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Irish consumers and their valorisation 
of the local scale.
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Summary

“As the environmental impacts of global agro-
food systems have been exposed, the concepts of 
‘local food’ and ‘food miles’ have become 
powerful polemic tools in policy discourses built 
around sustainable agriculture and alternative 
food systems.” (Coley et al, 2009, p. 150)

‘… powerful polemic tools…’

Sustainability in food consumption is predicted to come to the 
fore in the future to match regard of ‘local’. 

Local food (67%, 65%, 60%)

‘Sustainability’ and ‘Food miles’(41% and 44%)

Irish 
Consumer

Food Choices

Scale Sustainability
?
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Aims and Objectives

�y To explore Irish consumers’ perceptions of 
sustainability of food systems.

�y Buy local = Sustainable lifestyle?
�y Meaning of ‘local’; Role scale plays
�y Perceptions ? Actions
�y Motivations and barriers
�y Implications and recommendations

Local

Regional

National
Global
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Themes

�ySpatial Valorisation
�{ Scale
�{ Patriotism
�{ Insularity

�ySustainability
�{ Ethics
�{ Food scares
�{ Environmental Movement
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Merging Themes

�y Impact of factors

�y Buy local = Play a role?

�y Rank of product qualities

�y Local = spatially close or figuratively close?
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Previous Research

�y Growing importance of sustainability in food systems 
(Coley et al, 2009; Marsden and Smith, 2005; Seyfang, 2004)

�y Assumption of desirable traits at local scale 
(Born and Purcell, 1998; Hinrichs, 2003; Holloway and Kneafsey, 2000; 

Winter, 2003)

�y Scale and sustainability in food systems
(Goodman and Bryant, 2009; Chambers et al, 2007) 

�y Irish context
�{ Rural development (McDonagh and Commins, 1999)
�{ Organic movement  (Tovey, 1997) 
�{ Socially embedded features (Sage, 2003, 2007) 
�{ Attitudes and behaviours (Bord Bia reports, 2007 -2009) 
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Discourses of Scale

�y Scale is geographic fundamental
�y Delaney (1997)

�{ Scale a conceptual given / taken for granted

�{ Scale is socially constructed

�y Marston (2000)
�{ Social constructionism

�{ Influence of Capitalism (& Consumption)

�y Marston et al (2005)
�{ Critique hierarchical conceptions of scale

�{ Suggest flat ontology
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Conceptualisations of Scale

�y Extreme divergence

�y Inadequate for complex modern world

�y ‘Over there’ = Different Scale?
�y ‘…a qualitative change across scales…’ (Sayer, 2009, 

p.105) 

�y Accepted conceptualisations are hierarchical:
�{ Fixed and Nested (Russian Doll)
�{ Horizontal or Vertical
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Global

Supranational

National

Regional

Local

Scale is Relational

�y Scale = Size, level and relation 
Appropriately complicated

�y Network based

�y Interscalar network – Glocalisation

�y Interpenetrates

�y ‘Global’ = ?
�{ Massey: Sum of relations, connections, embodiments
�{ Howitt: Greater than sum of constituent parts
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Abandon Hierarchy

�y Marston et al (2005): Can’t integrate network conceptualisations
�y Why replace?

1. Scale conflated with size & level

2. Micro -macro distinction will endure without radical change

3. Danger of conceptual givens
4. Researcher uses God’s eye perspective

�y Suggest no vertical or horizontal imaginary
�{ Perspective is only difference Merge 

�y Scale encountered not imagined
�y Illusion with no explanatory power

�y Alternative: Flat ontology
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Trojan Horse Binaries
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�y Inherent in hierarchical conception

�y Ingrained – No flexibility

�y Danger of ontological ‘givens’

�y Pre-configured rather than serious reflection

�y Irish Consumers = Patriotic, tribal, parochial...?

Local Global
Concrete Abstract
Static Dynamic
Defensive Open
Authentic Produced
Nostalgic Developmental
Here There
Transformed Penetrating
Sectarianism Cosmopolitanism 

Adapted from: Marston et al, 2005, p.421
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Local Lacks Agency
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�y Places of dependence
�y Global agency Local effects

�y Macro-mystification: blame shifted ‘up there’

�y Subject only to discoursesof globalisation

�y Agency of globalisation > Social practice 
�{ Local social practices: too vague and unimportant
�{ Devalue location of idea/relationship formation

NU1

Local Has Agency
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�y Not always victim of or defensible against global
�y Local scale ‘agent’ for globalisation

�y Politics not always state level local agency

�y ‘…a wider universe of actors…’ (Delaney, 1997, p.95)

�y Capitalism across scales (local-global linkages)

�y Alternative Food System

Farmers’ market 
food and fair trade 
baskets, a perfect 

fit!
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Scale Open to Transformations
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�y Lefebvre (1991)
�{ Scale socially constructed Not tied to place

�y Schatski (2002)
�{ Sites not scale
�{ Sites emerge through practices, events, orders

�y Not permanent localities Localised expressions of 
events

�y Framings not enduring

�y Local food 
�{ Emerges through  practices
�{ Manifestation of scale open to transformations

Scale Frames Reality & Has Tangible Effects
16

�y Scale not tangible external fact awaiting discovery
�{ Island nations

�y Naming of events at a particular scale:
�{ frames spatiality

�{ events are pre-sorted

�{ has material effects

�y ‘…allowing the scalar thinking to predetermine the 
fields of its own solvability.’(Marston et al, 2005, 
p.426)

Social Construction of Scale
17

�y Social Construction of Scale Social Constructivism

�y Marston (2000, p.220) : 

‘…scale is not necessarily a preordained hierarchical framework 

for ordering the world – local, regional, national and global. It 

is instead a contingent outcome of the tensions that exist 

between structural forces and the practices of human agents.’

�y Uncertain & unstable

Role of Capitalism & Globalisation
18

�y Recent focus on effects of capitalist processes 
�{ Obscures real complexities?

�y Close connection between globalisation and 
territorial restructuring

�y Regional scale: outcome of embodied anarchy of 
capitalism

�y Household Transformations
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Role of Consumption
19

�y Changes in systems of commodity & in styles of 
consumption

�y No longer about needs Identity formation
�y Shared pattern of acquisition and taste

�y Understanding consumerism fundamental to 
understanding historical social construction of scale

Final Questions 

Irish consumers and their valorisation of the local scale

1. Qualitative change across scales SFSCs

2. Local traits exist? Influence purchasing?

3. Local lacks agency? Opportunities for resistance

4. Island nations Implications?

5. Effect of new ideals and practices on food system
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