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This research brief presents findings from our investigation into the impact of local food
systems on community level social capital in the Okanagan bioregion. Social capital refers to
features of social life such as social networks, norms, and trust which facilitate cooperation
between individuals and groups (Putnam, 1995). Community level social capital influences
many aspects of community quality of life (Peters, 2017) but the connection between
local food systems and social capital is not well elucidated and is, therefore, worthy of
investigation. Included in this report is a description of our research methods, highlights from
our results, and a discussion of the relationships between participating in local food systems
and indicators of social capital in the Okanagan bioregion.
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Our findings revealed that the local food system in the Okanagan does positively promote
social capital, indicated by the connection between participation in local food systems and
development of social networks among local food system actors. A key insight from our
study is that meaningful ‘places’ in the local food system facilitate these social connections.
Therefore, the idea of ‘placemaking,’ where local food system actors create important
places within the local food system through social connection and sense of place, is strongly
reinforced. The sense of place attributed to these community local food system assets
further encourages social connection and social capital development, constituting a selfreinforcing, positive feedback loop. These results provide guidance for how the local food
system can be used as a tool for community development.
Institute for Sustainable Food Systems

Introduction
What is social capital and how does it relate to local food systems?
Environmental and social issues associated with the current food system have propelled the local
food movement (Norberg-Hodge, Merrifield and Gorelick, 2002) and ‘local food’ has become
increasingly recognized and important to people in Canada and around the world (Stickel and
Deller, 2014; Winfree and Watson, 2017). Participation in local food movements is largely driven
by a resistance to the current food system (Clendenning et al., 2016; Starr, 2010) and is motivated
by consumer comprehension, beliefs and values (Zepeda and Leviten-Reid, 2004), as well as their
desire to connect to place, feel sense of community and have social interaction (Carson et al.,
2016; Feagan and Morris, 2009).
Demand for local food and community investment in local food systems, including specific
projects such as farmers markets, Community Supported Agriculture (CSA), and urban gardens,
continues to grow (Aucoin and Fry, 2015; Brown and Miller, 2008; LaTrobe and Alcott, 2000).
However, the potential benefits of local food systems for community members are not fully
understood (Born and Purcell, 2006; Deller et al., 2017; Martinez et al., 2010; Stickel and Deller,
2014). Specifically, little is known about the potential benefit for social capital development via
development of and community engagement in local food systems (Deller et al., 2017). Social
capital refers to features of social life such as social networks, norms, and trust; those attributes
that facilitate cooperation and collaboration between individuals and groups (Putnam, 1995).
Local food systems can facilitate social capital development and expression (e.g. networks, trust
and cooperation between community members) and in this regard are considered far superior to
the globalized food system (Bauermeister, 2016; Deller et al., 2017; Glowacki-Dudka et al., 2013).
Social capital is considered the veritable glue that holds society together (Putnam, 2000). Further,
community level social capital has been directly associated with positive community benefit,
including: health status (Folland, 2007); collective action and community adaptive capacity
(Adger, 2003); declining crime rates (Lederman et al., 2002); quality of life (Peters, 2017);
and individual well-being (Yetim and Yetim, 2014). As such, exploration to better understand
the relationship between local food systems and social capital expression and community
development potential is merited.
Thus, our research focused on an examination of how participation in local food systems impacts
social capital at the individual level for local food system actors in the Okanagan bioregion1. By
elucidating the impact local food systems have on social capital in the Okanagan bioregion, we
add to our overall understanding of social capital relative to the localization of food systems.

Methods
To explore local food system impact on social capital in the Okanagan bioregion, we employed a
three-phase exploratory, sequential, mixed methods, case study approach. We focused our study
on four representative Okanagan bioregion communities, each with developed local food system
attributes. The four case study communities, Vernon, Kelowna, Osoyoos and Keremeos, were
chosen as representative of the different geographic areas of the Okanagan bioregion (North,
Central, South and West), their community centers, and their associated social networks.
There is a long history of agriculture in the Okanagan bioregion. Vernon is the largest community
at the northern end of the Okanagan bioregion and it has a long history of agriculture, beginning
more than 100 years ago with cattle ranching (Regional District of the North Okanagan, 2015).
Kelowna, located in the central part of the Okanagan bioregion is a city with a unique agricultural
landscape as 40% of the city’s total land area is within the ALR (BC Ministry of Agriculture, 2014).
Osoyoos, at the southern reaches of the bioregion, borders the United States. It is surrounded by
very productive agricultural land with orchards and vineyards dominating the landscape (Town
of Osoyoos, 2013). Keremeos is a village located in the south east reaches of the Okanagan
1 Delineation of the Okanagan bioregion can be found in Robert et. al. (2018)
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What is Social Capital?
Social capital is the collection
of social networks, norms,
and trust that facilitate
cooperation and collaboration
between individuals and
groups.

bioregion, within the Similkameen Valley, 48 kilometers northwest of Osoyoos. The Similkameen
Valley is the ‘organic farming capital of Canada’ with over 40% of farms in the area certified
organic (Similkameen Valley Planning Society, 2018).

Study Phases
Phase I of the study is constituted by an extensive academic literature review of existing
definitions, indicators and measurement techniques of social capital from which we created a
framework for assessing social capital (Table 1). Additionally, a baseline assessment of community
level social capital in the case study communities, via review of available secondary data was
conducted to establish context and provide a basis for comparison. Secondary data sources
included regional and municipal government documents and databases, publicly available survey
data, community websites and Statistics Canada survey data. A content analysis was conducted
by organizing the secondary data according to themes derived from the social capital indicators
framework developed earlier in the study. These data were then interpreted by comparing them
to our framework of social capital indicators and used to estimate the levels of social capital
found in the case study communities.
In Phase II we created and administered an online survey designed to expound local food system
actor perspectives with regard to the impact of local food systems on social capital in their
communities, and to assess perceived individual levels of social capital in relation to participation
in the local food system. Our survey design was adapted from social capital assessment surveys
used in other community level studies (Chazdon et al., 2013; Kitchen et al., 2012; Lui and Besser,
2003). The survey gathered data on the place-based understanding of local food systems,
including information about community perspectives on the impact of local food systems, the
relationship between local food and social capital, and opinions on the future of the local food
system in the Okanagan bioregion. Using exploratory descriptive statistics, local food system
themes reflective of community interest, and key indicators of social capital were identified
(Babbie, 1995). The survey instrument consisted of 18 questions. It was distributed through
email to our inventory of local food system actors and further distributed through third party
email listservs and postings.
In order to further delineate the relationship between local food systems and social capital and
reveal key indicators of social capital of most interest to community members, we conducted
22 semi-structured interviews in Phase III of the project. Interviewees were recruited through
the online survey and included a range of local food system actors. They were selected based on
criteria used for similar studies on local food systems and community social capital (Bauermeister,
2016; Glowacki-Dudka et al., 2013; Merriam and Tisdell, 2015). The criteria were that the
participants must have experience with or connection to a local food system in the Okanagan
Bioregion. As such, participants were involved in local food-oriented production, distribution,
processing, buying and consuming, community groups, activism, and education. Interview
questions were informed by the overall research question and based on the results of the survey.
NVivo software was used to code interview data and identify themes. Coding was used to create
descriptive categories and themes for subsequent analysis2.

Results and Discussion
Robert Putnam proffers that social capital constitutes aspects of social organization which
facilitate coordinated action (Fulkerson and Thompson, 2008; Putnam, 1995; Putnam, Leonardi,
and Nanetti 1993). The ultimate outcome of social capital is effective societal function through
social connectivity (Fulkerson and Thompson, 2008; Putnam, Leonardi, and Nanetti 1993). This
perspective coupled with the most common indicators of social capital elucidated by Fulkerson
and Thompson (2008) guided our review of the literature regarding social capital measurement.
We determined networks, trust, reciprocity, and engagement the most common indicators used
to measure social capital, from national to individual scale (Table 1).
2 In-depth information on methodology, and survey and interview questions can be found in Elton (2020) “Does it grow
here? The Impact of Local food systems on social capital in the Okanagan and Similkameen Valleys”
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Social Capital and
Local Food Systems
There is a strong relationship
between participation in local
food systems and indicators
of social capital, particularly
social networks and the
meaningful degrees of trust
and reciprocity.

Indicators of Social
Capital
Social Networks

Trust

Reciprocity
Engagement

Source

Variables of Indicator

Stanley et al, 2012
Chazdon et al., 2013
Grootaert et al., 2004
Ferragina 2016
Glowacki-Dudka et al., 2012
Bauermeister 2016
The World Bank, 2002
Lui and Besser, 2003
Kitchen et al., 2012
Campbell et al., 2010
Sseguya et al., 2018

•
•
•

frequency of contact with network

•

importance attributed to social
network

Kitchen et al., 2012
Chazdon et al, 2013
Petzold, 2016
Lui and Besser, 2003
Ferragina, 2016
Grootaert et al., 2004
Bauermeister 2016
The World Bank, 2002
Pelling and High, 2005

•
•
•
•

level of trust in general

Bauermeister et al., 2016
Chazdon et al., 2013

•
•
•

do favours for one another

•
•
•

volunteerism intensity

Ferragina 2016
Thompson and Slaper 2016
Chazdon et al., 2013
Lui and Besser, 2003

size of network
if network provides aid when
needed

trust in community members
trust in local institutions
trust in people of different
backgrounds

seeks information from one another
involvement of people in formal and
informal associations
voter turnout
number of times joined together
with others in community to
address an issue

Our review of secondary sources undertaken to ascertain a baseline level of social capital for
Okanagan Bioregion communities was guided by the indicators of social capital we identified from
the literature (Table 1). Secondary source review revealed that community level and individual
level social capital analysis had not been comprehensively done at either municipal or regional
scales. Several of the secondary sources reported a measure of quality of life, which can certainly
be reflective of social capital (Putnam et al., 2004). However, for these sources, the measures
of ‘quality of life’ were either not based on usual indicators of social capital or not identified.
As such, their usefulness was limited. Overall, the information identified and reviewed failed to
provide sufficient information to constitute a baseline assessment of social capital for the case
study communities. There simply was not enough data, or data at an appropriate scale, to confer
understanding of existing levels of social capital. To fully extract a baseline level of social capital
would require conducting a social capital survey with an appropriately sized, randomly selected
sample of community members.
One hundred and five local food system actors participated in our online survey (Phase II). This
phase of research provided a breadth of information about participant’s perspectives regarding
their local food systems and their individual level of social capital derived from their participation
in it. Results from this phase also clarified key indicators of social capital most relevant to local
food system actors. These indicators, social networks and trust, were further explored in the
interview phase of research.
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Table 1: Framework for
measuring social capital

Survey responses revealed that individual participants in the local food system play multiple
roles in it, with over half of respondents identifying as local food consumers. The vast majority
of respondents (97%) rated the effect of local food systems on their community as positive.
Respondents identified local producers, farmers’ markets, and retail stores that sell local food the
top three most important elements of the local food system.
Most survey respondents perceive moderate to high levels of social capital resulting from their
participation in the local food system. For example, a majority of participants (81%) agreed
(strongly agreed and agreed) that there is a relationship between participating in local food
systems creates relationships and connection between community members and groups (Figure
1). Seventy-two percent of respondents indicated having established fairly large social networks
through their participation, 65% of respondents indicated they are in frequent contact with
members of their local food system social network, and 82% indicated that they could count
on someone in their network to help them if needed. Additionally, a substantial majority of
respondents (87%) affirmed that most people in their local food system network can be trusted
and three quarters of respondents agreed that they and others in their local food system
community do favors for each other.
Several prominent themes emerged from our interviews in Phase III (Table 2). First, many local
food system actors established social relationships within their local food systems attributable
to their participation in it. Second, there are important places in the local food system where
these social relationships are established and cultivated. These included farmer’s markets, cooperatives (co-ops), CSA subscription box pick up locations and community gardens. Third, there
exists a sense of trust between local food consumers and local food producers. Lastly, a high
level of reciprocity (i.e. mutualistic support) exists between local food producers in the Okanagan
bioregion.
When compared to other studies, our results strongly suggest that participation in local food
systems does indeed contribute substantively to social capital development. It was revealed that
for local food system actors in the Okanagan bioregion, there exists a strong relationship between
participation in local food systems and indicators of social capital, particularly social networks
and the meaningful degrees of trust and reciprocity that exist between local food system actors.
A high level of trust in general, and trusting other members of your community, reflects an
individual’s level of social capital and collectively insinuates a community level of social capital
(Chazdon et al, 2013; Ferragina, 2016; Kitchen et al., 2012; Lui and Besser, 2003; Petzold, 2016).
A sense of reciprocity is demonstrated when community members do favours for each other or

Participating in local food systems and indicators of social capital

Survey question: Please indicate if you agree or disagree with the following statements.
“Participating in local/regional food systems (e.g. farming, producing, processing, distributing,
buying, advocating for, or educating about local food) creates: ... “ Relationships between
community member and trust and reciprocity.
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Figure 1: Survey participants
response on the relationship
between participating in
local food systems and
indicators of social capital.

if they seek information from each other (Bauermeister, 2016; Chazdon et al., 2013). This study
clearly revealed that there is a degree of trust and reciprocity between local food system actors
reflective of individual levels of social capital. However, it should be noted that this study did not
intend to establish that participating in local food systems would necessarily build an individual’s
degree of trust or reciprocity, or that there is a direct relationship between the two. To do so
would require far more extensive and sophisticated methodology but would certainly be worthy
of pursuit.
Our study did not, however, find a particularly strong connection between participation in local
food systems and promotion of volunteerism although several participants did indicate that
they significant engagement in volunteerism. This suggests that some participants realize a level
of social capital predicated on their volunteerism and engagement in community associations
(Ferragina, 2016; Lui and Besser, 2003; Thompson and Slaper, 2013). However, it is unclear if
participants attribute their volunteerism directly or exclusively to their activity in their local

North
Central
Sounth
Similkameen
Okanagan Okanagan Okanagan
(1)
(7)
(12)
(2)

Total (22)

Local Food and Social Connection
Farmers markets, co-ops,
community gardens and
CSA pickup locations are
important sites for social
connection

5

Participants a have built
social connections in the
local food system

5

Participants connect other
people to the local food
system

2

Local food brings people
together

5

7

1

-

13

2

1

18

4

1

-

7

7

2

-

14

11

Total times category was mentioned

52

Trust and Reciprocity in the Local Food System Community
A sense of trust exists
between consumer and
producer

4

8

2

-

14

There is reciprocity among
community members in the
local food system

1

6

2

-

9

Producers support and help
each other

4

6

2

1

13

Total times category was mentioned

36

Volunteerism and Engagement
Volunteerism does relate to
being involved in local food
system

1

1

2

-

4

Participants are engaged in
their communities

2

5

1

-

8

Total times category was mentioned

12
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Table 2: Emergent Themes
from Participant Interviews
by case study communities
in the Okanagan Bioregion.
Shaded areas indicate the
most prominent themes that
emerged.

food system. While it is unclear if there is a direct relationship between participation in local
food systems and volunteerism, study findings are consistent with the literature that contends
volunteerism is not a particularly useful indicator of social capital.
Our findings do strongly support the notion that there is a connection between participating in
local food systems and building social networks - a strong indicator of social capital. Local food
system actors said they established social relationships and social networks through participating
in the local food system. For some participants, these social networks are large, and good quality
(members of an individual’s social network help them if they need it) and there is fairly frequent
contact between actors. Having a substantial social network, comprising frequent associations,
can result in support when an individual is in need. Overall, this indicates a high level of individual
social capital (Chazdon et al, 2013; Ferragina et al., 2016; Grootaert et al., 2004; Kitchen et al.,
2012; Sseguya et al., 2018; Stanley et al., 2012).
For local food producers their social network comprising other local food system producers
serves a functional purpose and is highly meaningful and greatly valued by them. Food producers
indicated that networking facilitates critical support and assistance and plays a vital role in
business success. Therefore, producer to producer networks are extensive and thus an important
dimension of the Okanagan bioregions local food system where nurturing development and
function of such networks seems strategic.
Our findings also suggest social networks to be the most prominent, tangible, powerful and
relevant indicator of social capital for local food system actors. This corroborates other studies
(Campbell et al., 2010; Stanley et al., 2012) and suggests that social networks alone may indeed
be a sufficient indicator of social capital and social capital development potential. The conclusion
that social networks are a valuable, accurate indicator of social capital in local food systems further
substantiates recent research arguing that evaluating social networks is an appropriate proxy to
measure the overall community impact of local food systems (Goldenberg and Meter, 2019).
Putnam (2000), offered that social networks are based on trust, and that increasing social
connection can foster norms of trust and reciprocity. Although a direct connection between
participating in local food system and building trust and reciprocity between actors was not
strongly indicated in this study, there is thinking that trust, reciprocity and social networks go
hand in hand (Bauermeister, 2016; Putnam, 2000).
Overall, local food system actors in the Okanagan attribute the creation of social networks directly
to their participation in the local food system, which contributes to their individual level of social
capital. Therefore, our findings substantiate the notion that local food systems indeed impact the
level of social capital in communities through social connection (Bauermiester, 2016; Webb Farley
and Bush Blancard, 2016; Glowacki-Dudka et al., 2013; Glover, 2004) and this is certainly the case
in the Okanagan bioregion.

Conclusion
It is clear from our study that local food systems facilitate building social networks for those
that regularly participate in them. However, whether or not local food systems in and of
themselves will lead to building social networks (social capital) likely depends on a number of
compounding factors. For example, a high level of individual social capital is related to being
extroverted (Stanley et al., 2012) so it may be that local food system actors who build extensive
social networks exhibit this characteristic. It must also be noted that building social networks
through the local food systems may very well be reserved for those that have access and means
to frequent the sites where local food is either produced or sold. Numerous studies have argued
that predominant spaces in the local food system, such as farmers markets, are exclusionary
and the typical customer is of Anglo ethnicity, relatively affluent and well educated (Alkon and
McCullen, 2010; Dodds et al., 2014; Farmer, 2014; Rice, 2014). Therefore, creating social capital
via participation in local food systems, may, at this time be largely only available to a subset of the
community. Mitigating this dynamic is something comprehensive policy should address (Farmer
et al., 2014; Rice, 2014).
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Importantly, our findings support the geo-sociological concept of ‘placemaking,’ and sense
of place creation through social connection (Cresswell, 2008, 2009). Participants in this study
attributed high levels of significance to features of their local food system, such as farmers
markets, considering them key spaces for social networking. This suggests that meaningful places
are created by the local food system and reciprocally, participation in the local food system
creates meaningful places. Both result in a sense of place, whereby the act of frequenting spaces
where people are brought together by a common interest, and sharing place-specific experiences,
creates a sense of place that facilitates one’s sense of community (Foote and Azaryahu, 2009).
Thus local food system spaces and places, such as a farmer’s markets, the local butcher, or
farm stand down the road creates sense of place, and a sense of place further facilitates social
networking and social connection (Foote and Azaryahu, 2009).
It can be easily argued that the sense of place created by local food systems is unique compared
to other places where sense of place can be created, like a community centre, pub, or curling
club, largely because of the human-nature connection associated with participating in the local
food system. There is an acknowledged benefit to human health and well-being from connection
to nature (Frances, 2013). However, urbanized lifestyles have made the human-nature
connection more difficult and as a result, many adults and children lack meaningful exposure to
nature (Louv, 2008, Warber, 2015). Limited opportunities to encounter nature and connect to
the environment in meaningful ways results in “nature deficit disorder,” a disconnection from
nature with adverse consequence for human physical and emotional health (Grimwood, 2017;
Louv, 2008). Participation in local food systems is one means to overcome this ‘disorder’. Even a
small dose of an ‘everyday’ form of nature, such as being at farmer’s market, can have benefits
for human health and well-being (Frances, 2013; Faber Taylor and Kuo, 2011). Therefore, places
created in local food systems are doubly valuable because they can be a daily conduit for humannature/land interaction to satiate need to connect to creation.
This study confirms that local food systems promote social capital, a conclusion strongly
supported by the connection between participation in local food systems and building of social
networks among local food system actors in the Okanagan bioregion. Observing social capital in
this way can inform community development policy and we hope this study provides valuable
information for local food movement activists, policy makers and community leaders.
This study also confirms that meaningful places in the local food system foster social networks
that subsequently result in community social capital. Local food system venues such as farmers
markets, community farms, community gardens, food hubs, farm gate sales venues, etc., are
places instrumental for creating sense of place, and which in turn substantially facilitates and
reinforces social connections.
Social capital is the lifeblood of any community, it is the glue that holds society together, and it is
at the heart of community development. Through this study, it is hoped, that Okanagan bioregion
residents and leaders will regard the community development value inherent in advancing a
bioregional food system via enabling initiatives and policies, and be confidently aware that citizen
participation in local food systems fosters social capital development through social connection.
The potential of local food systems to increase individual level of social capital, and overall
community social capital, via the social networks promoted by local food systems is substantial.
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Social Capital and
Sense of Place
Meaningful places, such as
farmer’s markets, localbutcher
shops or farm stand down
the road in the local food
system foster social networks,
which subsequently build
community social capital.
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About the Institute for Sustainable Food Systems
The Institute for Sustainable Food Systems (ISFS) is an applied research and extension unit at
Kwantlen Polytechnic University that investigates and supports sustainable agriculture and
regional food systems as key elements of sustainable communities. We focus predominantly on
British Columbia but also extend our programming to other regions.
Our applied research focuses on the potential of regional food systems in terms of agriculture
and food, economics, community health, policy, and environmental integrity. Our extension
programming provides information and support for farmers, communities, business, policy
makers, and others. Community collaboration is central to our approach.

About the Okanagan Bioregion Food System Project
Communities and governments are increasingly looking to strengthen regional food systems as
a way to address many complex agriculture and food challenges. The Okanagan Bioregion Food
System Project explores the social, economic, and ecological outcomes of a regional food system
in the Okanagan. This multidisciplinary research project, initiated by ISFS and regional partners,
can guide conversations among communities and decision-makers seeking to advance their
regional food system.
The Okanagan Bioregion Food System Project considers and builds upon existing food system
planning and other related work to support local and regional food systems in the bioregion.
For the full report and more research briefs visit: www.kpu.ca/isfs/okanagan-bioregion
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