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39 Abstract
40
41 The development of self-sufficient organic food systems has become an important focus in 

42 the Canary Islands, where reliance on imported foods and conventional agriculture are 

43 predominant. This study examines the main challenges and opportunities in the market through 

44 eleven on-site, semi-structured interviews combined with participant observation. Thematic 

45 analysis was conducted and findings were organized using Barney’s Firm Resources and Sustained 

46 Competitive Advantage Theory as well as Kahan’s Entrepreneurship in Farming framework, to 

47 place the results within the broader literature on agri-food entrepreneurship. This research 

48 highlights key challenges to sustainable local production, including unstable demand, limited 

49 institutional support, high entry barriers, and a lack of consumer recognition of organic product 

50 quality. While exploratory, these insights highlight areas—such as tourism partnerships, expanded 

51 government incentives, and direct-to-consumer marketing—that could be further examined as 

52 possible ways to support organic farming.

53 Author Summary 

54 Sustainable food systems depend not only on environmentally responsible farming 

55 practices but also on the social and economic conditions in which farmers operate. This study 

56 examines the organic farming sector in the Canary Islands, a geographically isolated region that 

57 relies heavily on imported food and tourism. Through interviews and field observation with 

58 organic farmers across four islands, we explored the opportunities and challenges shaping this 

59 emerging market. Farmers described barriers such as limited institutional support, complex 

60 regulations, and inconsistent consumer demand. At the same time, they highlighted important 

61 strengths, including strong collaboration among producers, high product quality, and a shared 

62 commitment to environmental stewardship. By bringing together perspectives from public 
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63 health, sustainability research, and entrepreneurship studies, this work demonstrates how farmer 

64 experiences can help explain why sustainable food systems succeed or struggle. These findings 

65 may help inform policies and community initiatives aimed at strengthening local food production 

66 in the Canary Islands and in other regions facing similar structural challenges.

67
68

69 1. Introduction
70
71 1.1 Background 
72
73 Organic farming within food systems can generate significant environmental, economic, 

74 and public health benefits. Environmentally, organic practices support nutrient cycling, reduce 

75 erosion and runoff pollution, maintain microbial biodiversity, and lower global warming potential 

76 by 22% per hectare compared to conventional farming.(1),(2) Economically, organic farms tend 

77 to hold higher property values, contribute to rural development by employing 13–43% more 

78 workers per acre at higher wages, and reduce federal spending on commodity subsidies.(3),(4),(5) 

79 Public health also benefits, as organic farming limits exposure of farmworkers, consumers, and 

80 surrounding communities to synthetic chemicals linked to Parkinson’s disease, non-Hodgkin’s 

81 lymphoma, and various reproductive and neurodevelopmental disorders.(6) Reducing synthetic 

82 agrochemical use may further help lower the estimated 385 million annual cases of unintentional 

83 acute pesticide poisoning worldwide, including 11,000 related deaths.(7) Despite these well-

84 documented advantages, many regions continue to face challenges in integrating organic farming 

85 into their food supply chains.

86 The Canary Islands, an archipelago of seven islands located approximately 1,400 

87 kilometers southwest of mainland Spain, provide a valuable case study of a region struggling with 

88 these challenges.(8)  As part of the European Union’s Outermost Regions (EUORs) and a Spanish 
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89 autonomous community, the archipelago has fertile soils, unique fruit and vegetable varieties, mild 

90 year-round climates, and longstanding water-optimization practices- factors that make it highly 

91 suitable for continuous agricultural production.(9),(10) Reflecting this potential, the Canary 

92 Islands rank as the seventh-largest organic market among Spanish provinces, with 2,572 registered 

93 producers.(11)  Organic producers must follow strict European Union regulations—rules that do 

94 not apply to conventional farmers—which require detailed records on growing conditions, 

95 sanitation, transport, processing, labeling, and quality control.(12) Even though organic producers 

96 consistently meet these high assurance standards, the conventional market still dominates the 

97 region’s food system.

98 Conventional farming in the Canary Islands relies heavily on synthetic agrochemicals, and 

99 the region spends more on these inputs than any other autonomous community in Spain.(11,12) 

100 Studies have measured contamination of farmland with multiple pesticide compounds, posing risks 

101 to both human health and biodiversity.11-18 In one study, 99% of sampled residents tested positive 

102 for pesticide residues in their blood—far exceeding international benchmarks of 47–

103 73%.(18),(19),(20) These findings identify public health considerations related to conventional 

104 agriculture and point to organic farming as an area for additional attention and study.

105 1.2 Socioeconomic Context
106
107 Between 2022 and 2023, Spain’s organic sector grew by 4.73%, yet government subsidies 

108 remain limited and primarily support conventional production.(21) The Canary Islands are eligible 

109 for only three of 150 possible agricultural subsidies that are available to mainland producers,  and 

110 none are destined specifically towards organic production. This limited political-economic support 

111 adds to the standard challenges faced by EUORs in the development of regional supply chains, 

112 including limited external investment, dependence on imports, difficulties in exporting, and small 
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113 local markets.(22),(23),(24) Meanwhile, imported food products receive subsidies, further 

114 competing with local production.(25),(26) 

115 Beyond economic and political disadvantages, the Canary Islands also contend with the 

116 long-term consequences of historical isolation and poverty. During the 1940s post-war period and 

117 beyond, the region experienced disproportionately higher food scarcity than mainland 

118 Spain.(27),(28),(29) Findings from local ethnographers Juan Cruz, David Conde-Caballero, Borja 

119 Rivero-Jiménez, and Lorenzo Mariano-Juarez, indicate that these experiences with rationing and 

120 hunger shape contemporary consumption behaviors, fostering preferences for quantity, versatility, 

121 and flavor over nutritional quality.(29),(30) The region has also faced decades of farmworker 

122 exploitation and rural poverty, which have driven mass emigration and land abandonment over the 

123 past fifty years.(31),(32) Both the collective memory of famine and enduring hardships in the 

124 agricultural sector contribute to a persistent negative perception of local products—referred to here 

125 as social stigma—and a preference for imported goods.(30),(31),(32)

126 The region’s focus on low-cost mass tourism further disadvantages the organic market by 

127 shifting value away from local production systems.(26) Of the 14.1 million annual tourists, 44% 

128 choose all-inclusive stays, which pressures suppliers to prioritize cost over quality, undermines 

129 local small businesses, and discourages investment in sustainable infrastructure.(33),(34) This 

130 dynamic not only erodes local economies but also contributes to environmental 

131 degradation.(33),(34) 

132 1.3 Theoretical Frameworks

133 This study drew on Barney’s universalistic ‘Firm Resources and Sustained Competitive 

134 Advantage’ theory and Kahan’s industry-specific ‘Entrepreneurship in Farming’ framework to 

135 develop the interview guide, inform potential solutions, and contextualize emergent themes within 
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136 the existing literature. (35) These frameworks were selected for their relevance to the study sample 

137 and alignment with the study’s underlying assumptions.

138 Barney proposes three resource categories critical to success: physical, human, and 

139 organizational capital.(36) Applying this framework to organic farming, physical capital can be 

140 understood to encompass production technology, land quality, and growing conditions. Human 

141 capital includes producers’ training, experience, judgment, and professional networks, while 

142 organizational capital refers to production planning and informal commercialization strategies.(36) 

143 Each resource category can be further characterized by its value (ability to exploit opportunities), 

144 rarity (difficulty of implementation), and imperfect imitability (difficulty of replication).(36) 

145 Barney's theory assumes that firms and their resources are heterogeneous, a condition reflected in 

146 this study, where producers differed in size, yield, production strategies, and product offerings.(36) 

147 Kahan’s Entrepreneurship in Farming model extends Barney’s framework specifically to 

148 agriculture, highlighting patterns common among farmer-entrepreneurs, such as reliance on trial-

149 and-error and network-building as problem-solving strategies.(37) Kahan identifies key barriers, 

150 including unsupportive laws and regulations, limited financial support, socio-cultural pressures, 

151 insufficient training opportunities, and lack of expert guidance—all factors relevant to this study’s 

152 context.(37) To address these challenges, Kahan recommends that farmers enhance their value 

153 chain through differentiation and post-harvest processing, improve production efficiencies, adopt 

154 new technologies and innovations, prioritize soil stewardship, foster group entrepreneurship, and 

155 develop long-term growth strategies.(37)

156 2. Methods

157 2.1 Study Design and Sampling Strategy
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158 This study followed a qualitative thematic analysis approach to explain the challenges 

159 faced by producers and the strategies employed to overcome them.(38) Findings from this 

160 inductive “open-coding” process were subsequently contextualized using Barney’s Firm 

161 Resources and Sustained Competitive Advantage theory and Kahan’s ‘Entrepreneurship in 

162 Farming’ frameworks. (39),(40),(41) Data were collected via open-ended interviews designed to 

163 capture strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and adaptive strategies within the organic market 

164 across all levels of the Socioecological Framework.

165 Participants were selected through purposive sampling in collaboration with a local expert, 

166 who recommended interviewees based on variability in farm size, industry experience, production 

167 strategies, crop diversity, and geographic location. This approach was employed to attempt to have 

168 the sample reflect the range of realities in the market.

169 2.2 Data Collection Methods and Technologies

170 The first author conducted face-to-face, semi-structured interviews and participant 

171 observation at each participant’s production location over a three-week period in July 2023. No 

172 participants refused to participate nor dropped out, no repeat interviews were conducted, and no 

173 one other than the first author was present during the interviews. Interviews were 30 to 120 minutes 

174 long and followed the pilot-tested interview guide in Table 1.

175 Table 1. Sample Interview Questions
1 What was the process of beginning your production like? What resources were available and what obstacles 

did you face?
2 What are the biggest challenges that currently hinder your growth? How could you receive more support?
3 What are the greatest professional alliances you have built? How have these helped establish and maintain 

your production?
4 What is your clientele, and how did you make these connections?
5 What have been key factors in the growth of your operations?
6 How do you compete with conventional producers? How was it been made possible to produce organically 

despite the elevated obstacles present in the market? 
176
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177  Eleven interviews were digitally audio-recorded and transcribed using Sonix.ai.(42) Each 

178 transcript was read at least three times, and each recording was listened to at least once, before 

179 drafting analytic memos that captured reflections, questions, and insights. Transcripts were not 

180 returned to participants for comment and/or correction out of consideration for their time and 

181 difficulty of reach. 

182 2.2.1 Ethical Considerations

183 Participants were briefed on the study purpose, and consent forms were distributed and 

184 signed to ensure transparency and establish direct contact with the research team as needed. The 

185 study protocols were approved by the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill’s Institutional 

186 Review Board. Personal identifiers were removed from transcripts. 

187 2.2.2 Data Processing and Analysis  

188 Insights from analytic memos were categorized according to the principles of the chosen 

189 theoretical frameworks to develop a preliminary codebook. This draft was first applied to a single 

190 transcript, then revised for clarity and conciseness. The finalized codebook (see Figure 1) was 

191 applied to all transcripts by the first author, and a code summary report was generated using 

192 MAXQDA software.(43) 

193 Emerging themes from the code summary report were compared between “successful” and 

194 “unsuccessful” participants, determined based on interviewee’s expressed confidence in their 

195 ability to grow despite market pressures. System-wide diagrams (Appendix 2–4) were constructed 

196 using software-derived code co-occurrences, analytic memo insights, and code summary notes to 

197 illustrate positive and negative causal loops in the market. These diagrams and codes were 

198 participant-checked by the local expert to ensure that market strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, 
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199 and adaptive strategies were accurately represented. Code frequencies and extracted quotes were 

200 tracked across transcripts to ensure equitable representation of participants.

201 2.2.3 Positionality 

202 The first author, Julian Goldner, was a student in the Gillings School of Global Public 

203 Health’s Department of Environmental Sciences and Engineering of Latin American descent fluent 

204 in Spanish, and may have been favorably positioned to build rapport with participants through his 

205 cultural and language overlap, as well as having been introduced to participants through a trusted 

206 local expert (although no relationship was established prior to study commencement). Prior to the 

207 study, the author had limited technical knowledge of organic farming, prompting participants to 

208 explain industry basics and practices in detail, although he did have experience in qualitative 

209 research and conducting interviews. As a foreigner unaffiliated with any competing firm or 

210 institution, the author may have gained candid insights from participants without fear of negative 

211 repercussions. The author presented as male, which facilitated access to the industry’s male-

212 dominated environment. The researcher communicated to interviewer participants that the study 

213 would not be used for commercial purposes, and that his motivation for the study was due to 

214 interest in continuing an academic career within sustainable food systems research.  

215 2.3 Participant Characteristics

216 The interview sample (Table 2) consisted of eleven producers from the Canary Islands’ 

217 organic sector, an amount chosen based on the sample sizes of comparable studies and the 

218 geographic, demographic, and strategic diversity of the sample.(44),(45),(46),(47) Participants 

219 ranged in age from 42 to 68 years, with 5 to 19 years of market experience; ten held bachelor’s 

220 degrees, though only one in a field related to their profession. According to the success 

221 classification described in Section 2.3.2, four producers self-identified as “unsuccessful” and seven 
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222 as “successful.” Interviews were conducted across four of the seven main Canary Islands (Tenerife, 

223 Lanzarote, La Palma, and El Hierro).

224 Production size was determined by each producer’s ability to supply large-scale industrial 

225 contracts sustainably and reliably. Large producers achieved high yields and maintained 

226 production stability; medium producers could achieve both but lacked sufficient resources and 

227 support; small producers faced significant challenges in yield and stability. The sample captures a 

228 diverse range of experiences, geographies, adaptation strategies, and production types, sufficient 

229 to reach data saturation.

230 Table 2. Participant Demographics

Participant 
ID

Gender Time in Industry 
(years)

Production Size Determined success

T1 Male 16 Small No

T2 Male 6 Small Yes

T3 Male 9 Small Yes

T4 Female 19 Large Yes

T5 Male 21 Large Yes

T6 Male 13 Medium Yes

T7 Male 14 Small Yes

T8 Male 13 Medium No

T9 Male 12 Medium No

T10 Male/Female 13 Small No

T11 Male 11 Medium Yes
231

232 3. Results
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233

234 3.1 Difficulties of organic production in the Canary Islands 

235 This section explores the most salient obstacles to the sustainable success of the organic market 

236 by identifying key system-wide challenges reported by producers. 

237 3.1.1 Barriers in Production

238 A theme present among all participants was the lack of information and resources available 

239 to them as early market disruptors and innovators. All participants linked production difficulties 

240 with a lack of accessible technical information on organic production methods and insufficient 

241 institutional support. Participant T8 describes this challenge within the context of the initial 

242 transition to organic production: “The change is […] dramatic. You need to relearn a new set of 

243 tricks that don’t develop at the speed of your other bag of tricks. I mean I could add a fertilizer 

244 and change the outcome of a crop in conventional farming. But I can’t do that in organic.” Nine 

245 producers emphasized that, unlike conventional farming, local governments and networks did not 

246 provide theoretical, experiential, or institutional guidance.

247 In addition to lacking tangible information that could directly help production, the theme 

248 of industry-wide stigma around organic consumption, mainly by other conventional producers, 

249 was prevalent. All participants reported challenges associated with being early adopters of organic 

250 practices in a market with few social support nets, including costly mistakes, complex bureaucratic 

251 processes, financial risk, and social opposition. Participant T4 recalled: “When I transitioned to 

252 organic agriculture […], I was called crazy. People said: ‘That woman is going to ruin her 

253 husband’s investments’”. Five producers highlighted that this social layer, in addition to the 

254 technical challenges of organic production, left them feeling more isolated and unsupported than 

255 their conventional counterparts. Producers felt the need to downplay their struggles to the 
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256 consumer to protect an already damaged reputation, even during the widespread systemic stressors 

257 of the COVID-19 pandemic: “I felt embarrassed to have to elevate prices that way. So, what did 

258 I do? I reduced my own profit margins, but I can’t continue this way” remarked participant T2. 

259 By being disruptors in the Canarian organic industry, producers faced the universal hardships of 

260 entrepreneurship while simultaneously deciphering the challenges of organic production in a 

261 stigmatized context.

262 In tandem with the perceived lack of social support, the theme of bureaucratic processes 

263 interfering with firm efficiency was present in all transcripts.  Complying with EU organic 

264 regulations and quality standards similarly exhausted financial and human capital, resulting in 

265 producers that felt neglected by the same regulations they adhered to. Producer T11 stated: “The 

266 support always gets lost along the way and the taxes are always greater than the alleged aids. 

267 […]. Our time is sparce and we need to comply with so many bureaucratic processes, so many 

268 unnecessary taxes. [...] Between processes and taxes, they have taken away the same amount of 

269 help that they have given.” Producers perceived that their obedient adherence to the extensive 

270 administrative processes of organic production should come with benefits that could incentivize 

271 and reward their compliance, instead they felt overlooked and insufficiently resourced.

272 Lacking the support they felt they needed, producers reported an inability to scale their 

273 operations and invest in the technologies, resources, and strategies that could potentially maximize 

274 production efficiency and ease. When discussing the frustration of being unable to scale, producer 

275 T8 said: “We’re really underfunded. We don’t have the tools to be what we want to be. We don’t 

276 have the tools to be great at our jobs. We’re just getting by.” The greater efficiency that would 

277 come with costly technologies available to large-scale producers was not financially attainable for 

278 small-scale producers, and institutional aid was insufficiently able to reconcile this gap.
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279 This combination of insufficient institutional support systems and production expertise 

280 often led producer to rely on costly and inefficient trial-and-error processes, as noted by all 

281 participants. Participant T8 mentioned: “I made a lot of mistakes that (I wish) someone would have 

282 told me ‘We don't grow that this time of the year. We don't do this or we don't do that’. I reinvented 

283 the wheel so many times. […] I don't feel like I've learned what is right. I've learned what is wrong. 

284 And I avoid that.” These inefficient and time-consuming processes added economic strains that 

285 siloed producers’ limited resources and inhibited sustainable market entry and growth. 

286 Additionally, high investment costs in raw materials, technology, and labor posed 

287 significant risks due to unpredictable production conditions and unstable demand. Small producers 

288 lacked the financial and technological resources to mitigate crop yield variations: “The math is 

289 done, but as soon as you apply it on livestock or agriculture, it does not fit. And these blunders are 

290 not the same year by year, season by season. You need to rely on logic, practice, and experience 

291 to secure production, and you need to try them every year and in every moment”, mentioned T11. 

292 Only large producers with machinery, financial resources, and production teams could secure 

293 bigger contracts, leaving small producers vulnerable.

294 Long-term growth was similarly constrained, with participant T7 noting: “We had to pray 

295 that the money we made was enough for a second planting and so on and so forth. […] I mean, 

296 we’re one bad crop away from going broke. Because we don’t have a cushion.” High perceived 

297 risk from unpredictable markets led to farmers avoiding potentially beneficial investments, 

298 limiting growth and allowing conventional farms to preserve their competitive advantage.   

299 3.1.2 Barriers in Consumption 
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300 As previously discussed, consumers’ negative perception of the organic market 

301 isolates producers and introduces added production strains. However, this same stigma also 

302 impacts consumption by resulting in inconsistent and insufficient demand. 

303 Ten participants expressed that the local consumer base was generally biased against local 

304 organic consumption. Whether customers assumed markedly higher prices, unappealing flavor 

305 profiles, strictly vegetarian product offerings, or inferior quality, producers suffered the economic 

306 repercussions of this stigma. Producers blamed uncomprehensive organic product labeling and 

307 insufficient public awareness as explanations for the lower demand they faced, even when offering 

308 high-quality products. 

309 Participant T3  explained: “I remember the first three years when I opened my organic 

310 restaurant, people would say that it was food for sick people. That you should go to another place. 

311 Why? Because they did not understand the concept.” Participants T10 mentioned: “People 

312 understand certain terms very well. They know what a vegan is, a vegetarian, but the term 

313 ‘organic’ is still hurt.” These excerpts highlight the role stigma has in reducing local demand in a 

314 population already impacted by the socioeconomic effects of geographical isolation. 

315 Geographic isolation further restricts the potential consumer pool. Participant T8 

316 explained: “There’s two million people that live in the Canary Islands, but they live in seven 

317 islands. And after those two million people, I don’t have a single customer. My customers are an 

318 ocean away. […] If I were in mainland Spain, I’d have access to 44 million customers […] so 

319 there is a ceiling that can’t be broken.” Every producer emphasized the need to educate both locals 

320 and tourists about the importance of supporting local consumption not only as a tool for achieving 

321 economic resiliency, but also in furthering the environmental and public health benefits of organic 

322 food systems.
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323 Although seasonal tourist influxes reportedly supported producers, reliance on tourists was 

324 neither sustainable nor reliable. Producer T10 stated: “We still have a very high percentage of 

325 tourists that visit us more than locals. […] We have a product offering centered on the value and 

326 quality of our product, but the tourists are still the ones that push us. They are our engine.” 

327 However, tourist support did not align with crop seasonality: “(Tourists) leave to their country of 

328 origin, and the schools close as well. […] So suddenly, you just do not know what to do with your 

329 merchandise. You can’t have consistency”, remarked participant T2. 

330 Despite the region’s year-round tourist season, the typical Canary Island tourist is 

331 uninterested in organic consumption. Producers report that local governments support tourism 

332 focused on low-cost, all-inclusive packages that diminish visitors’ interest in food system quality: 

333 “Canary Islands is the King of the All-Inclusive. In the way that the person that comes here comes 

334 because their parents pay for everything, because it is one of the cheapest (places) in Europe”, 

335 said participant T10.  This excerpt revealed how supporting a tourism model that prioritizes 

336 quantity over quality is incompatible with the sustainable growth parameters of the organic sector, 

337 and that opportunities exist for restructuring the tourism industry to better support its local 

338 producers.

339 However, difficulties with positioning organic products in mainstream markets was 

340 reported as a barrier for increasing consumption among both tourists and locals. Local organic 

341 consumption was reported by all participants both as insufficient and highly variable, meaning that 

342 small producers lacked large, recurring contracts that could guarantee financial stability. Small 

343 producers were instead forced to rely on their social networks to create their own 

344 commercialization routes, a time intensive and logistically cumbersome feat. The tedious nature 

345 of locating markets and developing professional relationships can be seen in the following extract 
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346 by participant T9: “I could not see the market. I had no access to see what was being demanded 

347 and when […]. I would find out two weeks later than everyone from someone who had found out 

348 what some store needed and would tell me […]. We would lose a lot of time and energy in the 

349 process.” Although helpful for keeping small producers afloat, reliance on social networks for 

350 direct-to-consumer sales was reported as an unsustainable and time-consuming strategy. 

351 Even with increased demand, limited commercialization strategies and poor product 

352 placement restricted growth. Despite offering high product quality, all producers reported being 

353 outcompeted by conventional vendors that could afford multiple retail locations in highly-

354 trafficked areas: “when faced with this issue, people opt for a mall, for a large retail surface or a 

355 supermarket where there is sufficient parking”, remarked participant T11. Breaking into these 

356 spaces and markets was viewed as impossible since producers felt outcompeted and underfunded.  

357 3.2 Market Assets and Adaptations

358 This section explores the market’s characteristic assets and how producers have leveraged 

359 them to overcome challenges. Market strengths can be categorized by product qualities, 

360 commercialization strategies, and shared characteristics that support production team success.

361 3.2.1 Quality Product Offering 

362 The Canary Islands’ natural resources and climatologic conditions permit year-round 

363 production of high-quality organic goods that outcompete European counterparts in terms of 

364 freshness, taste, and uniqueness. Successful producers further capitalized on these conditions by 

365 pursuing niche value propositions that dramatically enhanced product quality and attracted 

366 consumption. Main strategies are outlined in Table 3. 

367
368 Table 3. Strategies for Creating Added Value

Strategy Definition Examples
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Product 
Superiority

The process of perfecting each 
firm’s primary products to ensure 
inimitability

T1: “This product is first class worldwide.” 

T2: “My offering has always been quality. […] There is always 
a niche in the market, a part of the public, that searches for and 
wants that superior quality.”

T3: “If you do something that goes slightly out of the ordinary, 
but you have a coherence and a quality and you go to a specific 
sector, people will search for it and value it.”

Circularity Strategies of resource 
maximization that make firms as 
self-sufficient and 
environmentally-friendly as 
possible

T7: “We had an issue with chicken waste, which we had to 
eliminate. We had two options: take it to a landfill, or implement 
it ourselves. And we found a way to capitalize on the waste and 
make compost.”

T4: “We make the products with what we have. Everything is 
our own.” 

T10: “Everything is very artisanal. We make our own tomato 
paste, our own soy sauce, basically everything.” 

Diversification The strategy of identifying specific 
market needs to broaden market 
share

T6: “The strategy was to have things that had never been in the 
Canary Islands. We did not have organic meat. So, we got 
organic meat. […] The success was in having all aspects of 
organic nutrition in one same spot. And what has happened is 
that people that are interested in organic, but also in waste free, 
vegan, or bulk consumption come to us.”

T9: “We plant around 70 products every year because I do not 
like just growing broccoli and living from broccoli, but also 
because in the end, I would not be able to survive off of one 
product.”

T4: “We have guided tours where we explain the banana harvest 
and then have a tasting on the farm’s products. I also began 
preparing parts of the farm to host events. That way we 
complement production and balance out revenue”

369
370 At the core of each quality-generating strategy was an effort to attract new consumers and 

371 reshape public perception of the organic market by countering stigma through image rebranding. 

372 Differentiating products through exceptional quality widened producers’ consumer base, enabled 

373 flexible pricing strategies, and positioned offerings in the higher-end market segment.
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374 In addition to product excellence, six producers pursued direct market rebranding 

375 strategies. Daily business activities often emphasized quality assurance, including meticulous 

376 attention to cleanliness and presentation, aimed at positively surprising skeptical customers. 

377 Participant T11 noted: “Ten years ago, organic products were associated with something bad. 

378 Something ugly. We would go to stores and organic products were all on the ground in cardboard 

379 boxes.” They added: “We need our shop to be aesthetically pleasing […] because all producers 

380 want a place where their things are well-presented.”

381 Investing in image-building proved effective. Four producers reported that these efforts drew 

382 attention from third-party organizations, which publicized their businesses and expanded their 

383 consumer base. Many leveraged niche regional identities—such as Lanzarote’s artisanal 

384 agriculture and endemic specie varieties—to enhance market visibility and profit. 

385 Even without robust rebranding strategies, the exceptional product quality producers 

386 achieved consistently attracted and retained customers. Producer T1 noted: “I took a costumer 

387 (some products) and she asked if there was a way that she could buy them for her store because 

388 ‘it was egg that tasted like egg’. She said that the taste was unlike anything else they have 

389 consumed.” Such experiences were common across all participants, demonstrating that quality 

390 drove customer loyalty despite market pressures.

391 Regardless of price or inaccessibility, customers that understood the organic market’s 

392 superior quality were willing to travel to purchase them, as shown in the following excerpt from 

393 T6:  

394 “One day I got a call from a physical therapist in Lanzarote that wanted my meats so that 

395 their clients could heal better. I answered that it was impossible, […] we were in opposite 

396 extremes of the Canary Islands. But he said that if you want it, you can get it. He facilitated 
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397 some parts, some processes, I collaborated with others, and through this collaboration we 

398 were able to send the first meat shipments.” 

399 These loyal consumers contributed to the market’s resilience by recognizing quality and 

400 building strong partnerships that supported continued growth.

401 3.2.2 Social Networks and Mutualistic Relationships 

402 The Canary Islands’ small size and geographic isolation facilitates the development of 

403 strong professional relationships among producers and stakeholders, enabling access to growth 

404 opportunities in production and consumption.

405 All producers reported that synergistic relationships minimized costs and improved profit 

406 margins. Informal networks between farmers, shops, and restaurants helped overcome logistical 

407 and financial barriers. Participant T1 described collaboration in supply importation: “When I am 

408 going to import feed, I always talk with a partner. ‘Do you need anything?’ Even if it’s not chicken 

409 feed, we can share a container’s worth of things.” This example demonstrates the practical benefit 

410 of relationships in combatting production barriers related to geographic isolation and cost. 

411 Additionally, ten of eleven producers highlighted the role of social networks in navigating 

412 production challenges, bureaucracy, and social stigma. Such connections provided informal 

413 mentorship, reducing trial-and-error and information gaps. Participant T9 explained: “We have a 

414 deal that when I have strawberries and the season comes, I call him. The rest of the year we barely 

415 talk, unless somethings happens and we find ourselves in a tough spot. But he also knows a lot 

416 about agriculture and I can ask him things at any time.” This example shows how professional 

417 relationships generated informal sales contracts and connected producers with valuable 

418 information they might not have otherwise accessed.
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419 Despite its limitations, the small size of the Canary Island’s organic market was also 

420 described as an asset because it provided the conditions for the development of empathetic 

421 professional relationships. Producers all reported a culture of cooperation, generosity, and support 

422 that at times helped combat greater logistical or financial burdens for the continued success of the 

423 market as a whole. Stakeholders were aware of the market’s fragility, and understood that 

424 supporting each other through difficulties was mutually beneficial. Participant T9 mentioned: “I 

425 have some clients that gave me a hand in the beginning. They realized that I was left alone, and 

426 they said ‘let’s help him out. Let’s buy a few more things as well.’ And I was able to begin 

427 producing more.” The industry’s characteristic collaborative mindset was hence an asset that 

428 protected producers from market failures. 

429 Additionally, relationships between organic producers provided critical motivation and 

430 strengthened persistence, helping producers overcome challenges. “We have a strong sense of 

431 association that comes from fighting together against the enemies of organic agriculture”, noted 

432 participant T5. This quote not only highlights the emotional benefits of community-building, but 

433 also its potential in reducing social stigma and its associated downstream effects. 

434 3.2.3 Human Capital 

435 This section analyzes the ethical and behavioral traits, such as intrinsic motivation, 

436 leadership, and resourceful group dynamics, that successful producers exhibited. 

437 All transcripts highlighted values-driven motivation. Producers described working extra 

438 hours, forgoing salaries, investing personal savings, and taking on debt to ensure both the success 

439 of their production and the positive impact it would generate in their local environments. 

440 Participant T1 stated: “I’m here because of principle and because I like it. […] At the end of the 

441 day, I work even if there is no benefit for myself. I like what I do. That is the motivation.”
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442 This drive reportedly contributed to success by motivating producers through market 

443 difficulties and the emotionally and financially burdensome trial-and-error process. Participant T1 

444 stated: 

445 “When you don’t have someone to lean on, you need to learn yourself and build your own 

446 life a bit. And the mistakes? You pay out of pocket. But I think about the land. I’m like ‘Oh, 

447 it’s getting better.’ It’s getting better. This is going to be higher quality. […] We’re part of 

448 the land. We’re part of that, we’re integrated. We’re not apart from it. We’re not bypassing 

449 it. We’re in it.” 

450 Time invested in the trial-and-error learning process thus encouraged a sense of responsibility 

451 and pride that solidified producers’ drive for success.

452 Beyond strong work ethics, all producers expressed a sense of stewardship rooted in ancestral 

453 involvement in agriculture. Codes for ‘personal sacrifice’ and ‘legacy’ were closely linked, 

454 demonstrating a positive correlation between generational involvement and motivation. Participant 

455 T2 stated: “I do this, and this is what my grandfather did, and my great grandfather. This is magic.  

456 […] I always have had roots and a sense of responsibility towards the countryside because it has 

457 a big identity component and because I have seen it since I was little.” Legacy in farming provided 

458 practical assets like land and knowledge on resource maximization, but also intrinsic motivation 

459 needed to confront the difficult entrepreneurial environment.

460 This value-driven motivation extended beyond the individual, as seven producers felt like 

461 they had successfully instilled their own sense of motivation into their production teams, 

462 improving efficiency, problem-solving, and scalability. Building teams was crucial for production, 

463 as they provided manpower, facilitated scalability, and reduced uncertainty around generational 

464 transfer. Among the four ‘unsuccessful’ producers, insufficient teams were a key concern; among 
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465 the seven ‘successful’, team efficiency was central to success. Producer T8 stated: “It is clear that 

466 the first step is to have a good team. If not, you will not produce anything. This has taken me a lot 

467 of time to build.” Teams facilitated knowledge sharing, maintained quality, and countered social 

468 stigma by demonstrating the viability of organic production beyond just the individual.

469 3.3 Market Opportunities 

470 This section identifies strategies producers use to overcome production and consumption 

471 barriers, highlighting avenues for sustainable solutions.

472 3.3.1 Institutional Guidance

473 Limited access to support systems elevated the inherent risks of farmer-entrepreneurship. 

474 Producer T1 noted: “The costs are extremely elevated and when you’re a small production, all 

475 manual, time goes by easily[…].You’re very limited, and we simply don’t have more time to 

476 spend.” Being spread so thin, producers demonstrated need for comprehensive technical and 

477 logistical support to alleviate operational strains and maximize efficiency. However, all producers 

478 criticized current agricultural institutions as deficient and bureaucratic. This sentiment is found in 

479 participant T6’s quote:

480 “The place where I go for professional assessments is a small agricultural  institution. But 

481 there are things that slip their mind because it’s a new topic for them. They would come 

482 back and say that they had to do things differently, and change another thing, and I would 

483 end up learning with the punches as a result of stumbles that I know were not intentional 

484 but that still impacted me.”

485 Given their compliance with the strict regulations explored in section 1.1, all producers 

486 expressed  a desire for governmental support systems that reciprocated the professionalism and 

487 effort they themselves were allocating. 
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488 3.3.2 Financial Support

489 Nine producers reported feeling neglected by policies favoring conventional agriculture 

490 and foreign supply chains. The lack of subsidies and incentives for organic production was 

491 criticized by all 11 producers, and clearly exemplified in participant T8’s statement: “There’s so 

492 much more about farming than farming. I feel like we don’t get money for the things that we do 

493 outside of farming. I’m improving the soil and the ecosystem in my region… who’s paying me for 

494 that? I’m making that part of the island better.”  Producers advocated monetizing the positive 

495 externalities of organic farming through subsidies and consumer credits to increase financial 

496 capital and stabilize demand.

497 3.3.3 Cooperatives

498 The need for resilient production schedules, improved access to industry experts, and 

499 streamlined commercialization strategies was expressed by all producers: all opportunities 

500 potentially  addressed through building and strengthening formal cooperatives.   Participant T2 

501 provides a diverse perspective as the only cooperative member, stating: “Sometimes you view your 

502 neighbor as your greatest enemy. The (cooperative) has managed to break that stereotype. They 

503 help in everything, from digital management for who needs it to picking up merchandise and 

504 commercializing it at a standard price for everyone that is also competitive.” Formalizing the 

505 already existing social networks helped reduce logistical burdens, enhance market access, and 

506 coordinate production while decreasing individual risks. 

507 3.3.4 Public Awareness

508 All producers emphasized the need to increase public awareness of the environmental, 

509 socioeconomic, and health benefits of organic consumption. Producer T3 explained:

510
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511 “It’s important that people have the information to know what they are eating. And based 

512 on that, they can decide. If they want to continue consuming (conventional), or they can’t 

513 consume (organic) for any reason whether economic, well... But do you know what you’re 

514 eating? Are you conscious about it?” 

515

516 Producers believed demand would rise once consumers fully recognized the superior 

517 quality and value of organic products, particularly given the loyalty of existing customers.

518
519 Table 4. Summary of the Strengths, Weaknesses, and Opportunities of the Canary Islands’ 
520 Organic Farming Market and their Relation to Theoretical Frameworks.

Themes Subthemes Theoretical 
Application

Examples from Data

Quality Product 
Offering

Product 
Superiority, 
Circularity, 
Diversification, 
Image Rebranding, 
Customer Loyalty

Resource Rarity, 
Product 
Diversification, 
Capturing Value

T10: “People come here looking for 
something of quality. (Our product) is 
good, and they do not care if it’s organic 
or not. We just insist that it’s an added 
value.”

Social Networks 
and Mutualistic 
Relationships

Cost Reduction, 
Expert Guidance, 
Market Stability, 
Motivation

Market 
heterogeneity, 
Imperfect 
Resource 
Imitability

T11: “We are a bridge between 
producer and consumer. It’s a short 
bridge. In this way, the links and 
connections that we encourage among 
the network are truly vital.”

Strengths

Human Capital Personal Sacrifice, 
Legacy, Team 
Building

Human Capital, 
Group 
Entrepreneurship

T1: “The perseverance to stay in the 
same spot regardless how difficult it is. 
It does not matter if a boulder falls on 
me, but I will not let myself be 
flattened.”

Barriers in 
Production

Information and 
Resource Gap, 
Social Stigma, 
Bureaucracy,  
Insufficient 
Support, Financial 
Risk, Market 
Unpredictability

Barriers to 
Farming-
Entrepreneurship

T6: “When something starts, the 
professionals aren’t there or you’re not 
professional yet because you don’t have 
the knowledge.”

Weaknesses

Barriers in 
Consumption

Social Stigma, 
Limited Consumer 
Base, Mass 

Barriers to 
Farming-
Entrepreneurship 

T1: “There’s a certain customer that 
buys organic. And that’s it. So, we need 
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Tourism, 
Decentralized 
Demand, 
Inaccessibility

more customers. There’s just not 
enough.”

Institutional 
Guidance

N/A ( market 
opportunities 
directly stated by 
by participants)

Broadening 
Management 
Skills

T8: “We don’t have the tools to be what 
we want to be. We don’t have the tools 
to be great at our jobs. We’re just 
getting by.”

Financial 
Support

N/A ( market 
opportunities 
directly stated by 
by participants)

Impact of 
Technology

T10: “After ten years, which is a long 
time for a business here, there is no 
certainty or security and that makes it so 
that you don’t take risks or take the next 
step to invest in something that could be 
beneficial.”

Cooperatives N/A ( market 
opportunities 
directly stated by 
by participants)

Long-term 
planification

T6: “If one or two of your strong clients 
fail, you might as well dedicate your 
time to something else. […] If they fall, 
we’re going with them. The reality is the 
reality, we depend on each other.”

Opportunities

Public 
Awareness

N/A ( market 
opportunities 
directly stated by 
by participants)

Market Access T7: “We have sensed a rise in 
awareness over the environment and in 
nutrition, but this has not yet been 
transformed into informed 
consumption.”

521

522 4. Discussion

523 The Canary Islands’ organic market relies on the characteristically high quality of its 

524 product offering, a strong collaboration between market stakeholders, and producers’ robust 

525 dedication to the social and environmental benefits of organic production as strategies to overcome 

526 significant challenges. These tactics may be contextualized under Barney’s theory as tangible 

527 examples of exploiting imperfect resource inimitability and resource rarity to secure competitive 

528 advantages, hence demonstrating the applicability of his framework to this study’s results. 

529 Similarly, although the geographic isolation, regulatory and governmental neglect, unsustainable 

530 tourism industry, and social stigma against the Canary Islands’ organic sector are unique obstacles 
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531 the market faces, the consumption and production barriers are consistent with those challenges that 

532 farmer-entrepreneurs generally experience according to Kahan’s framework. 

533 4.1 Implications of Findings 

534 The following sections explore evidence-based tactics that have been employed across 

535 other European organic markets, tailored specifically to the opportunities extracted from this 

536 study’s sample. 

537 4.1.1 Tourism Reform: Capitalizing on Opportunity for Public Awareness and 

538 Institutional Guidance

539 Given the market’s characteristic strengths, this study highlights the potential the Canary 

540 Islands has in becoming a global example of a locally-sourced, self-sufficient, high-quality food 

541 economy. To make this a reality, value must be collectively placed on the region’s natural 

542 resources and local communities.(24) Reducing the region’s backing of unsustainable, low-quality 

543 supply chains destined for tourist consumption is a first step in this process, as expressed by the 

544 sample’s criticism of the tourism sector and its desire for greater institutional support, public 

545 awareness, and stable demand. 

546 Reducing reliance on mass tourism and reimagining the industry to benefit local production 

547 may help increase demand for high-quality organic products, evidenced by the growing support 

548 towards sustainable tourism models in recent Canarian tourist data. (48)  34.6% of surveyed 

549 tourists demand pristine natural environments, 26.9% prioritize quality gastronomical offerings, 

550 and access to local products was recognized as a top priority.(48) Likewise, 59.1% of surveyed 

551 tourists are willing to increase spending to minimize environmental impacts.(48)  The United 

552 Nation’s sustainable food procurement guidelines similarly encourage the development of locally-
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553 sourced supply chains to help address organic markets’ need for greater demand while still 

554 benefiting tourism industries.(49)  

555 The Canary Islands would not be the first highly-frequented tourist destination to 

556 emphasize sustainable food system development. Prioritizing environmental protection, cultural 

557 heritage, and local supply chains has been shown to increase willingness-to-pay among tourists in 

558 Hawaii, and 76% of travelers worldwide are increasingly prioritizing sustainability when choosing 

559 destinations.(50,51) In Lanzarote, marketing campaigns that emphasize cultural preservation, low-

560 emission transportation, and local consumption has led to its recognition as a Responsible Tourism 

561 Biosphere, becoming the third most visited Canary Island.(52) These reforms benefited local 

562 organic production by incentivizing demand and stimulating the creation of a successful 

563 cooperative that coordinates commercialization, guarantees fair pricing, and provides expert 

564 insights.(53),(48) 

565 Centering local, organic producers in the tourism industry’s procurement strategy could 

566 help address the sample’s stated need for stable, high-volume demand while capitalizing on the 

567 opportunity for greater public awareness. As organic producers become larger stakeholders in the 

568 tourist offering, the sample’s expressed need greater institutional support could also be addressed 

569 given tourism is already an economic priority for island leadership.(26) 

570 4.1.2 Subsidies and Strategic Partnerships: Addressing need for Cooperatives, 

571 Institutional Guidance, and Financial Support

572 As emphasized by all participants, greater assistance from government institutions and 

573 formal organizations is crucial for providing producers with the financial, technological, and 

574 logistical support needed to overcome production and consumption barriers.
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575 Restructuring the current agricultural subsidy system has the potential to stimulate both 

576 organic  production and consumption. Reducing subsidies for the conventional market alone would 

577 force their prices to more accurately reflect their production cost and make them comparable to (if 

578 not more expensive than) organic products.(54) Additionally, introducing organic subsidies for 

579 farmers would facilitate access to capital, machinery, and essential production technologies (such 

580 as water and soil sensors), allowing producers to scale efficiently and increase margins.(55) 

581 Similarly, studies reveal that subsidies for organic retailers helps encourage social responsibility 

582 in consumption while stimulating organic producers through significantly increased 

583 demand.(56),(57) 

584 Expanding public-sector investments in the organic market may address the stated need for 

585 greater demand and help ease production instability. EcoComedores is an initiative funded by the 

586 Canarian Institute for Agri-food Quality that aims to secure a minimum percentage of organic 

587 products in government-contracted food systems.(58) Expanding these programs, as exhibited in 

588 other EU countries, could reduce fluctuation in demand and provide producers with lucrative long-

589 term contracts.(59) Additionally, these partnerships educate younger generations on the 

590 socioeconomic and environmental benefits of organic consumption, addressing the sample’s stated 

591 need for increased public awareness.(58) Green procurement may also involve  compensating 

592 producers that hire farmworkers from marginalized communities, expanding the social impact of 

593 organic farming while securing the valuable production teams on which this sample emphasized 

594 relying.(60),(61) Promising first programs of the type in La Palma island see local governments 

595 benefiting from poverty reduction and reduced welfare spending, allowing funds to be destined 

596 towards the development of socially-beneficial organic farms.(61) 
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597 Addressing the information gap in organic production and the desire for increased expert 

598 guidance, the Canarian government must encourage the creation of mentorship programs that 

599 facilitate producer access to technical expertise. Enabling personalized consulting and assistance 

600 for both new and existing producers could help navigate bureaucratic processes, maximize 

601 production efficiency, mitigate risk, and reduce industry production barriers as seen in similar 

602 programs.(62,63)  The small size and social-interconnectedness of the Canarian organic market 

603 may expedite access to personalized attention by more easily connecting producers with well-

604 trained advisors. Although current producers had limited institutional support themselves, their 

605 accumulated expertise makes them invaluable advising candidates for the producers of the future.

606 4.1.3 Expanded Marketing: Increasing Public Awareness by Communicating 

607 Market Strengths 

608 Governmental institutions must also prioritize the creation of environmental public health 

609 marketing campaigns, as successful green marketing techniques have shown to stimulate 

610 sustainable food system development and organic sector consumption.(64),(65) Prioritizing more 

611 efficient messaging may support the Canarian organic market specifically by attracting more 

612 consumers with the characteristic high loyalty profile demonstrated in the sample. 

613 While the effort for increasing environmentally conscious consumption develops, 

614 communicating product quality in terms of taste may similarly garner demand. Organic-sector 

615 consumers consistently respond positively to taste-based marketing campaigns, and the observed 

616 appreciation of product quality in the Canarian market suggests similar success.(66) Additionally, 

617 the sociological profile explored in section 1.2 reiterates that Canarian populations exhibit a 

618 distinctively high affinity to taste-based consumption patterns: a characteristic the organic sector 

619 may capitalize on with its superior product quality.(29) 
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620 Further sociological analysis suggests that leveraging the islands’ long-standing 

621 agricultural history may similarly increase consumption. Highlighting the agricultural roots of 

622 modern Canarian culture and communicating that organic production methods are not a novelty, 

623 but an institution,  can appeal to Canarian patriotism and identity.(67),(30)  Psychologist Manuel 

624 Alemán explains that emphasizing the existence of experientially-sensed elements unique to the 

625 islands helps develop a sense of ‘canariety’ that is central to Canarian culture.(30) In fact, the 

626 Canarian banana industry relies on ‘canariety’ by marketing its conventionally-grown bananas as 

627 ‘the taste of the Canary Islands’, successfully positioning itself as a leader in Spanish produce 

628 sales.(68) Adopting a similar approach may thus prove beneficial for the organic sector. 

629 Similarly, generating perceived intimacy between producers and consumers by 

630 highlighting producers’ stories and personal experiences may increase customers’ willingness to 

631 pay.(69) Given producers’ reiterated emphasis on social networks as a vehicle for securing 

632 consumer loyalty, personalizing organic sector products in marketing would encourage greater 

633 interconnectedness and consumption. Generating reports that quantify organic sector positive 

634 impacts and conventional sector detriments may similarly sway consumption and support.(65)

635 4.2 Limitations and Further Research

636 Although this study’s sample extended to four of seven main islands, a majority of 

637 producers were based on Tenerife. Future studies could increase sample size and standardize 

638 participant amounts per island to allow for greater result transferability.

639 The concept of social stigma was prevalent across transcripts and a main focus of analysis 

640 and discussion in this paper. However, the sociological and ethnographic sources on Canarian 

641 culture used may be outdated and inaccurately capture modern phenomena. To explore stigma in 
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642 future studies, researchers should focus on a specific age group and tailor ethnographic research 

643 to fit the chosen demographic. 

644 Although the chosen sample size reflected a variety of production types, locations, farm 

645 sizes, and success levels, future studies would benefit from increased demographic diversity in age 

646 and gender. Likewise, interviewing producers who exited the industry would provide valuable 

647 insights on market pressures. Including conventional producers as control variables would broaden 

648 market understanding and potentially generate opportunities for collaboration and growth. 

649 Similarly, expanding the sample to include more members of formal cooperatives could provide 

650 insights on potential benefits of cooperative implementation.  

651 4.3 Conclusions

652 The geographical isolation, heightened entrance difficulties, and insufficient demand 

653 present in the Canary Islands’ organic farming market are key challenges that limit the industry’s 

654 growth. Producers employ strategies of resource maximization and diversification to offer their 

655 products to niche markets that are willing to overcome price and accessibility barriers because of 

656 their appreciation of the products’ greater added value. Communicating the value of organic 

657 products to greater populations, generating institutional support for the industry, and building a 

658 regional identity around sustainability hence become powerful tools in supporting small-scale 

659 organic producers and ensuring their longevity and growth. 

660 This study is significant because it is the first of its kind in the Canary Islands. Despite 

661 quantitative studies on soil quality, growing conditions, and nutrient profiles of organic products 

662 in the archipelago, there have been no other qualitative approaches that attempt to assess the 

663 strengths, weaknesses, and opportunities of the market as a whole. Encouraging this type of 
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664 research is essential to stimulate communication between producers and policymakers that can 

665 deliver tailored support for the struggling market. 

666 Despite the limitations stemming from this study’s sampling strategy, the results and 

667 discussion provide an important framework discussing the market’s challenges and potential on a 

668 microeconomic scale. Further research should assess the efficiency of potential policy 

669 implementations that tackle the weaknesses revealed through this analysis and capitalize on the 

670 market’s characteristic strengths. 
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