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ABSTRACT. The main aim of the research was to identify the differences in socio-demographic 
characteristics between managers of small farms in Poland who do and do not participate in 
short food supply chains (SFSCs). The analysis was based on the results of a survey conducted 
in 2023 among 199 respondents – farmers in Poland. Selected social and demographic variables 
were analysed. For the demographic ones, there were used: gender, age, education of the farm 
manager, and number of members on the farm. In turn, the level of social capital characterising 
farmers was described by participation in continuing education, participation in organizations, 
cooperatives, associations, clubs, etc., and participation in events, concerts, festivals, etc.  
A chi-square Pearson’s test of independence was used to compare two groups of farms in terms 
of the analysed variables. The strength of the relationships was measured using the V-Cramer 
convergence coefficient. Research revealed that among the social and demographic variables, 
gender and education were significant. Hence, among farms participating in the SFSCs, there 
were significantly more farms owned and managed by women and managers of those farms 
were better educated than managers of farms not participating in the SFSCs. Moreover higher 
level of social capital, particularly perceived through the involvement of farm owners or 
members of a household in lifelong education and membership in organisations, cooperatives, 
or associations was also a distinguishing feature of farms participating in the SFSCs. 
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INTRODUCTION

The system of food production, distribution, and consumption has been changing for 
years. The traditional market structure in agriculture (which is often used as an example 
of perfect competition market structure) gets a new form due to its linkages into the food 
value chain that is typical of different types of imperfect competition in the upstream and 
downstream markets (monopsony, oligopsony) [Bečvářová 2005]. The industrialization 
of agri-food systems, capital-intensive and highly-specialized forms of production, and 
the dominant position of the retail sector lead to the loss of the bargaining power of 
farmers in the food value chains and to detachment between producers and consumers. 
Consequently, small farms do not have much influence on the price of their raw materials 
or products while selling them, and most of the added value of products is taken over 
by the abovementioned concerns, treating it as a kind of middlemen’s margin. Such  
a mechanism in the food economy is common in countries with a fragmented agrarian 
structure and with a large number of small farms. So it can be stated that small farms have 
become incompatible with changes in the current food system and are excluded from the 
possibility of participation in the long food value chains and from the value creation in 
such chains. In response to this process, an alternative business model, so-called short 
food supply (value) chains (SFSCs), began to develop [Renting et al. 2003], initially in  
a spontaneous, bottom-up manner, over time it also became more institutionally supported.

There is no one universal definition of short food supply chains (SFSCs). Short food 
supply chains are the ways of food distribution within the local food supply system, 
which is the alternative food system to the conventional food system [Marsden et al. 
2000, FAAN 2010, Darolt et al. 2016]. SFSCs embrace the shortest possible distance 
between the producer and the consumer and a limited number of intermediaries. The 
number of intermediaries, physical distance, social relations, knowledge exchange, 
locality, governance involvement or identification and traceability are some of the criteria 
used to formulate the definitions. However, they all have one thing in common: there are 
limited numbers of intermediaries between the consumer and the farmer or food producer 
[Kneafsey et al. 2013, Matysik-Pejas et al. 2017, Jarzębowski et al. 2020]. SFSCs are 
also covered by a definition in Article 2 of Regulation (EU) No 1305/2013 on support for 
rural development by the European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development (EAFRD), 
which entered into force with the reformed Common Agricultural Policy for 2014-2020. 
SFSC is defined as “a supply chain involving a limited number of economic operators, 
committed to cooperation, local economic development, and close geographical and social 
relations between producers, processors and consumers”.

The importance of the SFSCs can be evaluated from different perspectives which is 
reflected in literature. The general role of short food supply chains (and local food systems) 
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for producers and consumers [Kawecka and Gębarowski 2015, Petropoulou 2016] or the 
direct and indirect support of the SFSCs on the sustainable development of agriculture and 
rural areas and farm sustainability are most often analyzed [Michalský and Hooda 2015, 
Petropoulou 2016, Matysik-Pejas et al. 2017, Enjolras and Magali 2018, Jarzębowski 
et. al 2020]. Some studies are considering the resilience of SFSCs to adverse shocks, 
like e.g. economic crisis or COVID19 [Leat and Revoredo-Giha 2013, Fałkowski 2015, 
Jacobi et al. 2018, Vroegindewey and Hodbod 2018, Kangogo et al. 2020] or reducing 
the vulnerability of farmers participating in SFSCs [Yang and Liu 2018, S. Aday and 
M.S. Aday 2020, Garnett et. al. 2020, Matthews 2020, OECD 2020]. Since the SFSCs 
are less integrated in the international market on the output side and oriented more toward 
production for domestic/local markets, they might be less affected by international trade 
disruptions [Van Hoyweghen et al. 2021], however short supply chain is not always equal 
to local system. That is why the philosophy of the European model of agriculture, which 
is implemented through Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) programs is supporting the 
creation of SFSCs [EC 2021]. 

Participating in the SFSCs seems to be an attractive instrument to increase farm’s 
competitiveness in the agri-food market. But from the farmers’ point of view engagement 
in SFSCs is connected with benefits as well as with cost [Gołębiewski and Bareja-
Wawryszuk 2016]. Development of SFSCs is fairly moderate and some farmers do 
not want to engage in SFSCs. Hence, the question is what are the reasons? Next to 
the success factors of getting involved in SFSCs, the barriers are indicated, which are 
often connected with product market or administrative arrangements [Kawecka and  
Gębarowski 2015, Petropoulou 2016, Benedek et al. 2018, Jarzębowski et al. 2020]. 
However, the non-participating in SFSCs can be also determined by the social and 
demographic characteristics of farmers and social capital.

Thus, the main aim of the research was to identify the differences in socio-demographic 
characteristics between managers of small farms in Poland who do and do not participate 
in SFSCs. While some social and demographic futures of farmers are relatively well 
established in empirical research between farmers participating in SFSCs (they are 
metric parts in questionnaires), the social capital is rather neglected. But what is worth 
to underline, social capital can be treated as an important factor of farms development, 
especially in the case of the deficit of other forms of capital [Michalewska-Pawlak 2010, 
Rivera et al. 2018b], which is the case of small farms. Social capital can have a positive 
effect in building market orientation which is undoubtedly connected with farmers’ 
engagement in alternative links with consumers such as SFSCs. This research is part 
of a broad study devoted to the role of short food supply chains in functioning of small 
farms during the crisis time (post-pandemic period). In the paper, the focus is on social 
and demographic factors only that can differentiate SFSC-farmers and non-SFSC-farmers 
with particular attention to social capital.
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RESEARCH MATERIAL AND METHODS

In the primary research the PAPI (Paper and Pencil Interview) method with an original 
survey questionnaire was employed. The survey questionnaire included, among other 
things, questions identifying the respondents and related to social capital. The survey 
was conducted by the authors of the manuscript, among small farm owners, with some 
declaring that they participate in short supply chains (so-called SFSC-farmers) and some 
declaring that they do not (so-called non-SFSC-farmers). A small farm was assumed to 
be a farm up to 20 ha of UAA and with an Standard Output SO of up to EUR 50,000. 
The area criterion was established as a result of a brainstorming session among experts, 
while the economic size of SO results from the classification of farms used by FADN  
(so-called medium-small farms up to EUR 50,000). The farms for our survey were 
randomly selected. The study assumed that farms participating in short supply chains are 
those that use the following distribution methods: direct farm sales, neighbourhood sales, 
bazaar and market sales, delivery to consumers’ households, own retail shop, delivery 
to external units (local retail shops, restaurants, bars, educational institutions, hospitals), 
box system. The statistical analysis of the results included 199 correctly completed 
questionnaires. The survey was conducted between July and November 2023 throughout 
Poland. Database is available at: https://doi.org/10.18150/LISSRH. 

Considering the social and demographic characteristics of farmers, the authors’ 
questionnaire included gender, age, education of the farm manager and number of members 
on the farm. There was also assumed that social capital or, better, an individual’s social 
capital is understood as a network of social connections of an individual and which may 
contribute to the economic benefits obtained by the individual [Bourdieu 1986]. Social 
capital can be also understood as trust, cooperation skills and social relations [Kwilinski 
et al. 2019]. In this research social capital was described by three variables such as:

–– participation in continuing education (any member of farmer’s household or 
manager of farm), strengthening social bonds by this type of activity,

–– participation in organizations, cooperatives, associations, clubs, etc. (any member 
of farmer’s household or manager of farm),

–– participation in events, festivals, concerts, etc. (any member of farmer’s household 
or manager of farm).

During the interviews, questions were always asked directly about the household 
manager and his/her family (spouse and adults living in the same household). If at least one 
person from the farmer’s household (e.g. spouse) participated in education/organizations/
events, this was considered a “yes” answer in the farmer’s household members category. 
At the same time, the answer “yes” was given when it concerned systematic participation 
in a given system, and not e.g. a one-off course, event, etc. (see Tables 3 and 4). In the 
analysis, some variables were on nominal (gender) and in ordinal (age and education of 
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the farm manager, number of members on the farm) scale. To calculate the significance 
of the differences between SFSC-farmers and non-SFSC-farmers, the non-parametric  
chi-squared test was used. The chi-square test of independence assesses whether  
a relationship exists between two variables, that is, whether the observed distribution of 
observations within one variable depends on the other variable. The purpose of this analysis 
is to determine whether the obtained discrepancies are large enough to conclude that they 
depend on the second variable and no other factors, i.e. the influence of other variables 
or random factors. To determine the strength of the relationship between two variables,  
φ coefficient was used. It is used to determine the level of dependence between two nominal 
variables or a nominal and ordinal variable [Brzeziński 2021]. Crame’s V coefficient 
results in values between 0 and +1 (inclusive), the closer the score is to 0, the weaker 
the relationship between the studied characteristics, and the closer it is to 1, the stronger 
the relationship between the studied characteristics namely, weak effect: up to 0.10, 
moderate effect: up to 0.30, medium-strong effect: up to 0.50, and strong effect: above 0.50  
[King and Minium 2020, Brzeziński 2021]. In the calculation process the program  
PS IMAGO PRO was employed.

RESEARCH RESULTS

Across the survey sample, farm managers were by far outnumbered by men (76.4%). 
However, among the farms participating in the SFSCs, there were notably more farms 
owned and managed by women (38.3%) compared to farms not participating in the SFSCs 
(10.5%) (see Table 1). Further analysis revealed that this difference was significant and that 
the strength of the relationship between owner gender and participation or not in SFSCs 
was moderate at 0.327 (see Table 2). This allows us to conclude that on farms participating 
in SFSCs, women are more likely to be the owners and managers. The comments are 
compatible with the results of the theoretical and empirical studies devoted to the role of 
women in agriculture and in the alternative food supply chains, especially in the SFSCs.

Table 1. Characteristics of a survey sample of farms participating and not 
participating in SFSCs by selected demographic and social characteristics
Participation 
in SFSCs

Gender [%] Age of farm 
manager 
(average)

Number of members 
in a farmer’s 

household (average)woman man

Yes 38.3 61.7 47.47 3.82
No 10.5 89.5 47.12 3.97
Total 23.6 76.4 47.29 3.89

Source: own elaboration 
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There is something like “re-emergence” of women farmers, that occurs as the response 
to the negative effects of agricultural industrialization in the context of consumers’ trust 
and needs [Ball 2020]. According to some researchers [Sachs et al. 2016, Unay-Gailhard 
and Bojnec 2021], the relatively high level of women’s involvement in SFSCs can be 
grounded in a desire for caring relations, a belief in the empowering potential of direct 
marketing and an urge to change gender relation in local food systems. Female farmers 
are perceived as ones who possess the social skills or interpersonal nature to succeed 
in SFSCs [Charatsari et al. 2020]. The SFSC can be also used as a frame for women to 
develop their new skills and active role on the farms [Wright and Anness 2016, Annes  
et al. 2021]. There are no large-scale empirical studies devoted to the role of female 
farmers in alternative food networks [Azima and Mundler 2022], although there are some 
for European countries that confirm that women are more likely than men to be involved 
in direct sales, organic farming or other forms of value-added agriculture [Annes et al. 
2021]. Women farmers are not only more likely to focus on SFSCs, but they prefer face-
to-face sales channels that give them opportunities to interact with consumers [Azima 
and Mudler 2022] and vindicate the ethical, agroecological, and cultural dimensions of 
food [Nigh and Cabañas 2015].

The analysis of the difference between the farm owners’ education levels led to the 
conclusion that the non-participating farmers have lower level of education. This was due 
to the fact that 6% of managers of the non-SFSC farms had primary education. In addition, 
there were 11% fewer owners of non-SFSC-farms with higher education in comparison 
to farmers participating in SFSCs (see Figure 1). On the other hand, the number of farms’ 
managers with agricultural education was 7% higher in the non-SFSC-farms comparing 
to the SFSC-farms. The difference was also statistically significant (for p-value less than 
0.1), with a V-Cramer coefficient at 0.198 (see Table 2).

Table 2. Pearson’s chi-square independence test statistic between socio-demographic 
variables: gender, age, education, number of farm’s members and farmers’ participating or 
not participating in the SFSCs
Participation in SFSCs chi-squared 

test
df p V-Cramer 

coefficient
Dependence

Gender of farm manager 21.281 1 < 0.001 0.327 yes
Age of farm manager 43.246 46 0.588 - no
Level of education of the 
farm manager 7.792 4 0.099 0.198 yes

Agricultural education of 
the farm manager 0.624 1 0.429 - no

Number of farm members 4.395 7 0.733 - no

Source: own elaboration 
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This result is consistent with the conclusions contained in the work of Chrysanthi 
Charatsari et al. [2020]. The authors indicate that willingness to participate in SFSCs is 
affected by the level of farmers’ education which translates into higher competencies in 
management, entrepreneurship, marketing, networking and cooperation. Moreover, these 
competencies increase even after involvement in SFSCs. Similarly, in the study by Marcello 
Stanco et al. [2019], farmers participating in short supply chains are characterized by 
higher education than average, who value creating a direct and lasting relationship with 
consumers to provide information about the quality and authenticity of their products. 
Also, Zsófia Benedek et al. [2018] argue that SFSC-farmers are better educated, more open 
to cooperation, have specific investment plans for developing their farms, and who are 
specifically looking to directly interact with their customers to avoid middlemen. Further, 
authors’ analysis indicated that for the other two demographic variables, i.e. age of the 
manager and the number of farm’s members, differences were not statistically significant. 

The relationship between farmers participating and non-participating in SFSCs and 
variables describing the level of social capital was also evaluated. The preliminary 
analysis allowed us to conclude that farmers participating in SFSCs are characterised by 
definitely higher levels of social capital. In the cases of the SFSCs-farms, participating 
in continuing education by members and managers of farms was more than 2 times 
higher than in the cases of the non-SFSCs-farms (see Table 3). At the same time, both 
members and managers of the SFSCs-farms were characterised by a significantly higher 
engagement in organisations and associations (by about 20 percentage points – p.p.)  
or any social events (by about 10 p.p.) in comparison to the members or managers of the  
non-SFSC-farms. The indicated differences in each of these social capital elements  
between two analysed groups of farms, i.e. participating and not participating in the 

Figure 1. Percentage distribution of farmers participating and non-participating in SFSCs 
according to the education level 
Source: own elaboration
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SFSCs, were statistically significant. The strength of the relation between social capital 
characteristics and farmers was the highest for participation in continuing education. 
The lower relation was identified for participation in organisations and the lowest for 
participation in social events (see Table 4).

One can say that SFSCs-farmers are more “socialised” in comparison to non-
SFSCs farmers. This study confirms the positive impact of social capital on building 
market orientation in the form of alternative food networks such as the SFSCs. Some 
studies indicate that social capital plays an important role in various agricultural and 
nonagricultural value chains [Trigkas et al. 2021, Stępień et al. 2022] and SFSCs are 

Table 4. Pearson’s chi-square independence test statistic between social capital variables and 
farmers’ participating or not participating in the SFSCs 
Participation in 
SFSCs

Who participate chi-squared 
test

df p V-Cramer 
coefficient

dependence

Participation 
in continuing 
education 

member of 
farmer’s household 16.953 1 < 0.001 0.292 yes

manager of farm 13.602 1 < 0.001 0.261 yes
Participation in 
organizations, 
cooperatives, 
associations, etc. 

member of 
farmer’s household 7.054 1 0.008 0.188 yes

manager of farm 6.603 1 0.010 0.182 yes

Participation in 
events, festivals, 
etc. 

member of 
farmer’s household 4.742 1 0.029 0.154 yes

manager of farm 5.107 1 0.024 0.160 yes

Source: own elaboration

Table 3. Structure of the sample of farmers participating and non-participating in SFSCs 
according to social capital characteristics  

Participation 
in SFSCs

Participation in [%]

continuing 
education

organizations, 
cooperatives, 

associations etc.

events, 
festivals etc.

members of 
household

manager 
of farm

members of 
household

manager 
of farm

members of 
household

manager 
of farm

Yes 57.4 50 61.7 55.3 85.1 80.9

No 28.6 24.8 42.9 37.1 72.4 66.7

Source: own elaboration
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developed on proximate spatial relations, social relations, and small-scale production 
[Watts et al. 2005]. As SFSCs bring farmers closer to the consumer, trust, cooperative skills 
and social relationships – qualities that describe social capital – are needed [Kwilinski et 
al. 2023]. Trust is also related to participation in social life, involvement in volunteering 
and social interactions [Trigkas et al. 2021]. In authors’ research, this aspect was reflected 
in the participation of the SFSCs-farmers in long-life education, various organisations 
and social events.

As was mentioned above, the empirical studies confirm that social capital increases 
farmers’ market orientation (involvement in SFSC can be considered as such an 
orientation). Such observations were made by e.g. Nikoleta Jones et al. [2008], Maria 
Rivera et al. [2018a] and Marios Trigkas et al. [2021]. However, research shows that 
the level of social capital of Polish farmers is relatively low and should be strengthened 
[Smędzik-Ambroży and Sapa 2022] as communities with strong social capital can use 
their endogenous resources [Farkas 2021]. Assuming the social attitudes of women, their 
role in building social capital seems important, as they are also open to vocational training, 
technological know-how, and union membership [Haugen and Brandth 1994].

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

Short food supply chains can be seen as an alternative business model, especially for 
small farms. The shortening of supply chains can be a strategy to conquer, to a certain 
extent, their weak market bargaining power. Although participation in the SFSCs seems 
interesting for farmers, such activity is undertaken only by some farmers. As part of  
a survey among Polish small farmers, there were identified socio-demographic differences 
between farmers participating and not participating in the SFSCs. According to authors’ 
research, in the group of SFSCs-farmers there were more female farmers, managers were 
more educated and both, farm managers and farm members were characterised by higher 
level of social capital. 

Building close relationships with food customers in SFSC can be easier, especially for 
educated women and people who are engaged in social relations. That seems logical and 
also acknowledges that apart from objective reasons (like e.g. regulations) for entering 
the SFSCs, subjective or better soft factors can be important. Thus, supporting women’s 
competitiveness and strengthening the role of women in alternative networks can assist 
the further development of the SFSC. But also enhancement of all forms of social capital 
can be helpful. In this context education and training could support also the awareness of 
the importance of the social linkages within short food supply chains. Hence, encouraging 
women’s social involvement, such as participation in cultural events, training, courses, 
and membership in agricultural, industry or social organizations can be meaningful.
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IDENTYFIKACJA RÓŻNIC W CHARAKTERYSTYCE SPOŁECZNO-
DEMOGRAFICZNEJ GOSPODARSTW UCZESTNICZĄCYCH  

I NIEUCZESTNICZĄCYCH W KRÓTKICH ŁAŃCUCHACH DOSTAW 
ŻYWNOŚCI. BADANIA EMPIRYCZNE W POLSCE

Słowa kluczowe: gospodarstwa rolne, krótkie łańcuchy dostaw żywności,  
cechy społeczne, cechy demograficzne, Polska

ABSTRAKT. Głównym celem badań była identyfikacja różnic między rolnikami małych 
gospodarstw w Polsce, uczestniczących i nie uczestniczących w krótkich łańcuchach dostaw 
żywności (SFSC), z uwzględnieniem kapitału społecznego. Analizę oparto na wynikach badań 
ankietowych przeprowadzonych w 2023 roku wśród 199 respondentów – właścicieli małych 
gospodarstw rolnych w Polsce. Analizie poddano wybrane zmienne społeczno-demograficzne, 
takie jak: płeć, wiek, wykształcenie kierownika gospodarstwa oraz liczba członków gospodarstwa 
rolnego. Poziom kapitału społecznego charakteryzującego rolników opisywano przez ich 
uczestnictwo w kształceniu ustawicznym, w organizacjach, spółdzielniach, stowarzyszeniach 
itp. oraz w wydarzeniach i festiwalach. Do analizy danych empirycznych wykorzystano 
test niezależności chi-kwadrat Pearsona. Siłę wykazanych zależności zmierzono za pomocą 
współczynnika zbieżności V-Cramera. W badaniach wykazano, że ze zmiennych społecznych 
i demograficznych istotne były płeć i poziom edukacji. Wśród gospodarstw uczestniczących  
w SFSC znacznie więcej należało do kobiet oraz  było przez nie zarządzanych, również kiero-
wnicy tych gospodarstw byli lepiej wykształceni w porównaniu z kierownikami gospodarstw 
nieuczestniczących w SFSC. Ponadto cechą wyróżniającą rolników uczestniczących w SFSC 
był wyższy poziom kapitału społecznego, szczególnie postrzegany przez zaangażowanie 
właścicieli gospodarstw rolnych albo ich członków w kształcenie ustawiczne i zaangażowanie 
w organizacje, spółdzielnie lub stowarzyszenia. 
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