack of regulatory implementation (Faifman 
and Paschkes Ronis, 2023). In this context, studies on AFSs in Argentina 
focus on the logistical aspects of and values circulating in SFSCs 
(Craviotti and Soleno Wilches, 2015 ; Frank et al., 2022; Cendón et al., 
2023) and food hubs (Craviotti and Demicheli, 2023 ), as well as CFNs 
and their role in forming new forms of multi-actor association (Pérez 
et al., 2018; Faifman and Paschkes Ronis, 2023), particularly under the 
context of agroecology and food sovereignty. Most articles in Argentina 
describe AFSs as containing a pragmatic approach but within broader 
political struggles and engagement (Pérez et al., 2018; Frank et al., 

Fig. 3. Heat map showing the frequency of AFN typologies across countries.
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2022; Cendón et al., 2023; Craviotti and Demicheli, 2023; Faifman and 
Paschkes Ronis, 2023). This relates to civil society having a key role in 
facilitating these initiatives, particularly expanding their reach during 
and after the 2001 economic crisis, when peasant organizations actively 
promoted the concept of food sovereignty (Craviotti and Demicheli, 
2023). Research on SFSCs also highlights a conceptual distinction in the 
Argentine context, where some articles refer to short commercialization 
circuits rather than supply chains, emphasising the territorial dimension 
of these circuits rather than the simple length of the supply chain 
(Craviotti and Soleno Wilches, 2015; Cendón et al., 2023). This focus on 
territorial embeddedness aligns with broader regional debates, where 
short circuits of commercialization are understood as emerging alter
natives across Latin America (Craviotti and Soleno Wilches, 2015).

3.2. Thematic analysis

After conducting an abductive analysis that considered, on the one 
hand, the approaches and themes emphasized by the authors, and on the 
other, the purpose pursued by the AFSs under study (Supplementary 
Material III), four thematic categories and three cross-cutting categories 
were identified (Table 1).

3.2.1. Agroecology(ies)
A recurrent approach within the analyzed literature is adopting an 

agroecological perspective - both explicitly (Rover et al., 2017; Tassin, 
2021; Bezerra et al., 2022; Levidow et al., 2022; Craviotti and Demi
cheli, 2023) and implicitly - to highlight issues or advancements related 
to AFSs. Within this overarching framework, several subthemes have 

been identified which, although closely interconnected, generate 
distinct discourses.

One of the major concerns in the reviewed studies relates to the 
(economic) sustainability of the livelihoods of producers participating in 
AFSs. While some studies demonstrate that AFSs offer better prices 
(referring to traditional varieties and/or premium organic foods), 
greater control over sales and capacity to generate employment 
(Craviotti and Soleno Wilches, 2015 ; Pérez et al., 2018; Sellitto et al., 
2018; Bisht et al., 2020; Michel-Villarreal et al., 2020; Camara and 
Andreatta, 2021; Campos et al., 2021; Gütschow and Feola, 2022; 
Cendón et al., 2023; de Lima et al., 2023; Valério, 2023; Deka and 
Goswami, 2024; Srivastava and Patnaik, 2024), others question their 
long-term economic sustainability. The latter show that contract 
farming models often reinforce power imbalances and that SFSCs may 
depend on elite urban consumers and external funding (Chitja and 
Mabaya, 2015; Nigh and González Cabañas, 2015; Si et al., 2015; Qi, 
2023). Although several studies in diverse GS countries mention hybrid 
models3, the chinese cases are those that predominantly refer to these 
models as examples of scaling up AFSs (Liu et al., 2019; Tassin, 2021), 
advocating for the use of machinery, digital technologies, and business 
infrastructures to evidence successful cases (Martindale, 2021a).

The food sovereignty approach is advocated for within studies that 
address situations of poverty and food insecurity and/or provide solu
tions based on self-sufficiency and self-protection (mostly in urban 
contexts), especially in South Africa and China (Warshawsky, 2014; 
Kesselman, 2015; L. Zhang and Qi, 2019; Siebert, 2023; Jehlička et al., 
2024; Ndhlovu, 2024). On the other hand, topics related to land conflicts 
also emerge, whether concerning farming in informal settlements 
(Paganini and Lemke, 2020) or demands for the defence of territory and 
collective access to land (Pérez et al., 2018). Similarly, other cases show 
the struggle for access to genetic resources through participatory 
open-source seed networks that challenge intellectual property regimes 
and treat seeds as a common good (Faifman and Paschkes Ronis, 2023). 
Other studies document seed exchange fairs, where food sovereignty is 
the main goal, and economic sustainability a secondary one (Pérez et al., 
2018; García-Bustamante and Gracia, 2021; Bara et al., 2023).

In addition, several studies frame agroecology with regards to rural 
development particularly linked to stopping migration to urban areas and 
maintaining the young rural population in the territory, pointing to the 
benefits of diversification that combines agroturism and local food 
systems (Bisht et al., 2020; Levidow et al., 2021; Rana and Bisht, 2023). 
Other studies adopt a more socio-territorial perspective, linking SFSCs to 
ecological care, enhanced ecosystem services, social cohesion, and a 
strengthened sense of place (Bopp, 2020; Reina-Usuga et al., 2023). 
Significantly, and taking a more critical stance, a smaller portion of the 
literature addresses the tension between local development and the 
potential for scaling AFSs. These studies refer to the ‘local trap’ (Si and 
Scott, 2016), cautioning against the reification of relocalisation 
(Lamine, 2015).

Another crucial characteristic of AFSs in the GS is their link to 
traditional agricultural systems. This scoping review corroborates this 
statement, as several studies refer to these systems (mostly Indigenous) 
as custodians of peasant knowledge, incorporating biocultural elements 
into AFSs (Bopp, 2020; Gütschow and Feola, 2022; Maysels et al., 2023). 
Traditional agricultural systems encompass the selection of traditional 
varieties of staple foods (Srivastava and Patnaik, 2024), exchanging 
native seeds (Reina-Usuga et al., 2023), understanding natural cycles 
between species, such as “rice-fish-duck” (Zi et al., 2024), cultivate the 
earth through “chinampas4” (Guibrunet et al., 2023), or transform and 
produce ancestral foods and beverages (Bara et al., 2023). A part of the 
literature indicates the relevance of models that combine traditional and 

Table 1 
Thematic categories and subcategories derived from the conducted thematic 
analysis.

Thematic category Subcategory ID scoped items (according 
to Supplementary Material 
III)

Agroecology(ies): Focus on 
smallholder and small- 
scale farming and rural 
development.

Sustainable 
livelihoods

5, 8, 9, 10, 13, 17, 19, 31, 50, 
51, 56, 62, 66, 72, 74, 90, 91, 
96, 97, 99.

Food sovereignty 2, 25, 28, 33, 36, 64, 68, 72, 
93, 105, 108

Rural development 5, 6, 40, 45, 76, 78, 92
Traditional 
knowledge and food 
systems

2, 6, 30, 31, 59, 72, 76, 78, 
84, 96, 112

Resilience 20, 27, 28, 29, 61, 100
Connectivity(ies): Focus on 

relationships, primarily 
consumer-producer 
relations.

Trust 3, 35, 44, 49, 51, 64, 65, 69, 
73, 85, 86

Social and 
territorial 
embeddedness

5, 9, 10, 16, 20, 31, 38, 67, 
78, 80, 90, 98, 111

Urban - rural 
linkages

12, 14, 21, 22, 31, 38, 68, 75, 
77, 78, 81, 82, 85, 111

Technologies 10, 56, 57, 95, 96
Engagement and 

organization: Focus on 
internal and external 
forms of (multi-actor) 
organization

Civic and territorial 
food networks

10, 21, 48, 77, 85, 86, 103

Mediating actors 
and public sector 
roles

1, 5, 11, 18, 20, 25, 36, 41, 
43, 53, 64, 68, 69, 70, 71, 77, 
78, 79, 80, 81, 93, 105

Political 
engagement

1, 10, 16, 25, 27, 45, 46, 47, 
72, 102

Collective agency 
and grassroots 
organization

5, 19, 59, 64, 82, 96, 106

Food quality(ies): Focus on 
the characteristics or 
value attached to food.

Perceptions 10, 16, 31, 33, 57, 60, 75, 94
Food safety 26
Information 86
Tradition 2, 5, 19, 22, 76, 96

Alternativeness, Hybridization, and Scalability 7, 10, 14, 16, 17, 19, 21, 23, 
24, 30, 40, 47, 48, 52, 55, 56, 
59, 69, 78, 79, 88, 89, 91, 92, 
96, 97, 98, 103. 111, 112

3 Those that combine entrepreneurial and business approaches and tools with 
more ethical purposes.

4 Pre-Hispanic floating terrace systems.
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modern innovation (Pérez et al., 2018; Gütschow and Feola, 2022; Rana 
and Bisht, 2023). Nevertheless, traditional agricultural systems are 
primarily oriented towards food self-sufficiency, with any surpluses sold 
(Arnés et al., 2013). In the case of Brazil, agrobiodiversity, as an inherent 
part of traditional agricultural systems, is identified as being combined 
with ecological production practices, but mainly oriented for market 
sales (Rover et al., 2020).

Finally, other works focus on evaluating or assessing the resilience of 
AFSs in the face of challenging circumstances (García-Bustamante and 
Gracia, 2021), and the role of public policies in their constitution 
(González-Azcárate et al., 2023). Several studies highlight the COVID-19 
pandemic as a catalyst to develop strategies to scale up AFSs distribution 
channels (Dharmalingam et al., 2021), strengthen internal governance 
mechanisms (Frank et al., 2022), and improve the logistical efficiency of 
the supply chain through the use of digital tools (Michel-Villarreal et al., 
2021; Vilalta-Perdomo et al., 2023).

3.2.2. Connectivity(ies)
Another common theme in the studies of AFSs, inherent to their 

principle of resocializing and respatializing food system dynamics, re
lates to the analysis of relations within them, particularly focusing on 
consumer-producer relations through notions of connectivity. Address
ing the connectivity of AFSs through a relational lens engages with 
(long-standing) paradigms regarding the construction of trust (Pugas 
et al., 2023; Panghal et al., 2024). Chinese studies mention the notion of 
“guanxi” as an axiom for creating producer–consumer communities 
united both cognitively and emotionally (Liu and Ravenscroft, 2020; Li 
et al., 2022). In South Africa, the notion of “ubuntu” - grounded in 
solidarity, reciprocity, and the social redistribution of surplus - offers a 
moral framework that articulates AFSs (Ndhlovu, 2024). At the same 
time, all articles focused on PGSs frame them as a means to construct 
trust-based agreements and negotiations between consumers and pro
ducers, as well as other food system actors (Sacchi et al., 2015; Nelson 
et al., 2016; Bellante, 2017; Rover et al., 2017; Leung, 2021; Kaufmann 
et al., 2023).

Another cross-cutting focus is to balance food system relations 
through the notion of social embeddedness (Sellitto et al., 2018; Bisht 
et al., 2020; Campos et al., 2021). There are varying degrees of depth in 
framing AFSs through this lens. Some studies express a preference for 
direct sales (avoiding intermediaries) through farmers markets 
(Reina-Usuga et al., 2023). Other articles delve into the logics under
pinning conventional intermediation and advocate for proximity-based 
commercial models that do not necessarily eliminate these actors but 
instead promote relationships that go beyond utilitarian exchange, 
ensuring fairer prices for producers and greater transparency for con
sumers (Gütschow and Feola, 2022; Cendón et al., 2023). This notion 
argues that relationships within AFSs are grounded in a genuine interest 
in mutual learning, improved communication, knowledge sharing, and 
empathy (Touri, 2016; Gütschow and Feola, 2022). For example, in 
analyzing short commercialization circuit from the perspective of 
wholesale distributors of agroecological and organic products, Craviotti 
and Demicheli (2023) identify how they are shaped by dense personal 
networks and trust-based exchanges. Prices are often set by producers in 
dialogue with wholesalers, rather than imposed from above, aiming to 
differentiate themselves from conventional supply chains.

Some studies mention different types of embeddedness depending on 
the scale of action. Krul and Ho (2017) explore the multi-scale in
teractions and tensions between the relational embeddedness proposed 
in CSAs and conventional food systems models, as these initiatives are 
still embedded within these structures. Another study explains the lim
itations of scaling AFSs through the fragmentation of social, institu
tional, and territorial embeddedness (Zhong et al., 2022). Territorial 
embeddedness appears recurrently and refers to the degree of articula
tion, coordination, and collaboration among different types of actors 
(producers, consumers, intermediaries, public institutions, civil society, 
and others) within a specific territory to support and manage SFSCs. 

Some authors also refer to this as geographical proximity (Oliveira et al., 
2021; Cendón et al., 2023; Rode et al., 2023). Oliveira et al. (2021) use 
the latter term to describe the geographical distribution and physical 
distance between consumers and producers, in the context of under
standing how urban design limits access to direct sales markets through 
street markets.

Another category to highlight is that which explains the produ
cer–consumer relationship through the lens of rural–urban linkages. For 
example, in the case of Colombia, consumers and other urban actors, 
such as NGOs and universities, are identified by some studies as the main 
drivers of change for AFSs as a means for rural development, given the 
limited capacity of farmers (Maysels et al., 2023; Reina-Usuga et al., 
2020). This analogy is full of nuances, however, with historical partic
ularities in each country (and territory), yet many articles point to a 
pseudo-colonialist bias: an emerging urban middle class of consumers, 
while acknowledging their privileged position, approaches the rural 
with a partial, romanticized, and condescending view, thereby opening 
themselves to alternative food models (Rover et al., 2017; Erler and 
Dittrich, 2020; Paganini and Lemke, 2020; Gütschow and Feola, 2022). 
China presents successful cases (Chen et al., 2022) but also raises 
questions about the role of neo-rurals.5 Although they contribute to rural 
revitalization and promote sustainable models, their lack of integration 
with local populations and their focus on niche markets continue to 
perpetuate the urban–rural divide and postpone the structural trans
formation of the food system (Krul and Ho, 2017; Cody, 2018; Ding 
et al., 2018; Zhong et al., 2022).

From a more operational lens, a recurrent theme is the role of tech
nologies as tools to facilitate (social or spatial) connectivity between 
producers and consumers (de Souza 2020). Examples include the use of 
social media (WhatsApp, WeChat) or e-commerce platforms, which have 
not only enabled the wider expansion of direct sales (Martindale, 2021a; 
Srivastava and Patnaik, 2024), but also fostered greater trust among 
actors (Martindale, 2021b) and improved multi-actor coordination 
within broader networks (Cendón et al., 2023).

3.2.3. Engagement and organization
Engagement and organization were identified as other relevant 

themes in the analyzed literature, with studies focusing on both internal 
coordination and broader institutional arrangements shaping AFSs. In 
particular, studies highlight not only formal state action in supporting or 
constraining AFS, but also concerning the multiplicity of actors and 
spaces - civic networks, grassroots organiz ations, universities, NGOs - 
engaged in their mobilization and support.

Several studies focus on civic and territorial food networks as vehicles 
for fostering horizontal governance mechanisms through collective co
ordination, participatory processes, and embedded relationships, 
particularly in Latin America and China (Sacchi et al., 2015; Rover et al., 
2017; Ding et al., 2018; Li, 2022; Cendón et al., 2023; Wahn, 2024). For 
instance, territorial food networks that connect producers and con
sumers have been identified as creating spaces for deliberation and 
collective learning, helping reconfigure power relations and articula
tions with local authorities in Colombia (Reina-Usuga et al., 2020). In 
this sense, Cendón et al. (2023) argue that a core dimension of AFSs is 
promoting territorial governance, including the articulation of public, 
private, and collective action within a territory. Here, the organization 
of AFS is framed as negotiated within networks, thus socially embedded, 
and continually co-constructed through multi-actor networks.

Within this context, several studies highlight mediating actors and 
public sector roles in facilitating organizational processes related to AFSs 
formation. One of the actors recurrently mentioned in this context is 
academia. Universities have been highlighted as helping articulate 
transdisciplinary spaces of dialogue between farmers, researchers, and 

5 Young people from urban origin and with higher education who relocate to 
rural or peri-urban settings to establish alternative food initiatives.
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other actors, while supporting the development of SFSCs and urban
–rural linkages (e.g., through training, market creation, and educational 
programmes) (Faifman and Paschkes Ronis, 2023; Rojas-Jiménez et al., 
2023). Mexican cases reinforce this by highlighting the political mobi
lization and food education promoted within university settings 
(Pasquier Merino, 2022; Pasquier Merino et al., 2022). The role of NGOs 
and international organizations also feature prominently in affecting the 
organization of AFSs. While some studies highlight their supportive role 
in reinforcing SFSCs (Paganini and Lemke, 2020; Reina-Usuga et al. 
2020, 2023; Ndhlovu, 2024), others raise critical concerns. In particular, 
the South African literature warns that initiatives led by NGOs can be 
framed as poverty alleviation, with little attention to deeper structural 
change (Warshawsky, 2014; Paganini and Lemke, 2020; Siebert, 2023).

The public sector's role in supporting AFSs varies across contexts. 
While some studies show positive examples of state support, such as food 
distribution schemes (Dharmalingam et al., 2021), school meal pro
grammes (Liu et al., 2023), or support to public markets (Leglise and 
Smolski, 2017), others reveal gaps, ambiguity, or marginal involvement. 
In Colombia and South Africa, many analyzed SFSC initiatives have been 
developed largely outside state structures, with mixed or limited 
engagement from public authorities (Kesselman, 2015; Paganini and 
Lemke, 2020; Reina-Usuga et al., 2023; Siebert, 2023). Nonetheless, the 
state is often recognized as a key actor whose involvement is essential to 
scale or stabilize AFS efforts (Bisht et al., 2020; Panghal et al., 2024). In 
Brazil, multiple studies underscore that a supportive political context 
aligned with food sovereignty and agroecology perspectives has trans
lated into robust public action for scaling AFS development (Darolt 
et al., 2016; Amaral et al., 2020). Programs such as public procurement 
for school meals have linked smallholders to stable markets (e.g. PNAE 
& PAA) (Chaves et al., 2020; Retière and Darly, 2023), with multi-actor 
territorial networks helping coordinate action across regions (Lamine 
et al., 2023; Rode et al., 2023).

In this context, many studies point to AFSs providing a space for 
political engagement, often linked to broader struggles for justice, au
tonomy, and systemic change, where pressuring governments and 
influencing public policy to support food systems change is central. This 
is particularly the case of Brazil and Argentina, with AFNs framed as 
spaces of resistance and mobilization against industrial food systems and 
neoliberal policies (Pérez et al., 2018; Amaral et al., 2020; Levidow 
et al., 2021; Frank et al., 2022; Levidow et al., 2022; Cendón et al., 2023; 
Craviotti and Demicheli, 2023; Faifman and Paschkes Ronis, 2023; 
Levidow et al., 2023). In contrast, research from China points to a 
relative absence of political orientation within AFSs, where consumer
–producer relations tend to be shaped by market or safety concerns 
(Wahn, 2023).

Finally, a strand of the literature highlights how collective agency and 
grassroots organiz ation underpin the development and resilience of AFSs. 
These dynamics are often rooted in culturally embedded values and 
local forms of cooperation, such as the notion of ubuntu of South Africa 
that shapes collective food initiatives and supports community-led 
transformation in AFSs (Ndhlovu, 2024). Similarly, in Colombia, prac
tices such as “mingas” (communal labour) and bartering reflect indig
enous ontologies and contribute to the strength of grassroots networks 
that resist dominant food system logics (Romagnoli et al., 2018; Maysels 
et al., 2023). In India, self-help groups and informal knowledge-sharing 
practices - often supported by digital tools (Srivastava and Patnaik, 
2024) - play a key crucial role in promoting agroecological practices and 
fostering collective learning (Bisht et al., 2020; Deka and Goswami, 
2024). Nevertheless, other contexts, particularly China, offer fewer ex
amples of bottom-up organization (for an exception see Zhang and Barr 
(2019)).

3.2.4. Food quality(ies)
Food quality is also a central area of concern in framing and 

analyzing AFSs, including studies that focus their analysis on the char
acteristics or values attributed to food by food system actors. Broadly, it 

is described as “a social construct understood through the multiple meanings 
attributed to it by different social actors, as well as the attributes associated 
with certain foods” (Appendini and Quijada, 2016). Within this context, 
several studies apply convention theory to justify the enhanced quality 
of foods within AFSs based on different valuation systems (Souza and 
Fornazier, 2022; Melo da Silva et al., 2023); some associated to sensory 
characteristics (appearance, taste), others to sociocultural dimensions, 
such as everyday (closeness, familiarity), civic (public health, justice), or 
normative (standardization, certification) values.

Building on these notions, a strand of studies explore tensions be
tween normative and perceived food quality. In some cases, food quality 
is equated solely with safety and hygiene (Ramírez and Cadavid-Castro, 
2022), with several studies highlighting perceived values such as 
freshness and cleanliness as the main appeal of SFSCs (Martindale, 
2021b; Gütschow and Feola, 2022; Jehlička et al., 2024). Indeed, food 
safety is regarded as a central aspect of AFSs in some cases, focused on 
the hygiene and safety of food, whose normative approach requires 
measurable and regulated values to prevent intoxications and adulter
ations. This is particularly the case in China, where the magnitude of 
food fraud scandals in recent decades has meant that food safety is now a 
crucial concern in Chinese consumers, disillusioned with the State and 
seeking in AFSs solutions that can restore trust through top-down 
mechanisms (Fearnley, 2022). In this context, any information about 
the food to be consumed is relevant and constitutes both a right and an 
added value for consumers. Labelling, in addition to providing manda
tory nutritional information, is an exercise in transparency that educates 
and transforms behaviours, connecting consumers with the values 
behind food (Sacchi et al., 2015)

Providing a view of food quality as socially constructed, others argue 
that AFSs, particularly those based on SFSCs, move away from more 
industrialized formulas and instead promote processes in which food 
quality is flexible and dynamic, thus, socially built and negotiated 
(Cendón et al., 2023; Craviotti and Demicheli, 2023). Traditional foods, 
or those produced using traditional techniques, are often also synony
mous with quality in this context. Beyond certifications that recognize 
these aspects, such as Protected Designation of Origin (PDO) and Pro
tected Geographical Indication (PGI), in GS contexts food traditionalism 
combines nutrition and resilience, while also reflecting differences in 
how tradition is understood by young farmers, representatives of AFS 
initiatives, or researchers who stimulate these systems (Bisht et al., 
2020; Erler and Dittrich, 2020; Rana and Bisht, 2023; Deka and Gos
wami, 2024). Some studies note that these foods are deeply rooted in 
culture and local gastronomic identity, relying on local resources for 
their sustenance. SFSCs developed to safeguard traditional foods, such 
as food festivals, help communities to express their heritage (Bara et al., 
2023; Srivastava and Patnaik, 2024).

3.2.5. Alternativeness, hybridization and scalability
Certain thematic categories cut across most of the reviewed studies, 

such as the scaling of initiatives, the hybridization of models, and their 
degree of alternativeness. In most studies, these concerns are inter
connected, following the logic that hybrid models (further removed 
from the alternative character of AFSs) are necessary to scale up, build 
strategic alliances, or simply survive (Lamine, 2015; Lundström, 2019; 
Levidow et al., 2023; Maysels et al., 2023), and, thus, are discussed in 
conjunction.

Compared to the GN, traditional agricultural systems are recognized 
as long-standing hybrid models of AFSs in the GS, as they have long 
resisted absorption into conventional food system models while 
remaining in constant interaction with them, and at times even oper
ating within their boundaries (Li, 2022; Guibrunet et al., 2023; Maysels 
et al., 2023; Zi et al., 2024). However, the hybridity of AFSs is discussed 
in various degrees depending on the context and focus. For example, a 
strand of the literature highlights hybrid models as those that adopt new 
technologies both in production (agricultural machinery and precision 
technologies) and in distribution (improving access through better roads 
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and using digital technologies to connect with consumers, e.g., What
sApp, WeChat, etc.). China best exemplifies this hybrid model 
(Schumilas and Scott, 2016; Ding et al., 2018; P. Liu et al., 2019; Mar
tindale, 2021a; Tassin, 2021) for two reasons; (i) the pursuit of scaling, 
and (ii) the initiatives are driven by consumers who do not necessarily 
call for structural changes to the food system. While some works docu
ment tensions and even inconsistencies in these models - criticizing their 
labeling as alternative (Si et al., 2015; Cody, 2018) - others readily seek 
an operational and profitable functioning similar to that of conventional 
food systems, overlooking the "local trap" (Si and Scott, 2016; Touri, 
2016; Ding et al., 2018; Liu et al., 2019; Li, 2022). These initiatives 
occupy a position not explicitly confrontational toward the State, 
maintaining a delicate balance between resistance and collaboration 
(Schumilas and Scott, 2016; Wahn, 2024).

Other GS studies seek scaling through multi-actor collaboration 
(Cendón et al., 2023) or through state intervention. The latter is 
observed mainly in Brazil, through the implementation of public pro
curement programs (Borsatto et al., 2021; Retière and Darly, 2023), or 
in India by supporting “mandis6” (Panghal et al., 2024). Studies in other 
GS countries, such as Colombia, where these favourable circumstances 
have been inconsistent, identify major obstacles to scaling, linking them 
to the lack of distribution and storage infrastructure or to limitations in 
sanitary controls within SFSCs (Reina-Usuga et al., 2023).

Although not always explicitly, hybrid models also appear in several 
studies, where wholesalers report combining organic, agroecological, 
and conventional products in order to adapt to seasonality, logistical 
constraints, and consumer demand (Craviotti and Demicheli, 2023). 
Even the most value-oriented actors must make concessions when 
sourcing products that are difficult to obtain agroecologically. Other 
studies conceive SFSCs as hybrid spaces where local social relations of 
trust and proximity are partially integrated, but price setting still relies 
on conventional market mechanisms (Craviotti and Soleno Wilches, 
2015). This is also the case for local food entrepreneurship, a key driver 
in advancing AFSs, but one that depends on how niches interact with the 
dominant food regime. In the GS context, this is a double-edged sword, 
since such initiatives offer high variety and local specificity, which often 
clashes with the high standardization and globalization of food systems 
due to export-market specialization or tourism expectations (Deka and 
Goswami, 2024; Panghal et al., 2024; Srivastava and Patnaik, 2024). 
There is also a significant body of research exploring the relationship 
between conventional and alternative markets, and the preferences of 
consumers, producers, or intermediaries within these spaces (Schneider 
et al., 2016; Lundström, 2019; Escobar-López et al., 2022a; Esco
bar-López et al., 2022b; Zhong et al., 2022).

4. Limitations and research gaps

As the review shows, there has been growing attention to AFNs in the 
GS, with numerous studies examining their approaches, purposes, and 
challenges, particularly after year 2020 and with a dominant focus on 
China, Brazil and Mexico, as shown in this review. This could be related 
to the 2021 UN Food System Summit, which helped catalyze the effort of 
scientific communities and encourage this type of publications 
(Schneider et al., 2023). Nevertheless, this does not invalidate the 
transformative potential present in other GS countries, where AFS are 
being implemented but not documented in academic domains. At the 
same time, there are still certain areas that would require greater 
consideration to improve the understanding of their functioning, po
tentials, and limitations for food systems change in the GS: intersectional 
(in)justice, the limited attention to other elements of the food system 
beyond consumption and production, and transcending the alter
native–conventional dualism.

First, the review identifies a significant gap in framing the articles 
from an intersectional (in)justice perspective. This notion recognizes 
different forms of discrimination -based on class, gender, race, etc. - 
intersect and reinforce each other, generating complex inequalities 
among individuals (Rice et al., 2019). Although the studies repeatedly 
emphasize imbalances between producers and consumers, where class 
differences are most prominent, other issues remain overlooked, such as 
gender inequalities or the distribution of labor, beyond some exceptions. 
Three studies specifically highlight women's agency within AFSs. 
Ndhlovu (2024) documents home and community gardens constructed 
as spaces where women transmit knowledge about seeds, medicinal 
plants, and herbs across generations. King (2020) describes how hand
made tortilla production, a traditionally female occupation, is simulta
neously viewed as a symbol of national identity and as a marker of 
poverty and indigeneity. Zhang (2020), in the context of male urban 
migration, underscores the role and leadership of women in trans
forming local food systems. However, other authors argue that AFSs 
reproduce gender inequities and focus their analysis on providing evi
dence of this (Bezerra et al., 2022; Qi, 2023). Moreover, only few studies 
incorporate intersectionality into the analysis (Warshawsky, 2014; 
Lundström, 2019; Paganini and Lemke, 2020; Qi, 2023), beyond the 
already mentioned producer–consumer imbalance, which is typically 
framed from a market or food sovereignty perspective rather than from 
an intersectional justice lens.

Another gap identified is the underrepresentation of the processing 
and transformation stage in the reviewed studies. As documented, the 
complexity of AFNs in the GS is diverse, ranging from simple models that 
produce fresh food for local consumption to sophisticated multi-actor 
platforms that articulate intermediate stages between production and 
consumption. If the goal of AFSs is to advance toward sustainable food 
systems, it is also necessary to question what kinds of practices and re
lationships are established in these intermediate stages, particularly in 
food processing. The absence of this theme can be explained by the 
dominance of conventional systems in food processing (and, of course, 
ultra-processing), given the high level of industrialization required to 
manufacture third- and fourth-range food products in the GS. Although 
AFSs advocate for a model that does not compete with ultra-processed 
foods, investment is needed in research and the development of food 
technologies that can be applied on a small scale and with eco- 
technologies. Finally, greater understanding of the relationships be
tween wholesalers/retailers and producers within AFSs is needed, since 
relational approaches have been documented mainly from the ven
dor–consumer perspective. Similarly, food waste management and 
street vending are often overlooked in these studies. Recent publications 
document how both food loss control and street vendors are key players 
in urban food security and the pursuit of sustainable food transitions 
(Guibrunet et al., 2024; Vásquez Neyra et al., 2025). However, the latter 
also challenge food safety standards and highlight the power in
equalities perpetuated by informal urban food supply systems, particu
larly in GS contexts (Nkosi and Tab lesit and 2021; Recchi, 2021).

As emphasized in previous AFSs, although coming from the GN, 
exploring themes beyond producer-consumer imbalances serves to 
reveal structural limitations of AFNs, complexities obscured by idealized 
narratives, and above all, to generate fairer and more contextualized 
solutions grounded in the lived experiences of those who sustain these 
systems on a daily basis (Mares, 2017; Turner et al., 2020). Indeed, 
several of the tensions and characteristics of AFSs identified in this re
view also relate to those identified in GS-focused studies, such as hy
bridization, scalability, and alternativeness (Goodman et al., 2012). 
However, we did identify country specificities regarding the focus, 
movitations, and challenges of AFSs, similar to studies that have also 
found country- and region-specific AFSs characteristics in Europe 
(Bowen and Mutersbaugh, 2014; Lamine et al., 2019). This calls for 
more attention to country specificities rather than GS-GN divides, 
particularly to how AFSs are structured and interconnected across stages 
and actors, including internal tensions and contextual influences. As 

6 Wholesale markets where producers and artisans sell their products in bulk 
at fair prices regulated by the government.
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argued by Sonnino et al. (2019), a systemic approach, including 
considering the various stages, actors, and people in the food system that 
connect production with consumption, is of great importance in building 
alternative solutions to transform food systems. It enables the identifi
cation of pathways and reconfiguration processes that are needed to 
support these processes (idem).

Significantly, this review highlights the similar alternative- 
conventional dualism in the conceptualization of AFSs found in GN 
literature, whereby hybrid models are not considered as transformative 
given their close embeddedness within conventional food system dy
namics. Moving beyond this dualism could be another future line of 
inquiry in the GS, given the blurriness of the alternative-conventional 
delineation (Treager 2011). Rather than occupying fixed positions, 
AFSs can be understood as lying along a continuum shaped by specific 
circumstances and contextual constraints that condition their capacity 
to align with or challenge values associated with dominant economic 
and food paradigms (Goodman et al., 2012). This view opens up critical 
questions regarding the evolution of AFSs as they become more 
embedded within existing food system structures; raising questions 
about whether, and under what conditions, processes of institutionali
zation, scaling, or hybridization reinforce dominant dynamics, recon
figure them, or generate new forms of convergence. In particular, it 
refers to the role of AFSs in processes of structural change: whether their 
transformative potential lies in coexistence and interaction with con
ventional models, in partial reconfiguration of prevailing regimes, or 
only through substitution and displacement.

5. Conclusion

This paper presented a scoping review aimed at synthesizing how 
AFSs in the GS are analyzed, including the dominant conceptual ap
proaches, empirical foci, and research gaps. In particular, the scoping 
review focused on mapping the existing peer-reviewed literature on 
AFSs in the GS, characterizing and describing the types of AFSs docu
mented according to diverse GS contexts, and analyzing the themes and 
focuses most common in this literature. This was achieved through an 
initial descriptive analysis of 153 systematically identified sources, 
which examined the temporal and geographical distribution of research 
on AFSs in the GS, followed by an in-depth thematic analysis of 112 
documents from the most represented countries to identify patterns and 
trends in the academic literature.

The results highlight that research on AFSs in the GS has grown 
significantly over the past decade, with China, Brazil, and Mexico ac
counting for more than half of the contributions. These countries might 
be influential in framing and conceptualizing AFSs in the GS, though 
studies from other contexts, such as South Africa, Colombia, Argentina, 
and India, highlight the diversity of conditions under which AFSs take 
shape. The thematic analysis identified four core thematic categories - 
agroecologies, connectivities, engagemente & organization, and food 
qualities - together with three cross-cutting categories - alternativeness, 
hybridization, and scalability. Across these thematic categories, cultural 
notions of trust and social organization, together with the embeddedness 
of AFSs in traditional agricultural systems, shape how they are enacted 
and sustained. Most AFSs in the GS are defined in the literature as in 
opposition to the conventional food regime; yet, beyond critique, they 
are also seen as actively proposing, constructing, and operating across 
multiple scales. Significantly, they are not only about offering alterna
tives to conventional systems, but also about sustaining historically 
grounded practices and relationships. Whether situated in rural, urban, 
or peri-urban contexts, and involving diverse actors and challenges, 
these initiatives are identified as consistently mobilizing the alternative 
as a marker of identity, space, and social relations.

However, hybridization does emerge as both an adaptive strategy 
and a source of contradiction: while enabling survival, alliances, and 
expansion, hybrid models are also discussed as potentially diluting the 
alternative character of AFSs and reproduce elements of conventional 

food systems. In particular, together, the analyzed studies suggest that 
the political and alternative salience of AFSs in the GS varies greatly 
across contexts and due to country-specific characteristics. This situa
tion is shaped by histories of mobilization, institutional environments, 
state-society relations, and the extent to which food is understood as a 
domain for contestation and transformation in socio-cultural contexts 
with deeply embedded traditions of cooperation and trust. Recognizing 
this contextual specificity challenges the homogenization of AFS models 
and underscores the importance of examining how they evolve, adapt, 
and interact with broader global processes.

These findings highlight the need for caution in transferring the AFS 
concept - largely shaped by GN traditions and academic debates - into GS 
countries without recognizing their place-based nature. Overlooking the 
long-standing traditions and unique characteristics of AFSs across 
different countries of the GS risks undermining the practices, relation
ships, and cultural foundations that give them meaning and trans
formative potential. Accordingly, this review could be further enriched 
by drawing on grey literature and local reports, where many GS per
spectives are documented but remain outside indexed outlets. By 
focusing solely on peer-reviewed publications, important contributions 
may have been excluded, particularly given the structural barriers GS 
scholars face in publishing internationally. This bias also contributes to 
the geographical imbalance observed, with China, Brazil, and Mexico 
dominating publications. This pattern reflects differences in academic 
capacity and research infrastructure rather than the actual distribution 
of AFSs. AFS-related practices are taking place across a much wider 
range of GS countries yet are not necessarily documented in academic 
publications. The framework utilized in this review could serve as a tool 
to characterize a broader diversity of AFS initiatives across GS countries 
that remain underrepresented in academic spheres. As seen in this re
view, such characterization is important for making visible the diversity 
of AFS realities across contexts, including their country specificities, 
enabling the identification of recurring patterns, mechanisms, and 
conditions that contribute to the transformative potential of AFSs. 
Future research could therefore address these gaps while also advancing 
work on the areas identified in this review that require further attention: 
intersectional (in)justice and on systemic analyses of AFSs that extend 
beyond production and consumption, and transcending the alternative- 
conventional dualism.
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