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Abstract:

Keywords:

Scientists and practitioners note a lack of knowledge and clear understanding of strategies
and organisational structures designed to provide local, biologically valuable, seasonal food
to society. The development of short food supply chains is a farmer-driven decision that
depends on the knowledge and expertise of the farmer, the demand for local products, and
the potential for customer involvement in value creation. This study aims to identify
the preconditions for co-creation and to develop a conceptual model of co-creation in short
food supply chains. The research methods included analysis of scientific literature, logical
analysis and generalisation, semi-structured interviews with farmers and customers, and case
studies. The study identified co-creation conditions and benefits: accessibility; involvement,
interest, honesty, openness; meeting expectations and goals; dialogue and communication
skills; and interaction between farmers and customers. The ecosystem of the short food
supply chain is shaped by the farmers and customers, with additional contributions from
other stakeholders, including local government and non-governmental organisations.
Customers are also value creators, making it important for farmers to establish conditions for
mutual interaction and dialogue.

co-creation, short food supply chain, interaction, farmer and customer behaviour

Santrauka:

Mokslininkai, praktikai pastebi, kad triksta Ziniy ir aiSkesnio supratimo apie naujas strategijas
ir organizacines struktlras, skirtas apripinti visuomene vietiniu, biologiskai vertingu,
sezoniniu maistu. Trumposios maisto tiekimo grandinés kdrimas yra Gkininko sprendimas,
kuris priklauso nuo dkininko Ziniy ir patirties, vietiniy produkty paklausos ir klienty
dalyvavimo kuriant verte galimybiy. Tyrimo tikslas — nustatyti prielaidas bendrakdrai ir sukurti
konceptualy bendrakdros vystymo trumposiose maisto tiekimo grandinése modelj. Taikyti Sie
tyrimo metodai: mokslinés literatlros Saltiniy analizé, loginé analizé ir apibendrinimas, pusiau
struktdruoti Gkininky ir pirkéjy interviu, atvejo analizé. Tyrimu nustatytos bendrakdros
kdrimosi salygos ir nauda: prieinamumas; jsitraukimas, suinteresuotumas, saZiningumas,
atvirumas; lukesciy ir tiksly tenkinimas; dialogo ir bendravimo jgudZiai; gamintojy ir vartotojy
sgveika. Trumpga maisto tiekimo grandine sudaro Ukininkai ir klientai, taip pat prisideda kitos
suinteresuotosios Salys — vietos valdZios institucijos ir nevyriausybinés organizacijos. Klientai
taip pat kuria verte, todél Ukininkams svarbu sudaryti tam tikras sglygas abipusiam
bendravimui ir dialogui.

Raktiniai Zodziai: bendrakira, trumpoji maisto tiekimo grandiné, sgveika, pirkéjy ir tkininky elgsena

Highlights

e The development of the short food supply chain follows the principle of network cooperation.

e Co-creation involves a wider range of stakeholders in the short food supply chain, which can be
involved in any stage of the value creation process.

e Co-creation creates value for all stakeholders in the short food supply chain and reflects their
perspectives.

e Stakeholder engagement in the co-creation process can evolve from weak to strong engagement,
becoming the driving force and competitive advantage of farms.
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1. Introduction

The scientific literature describes co-creation in short food supply chains in a variety of ways. The process
of co-creation and its development are examined in diverse contexts, resulting in a multifaceted approach
among researchers and practitioners. Co-creation refers to how the relationship between the farmer and
the customer is established, what value is generated for the actors along the chain, and the roles of both
the customer and the farmer in this value creation (Bakanové et al., 2012). Researchers (Konecny et al.,
2016; Atkocilniené et al., 2021) have identified the following challenges in organising short food supply
chains: a lack of entrepreneurship and new skills, an aging farming community reluctant to initiate genuine
value creation, a lack of mutual trust, strong seasonality of the products sold, an imbalance between
supply and demand, and difficulties in developing marketing schemes capable of communicating product
attributes and engaging customers in the co-creation process through communication tools.

The decision on the real value of a product is collegial and reflects a diversity of viewpoints (Bakanové
et al.,, 2012). In the development of short food supply chains, the product’s value is initially shaped
through interaction with customers and subsequently with other stakeholders. Customer engagement
largely depends on the business models used in the development of the short food supply chain, and
direct interactions can be supported by physical, virtual, and psychological contacts and relationships
within the marketing processes, where the aim is to understand customers’ expectations as much as
possible and to generate value in their consumption experiences (Grénroos et al., 2013). The elements of
product value creation identified by scholars — dialogue and acquisition, risk assessment and transparency
(Prahalad et al., 2004), affordability, risk and reward, and fairness (Gronroos et al., 2013) — constitute
the core principles of the product co-creation process. According to the researchers, farmers should
establish certain preconditions to ensure dialogue with the customer.

The role of customers is changing: they are becoming not only buyers, but also creators. Accordingly,
innovations must be integrated into the activities of the short food supply chain systematically, not
fragmentarily. A clear structure is required to systematically create value at the social, environmental and
economic levels, otherwise cooperation remains spontaneous, irrational or insufficiently involving all key
participants. There is a lack of methodological foundations for strengthening social ties, building
cooperation, distributing responsibilities, and coordinating interests, which are necessary for the smooth
functioning of the short food supply chain.

The scientific problem lies in the lack of new knowledge on the patterns of co-creation, its value for
farmers and customers, and the challenges of co-creating value in short food supply chains. This problem
can be formulated through the following research questions: What are the preconditions, conditions and
benefits of co-creation in developing a short food supply chain? What conditions create a favorable
environment for co-creation processes? How do co-creation elements and conditions interact to shape
co-creation processes in short food supply chains? What requirements for the co-creation process can be
addressed in the development of short food supply chains?

This research aims to identify the condition of co-creation and to develop a conceptual model of co-
creation in short food supply chains. It draws attention to why developing co-creation is important from
both farmer and consumer perspectives, and to what is required to build long-term relationships between
participants in the short food supply chain. The empirical study focuses on the sales link of the chain,
where farmers and customers interact directly.

Farmers are among the most important participants in the short food supply chain because they shape
supply, providing customers with fresh, locally grown, and locally produced food. They are also integral
to rural areas, not only producing commercial food, fibre, and other raw materials but also supporting
the vitality of rural communities. Agriculture is the dominant economic activity in rural Lithuania,
especially in regions with fertile soil. Kaunas, the country’s second-largest city, is located in such a region
in central Lithuania. In 2024, more than 12,000 farms were operating in Kaunas County (Lithuanian
agriculture..., 2024). Fertile lands provide favourable conditions for the intensive development of various
agricultural activities, including the cultivation of cereals, berries, fruits, and vegetables, as well as
beekeeping, dairy farming, poultry farming and beef cattle farming. Studies conducted by scientists
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(Lankauskiené et al., 2022; Atkociliniené et al., 2019) show that many farms in Kaunas county are involved
in short food supply chains. However, the largest concentration of consumers remains in the largest cities.
As a result, most farmers try to sell their products through various sales channels in the country’s two
largest urban centers — the capital Vilnius and Kaunas.

2. Theoretical background
2.1 The preconditions for co-creation formation in the short food supply chain

The scientific debate has seen evolving approaches and perspectives on co-creation. Researchers
(Prahalad et al., 2004) have identified four elements of product value creation: dialogue, acquisition, risk
assessment, and transparency. Other scholars have sought to identify and analyse the main stakeholder
groups in co-creation: companies, producers, farmers and customers (Boyle, 2007; Ramaswamy, 2011;
Atkociliniené et al., 2021). Co-creation can be understood as a transformation in product knowledge
generated through partnerships between farmers and customers (Atkocitiniené et al., 2021). When both
parties are active, they can directly influence each other (Handayati et al., 2015), and their two-way
interaction promotes dialogue, resource sharing, and learning.

Although farmers and customers are commonly identified as the most important stakeholders in co-
creation, researchers (Bakanové et al., 2012; Handayati et al., 2015; Frow et al., 2015) have broadened
this perspective by advocating for a network approach. They argue that co-creation involves value
creation not only through the farmer-customer interactions but also through engagement with
communities of consumers, suppliers, and partners. This precondition for co-creation is also recognised
in subsequent studies. The co-creation process also exhibits characteristic features of innovation. It
integrates information, knowledge and skills from different institutional environments, thereby
encouraging the participation of multiple stakeholders (Ramirez-Montoya et al., 2018). Other researchers
(Pokojski, 2020) define co-creation as a process in which farmers cooperate with other stakeholders to
create value. In this context, co-creation functions as a mechanism to expand their knowledge base and
facilitate innovation processes (Secundo et al., 2019).

Entrepreneurs can use co-creation to foster growth. By initiating and facilitating the co-creation process,
entrepreneurs collaborate with other stakeholders to obtain the resources they lack, such as knowledge,
information and technology. The term co-creation refers to the collaboration among a wider circle of
stakeholders who converge in a shared activity — the short food supply chain. It involves farmers,
producers and service providers collaborating with customers, managers, employees, and other
stakeholders to create product value (Portuguez-Castro, 2023). Other scholars (Payne et al., 2008;
Handayati et al., 2015) have taken a similar approach, noting that value creation is a joint interaction
between customers and organisations, with deep integration of producers in the product design and
production stages. In the view of the authors of this paper, however, value creation also takes place at
the sales stage, particularly when the farmer and the customer meet directly. In such cases, the value of
direct exchange is created and 'transferred' or 'returned' to other stages of the supply chain, such as
product development and production. Direct selling also has a broad social impact, contributing to identity
development and strengthening social ties, while simultaneously delivering economic benefits
(Lankauskiené et al., 2022; Peterson et al., 2019).

In summary, co-creation can only be achieved through mutual action and by creating space for it to take
shape. It involves a larger circle of stakeholders coming together in a connecting activity — the short food
supply chain. However, the customer remains one of the most important elements in the entire food
supply chain, as it is the customer who determines the real value of the product. Customers are
increasingly recognised not just as consumers of products but also as a driving force and a source of
competitive advantage for companies (Durugbo et al., 2014; Fan et al., 2020). They can also be involved
in any stage of the value creation process. In a long food supply chain, producers typically decide which
goods to produce or which services to provide, and they largely determine the potential value offered to
the customer. By contrast, in short food supply chains, value is created through interactions — first with
customers and then with other stakeholders — so that the decision on value is collegial and reflects
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a diversity of perspectives (Bakanové et al., 2012). The existence, accessibility, openness, involvement,
participation, and dialogue of stakeholders are essential preconditions for the formation and
strengthening of co-creation (Figure 1).

The preconditions for formation and strengthening of
CO-CREATION:
e Connecting activities and availability
e Interest
e Durability of relationship
¢ Inclusion, openness and honesty

e Matching of expectations and goals

e Communication skills and dialogue

A T~ D g ow
2 T Engagement of farmers T~ - |
£ | and other stakeholders 3
@ — |
A _— I
Co—C\'ea“O“ ///////// i
— |
//// Involvement of customers i

Weak Strong

Fig 1. Preconditions for the emergence and consolidation of co-creation in short food supply chains. Source: made by authors
according to Bakanové et al., 2012; Ramirez-Montoya et al., 2018; Secundo et al., 2019; Fan et al., 2020

The development of short food supply chains promotes more authentic relationships between farmers
and customers (Nazzaro et al., 2017). To a large extent, customer engagement depends on which business
models are applied in the development of the short food supply chain: business-to-consumer (B2C),
business-to-business (B2B), business-to-government (B2G), or consumer-to-consumer (C2C). The present
study examines cases where the business-to-consumer (B2C) model is the main one. The value created
by farmer should be in line with customer needs and expectations. If customer objectives, expectations,
capabilities, and resources do not correspond, value is not created fully or at full capacity, and
the relationship becomes unsustainable. Therefore, weak customer engagement in the co-creation
process and limited participation are recognised as major challenges (Durugbo et al., 2014). Thus, it can
be assumed that co-creation can be evaluated in terms of the durability of the relationship. Durability is
one of the preconditions for co-creation, yet it is highly subjective, as what is valuable to one customer
may not be to another (Grénroos et al., 2013).

Direct interactions can be supported by the creation of physical, virtual, mental contacts and
relationships, which act as windows through which farmers can enter the customer’s sphere of value
creation and become value co-creators (Grénroos et al., 2013). As creators of value, customers of local
products always have a unique perception of value shaped by their individual experiences and contexts,
yet farmers should create conditions that enable meaningful dialogue. Dialogue is more difficult if farmers
and customers do not share similar attitudes, access to honest information, or values.

Researchers have highlighted contemporary characteristics of product value creation by calling for a shift
from marketing activities to process-oriented management (Grénroos, 2023). This involves moving from
a focus on value creation, where value is assumed to be contained in the offers made to customers, to
a focus on consumption value creation, where the aim is to learn as much as possible about customers’
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expectations in order to shape value within their consumption processes. In a co-creation framework,
product value logics can be well recognised and considered in the planning and design of offerings.

2.2 Patterns in the development of the short food supply chain as a source of co-creation

The development of short food supply chains creates preconditions for increasing farm innovativeness
(Riccaboni et al., 2021) and for strengthening farmers’ position in the supply chain (Atkocilniené et al.,
2021). In essence, short food supply chains create preconditions for the survival and viability of small and
medium-sized farms, which is directly linked to the EU objectives of the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP)
and the Green Deal (Szabo et al., 2023). They also generate wider community benefits, as new jobs are
created in both agricultural and non-agricultural sectors.

Local food production initiatives are often based on organic and environmentally sustainable agricultural
methods (Sroka et al., 2023), creating an important link between local products and consumers in local
markets. They further deliver ecological benefits associated with short supply chains, including promoting
biodiversity, reducing food miles and carbon emissions, and achieving sustainability goals (Touch et al.,
2024). However, these benefits are strongest in markets close to the place of production, diminishing as
distance increases. Short food supply chains are intrinsically linked to circularity, which is particularly
important for the agri-food sector in the context of increasing food consumption due to global population
growth, lifestyle changes, the expansion of consumer society, and spreading health awareness (Krsti¢
et al., 2024).

The development of short food supply chains is based on the exchange of food products between farmers
and customers and on the trusting relationships that emerge (Paciarotti et al., 2020). Thus, in the short
food supply chain, value is created through partnerships in line with the principles of the co-creation
process — dialogue, accessibility, risk-benefit, and fairness (Prahalad et al., 2004; Gronroos et al., 2013).
Short food supply chains are characterised by a minimal number of intermediaries and direct links
between farmers and customers (Kneafsey et al., 2013). Stakeholders in short food supply chains, by
facilitating co-creation, can strengthen farmer-customer communication: both parties can provide
information and advice, thereby generating higher added value (Umaran et al., 2022). In this way, farmers
can potentially earn higher incomes, and customers can better meet their food needs. Researchers
(Gronroos et al., 2013; Gronroos, 2023) also point out that farmers in the supply chain should be more
proactive and motivated to play their role to meet both customer needs and their own.

At each stage of the short food supply chain, additional value must be created. One of its key features is
that real product value emerges through the interaction between farmers, customers, and other
stakeholders. As products are sold along the chain, they also generate exchange value, which depends on
the type of product sold along the short food supply chain — individual, cooperative, or collective. We
assume that the value created in the short food supply chain links —in product development or production
(on the farmer side) — largely determines the potential consumption value of the product. However,
the real consumption value is realised by the customers in the exchange process through co-creation
(Gronroos et al., 2013; Szabd et al., 2023). It can be further assumed that where there are many farmers
and customers, the exchange value should theoretically be higher, because there are more different
stakeholders. Exchange value is not only created between farmers and customers, but also separately
among farmers and among customers.

Different levels of customer involvement can be identified in short food supply chains (Prahalad et al.,
2004). Engagement is categorised as persuading customers through promotions and advertisements
(customer engagement), collaborating in the development of new services or products (co-design), using
technology to order, purchase, and exchange resources (self-service), solving problems on their own
(problem-solving), and creating experiences (customer experience) (Gebauer et al., 2013). In the short
food supply chain, especially in direct sales where farmers and customers meet, resources are pooled and
value is added to products through the co-creation process. However, participation is determined by
the perceived balance between benefits and costs (Gronroos et al., 2013).
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The local food market can be seen as a two-way or multilateral network and the common sphere as
a medium linking farmers, customers and other stakeholders, thereby contributing to the conditions for
the emergence and consolidation of co-creation. Local food markets based on partnership, cooperation
or clustering have the potential to create economies of scale by enabling networked stakeholders to work
together. Short food supply chains are becoming equally economically important, as they are more closely
associated with circularity and sustainability due to lower environmental burdens (transport, production
methods, emissions), healthier food products, farmer-customer relationships, and behaviours that
strengthen local economies (Kiss et al., 2019). Local markets also promote social justice — restoring
relationships between participants brings them closer together and strengthens mutual understanding
(Quinn et al.,, 2025). This, in turn, fosters respect, trust and commitment, encouraging harmonious
relationships within communities and participants’ involvement in a more democratic food supply (Jia
et al., 2024).

Identifying co-creation as a social innovation (Stoker, 2006; Secundo et al., 2019; Milici et al., 2021) in
the short food supply chain can involve long-term outcomes that fundamentally change the relationships
between short food supply chain developers and other stakeholders (Umaran et al., 2022). Relationships
between farmers and customers evolve into roles and rules among the stakeholders involved, and extend
beyond the immediate needs of the co-creation process participants, contributing to broader societal
needs as well. Stakeholders, therefore, become “co-creators” and are expected to contribute valuable
information to the design of public services (Stoker, 2006). Hence, in all short food supply chain business
models, the process of co-creation is crucial. It is usually a collaborative process between the farmer and
the customer, whereby both parties reshape and expand each other’s boundaries of activity, i.e., a process
that can be described as learning, improvement, co-creation, or product development, all of which
increase the value added to the jointly created product.

3. Methodology

The complexity of the subject, the lack of established proposals and methods for measuring and
evaluating co-creation have led to the use of different methods and sources of information gathering in
this study. The theoretical framework was based on the analysis of scientific literature sources, logical
analysis, and generalisation. The theoretical analysis provided the methodological basis for the empirical
study.

The authors of the article conducted empirical research in Kaunas, Lithuania’s second-largest city, at
the end of 2024 and in the spring of 2025. The research field was chosen based on the principle of
convenience. The principles of anonymity and voluntary participation encouraged respondents to
participate in the study and answer questions openly.

The study was conducted from the perspective of the stakeholders involved in the short food supply chain.
The sources of information were farmers and their customers, and the 4 individual cases were
the locations of meetings within the short food supply chain. Different methods were used to collect
information: semi-structured interviews with farmers, case observation (each case observed twice), and
structured interviews with customers.

The cases of cooperative and collective short food supply chains were examined. Farmer interviews and
case observations took place at four meeting points: 2 farmers’ markets (one mobile, one stationary) and
2 specialised farmers’ produce stores, at the end of 2024 and spring 2025. Criteria for case selection were
continuity (in operation for at least 3 years), convenience, and accessibility for both customers and
researchers. To ensure compliance with ethical research principles, the cases were coded A, B, C, and D.
The general characteristics of the cases are presented in Table 1.
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Tab 1. General characteristics of the studied cases. Source: made by authors

(o) t
cus’:irr:\et:s Number of Servin,
Description Assortment of products customers per 8
(number of days ) customers
hour
per week)
Milk and milk products; fresh,| 2 (observed on Employed
(A) Organic farmers' cooperative frozen, smoked meat a weekday) worker
store. 6 products; vegetables (fresh,
Product suppliers: 12 farmers preserved); §°ft drinks (juice,
(Cooperated sales) tree sap); oil; honey; cereal
and seed products
(B) Family mill and bakery Cereal products (groats, 2 (observed on Family
6 flour) and bread, pastry a weekday) members of the
(Cooperated sales) .
products business owner
, . . 15 (observed on The farmer
(C) A farmers' market in a housing Milk and milk products; fresh,
N . a weekday) and/or
estate, initiated by private smoked meat products .
. members of his
investors and local customers. 6 Vegetables (fresh, famil
8 — 5 farmers trade regularly preserved); oils; honey; employ\//éd
(Collective sales) cereal and seed products workers
D) A mobile farmers' market Around 100 The farmer
organized on the initiative of Milk and milk products; fresh,|  (observed on and/or
the Lithuanian Family Farmers' smoked meat products Saturday) members of his
Union in a car park at a shopping Vegetables, fruit, berries family
center near the Old Town. Around (fresh, preserved,
40 to 50 farmers sell their 2 fermented); beverages (juice,

produce. This particular location is
open on Saturdays. On the other
days of the week, the mobile
market is set up in other places in
the city (Cooperated sales)

tree sap); oil; honey and
other bee products; cereal
and seed products; fish and
fish products; flowers; other

1 Average over both observations

Observation and interviews with farmers were coordinated. Observations focused on working hours,
the sales environment, product range, the number of customers per hour, and the salesperson
relationship with the customer (attention to the customer, responsiveness to questions). The interview
was guided by a set of 10 pre-prepared questions:

1. In what ways and channels do you organise the sales of farm products?
2. Who sells farm products: the farmer/farm family member or an employee?
3. Do you have loyal customers?
4, How do you encourage customer loyalty?
5. How and what kind of relationship do you build with consumers?
6. How important is it for you to establish a relationship with consumers?
7. Do you ask consumers for their opinions about products?
8. Do consumers express their expectations regarding a new product or the product
development/sales process?
9. Do you feel that a customer community is being created?
10. Why do you think it is important to communicate directly with customers?

The number of informants in this study is 11 (A-1, B-1, C-3, D-5). The informants were coded as 11, 12, I3,
etc. Additional information was obtained from secondary sources, such as websites and press articles.
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A structured interview approach was used to find out customers' views on the value of buying food
directly from farmers and on the importance of value creation. Customers who agreed to participate in
the case studies were selected as informants. In total, 71 informants agreed to take part in the study and
shared their views. All informants were asked the same set of questions: How often do you buy products
directly from farmers? What are your motives for buying? Do you express opinions about products and
your expectations of the farmer? What kind of relationship do you have with farmers? Do you recommend
farmers to others? The opinions of the informants are presented in a summarised form, highlighting
the most recurring statements. The data were aggregated through analysis and synthesis, and
the methods of logical abstraction and insight were applied.

Limitations of the study. 1) Theoretically, co-creation involves the development of relationships between
multiple stakeholders; this paper has been limited to the relationship between the farmer and
the customer within the B2C model; 2) Rural areas and businesses operate in the context of reciprocal
and integrative rural-urban relations. Most customers whose needs shape the demand for agricultural
and food products are concentrated in cities. The growing urban demand for local products delivered
through short food supply chains stimulates structural changes in farms and rural areas. Therefore,
the second largest city in Lithuania — Kaunas — was chosen as the field of empirical research, as it offers
the necessary infrastructure, including five permanent farmers’ markets and mobile markets.

4. Results

The study identified different forms of marketing in the short food supply chain, both cooperative and
collective, such as farmers’ shops and stationary and mobile farmers’ markets. Mobile farmers’ markets
in Kaunas are organised on different days of the week at logistically convenient locations across the city,
accessible by both public and private transport.

The typical portrait of a farmer is that of a farm member (owner or family farmer) aged 40 to 50 years,
located within a radius of up to 50 km from Kaunas; in other words, farms are located in the districts of
Kaunas, Jonava, KaiSiadorys, Prienai, or Kédainiai. Two typical customer portraits were identified. The first
is a 35-45-year-old resident of Kaunas (male and/or female) with children. The second is a couple aged
55-70. The shopping baskets observed in the cases studied could also be categorised into two types: small
baskets, with an average of 2—4 products (cases A and B), and large ones, with an average of 10 different
products (cases C and D).

Both sides of the short food supply chain have their own objectives and expectations: for farmers, it is to
sell and make a profit, and for the customers, it is to buy the products they want or need. Farmers’ interest
in meeting customer expectations is reflected in the messages they convey on the shop floor, e.g., 'Home
of Value Food' (A), 'From Seed to Bun' (B), 'From the Field to Your Table' (C). In the meeting spaces,
the stakeholders in the short food supply chain contribute to the value of the exchange, as reflected in
the summary answers given by the informants (farmers and customers) (Table 2), but often without being
thought about and without the value being measured in concrete terms.

The results of the study confirmed that theavailability of farmers is very important. Most of
the investigated cases (A, B, C) are available to customers every working day and on Saturdays. Case D
operates once a week in the same location on Saturday, and in another location in the city on Sunday.
Trade is carried out not only in physical spaces, but also on the Internet (B, A). Social networks, such as
Facebook, are used for information and advertising, as they are deemed to be <...a very successful means
of disseminating information> (I1).
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Tab 2. Attitudes of farmers and customers involved in the sales chain of short food supply chains towards the creation of exchange
value in the co-creation process. Source: made by authors

Conditions and values
of co-creation

Customer attitudes

Farmer attitudes

Availability

<visit the market 2—4 times a month>;
<order products in advance>.

<weekend days when the number of customers is
higher> (17, 18, 19, 110);

<every weekday and Saturday> (11, 12, 13, 14, I5).

Engagement, interest,
honesty, openness

<possibility to purchase various, fresh and
high-quality food products>; <exclusive
production>; <it is important for us that
the products come from Lithuanian farms";
<clear product path>.

<we accept advance orders, so we can plan production
volumes more clearly> (11, 14, 18, 19, 110); <fresh
products from Lithuanian farms> (11, 14, 16, 17, 18, 19, 10);
<I can tell you when we will have the products you want
in the store> (11, 12). <we give discounts and gifts to loyal
customers > (12, 16, 110).

Meeting expectations
and objectives

<pleasant shopping process itself>; <visiting
the market is a family weekend tradition>;
<we visit together with other family members
and/or children>; <we supply ourselves with
products for the whole week>.

<although it still happens that we run out of baked goods,
product freshness and small volumes have always
remained our value> (11)

<we offer fresh and quality products every week> (14, I5,
16, 17, 18, 19); <wide selection of Lithuanian flour, flakes,
semolina, seeds> (I1).

Dialogue and
communication skills

<we can taste products, especially new
products>; <we're not just talking about
products>; <email or otherwise we do not
receive information about new products
through indirect channels>; <the farmer often
asks if we liked the new product>; <I very
rarely share a message on social networks
about the farmer's products>.

"<...>it is very important to maintain a friendly and nice
relationship with the customers. Product sales depend on
communication, if the communication is pleasant, there is
a high probability that the customer will buy the
product<...>. (11). <customers express their expectations
for product development> (15, 17).

Interactions between
farmers and customers

<we know the farmer and his family
members>; <we can order products by phone
in advance, if necessary and upon agreement,
the farmer delivers the products to our home>;
< | recommend the products to others>.

<cannot not go because they are waiting> (16, 17, 18, 19,
110); <users rate our products> (11, 12, 14, 17, 18, 19, 110);
<we have the opportunity to get to know the customer and

their expectations> (11, 16, 17, 18, 19, 110); <put in the

shopping basket of regular customers> (17, 19); <we

suggest tasting products> (12, 16, 18, 110); <we accept
advance or custom orders> (11, 12, 14, 18, 19, 110).

The obtained research results confirmed that successful mutual operation and exchange value creation
between farmers and customers depend not on a single condition but on a combination of interrelated
factors. All cases studied can be classified as cooperative or collective sales. In the public space, these
outlets are presented as “farmers’ markets”; however, exclusively farmer presence was observed only in
the case of D. Only three farmers or their family members were met in case C: <too little flow of
customers> (4), <it is not economically worthwhile for farmers to stand at one place of sale all day>(14),
<l hire an employee, and | devote my time to farm maintenance and production for production >(15), <it
is more profitable for farmers to spend time on production and deliveries to more outlets> (13, 14, 17).

In case A, customers were attended to exclusively by a hired employee. In case B, only family members
worked at the outlet, and through their dedicated efforts managed to build and maintain a <community
of loyal users> (11). Observations revealed that in cases where the farmer or producer personally served
the customers (D), the relationship between them was noticeably stronger. It can be assumed that this is
due to the producer’s own greater interest and their constant dialogue with customers. For example, one
farmer explained that <through communication, we get to know our customers, we remember customers’
faces, and we already know the contents of their shopping baskets. With such a close relationship, we can
remind the customer what else to purchase, thus helping the customer if they forget to purchase
something> (I8). Customer informants in these cases were more active and more willing to participate in
the research and express their opinions. This suggests that not only the availability of farmers, but also
their involvement, interest or dialogue, are important conditions for the co-creation to form and develop.

Although the farmers’ market (D) was open only two days a week, it attracted the highest number of
customers. This shows that case D best met the expectations and needs of the customers. The atmosphere
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in case D was distinct — lots of farmers interacting with each other and with numerous customers created
a lively, open meeting place for producers and consumers. Unaffected by natural conditions, it provided
a setting where people could take their time, communicate, negotiate, taste, exchange contacts, and only
then buy and sell.

By contrast, case A resembled a shopping center into which random customers happened to stumble.
More detailed information about farmers could be found on the Internet or on product labels, but not by
asking the salesperson, who, although polite and pleasant, communicated in a very formal manner. During
the observation, the salesperson paid more attention to paperwork, handling matters over the phone,
but not to communicating with customers. When the researcher inquired about one or another producer,
it was recommended to contact the manager of the cooperative.

In case C, other activities (e.g., education or calendar holiday events) were organised in an effort to build
a community of customers. According to the informants (I3, 14), "<...> a more active participation of
the community is noticed with each educational event <...>." However, this was not organised by farmers
themselves but by the managers of the trading space (market). The study revealed that in cases where
customers interacted with hired workers rather than farmers, these employees lacked knowledge about
both the farmer and the product being sold, and, in most cases, displayed a lack of elementary interest.

The results of the research confirmed the theoretical statements that the formation of co-creation and
the creation of exchange value requires a whole complex of conditions and the involvement of the main
stakeholders — farmers and customers. On the other hand, both farmers and customers are still not fully
aware of their importance in the formation of exchange value. In particular, older farmers often believe
that a quality product alone is a guarantee of long-term relationships with customers. Similarly, customers
also do not always realise their role in the creation of exchange value, something that is confirmed by
the answers of the informants "<...> we do not receive expectations from customers regarding
the development of new products...> (13, 14, 16, 110).

Nevertheless, several responses demonstrate instances of customer influence and farmer responsiveness:
“<...>when the customer expressed the opinion that he would like to buy cured meat strips, we ...
produced them and delivered them to the point of sale at the agreed time <...>.” (16); “<...> we sell fresh
pork sausages. When the customer asked for ready-made minced pork with the same spices, we produced
the minced meat that the customer wanted <...>” (16), <farmers are very creative and offer new products
themselves>, "<...> customers often express their expectations about the product < ...>” (12, 17, 18, 19).
This suggests that the culture of exchange value creation is still being formed, because the organization
of the short food supply chain is a relatively new phenomenon in Lithuania.

A conceptual model of factors that enhance co-creation in the development of short food supply chains
has been developed. In the model, the authors of the article combine the factors determining co-creation
in the short food supply chain, which directly influence and can work if there are suitable conditions:
availability, involvement, interest, honesty, openness; meeting expectations and goals; dialogue and
communication skills; interaction between farmers, producers and customers. It also integrates insights
from other researchers about the factors that influence co-creation (Figure 2).

We defined the requirements for the co-creation process that can be fulfilled in the development of short
food supply chains based on the insights from prior researchers (Ramaswamy et al., 2018; Schmutz et al.,
2018; Kiss et al., 2019) and recent empirical findings:

e Stakeholder engagement in the co-creation of value, thereby expanding opportunities for farmers to
obtain additional resources that are generated through interactions with customers.

e Dialogue and interest, integrating innovations into short food supply chains activities systematically,
not fragmentarily.

e  (Creation of stakeholder platforms in the digital space (e.g., through platforms, participatory tools,
open data systems) for short food supply chains that act as intermediaries between markets (bilateral
or multilateral networks), farmers or consumer groups. They can create an environment of
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interaction between people, processes and artefacts, providing opportunities for participation,
enhancing the efforts of co-creating stakeholders, and helping to generate mutually valuable results.

Trust, which is built through openness and honesty.

Perception and evaluation of value, recognising that the value of a product is subjective and varies
depending on individual experience and interests of stakeholders in short food supply chains.
Stakeholders can learn together and gain more information and knowledge about food and its origin
(Schmutz et al., 2018).

Continuous learning and development, which brings together the capabilities of individual, social and
business communities to generate new co-creation values in the short links of the food supply chain.
For example, circular economy principles related to food chains include reducing waste and excess,
reusing food, recycling nutrients, and promoting more diverse and efficient dietary patterns (Garnett,
2011).

Satisfaction and motivation, achieved by building short food supply chain capacities together with
other (private, public, non-governmental) sectors, applying circular economy principles (Kiss et al.,
2019) to ensure self-sufficiency in local, health-friendly food products, increase value and well-being
in the economy and in society in general.

/

Consumptlon //
/ Loglstl \

and sales / CO-CREATION \ \ Customer
Farmer space

[ The value of space
| exchange =
| Potential value | _ Real value
/ creation \ give + receive creation

Processing

| Production |~

<

Conditions and requirements (reciprocal, permanent, organic):

e Involvement, participation (produce — sell — buy — consume — reflect)
e Dialogue (speak — hear)

e Interest (ask — answer)

e Trust (openness — honesty)

e Perception and evaluation of value

e Satisfaction, motivation, continuous learning and improvement

o J

Fig 2. A conceptual model of co-creation through the development of short food supply chains. Source: made by authors

5. Conclusions and Discussion

The conducted study complemented the research in this area and allowed identification the conditions
necessary for the formation and strengthening of co-creation. The involvement of farmers in the short
food supply chain is determined by the identification of opportunities in the market and the available
infrastructure. The conducted study confirmed prior research insights (Portuguez-Castro, 2023; Ramirez-
Montoya et al., 2018; Frow et al., 2015) that co-creation reflects the attitude of those involved and creates
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value for all stakeholders who, in one way or another, contribute to the development of the short food
supply chain. The characteristics of the selected cases show that the development of the short food supply
chain is based on the principle of network cooperation. It is not only the main participants, the farmers
and customers, who are interested in the development of the short food supply chain; other interested
parties are also involved, including the farmers’ cooperative, the consumer community, private investors,
and the Lithuanian Family Farmers' Union.

The study findings confirmed that farmers seek to expand their knowledge base through collaboration,
using various mechanisms to exchange knowledge that promotes value creation for stakeholders
(Portuguez-Castro, 2023). Stakeholder engagement is very important as it facilitates the resolution of
resource issues and various management challenges. For example, the approval of both the city
authorities and the manager of the supermarket was required for farmers to temporarily trade in
the parking lot of the supermarket. Engaging in the development of a short food supply chain helps create
synergistic effects and benefits for all stakeholders: for farmers, a free trading place and customer flows,
and for customers, valuable, accessible and fresh food products. The shopping centre and the city
authorities, in turn, also receive additional benefits, such as voters’ support, the reputation of a “friendly,
liveable” city, and additional customers of goods and services, since farmers who come to the city
purchase the products they need in large supermarkets or make use of other city services.

The findings confirm that the relationship between farmers and customers evolves into roles and rules
among the stakeholders involved and extends beyond the immediate needs of the participants in the co-
creation process (Stoker, 2006), with various stakeholders becoming "co-creators" in the development of
a public service.

The study also confirmed the results of previous research (Handayati et al., 2015; Bakanové et al., 2012;
Payne et al., 2008) showing that value is created primarily in interaction with customers. This was
reflected in the informant statements: "<...> we offered customers to buy sauerkraut with pineapple. It
was unexpected for customers <...> customers didn't even think that such a product could be produced>;
"<...> we used to pour sauces into containers with a capacity of 1 |, but customers wanted smaller
containers. Bottling into smaller (0.5 I) containers >” (12) was started. The study revealed that the farmer’s
involvement and direct relationship with the customer is no less important in the exchange process. Thus,
we can say that greater interest of the farmer tends to stimulate the interest of the customer, although
the participation is determined by the balance between values and incurred costs (Grénroos et al., 2013).

The literature analysis of the co-creation concept helped to redefine the short food supply chain,
a strategy that helps to accelerate the transition to circular economy in the food production, processing,
sale and consumption chains, when the production and consumption of food products is carried out in
a relatively small geographical area (territory), the number of intermediaries in the chain is minimal (or
absent), and the farmers and customers interact directly, exchanging information, knowledge and skills
through the co-creation process.

Based on the results of the empirical study, it was found that the main drivers of co-creation are
the farmers themselves. When farmers participate in sales of local products, in markets or other outlets,
they create more connections and thereby creating more favorable conditions for the formation and
development of co-creation.

The involvement of farmers, customers and other stakeholders in the co-creation process in the short
food supply chain can range from weak to strong. The conditions for formation and strengthening of co-
creation may depend on such factors as connecting activities, availability, interest, inclusion, openness
and honesty, matching of expectations and goals, communication skills, and dialogue.

As a result of the empirical research, the perspectives of farmers and customers participating in the sales
chain in the short food supply chain were analysed with regard to the creation of exchange value through
co-creation. The following co-creation conditions and values were identified: accessibility; involvement,
interest, honesty, openness; meeting expectations and goals; dialogue and communication skills; and
interaction between farmers and customers.
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After conducting the empirical research, the factors limiting co-creation and hindering the development
of co-creation value were identified. Most of the farm produce is sold by hired workers who, although
they interact with customers, often lack the sufficient knowledge of the food production process and
therefore struggle to answer all the customer questions. Issues were also identified in the dissemination
of information about farmers’ products and in the limited availability of local products. The low
innovativeness of some farmers’ solutions does not fully meet the needs of customers; however,
the farmers of the examined cases generally consider the opinions expressed by customers and strive to
meet their needs.

When organising a short food supply chain, it is necessary to be guided by the fact that the customer,
being a creator of value, always perceives it uniquely and determines its worth based on individual
experience. This process is also affected by the opinions of the community and the external environment.
Therefore, the farmer, in co-operation with the community and other stakeholders of the short food
supply chain, should create certain preconditions for dialogue and ensure availability. Interaction and
dialogue in the co-creation process is more difficult if the farmer and the customer do not have similar
attitudes or values. The ecosystem capacities of the short food supply chain are created by the farmers
and the customer, while other interested parties — local government and non-governmental sector
institutions — also contribute.

The relationship between farmers and customers can evolve into positions and rules between
participating stakeholders and go beyond the needs of the direct participants in the co-creation process,
thus contributing to the satisfaction of societal needs. Therefore, other interested stakeholders also
become “co-creators” who can contribute valuable information to the creation of a public service.

The application of circular economy principles and the sustainability of the short food supply chain partly
depend on the quality of the co-creation process. Because value is first created through interactions with
customers and subsequently with other stakeholders, decisions regarding value are collegial and reflects
a diversity of perspectives. Stakeholder participation is determined by the balance between benefits and
incurred costs. The application of circular economy principles in the short food supply chain and
the sustainability characteristics depend on their spatial location, the type of short food supply chain and
the attitudes, knowledge and requirements of individual customers and farmers. As the investigated cases
and research participant statements show, it is important for customers that the products originate from
Lithuanian farms, that they have a clear product path, and that they are either unpackaged or presented
in sustainable packaging.

In this study, the co-creation process was analysed in the context of farmer-customer relationships
(B2C model). In the future, the research could be expanded to include relationships between farmers and
HoReCa entrepreneurs (B2B model), as well as between farmers and public sector institutions
(B2G model). The empirical study was conducted in an urban setting, which the authors acknowledge as
a limitation. Future studies of co-creation processes in the short food supply chain could be conducted in
both rural and urban farmers’ markets.
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