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Abstract
Food democracy is a concept with growing influence in food policy research. It involves citizens regaining democratic con-
trol of the food system and enabling its sustainable transformation. In focusing mainly on civil society initiatives, food
democracy research has so far neglected the potential of state-driven food-related participation processes. We base our
study on qualitative interviews with local stakeholders in two smaller cities in southern Germany where the city admin-
istration and city council initiated participatory processes. The study aims to understand how local actors are framing
state-driven participation processes concerning sustainable local food system transformation along key dimensions of food
democracy. We identify eight categories that conceptually constitute food democracy: mutual knowledge exchange; legit-
imacy and credibility of knowledge claims; transparent processes for deliberating ideas; shared language for sharing ideas;
expectations of and experience with efficacy; role model function of municipalities; raising awareness; andmotivation and
justification of the normative orientation. Furthermore, the empirical analysis shows that state actors can have important
roles in food-related participation processes as potential initiators, shapers and implementers depending on how they
interact with local food-related actors and how they design and coordinate food system transformation processes. This
suggests that food democracy research should not necessarily conceptualize state actors, local entrepreneurs and citizens
as opponents, but rather, should reconsider how these various actors can drive food democracy and citizenship in a sup-
portive and coordinated way.
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1. Introduction

Food democracy is a concept with growing influence in
food policy research (Booth & Coveney, 2015; Hassanein,
2003, 2008; Lang, 2005; Perrett & Jackson, 2015; Renting,
Schermer, & Rossi, 2012). Following an identified shift
in food policy from state control to growing power of
large corporations over the food system, food democracy
is part of a trend where “demands from below” (Lang,
1999, p. 218) are given a voice and citizens regain con-
trol over the food system (Hassanein, 2003; Lang, 2005).
Lang, Barling, and Caraher (2009, p. 67) argue that “the

success of public policy on food depends upon successful
engagement with the actors across the food system from
food producers to consumers and those who figure in-
between.” Consequently, food policy needs to be devel-
oped through a triangular collaboration between state
actors, economic actors and civil society (Lang, 2005,
p. 730). This means that these three groups of actors are
understood to be equally important with regard to food
system change.

Todate, fooddemocracy research has focusedon civil
society movements and the role of citizens (Hassanein,
2003; Johnston, Biro, & MacKendrick, 2009) while ne-
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glecting the two other parts of the triangle. Nevertheless,
state actors at the local level (e.g., elected members of
the city council and members of the city administration)
are core actors in various food policy initiatives aiming
at sustainability, such as the development of sustain-
able urban food strategies (Hebinck & Page, 2017) or
as shapers of “creative city politics” (Cretella & Buenger,
2016) concerning food system transformation. Already in
1999, Lang (1999, p. 220) argued that “[a] rethinking of
the state’s role in food is long overdue.” Almost ten years
later, Mendes (2008, p. 947) underlined that “we are
now entering a new phase of local state involvement in
food policy, governance and policy-making characterized
by proactive partnerships, with cities playing the role of
facilitator, educator, and promoter of efficiencies.”

Against this background, we identify a research gap:
While the importance of municipalities in initiatives aim-
ing at sustainable local food system transformation is
growing, food democracy research mostly focuses on so-
cial movements and the role of citizens. This article ad-
dresses this gap by focusing on food-related participation
processes initiated by local state actors.

It can be assumed that the importance of state actors
in shaping food systems will continue to increase in the
coming years, especially at the local level. Furthermore,
the way in which local political processes are shaped is
also changing. At the local level, a change towards more
participation and deliberation has been observable for
some years now (Turnhout, van Bommel, & Aarts, 2010;
Walk, 2008). In this context, administration and local pol-
icymakers are trying to involve actors from civil society
and local economies in the policymaking process. With
a special focus on top-down processes of food democ-
racy, our research makes a relevant contribution to the
body of knowledge regarding both food democracy and
foodpolicy: First,we identify the specific conditions, chal-
lenges and pitfalls of top-down initiated participation
processes within food system transformation; second,
we propose empirically grounded conceptual elements
for food democracy from the top-down.

With our research, we aim to understand how lo-
cal actors make sense of state-driven participation pro-
cesses concerning sustainable local food system trans-
formation along key dimensions of food democracy.
Connected to this goal we aim to investigate the role of
state actors in relation to food democracy and pose the
following research question: How are local state-driven
participation processes understood as food democracy?

Through an in-depth analysis of two cases in smaller
cities in southern Germany where city administrations
and local politicians initiated participatory processes in
order to transform their local food systems in a sustain-
able way, we investigate how local actors frame these
participation processes as processes of food democ-
racy. Methodologically, we use the framing approach
(Benford & Snow, 2000) as a tool to provide deeper
insights into how people make sense of the participa-
tion processes.

First, we introduce food democracy as a relevant con-
cept for food policy research. In this context, we shed
light on the role of citizens in food system transforma-
tion and explain the conceptualization of food democ-
racy as it is used in this article. In the following, we focus
on the methodology, describing the two cases on which
our research is based and our interpretative method-
ological approach. In the results section, we link our re-
search findings to the conceptualization of food democ-
racy. Finally, we discuss the results, thereby focusing on
the roles of state-actors in food-related participation pro-
cesses and the conceptual implications for food democ-
racy research. In the conclusion, we summarize our con-
tributions to conceptualize food democracy and substan-
tiate the significance of state actors within processes of
food democracy.

2. Food Democracy as a Concept for Food Policy
Research

In the following, we first delineate the changing role of
citizens within food policy and then introduce a heuristic
of food democracy along four key dimensions.

2.1. The Role of Citizens in Food Policy and Sustainability
Transformation of the Food System

The notion of food democracy was introduced by food
policy scholars in the 1990s “to highlight the great strug-
gle over the centuries, in all cultures, to achieve the
right of all citizens to have access to a decent, affordable,
health-enhancing diet, grown in conditions in which they
can have confidence” (Lang, 1998, p. 18). In the past,
governments were responsible for food safety and secu-
rity to ensure safe and healthy populations. This was es-
pecially important in the post-war period when hunger
and malnutrition were omnipresent. The economic up-
swing in western European countries resulted in a situ-
ation where food security seemed to be ensured. Over
the twentieth century, the food system became global-
ized and production, processing, trade and consumption
were delocalized. This resulted in negative impacts on
the environment and food security, especially in poorer
countries. The core task of food policy changed from se-
curity to the much broader approach of sustainability,
within which food security is subsumed (Lang & Barling,
2012, p. 313).

Within the globalized food system, Lang et al. ob-
serve that governments no longer shape food policy;
instead, “giant food and drink corporations…formulate
their own food policies” (2009, p. 11) and their decisions
elude democratic control. Food democracy thus evolved
as a countermovement to balance power and control
within food policy and the food system, especially on the
local scale (Hassanein, 2003; Lang, 1998). Hassanein de-
fines food democracy as a possibility and requirement
for all citizens to actively engage in shaping the food sys-
tem (2003, p. 83), while Lang stresses the need to rebal-
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ance control between citizens, state and economic ac-
tors over how food is produced, traded, processed and
consumed (2005, p. 730). Other scholars emphasize the
introduction of democratic principles such as participa-
tion, transparency and public deliberation as the main
aim of food democracy: “[t]he concept of food democ-
racy…defines food as a life good that should ideally ex-
ist within democratic control in the commons” (Johnston
et al., 2009, pp. 524–525). Hassanein (2003, p. 83) pro-
poses that only a democratically legitimized control of
the local food system is able to effectively address the
above-mentioned need for a transformation of the food
system towards sustainability. Other related concepts
of civil engagement in food policies investigating food
policy councils (e.g., Schiff, 2008; Sieveking, 2019), food
networks (e.g., Seyfang, 2006) or food citizenship (e.g.,
Wilkins, 2005) also stress this link between food democ-
racy and food system transformations towards sustain-
ability through the active, democratic engagement of cit-
izens and civil society.

2.2. Conceptualizing Food Democracy

As this short review on the role of citizens in food pol-
icy and sustainability transformation of the food system
shows, food democracy research has some conceptual
common ground. Nevertheless, it lacks clarity and has
been only poorly operationalized for empirical research.
Hassanein (2008, pp. 290–291) is one of the few scholars
who proposes a heuristic of four key dimensions that en-
able individuals’ meaningful participation in food democ-
racy processes. The first key dimension involves knowl-
edge and becoming knowledgeable about food and food
systems to shorten the distance between producer and
consumer (Hassanein, 2008, p. 290). The second key di-
mension comprises sharing ideas, which involves clarify-
ing and discussing food-related issues and values among
participants with the effect that they can “make better
decisions for both themselves and others” (Hassanein,
2008, p. 290). The third dimension is efficacy as the indi-
viduals’ “capacity to determine and produce desired re-
sults” (Hassanein, 2008, p. 290). As regards food and the
food system, this involves citizens’ work to address and
solve food problems. An orientation towards the commu-
nity good is the fourth key dimension of food democracy.
This involves caring about general well-being in a way
that considers “both the human and non-human com-
munities of place we inhabit” (Hassanein, 2008, p. 291).
This dimension addresses different levels of the common
good: the micro-level of individual or self-interest, the
meso-level of community interest and caring for the local
area, and themacro-level where participants frame their
motivations and justifications with regard to nature, cli-
mate, environment and humanity in general. Hassanein
further considers collaborating towards food system sus-
tainability as a precondition given that “food democracy
is not achieved solely by individual decisions and actions
but necessarily involves collective action by and among

organizations” (2008, p. 290). As a theoretical basis,
Hassanein (2008, p. 290) draws on the criticism that rep-
resentative or “thin” democracy does not offer enough
possibilities to actively engage in decision-making pro-
cesses in a meaningful way and produces less legiti-
mate outcomes. Strong democracy on the other hand in-
volves participatory engagement of citizens in policymak-
ing, with citizens governing themselves as far as possible
rather than delegating responsibility to representatives
(Barber, 1984). For our research on state-driven participa-
tion processes for local food system transformations, we
operationalize this four-dimensional framework, apply-
ing it as a heuristic and inductively developing categories
for knowledge, idea-sharing processes, efficacy and nor-
mative orientations concerning the outcomes of partici-
patory food democracy processes.

3. Methodology

In this section we introduce our case studies with a focus
on the participation processes and present the methods
used for data collection and analysis.

3.1. Case Studies: Transformation of the Local Food
Systems in Two Cities in Southern Germany

This research was conducted in two smaller cities―each
with around 20,000 inhabitants―located in southern
Germany. For this publication, we call them A-town and
B-town. As both cities had already engaged with climate
issues and sustainability as well as, to some extent, with
food as a topic of regional development, they were re-
quested to becomepartners in a transdisciplinary project
on food system transformation. As a result, both cities de-
cided to transform their local food systems towards sus-
tainability. According to the project design, the respec-
tive city administration and city council initiated a partic-
ipation processwith three dialog formats to discuss goals
and measures leading to a sustainable transformation of
the local food system (Annexes 1 and 2). Even though
the integration of sustainable food as a topic on the lo-
cal agenda was initiated by the transdisciplinary project,
the dialog processes were shaped by the city administra-
tions, starting with the recruitment of participants and
concluding with the compilation of measures and goals
and the implementation of concrete policy measures.
Hence, the participation processes can be described as
state-driven. Unlike many other food-related processes
such as food policy councils, the impetus in our two cases
did not come from the citizens, even though some citi-
zens’ initiatives such as urban gardening already existed
in the two cities. The following dialog formats were used
in both cities:

• Civil dialogs invited all citizens through differentme-
dia (newspaper, homepage, billboards) to partici-
pate and develop measures and goals for the sus-
tainable transformation of the local food system;
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• For the expert dialog, the city administration chose
and personally invited the participants, who rep-
resented local businesses, environmental organi-
zations and social agencies. This selection process
was not made transparent by the city administra-
tion. However, it became obvious that the admin-
istration had selected people who seemed to be
relevant actors for urban development and with
whom they already had experience of positive
cooperation. The participants developed and dis-
cussed goals and measures for transforming the
local food system. In a closing meeting, goals and
measures from both dialog formats were com-
bined and discussed in order to prepare a final list
for the steering group;

• The steering groupmeetingwas initiated andmod-
erated by the respective city administration. It in-
cluded personally invited administrative staff and
members of the city council, indicating that these
roles were the primary selection criteria used by
the city administration. The aimwas to discuss the
goals and measures proposed by the civil and ex-
pert dialogs and to select or modify these before
voting on them.

In both cities, the proposed goals and measures were
discussed and put to vote in official city council meet-
ings. These included measures such as support of ur-
ban gardening initiatives and ecological farming, cooking
courses,making theweeklymarketmore attractive, or in-
cluding food as a topic in a holiday program for children.

3.2. Methods for Data Collection and Analysis

As mentioned in the case description, neither of the
cities had previously been familiar with food-related par-
ticipation and transformation processes at the local level.
Against this background, we chose an interpretative ap-
proach to focus on how participants make sense of the
emerging transformation of food system and policy. We
use framing as an analytic tool in the analysis (Benford
& Snow, 2000; van Hulst & Yanow, 2016). Benford and
Snow (2000) conceptualize their framing approach with
a special focus on the development of social movements.
Their analysis of framing problems (diagnostic framing),
solutions (prognostic framing) and motivations enables
understanding of how individuals engage in policy pro-
cesses. In both cities, we conducted participatory obser-
vations and semi-structured interviews with local actors
who directly engaged in one of the three dialog formats
or who were indirectly involved. The presented research
is based on 36 interviews (Annexes 3 and 4).

The interviews were transcribed and analyzed follow-
ing a reconstructive procedure (Kruse, 2015; Przyborski
& Wohlrab-Sahr, 2014) using the analysis software
MAXQDA. The use of reconstructive procedures is neces-
sary since this approach facilitates the identification of
structures of meaning. We combined deductive and in-

ductive coding. Starting with the key dimensions of food
democracy developed by Hassanein, we identified differ-
ent kinds of framing. In a second step, we went deeper
into the passages in which the interviewees described or
evaluated the participation processes. Our inductive ap-
proach explored how interviewees were framing the par-
ticipation process according to the four heuristic dimen-
sions of food democracy (Section 2). Using an inductive
approach, we identified new categories that are not part
of Hassanein’s conceptualization of food democracy. In
the analysis and interpretation, we considered similari-
ties and differences between the two cases and between
the different groups of actors.

4. Results: Framing of the State-Driven Participation
Processes of Local Food System Transformation

In the result section, we analyze the framing of the state-
driven participation processes of local food system trans-
formation. The framings of local actors will thereby be
linked to the four key dimensions of food democracy:
knowledge, sharing ideas, efficacy and orientation to-
wards community good (Hassanein, 2008). As an out-
come of our analysis, we conclude that these four di-
mensions can be substantiated by eight categories of
food democracy derived from our analysis represent-
ing how interviewees are framing state-driven participa-
tion processes.

4.1. Knowing the Food System

The analysis of the participation processes shows that
knowledge about food and the food system is both a
starting point as well as an outcome of food democ-
racy processes and thus a central element of these.
Interviewees emphasize thatmutual exchange of knowl-
edge about local food systems is an important basis for
true deliberation within the participation processes. This
not only involves sharing different forms of knowledge
among diverse food-related actors whowould otherwise
not come together (e.g.,members of urban gardening ini-
tiatives, city planners, farmers, cooks and heads of nurs-
ing homes), but it also addresses the problem that lack-
ing knowledge about the local food systemhinders actors
fromparticipating in transformation processes in the first
place and risks excluding issues relevant to a sustainable
food system: “We were not aware that…[food] was also
a topic that…had a very important influence on our CO2
emissions” (Interviewee A17). This quote illustrates that
not all members of the city administration were even
aware of the climate impacts of food before starting the
participation process. Meanwhile, the analysis revealed
a high level of contestation among participants regarding
what issues should be included in mutual knowledge ex-
change. Additionally, some interviewees were very open
to mutual learning, while others assumed that they al-
ready had all the relevant knowledge about sustainable
food system transformations.
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Legitimacy and credibility are a second core framing
of knowledge as a dimension of food democracy pro-
cesses. During the participation processes, the question
was raised as to which actors can legitimately organize
and take part in the participation process and thereby
gain the chance to bring their knowledge into the de-
liberation of ideas. Connected to these questions is the
credibility of knowledge. Interestingly, actors from local
food businesses as well as civil society actors question
the credibility of the knowledge claims of the other party,
accusing them of hidden goals or values. While intervie-
wees from civil society organizations assume that local
entrepreneurs are only engaging because they expect
personal profit, interviewees from local businesses as-
sume that civil society actors advocate growth-critical po-
sitions. For many interviewees, two types of knowledge
were especially credible: knowledge of like-minded par-
ticipants and scientific knowledge, especially if this could
be used to underpin their own opinions.

4.2. The Process of Sharing Ideas about the Food System

Transparency and the degree of openness of the delib-
eration process are considered crucial within the partici-
patory process of local food system transformation. The
analysis shows that many interviewees consider open-
ness and the exchange of issues and ideas at eye level
to be important prerequisites for true deliberation and
dialog, thereby criticizing rigidly structured, one-way pro-
cedures. Another emphasized prerequisite formutual ex-
change is transparency in both the design and outcomes
of the debate.

Another transparency issue was who participated in
the three formats; interviewees emphasized that it was
important for participants to know who else would or
would not engage. This also helped participants to re-
flect on their own role within the participation process.
While some questioned whether they were the right per-
son to address the issues discussed (Interviewee B25),
others considered themselves to be “chosen” experts
(Interviewee A16) as they had been selected by the host-
ing city administration.

The second relevant aspect for sharing ideas on lo-
cal food system transformation is a shared language. It
was criticized that the language used during the partici-
pation process was partly too scientific and hindered the
engagement of citizens and other stakeholder groups.

4.3. Expected Efficacy and the Role of Administrations

In both cities, many interviewees did not expect much ef-
ficacy from the participation processes in general. Some
expected the outcome to become a “drawer concept”
(Interviewee A13), representing the interviewees’ fear
that the outcomes would metaphorically disappear into
a drawer rather than be implemented in practice. Others
were explicitly skeptical about the quality of the result
and its capacity to achieve changes in the local food sys-

tem (cf. Interviewees B5, B15). One reason for limited
expectations is a perceived deficit within the participa-
tion process, especially concerning the mutual exchange
of knowledge and ideas. Other reasons involve nega-
tive experiences with previous participation processes:
“I have already accompanied many such projects. And
apart from a lot of foam there is usually nothing left”
(Interviewee B9, cf. B24). Finally, the city administra-
tions initiating the processes were not expected to have
enough influence on relevant policy levels or on signifi-
cant sectors, for instance on agricultural policy.

Despite the identified problem framing concerning
a perceived lack of agency, city authorities are consid-
ered pivotal for affecting change through participation
processes. Interviewees from city authorities and from
other stakeholder groups emphasized that the adminis-
tration has a role-model function for local citizens: “if
we don’t manage to change the school meals in our
canteen…where the city has a direct influence… then
we have failed” (Interviewee A24). Though sustainable
food system transformation at the local level is a rela-
tively new issue for public actors, many interviewees de-
manded that the city administration use its scope for ac-
tion, e.g., in the field of school nutrition and public pro-
curement, to achieve increasing sustainability or at least
increasing regionality within the local food system.

Another element of efficacy is raising awareness of
local food systems and the need for a transformation to-
wards sustainability. Despite the limited expectations of
the participation process, raising awareness is a possible
and important outcome for some interviewees. Others
call attention to the dilemma that knowledge and aware-
ness do not necessarily lead to desired action. In the two
cases, awareness raising in general is a key solution fram-
ing, regardless of whether the problem framing focuses
on economic, environmental or social aspects.

4.4. Justifying Different Orientations within the Food
System

The analysis shows that stakeholders justify their partic-
ipation and frame the need to transform the local food
system in different ways depending on their respective
backgrounds and roles. We identify three different levels
of framing. At the micro-level, interviewees frame their
own participation or the participation of other stake-
holders with reference to particular individual interests
and partly self-interest. This is especially true for local
business actors (Interviewees B25, B12). One intervie-
wee revised his assumption about his co-participants
who he had initially described as being oriented by
self-interest (Interviewee A16). This shows that learning
takes place within participation processes, which can in-
crease credibility and trust among diverse and partly op-
posing participants.

At the meso-level, interviewees stress their orienta-
tion towards the community good, believing local food
system transformation could positively influence their
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city’s development. It is apparent here that most inter-
viewees relate their motivation to support the commu-
nity good to their role and responsibilities as citizens.
At the macro-level, interviewees frame their motivation
with reference to environmental goals, sustainability and
climate change, justifying their participation with the
need for a food system transformation (IntervieweeA17).
Interestingly, some interviewees frame their motiva-
tion on multiple orientation levels, even taking into ac-
count inconsistencies (e.g., self-interest at the micro-
level while supporting the community good at the meso-
level). It becomes obvious that the interviewees primar-
ily refer to the kind of framing that relates to their pro-
fessional life. However, their framing is also related to
their everyday life and connected to a broader context.
The use of different kinds of framing drawing on different
levels of argumentation illustrates the high complexity of
the topic.

5. Discussion: Food Democracy from the Top-Down

In our research, we focused on the framing of state-
driven participation processes of local food system trans-
formation. In the following, we discuss (1) implications
for the roles of state-actors in food-related participa-
tion processes, (2) conceptual implications of our results
for food democracy research and (3) prospects for fur-
ther research.

5.1. State-Actors within the Triangle of Food Policy
Actors

Based on our results, we identify three roles that state-
actors can adopt in food-related participation processes
and a set of influential context factors.

First, as initiators of processes, state actors have the
possibility to introduce citizens to the topic,motivate and
justify food-related transformation with an orientation
towards community good and create legitimacy of the
process. State-driven processes seem to have the poten-
tial to address a broader variety of citizens and economic
actors than processes initiated by citizens only, as in the
case of some food policy council initiatives (e.g., Clark,
2018). However, in their study of food policy in Ede, van
de Griend, Duncan, and Wiskerke (2019) stress that the
activation of different groups of citizens “remains one
of the main challenges.” In our cases, some members
of civil society negotiate food-related topics with regard
to changes in the economic system, while there are eco-
nomic actors who explain their motivation to take part
in food-related participation processes in terms of their
own economic interest. As shown in the results section,
this stereotypical categorization does not fit all actors.
Nevertheless, in both cities, all groups of actors assume
that there is a link between groupmembership and argu-
mentative strategy. As a result, municipal and business
actors perceive civil society actors as having stronger val-
ues and a rather low willingness to compromise. Due to

their role as initiators, state actors in general have the
unique potential to act as mediators between these dif-
ferent motivations and justifications. However, there is
a risk of imbalance from the start where the initiator of
a food transformation process is not sufficiently open to
the knowledge, ideas and normative orientations of all
food-related actors in the city.

The second role state-actors can take on is that of
shapers of the process, e.g., by deciding who is involved
in the mutual knowledge exchange and in the sharing
of ideas based on different normative orientations and
by creating transparency within the process. The results
show that although the participation processes in both
cases were structured in the same way, they were eval-
uated differently in relation to the perception of mu-
tual exchange and transparency. In A-town, participants
perceived themselves as “chosen” and considered the
process to be sufficiently open and transparent to ex-
change knowledge and share ideas. In B-town, partic-
ipants of the civil and expert dialog criticized a lack
of transparency regarding the selection of participants.
Furthermore, they criticized the moderation and proce-
dure and actively demandedmore deliberative elements
to facilitate a dialog at eye level. This implies that for the
shapers of the process, not only is the process design piv-
otal but also the degree to which they are trusted and
considered by participants to be credible.

In their role as implementers, state actors can be
role models when they implement food policy measures
themselves. They can, for instance, coordinate and sup-
port implementation of other actors by strengthening
the interaction within the triangle of state actors, eco-
nomic actors and citizens/civil society. As our results
show, the participants do not have high expectations re-
garding possible outcomes. This is due, on the one hand,
to negative previous experiences with urban participa-
tion processes and, on the other hand, to the percep-
tion that the municipality itself lacks sufficient agentive
capacity. In a previous article, it has been discussed how
this perceived lack of agency can result in a process of in-
dividualization of responsibility concerning food system
change (Baldy, 2019). However, the role of the city as
implementer shows that the perceived lack of agency
does not necessarily mean that the municipal actors ac-
tually lack agentive capacities. Particularly as role mod-
els, municipal actors can support an orientation towards
the community good by facilitating the interaction of all
relevant actors. Van de Griend et al. (2019) underline the
particular importance of state actors in local food policy,
claiming that:

A strong leadership (top-down) role for the munici-
pality can raise awareness about food system prob-
lems, increase knowledge amongst citizens by putting
a topic on the agenda and creating spaces in which
food actors can meet and generate political will for
food system change. (van de Griend et al., 2019)
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Following our argumentation, this addresses especially
what we call the role model function of municipalities.
Furthermore, the results imply that the political, socioe-
conomic and historical contexts in which state actors ini-
tiate, shape and implement food-related transformation
processes are highly relevant for the framing of the pro-
cess. One of these contextual factors is regional iden-
tity, which seems very relevant for differences in politi-
cal culture. In A-town, located in a rural area with a tradi-
tional value system, a tendency towards cooperative and
consensus-oriented involvement of actors was observed.
In contrast, B-town is located close to a larger city and is
therefore shaped by amore highly fluctuating of the pop-
ulation and a less integrative political culture. The impor-
tance of “interpersonal social effects, which include rela-
tionships between people, group identities and associa-
tions, aswell as economic exchanges” (Baker, 2011, p. 10)
seems to become especially obvious in food-related ini-
tiatives at the local level.

Another important contextual factor we identified is
that, in both cases, previous experiences with participa-
tion processes shaped the actors’ low expectations of ef-
ficacy with negative consequences for both motivation
and the perceived credibility of the actors. In B-town,
for example, civil society members expressed rather
critical assessments of the local political system’s effi-
cacy, thereby referencing previous attempts to achieve
changes in local politics that were not supported by
local politicians; correspondingly, the municipal actors
stated that they would not cooperate with certain actors
with whom they had previously negative experiences. As
other studies have also shown, this can develop into a
severe barrier for state-driven participation processes as
the experience of efficacy is a core element of strong
democracy (Booth & Coveney, 2015). Participation pro-
cesses without efficacy might appear to be symbolic pol-
itics only and low policy impacts can lead to increas-
ing political disenchantment (Schaal & Wilhelm, 2018,
pp. 206–207). These insights suggest that previous expe-
riences of appreciation and efficacy, as well as regional
identity, influence the political culture and thus the rela-
tionships between local authorities, civil society and eco-
nomic actors.

Summarizing, it becomes apparent in our two cases
that, concerning the food policy triangle of state, econ-
omy and civil society, the conceptualization of active cit-
izens versus an undemocratic economy in food democ-
racy research needs to be questioned. In both our cases,
we encountered initiatives of food system transforma-
tions that were neither initiated from within the or-
ganized participation processes, nor by citizens’ initia-
tives, but rather by influential business actors. Initiatives
such as a regional catering company, a cooperative for
strengthening regional food production, and the estab-
lishment of regional labels through mergers of produc-
tion, processing and trade companies are initiated as eco-
nomic activities where profit is one goal, next to the com-
munity’s well-being. They explicitly aim to increase re-

gional production and additionally tomake the local food
systemmore sustainable or healthy. In most cases, these
local entrepreneurs act independently from, but in agree-
ment with, the public administration.

5.2. Conceptual Implications for Food Democracy
Research

The identified roles of state actors within food-related
participation processes influence the existing concep-
tualization of food democracy. Starting with the four
key dimensions of food democracy by Hassanein (2008,
pp. 290–291), we derived an empirically substantiated
concept with eight categories for the analysis of state-
driven participation processes, thereby deepening the
current understanding of food democracy. (1)Mutual ex-
change of knowledge and (2) the legitimacy and credi-
bility of knowledge claims are essential for knowing the
food system, while (3) transparency and (4) shared lan-
guage are identified as crucial categories within the pro-
cess of sharing ideas. A shared language is also an impor-
tant condition of sharing ideas. From the actors’ view-
point, (5) expectations and experiences of previous par-
ticipation processes determine the efficacy of the pro-
cess, as do (6)municipalities acting as rolemodels and (7)
raising awareness of citizens. Actors’ orientation within
the food system depends on their (8) motivations and
justifications. This set of categories helps to analyze state-
driven participation processes and shifts the current un-
derstanding of food democracy from focusing on trans-
formative actors only to a broader range of food democ-
racy processes including the active involvement of state
actors. Thus, our insights can, for example, be trans-
ferred to research on food networks (Hebinck & Page,
2017) or food policy councils at the local level as well as
to both sites of interest: food democracy and food policy
scholars (Lang, 2005; Schiff, 2008).

A second important implication for academic re-
search relates to food democracy as a deliberative pro-
cess. In line with other scholars in participation research
(Baasch & Blöbaum, 2017, p. 17), Hassanein (2008,
p. 290) assumes that deliberative elements are more
democratic per se; our results question this. They rather
show that the way in which stakeholders assess deliber-
ative participation design critically depends on previous
experiences with participation processes and the actors
involved, as well as on their feelings ofmutual trust, cred-
ibility and legitimacy.

5.3. Further Research

In this article, we developed an empirical grounding for
the concept of food democracy by building on an inter-
pretative analysis of food-related participation processes
in two specific cases. Since our analysis and development
of the food democracy framework is based specifically
on two cases of smaller cities in southern Germany, the
results cannot be generalized for food-related participa-
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tion processes in smaller cities in general. To strengthen
the robustness and transferability of our results, we sug-
gest further research in other cities of different sizes in
Germany and in countries with similar economic and
political circumstances. The identified conceptual cate-
gories of food democracy need further development and
deeper investigation of the relationship between state
actors and other actors that reflect concepts of politi-
cal cultures (Almond & Verba, 1963) and regional iden-
tity (Paasi, 2009). Further, we suggest linking the con-
cept of food democracymore strongly to concepts identi-
fied in deliberative participation processes and participa-
tive governance research (Fischer, 2006, 2012; Turnhout
et al., 2010; van der Heijden, 2018; Walk, 2008). For
example, Fischer (2012, p. 464) assumes that “political-
cultural and pedagogical strategies can facilitate the de-
liberative empowerment in participatory governance.”
Together with an emphasis on the importance of power
relations and civic engagement within participation pro-
cesses (Walk, 2008, pp. 17–18) a further connection to
concepts of political culture seems highly relevant for the
evolution of food democracy in both bottom-up and top-
down processes, which could complement the concept
of food democracy.

6. Conclusion

This article focused on the role of local state actorswithin
food-related participation processes and has dealt with
the question of how these state-driven processes can
be described as processes of food democracy. Our re-
sults indicate that state actors play an important role in
food-related participation processes as potential initia-
tors, shapers and implementers, depending on how they
interact with local food-related actors and how they de-
sign and coordinate the process of food system transfor-
mation within the context of the specific political culture
and regional identity of the city. Credibility is one of the
most important factors. Ideally, state actors are consid-
ered to be neutral, which offers the opportunity to me-
diate between economic interests and the interests of
civil society. However, the comparison of the two cases
shows that the extent to which state actors are accepted
as neutral depends on the respective political culture.
For academic research, this implies that the concepts of
citizenship and democracy, and how these have been ap-
plied in food democracy literature to date, need to be re-
considered. Instead of conceptualizing state actors, eco-
nomic actors and citizens as opponents, our study sug-
gests that food democracy depends on supportive state
actors, facilitating interactions between all groups of rel-
evant actors in order to drive the transformation of lo-
cal food systems. Furthermore, this article contributes to
the conceptualization of food democracy in food policy
research. Based on four dimensions of food democracy
(Hassanein, 2008), we developed an empirically substan-
tiated concept with eight categories for the analysis of
state-driven participation processes.

Practical implications of this research for state-driven
transformations of local food systems towards sustain-
ability include: a need for state actors to reflect on their
own roles when initiating and designing food related par-
ticipation processes; to create a constructive and trust-
ful atmosphere to foster transparency and credibility
among the actor groups; to act as potential role models
for sustainability transformation; and to draw together
food-related initiatives that take place simultaneously
and separately from the top-down initiated participa-
tion processes.
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Annexes

Annex 1. Overview of the participation processes in A-Town.

Format within the participation process Participants

1. Civil dialog, 23.03.2017 9 citizens

2. Civil dialog, 06.04.2017 18 citizens

1. Expert dialog, 19.01.2017 24 participants: 14 local economy, 4 social agencies, 3 members of the city
council, 2 city administration, 1 economic alliance

2. Expert dialog, 21.02.2017 15 participants: 8 local economy, 1 members of the city council, 2 social
agency, 1 administration, 1 civil society, 2 economic alliance

3. Combined expert and civil dialog, 12 participants: 7 citizens, 3 members of the city council, 2 local economy
30.05.2017

1. Steering group meeting, 20.01.2017 6 participants: 2 administrative staff, 1 mayor and 3 members of the
city council

2. Steering group meeting, 13.07.2017 6 participants: 2 administrative staff, 1 mayor and 3 members of the
city council

Annex 2. Overview of the participation processes in B-Town.

Format within the participation process Participants

1. Civil dialog, 30.03.2017 15 citizens

2. Civil dialog, 03.05.2017 16 citizens

1. Expert dialog, 03.04.2017 7 participants: 4 local economy, 2 environmental organization and
1 social agencies

2. Expert dialog, 26.04.2017 10 participants: 5 local economy, 3 environmental organization and
2 social agencies

3. Combined expert and civil dialog, 4 participants: 3 environmental organization and 1 local economy
20.06.2017

1. Steering group meeting, 11.04.2017 4 participants: 3 members of the city council, 1 former member of the
city council

2. Steering group meeting, 25.07.2017 4 participants: 2 administrative staff, 1 member of the city council,
1 former member of the city council
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Annex 3. Overview of the interviewees in A-Town.

Type of actor Shortcut Participant of the Participant of the Participant of the steering
civil dialog expert dialog group meeting

City administration A2
A6 X
A15 X
A17

City Council A4 X
A9
A10 X X
A11 X
A12
A18
A20 X X

Local economy A4 X
A5
A16 X
A20 X X
A22 X
A23 X
A24

Social agency A8_1 X
A8_2 X
A9
A11 X

Civil society A13 X
A14 X

Economic alliance A19 X

Politician A25
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Annex 4. Overview of the interviewees in B-Town.

Type of actor Shortcut Participant of the Participant of the Participant of the steering
civil dialog expert dialog group meeting

City administration B13
B15 X
B19

District administration B24

City Council B8 X
B9 X
B14 X
B22

Former member of the city council B4 X X

Local economy B8 X
B9 X
B18 X X
B25 X

Social agency B14 X
B21 X

Civil society B7_2 X

Environmental organization B5 X
B7_1 X
B12_1 X X
B12_2 X X
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