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Abstract

With the overall intention of stimulating the debate on food democracy, this thematic issue aims to shed fresh light on
the complex relationship between food and democracy in different contexts. New theoretical perspectives and empirical
analyses are presented that explore, sharpen, question, and expand the potential of food democracy as both, an analytical
lens onto the state and development of contemporary food systems, and as a political idea for transforming the dominant
agri-industrial food system. In this editorial to the thematic issue “New Perspectives on Food Democracy,” we briefly re-
capitulate the existing debate on food democracy, explain the goals and overarching questions of the thematic issue and

provide an overview of the assembled articles.
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1. Food Democracy Debate

The globalised food system of the 21st century is char-
acterised by unprecedented productivity, which some
see as a central factor for achieving food security and
fighting world hunger. Others, however, highlight con-
siderable negative social and ecological consequences.
Current patterns of food production, distribution, and
consumption are regarded as not only unjust but de-
structive to natural resources and livelihoods. Existing
exploitative economic relations contribute to food in-
security and malnutrition for millions of people, liveli-
hood crises, environmental destruction resulting from re-
source and fossil-fuel intensive production and distribu-
tion, as well as the degenerative diseases associated with
the Western lifestyle’s diet being rich in fat, sugar, and
processed foods. These critical perspectives on the cur-
rent food system are articulated in various alternative vi-
sions of the food system.

Ideas and concepts such as ‘food sovereignty,” ‘food
justice, ‘food citizenship,” and ‘food democracy’ (Booth &
Coveney, 2015; Holt-Gimenez & Shattuck, 2011; Levkoe,
2006; Renting, Schermer, & Rossi, 2012) emerged at
the intersection of critical agri-food movements such
as ‘La Via Campesina’ and a critically-oriented academic
community (Constance, Renard, & Rivera-Ferre, 2014;
Goodman, DuPuis, & Goodman, 2012). These concepts
are closely related, as they all denote a strong move
to problematise the existing industrial agri-food system
and present counter-proposals to remedy the current
system’s problems. Yet, due to the particular contexts
in which they emerged, there are differences between
these concepts in terms of the elements of the cur-
rent food system they problematise as well as the goals,
norms, and transformation strategies they promote.

The concept of food democracy, which is at the cen-
tre of this thematic issue, deals with the problematisa-
tion and transformation of established structures, pro-
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cesses, and practices of food governance, i.e., the way in
which common and collectively binding goals are formed,
agreed upon, and implemented. From a food democracy
perspective, the rebuilding of the food system funda-
mentally depends on the adoption of democratic princi-
ples and practices in food governance. Instead of profit-
oriented multinational corporations as well as interna-
tional networks of scientific and administrative experts
who are making critical decisions regarding the food sys-
tem without a clear democratic mandate, it is the citi-
zens affected by food issues who are supposed to shape
food systems in line with their ideas and interests in a
democratically organised process of will formation and
decision-making.

1.1. Origin and Concept

The term ‘food democracy’ was prominently coined
in the late 1990s by Tim Lang (1999), a London City
University professor and former farmer. Lang himself
dates the beginnings of food democracy back to 19th
century industrialisation when in England and other
countries demands for adequate, affordable, and safe
food were made as part of early welfare policies (Lang,
1999, p. 218). Nowadays, the term essentially refers to
a counter-concept to the dominant food governance
regime, which according to Lang can be described in
different practices of ‘food control’. Firstly, food control
takes the form of centralisation and concentration pro-
cesses in the food industry with some major global com-
panies dominating the food markets at the expense of
smaller firms and small farmers (Lang, 1999). Secondly,
the companies exert control over food vis-a-vis the con-
sumers. In current food supply chains, retailers, and su-
permarkets ‘choice-edit’ the products before they are
presented to the consumers. Retailers act as the main
gatekeepers between producers and consumers, e.g.,
through contracts and specifications that frame farmers’
and producers’ opportunities as well as consumer choice
(Lang, 2005). Food labelling is also a tool for consumer
control. In a context of often low-profile legal require-
ments for food labelling, companies only reveal infor-
mation regarding the origin, production processes, and
ingredients which will not negatively affect their sales
(Hamilton, 2005). By restricting information and choice
through their limiting of the consumers’ right to know
what is in their food, these corporations, thirdly, also con-
trol public, democratic decision-making. Regarding ge-
netically modified foods, Shiva (2014) argues that cor-
porate control of technology and intellectual property
enables corporate decision-making outside of the demo-
cratic realm, which she dubs ‘food dictatorship.

Food democracy, in contrast, calls for people to re-
gain control over the food system. The aim is to challenge
and counterbalance food control choices and choice-
edit of the food industry, in order to allow people ac-
cess to an adequate, safe, nutritious, sustainable food
supply and to collectively benefit from the food system

(Booth & Coveney, 2015; Lang, 1999). This is achieved
through greater participation of citizens and by increas-
ing public standards in democratically accountable ways
(Hassanein, 2003; Lang, 2005). The contested debates on
food are thus “representing a struggle between those
economic and social forces seeking to control the system
and those citizens seeking to create more sustainable
and democratic food systems” (Hassanein, 2008, p. 287).
Food democracy serves to counterbalance the neoliberal
agenda of a globalised food industry directed at feeding
the world cheaply and profitably (Goodman et al., 2012;
Lang & Heasman, 2004). It is about establishing justice
and fairness in the system. It creates spaces for the in-
dividual and collective agency of people to determine
the values they want in their food system. The multiplic-
ity of inputs and initiatives at various levels is seen as
an asset since it can bring about innovations that will
progressively transform the system. Surely, this presents
a challenge to the established food system and its key
players who seek to control the system, as well as a
challenge to liberal democracies and market economies
(Hassanein, 2003; Renting et al., 2012). Food democracy
is not only seen as functional in terms of its ability to
provide solutions to the problems of the current food
system. A strong food democracy constitutes in itself a
space for developing possibilities for “a genuine trans-
formation of societal values and practices” (Hassanein,
2003, p. 85; see also Barber, 2004).

Food democracy comes with great hope that the
democratic process will be able to bring about such
change. At its core is the idea that all people mean-
ingfully participate in shaping food systems locally, na-
tionally, and globally. They realise that food is political
(Hassanein, 2003). As set out in manifestos of the food
movement, such as Frances Moore Lappé’s Diet for a
Small Planet (1971) and Michael Pollan’s In Defense of
Food (2008), people realise that, by eating differently,
they can transform the agri-food system into a more just
and sustainable place. The notion of ‘food citizenship’ de-
notes the altered role of people in this scenario: Rather
than passive consumers, manipulated by supermarkets
and deskilled through the proliferation of convenience
foods, people become food citizens who get engaged
and actively shape the food system (Welsh & MacRae,
1998; Wilkins, 2005). Citizenship implies that the com-
modification of food is contested and that people hold
and develop capacities and responsibilities beyond the
simple consumption of goods. Making food choices of-
teninvolves decisions in the face of conflicting values and
uncertainty over wider impacts. These decisions must
“be determined socially and politically through meaning-
ful civic participation and political engagement by an in-
formed citizenry” (Hassanein, 2008, p. 289). Some deci-
sions might be difficult to make, but people will eventu-
ally agree with an outcome if it resulted from a fair and
participatory process. Empowering people to meaning-
fully participate and to determine food policies and prac-
tices is a key element. In that respect, food democracy
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is also concerned with the problematisation and trans-
formation of established views and practices of demo-
cratic governance per se. The rebuilding of the food sys-
tem is frequently seen as a stimulus to explore new
ways of democratic decision-making and an opportu-
nity to reassert the institutions of liberal representative
democracy, as well as to reject elitist forms of gover-
nance altogether.

1.2. Food Democracy in Practice

In practice, the ways of producing food democracy are
manifold. It begins on the individual or family level in peo-
ple’s households and kitchens. People may practise food
democracy for example by home cooking and cooking
from scratch, using little or no prepared foods from the
supermarket. This is not only an act of improving cooking
skills which, as evidence shows, is related to enhanced
diet quality (Larson, Perry, Story, & Neumark-Sztainer,
2006). It is also an act of self-empowerment to regain
control over food. People may also decide to consume
foods that represent certain values, such as organic, local,
cruelty-free, Fair Trade, etc. Being intentional about daily
food choices creates added value on a personal level,
but also sends signals to the marketplace and supports
the producers of such foods (Booth & Coveney, 2015;
Wilkins, 2005).

Food democracy can also be practised at the com-
munity level. People may get involved in food swaps
with neighbours, buy at farmers’ markets, participate
in consumer-supported agriculture (e.g., green box
schemes), be active in a community garden project, a
consumer food co-op, and so on (Booth & Coveney,
2015). These acts go beyond the individual and house-
hold level and refer to varying degrees to the larger food
system. Finally, food democracy at the societal (regional
or national) level includes food advocacy and lobbying
for the ‘common good,” getting involved in a food move-
ment (e.g., ‘Slow Food’ or the German ‘Wir haben es
satt’—‘we are fed up’—movement), a food policy coun-
cil, and other means of civic participation in public policy-
making (Goodman et al., 2012; Welsh & MacRae, 1998).

All of these are spaces to practise food democracy by
bringing control of the food system back into the hands
of the people. This is seen as an act of transforming
passive consumers into active food citizens. Hassanein
(2008) made a first and widely cited attempt to opera-
tionalise the key dimensions required for such empower-
ment of people. She proposes the following five dimen-
sions, namely: 1) Collaborating toward food system sus-
tainability, indicating that food democracy requires not
only individual participation of people in various places
but also their collaboration; 2) Becoming knowledgeable
about food and the food system, which is an act of coun-
tering corporate control of food; 3) Sharing ideas about
the food system with others, pointing to the delibera-
tion of values and visions about the food systems people
would like to have; 4) Developing efficacy with respect

to food and the food system, referring to people’s capac-
ity to be able to promote change of the food system; and
5) acquiring an orientation towards the community good,
which involves people’s food relations moving beyond
their individual self-interest to being oriented towards
the common good. These dimensions represent norma-
tive characteristics of food democracy but can also serve
as criteria to empirically analyse the various food initia-
tives that are presently emerging (Hassanein, 2008).

1.3. Boundaries

The concept of food democracy, as outlined, revolves
around the notions of food citizenship, participation, tak-
ing back control, and strong democracy. Essentially, food
democracy is a normative counter-concept to the current
food system dominated by corporate interests. Deviating
from this understanding, a number of voices propose
more liberal interpretations of food democracy. These
are based on accounts of political consumerism, i.e., pur-
chasing food products for ethical or political reasons
(Micheletti & Bostrom, 2013), and consumer rights to an
informed food choice (Campisi, 2016; de Tavernier, 2012).
The food citizen is constructed here as the consumer who
‘votes with their fork, and as a bearer of legal rights,
e.g., regarding their right to safe food and food informa-
tion. In a liberal conception, the latter is not a positive
right in the sense of entitlement but rather a negative
right not to be misinformed regarding their food choices.
Appropriate food labelling is therefore crucial. According
to some scholars, this should also contain information
on ethical and environmental aspects of food products
and production processes (Beekman, 2008; Micheletti &
Bostrom, 2013).

The main difference between these contrasting in-
terpretations of food democracy lies in the conception
of food citizenship: Whereas liberal concepts see people
as ‘consumer-citizens’ who use their buying power in or-
der to bring about change in the food system, the pro-
ponents of a more substantive notion of food citizenship
are critical of the, in their view, passive role of the food
consumer. They advocate instead a more active and polit-
ical engagement in collective food affairs. From this per-
spective, food democracy goes beyond simply the ade-
quate supply of food for individuals and stresses the im-
portance of the wider public good, i.e., human and eco-
logical health, as well as social justice (Booth & Convey,
2015; Hassanein, 2003).

2. New Perspectives on Food Democracy

This thematic issue aims to conceptually and empirically
advance the discussion on food democracy. The consid-
eration of new perspectives is motivated by two con-
trasting, yet linked observations. The first relates to the
existing discourse on food democracy, which seems to
have undergone a certain stabilisation and closure. Food
democracy has become an important and recurring refer-
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ence point for scholars and practitioners. In conceptual
terms, however, the debate mainly revolves around a
specific notion of empowerment and increased participa-
tion of people, or the contrasting notion of liberal market-
based and consumerist food democracy. Other forms of
organising and doing democracy tend to be neglected.

The second observation is related to developments
surrounding the food democracy debate that renew the
relevance of food democracy, and at the same time
change the conditions of its meaning. On one hand, the
food system is marked by various developments that
come with new opportunities and challenges to its demo-
cratic governance. In the last years, we observe a sig-
nificant and increasing politicisation of food, triggered
by food crises and scandals, concerns such as sustain-
ability and climate change, but also by a more general
politicisation of everyday life (Herring, 2015; Micheletti
& Stolle, 2012). On the other hand, the understanding
and practice of democratic governance have undergone
a major transformation, with potential implications for
the notion of food democracy. Recent upheavals of pop-
ulist movements aside (which certainly change the po-
litical conditions of democratic food governance), there
are other more systemic transformations in contempo-
rary democracies evolving, some of which may serve
as explanatory factors for populist movements. In the
context of recent pluralisation and decentralisation, the
concepts and institutions of liberal democratic gover-
nance are said to be fundamentally transformed, if not
hollowed out as suggested by some observers (Crouch,
2010). Democracy is increasingly becoming a practice to
be thought of and analysed in relation to a highly com-
plex (post-liberal) governance system, transcending the
notion of a neatly organised structure of functionally
linked institutions and practices satisfying the principles
of aliberal representative democracy (Bevir, 2014; Peters
& Tatham, 2016; Rosanvallon, 2011; Sgrensen & Torfing,
2005). This democratic transformation comes with new
challenges and opportunities for food democracy—and
thus calls for a reconsideration of the conceptual reper-
toire for analysing food democracy.

Taking these developments into account, the concept
of food democracy may open up new perspectives to il-
luminate the interplay between changes in the food sys-
tem and transformations of democratic governance. It
allows new insights into the democratic conditions and
consequences of recent developments in the food sys-
tem. Conversely, it can shed new light on the conse-
quences of recent democratic transformations for the
governance of contemporary food systems. With the gen-
eral intention to gain fresh theoretical and empirical in-
sightinto the complex and dynamically changing relation-
ship between food and democracy in different contexts,
as well as to examine the theoretical and practical sig-
nificance of food democracy today, the thematic issue
pursues three objectives, each related to a specific set
of questions:

1. The first aim is to deepen, differentiate and fur-
ther develop the conceptual repertoire for the analy-
sis of food democracy: What are the established ap-
proaches and how can food democracy be under-
stood today? To what extent have existing under-
standings proved useful and how do they need to be
adapted in the light of recent developments in food
systems and democracy? What are appropriate con-
cepts for a differentiated analysis of the democratic
quality of contemporary food governance or the food
system as a whole?

2. The second aim is to generate new empirical
insights about (old and new) phenomena of food
democracy: How are food concerns being articulated,
processed, and regulated in modern democracies?
Which forms of food democracy can we observe? How
significant and/or prevalent is democracy in the food
system? Do we find indications of a democratisation
of food? Are there counter-movements? What are
drivers of and barriers to the democratisation of food?

3. The third aim is practical-political. It refers to the
identification of approaches and strategies for pro-
moting different forms of food democracy. How can
food systems be democratised? What strategies and
practices strengthen democracy in relation to food?

3. Mapping the Contributions to the Thematic Issue

The contributions assembled in this thematic issue exam-
ine a wide array of ways in which food and democracy are
connected. They are based on different normative and
analytical reference points, focus on different objects or
places of manifestation of food democracy, and make
use of different approaches and methods.

In terms of their normative theoretical foundations,
the spectrum ranges from contributions based on and
developing established participatory notions of food
democracy to contributions that problematise existing
normative concepts and place them on new democratic
foundations, as well as establishing links to other nor-
mative concepts such as sustainability and justice. Also,
from an analytical point of view, a wide range of refer-
ences to concepts such as governance, power, conflict,
and transformation can be identified. Here, too, some
contributions take new paths, for example by emphasis-
ing the sensual dimension of food democracy or by an-
choring food democracy in the practice of knowledge.

There is also a considerable variation in the sub-
ject areas covered. The contributions focus on various
manifestations of food democracy, ranging from bottom-
up initiatives and networks to top-down governance.
Some contributions are particularly interested in how
social and government initiatives work together to cre-
ate food democracy. Within these different places, the
contributions focus on different ‘aggregate states’ of
food democracy—from institutional arrangements to dis-
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courses, and cognitive structures to concrete practices.
Irrespective of this variation in relation to the objects,
a certain dominance of contexts can be discerned. The
majority of contributions to food democracy focus on
Western countries, while the countries of the Global
South rarely appear. In this broader cultural context, a fo-
cus on urban settings prevails. It is possible that this focus
is not random, but reflects a systematic affinity between
food democracy and Western contexts (see Carlson &
Chappell, 2015).

The methodological spectrum includes theoretically
accentuated as well as empirically oriented contribu-
tions. The latter range from analyses of new primary data
to reinterpretations of existing studies from the perspec-
tive of food democracy. They include in-depth qualitative
case studies as well as approaches to comparing mani-
festations of food democracy on the basis of quantita-
tive data. While these approaches reflect the classical
spectrum of social science methods, transformative re-
search approaches such as participatory action research
or participatory experiments express the hybrid charac-
ter of food democracy as both an analytical and a practi-
cal concept.

Notwithstanding these differences, the contributions
to the thematicissue share the common goal of taking on
and developing new perspectives on food democracy. To
highlight their respective novelty, we have grouped the
articles into three sections that highlight three different
innovation movements we observe in relation to the ex-
isting debate on food democracy.

A first group of contributions, entitled ‘elaborating
and differentiating food democracy, ties in with existing
concepts of food democracy, deepening, detailing, and
differentiating them on the basis of empirical analyses.
Here we find studies on the democratic qualities of food-
sharing initiatives (Davies, Cretella, & Franck, 2019) and
alternative food networks (Lohest, Bauler, Sureau, Van
Mol, & Acten, 2019), both in urban governance contexts.
Two articles analyse the democratic potential of food pol-
icy councils in different contexts and reflect the empiri-
cal lessons for the concept of food democracy (Bassarab,
Clark, Santo, & Palmer, 2019; Sieveking, 2019). Two fur-
ther contributions focus on the special role of state ac-
tors in shaping food-related participation (Baldy & Kruse,
2019; van de Griend, Duncan, & Wiskerke, 2019). The
part concludes with two articles on the democratic im-
plications of governance innovation, either bottom-up
as produced in local food initiatives (Fernandez-Wulff,
2019) or top-down as anchored in new ideas of be-
havioural governance (Gumbert, 2019).

A second group of articles is concerned with ‘ex-
ploring and pushing food democracy’ in conceptual
and empirical terms. It contains contributions that clar-
ify, reflect, and extend the theoretical foundations of
food democracy beyond the usual participatory or lib-
eral perspectives: by comprehending the empowerment
claims of food democracy in the sense of a power-
based concept of complex democracy (Bornemann &

Weiland, 2019); by proposing the tying of food democ-
racy back to different dimensions of democratic legiti-
macy (Behringer & Feindt, 2019); or by distinguishing
different conceptions and arenas of democratic partic-
ipation (Lorenzini, 2019). Other articles advance the
notion of food democracy by applying it to new the-
matic areas, such as the context of economic depriva-
tion (Prost, 2019) or the historical design of urban food
policy (Hasson, 2019). Broadening this perspective on
the production of food democracy, two further articles
examine the role of technological conflict in the cre-
ation of food democracy (Friedrich, Hackfort, Boyer, &
Gottschlich, 2019) and the role of land investment in
Africa in the rise and fall of the democratic quality of
African food systems (Dekeyser, 2019).

A third group of contributions can be characterised
as ‘challenging and enlarging food democracy.” Rather
than refining or pushing existing concepts, they propose
more radical reconsiderations and extensions of the cur-
rent understanding of the concept. This includes criti-
cal readings of food democracy from a governmental-
ity (Jhagroe, 2019) or a neo-Marxist perspective (Tilzey,
2019). Other contributions reach for new terrain of the
concept, when working out the epistemic foundations of
food democracy (Adelle, 2019), or the democratic impli-
cations of taste and sensory experience as a part of food
democracy (VoR & Guggenheim, 2019).

While all contributions provide new insights into
food democracy, many articles identify additional top-
ics for future research and practice. We hope that this
rich pool of novel perspectives will provide an inspiring
basis for exploring new ways of ‘knowing’ and ‘doing’
food democracy.
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1. Introduction food system, De Schutter and others have argued that

there are grounds for optimism, with innovations appear-

The greatest deficit in the food economy is the demo-
cratic one. (De Schutter, 2014)

In 2014 the UN Special Rapporteur on the Right to Food,
Olivier De Schutter, specifically urged urban areas to take
matters of food democracy into their own hands; where
food democracy relates to matters of health, safety,
equal rights to culturally-appropriate food, and opportu-
nities to participate in the food system (Hassanein, 2003,
2008; Lang, 1999; Levkoe, 2006; Welsh & MacRae, 1998).
While acknowledging the challenges inherent in address-
ing the concentration of power and control within the

ing internationally that reconnect food producers and
consumers in new ways (Biewener, 2016). This article ex-
plores one such arena of innovation—information and
communication technologies (ICT)-mediated urban food
sharing initiatives that allow people to grow food, cook,
eat and redistribute food together with others (Davies
& Legg, 2018, p. 237)—to see if it addresses the demo-
cratic deficit that De Schutter identifies. Reflecting on
the practices and governance of urban food sharing ini-
tiatives in three European capital cities—Berlin, London
and Dublin—two interrelated questions are posed: To
what extent are current food sharing initiatives exem-
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plars of food democracy, and to what extent do policy
arrangements affect the achievement of food democracy
through food sharing?

2. Interrogating the Nexus of Food Sharing and
Food Democracy

The concept of food democracy is a relatively recent ar-
rival in the arena of academic food studies with a land-
mark publication by Hassanein (Hassanein, 2003) being
one of the earliest and most influential papers in the field.
Hassanein’s article extended the foundational research
of Tim Lang that described the importance of eating “ad-
equately, affordably, safely, humanely, and in ways one
considers civil and culturally appropriate” (Lang, 1999,
p. 218). Although expressed in various ways across the
literature, the general view is that people should have en-
hanced opportunities to actively participate in “shaping
the food system” (Hassanein, 2003, p. 79). This implies
opportunities to participate at a variety of scales and
with respect to the formation of policy at every stage of
the food system (Levkoe, 2006; Welsh & MacRae, 1998).
The driving forces behind these calls for greater participa-
tion are multifaceted, from providing opportunities for
people to expand their knowledge about food and the
food system (Hassanein, 2003) to sharing ideas and opin-
ions about food with others as a pragmatic means to en-
sure that decisions about food go beyond market forces
that emphasise profit over people and planet (Levkoe,
2006). This brings food democracy directly into conversa-
tion with the causes and effects of inequities in the food
system and to ideas of food poverty, justice, sovereignty
and sustainability. Linked to narratives around active par-
ticipation and the right to food are calls for reorient-
ing control of the food system away from the current
agropoly model (EcoNexus, 2013). Sometimes this is ar-
ticulated in terms of shortening food chains and connect-
ing producers and consumers more directly (Johnston,
Biro, & MacKendrick, 2009). In other cases it is about con-
sumers having the capacity and capabilities to exercise
their own power to shape the ways food is produced and
distributed (Levkoe, 2006; Mann, 2015).

With the core dimensions of food democracy
identified—participation, the right to food, sustainabil-
ity, and reorienting control—it is possible to see whether
there is any commonality between these and the goals
and practices of urban food sharing initiatives. We se-
lected and examined twelve urban food sharing initia-
tives from a population of 379 initiatives mapped in
Berlin, London and Dublin (Davies et al., 2017) that focus
on shared growing, cooking, eating and food redistri-
bution, and use ICT (defined here as websites, social
media platforms, digital applications and other online
platforms) to mediate their sharing activities, goals and
impacts (see Table 1). The information in Table 1 is drawn
from content analysis of online information provided by
each food sharing initiative, ethnographic fieldwork with
each initiative and in-depth interviews with key stake-

holders in each city between 2016 and 2018 (Davies &
Weymes, 2018). To preserve anonymity, initiatives are
identified by their location (Berlin, London, or Dublin)
and their main focus (growing, or cooking and eating,
or redistributing) with the title ‘multifunctional’ used
where there is more than one main focus. We use a
number to distinguish initiatives with the same focus
in the same city (e.g., Growing 1, London; Growing 2,
London, and so forth). The three cities—London, Berlin
and Dublin—were selected because they are members of
the European Union (EU) and are subject to the common
policy framework that exists for all member states, but
they also have particular socio-economic, environmen-
tal, political and cultural histories and characteristics that
affect how food is governed (Davies & Weymes, 2017).

Table 1 shows how all the initiatives examined artic-
ulate goals and undertake activities that connect with di-
mensions of food democracy. Specific food democracy
dimensions are not excluded if the activity is a commu-
nity café or a community garden, for example. Table 1
also indicates that in each initiative food sharing activ-
ities speak to multiple dimensions of food democracy
albeit in distinctive ways. Indeed, ten out of the twelve
initiatives address all core dimensions of food democ-
racy. However, it is hard to establish the impact of these
food sharing activities, as in many cases the initiatives
do not have the capacity or resources to identify and
track the impacts they create. For instance, while mea-
suring the weight of food diverted from landfill as an
indicator of environmental sustainability is technically
straightforward, it is notoriously difficult to identify, iso-
late and measure impacts that relate to the social, health
and well-being benefits of coming together around food;
an important part of social sustainability (Mackenzie &
Davies, 2019).

Similarly, while counting the numbers of people who
attend events run by initiatives may be relatively straight-
forward, it is not always feasible for initiatives to mon-
itor the depth and frequency of participation or what
that participation means to people and for the food sys-
tem. In addition, there are multiple challenges with es-
tablishing whether activities improve an individual’s right
to food or assist in reorienting control within the food
system. It is outputs—rather than impacts—that tend to
be reported, such as counting the number of cooking
or gardening classes offered, or the numbers of partici-
pants. Understanding what difference those experiences
make to individuals and communities once the class has
ended is an entirely different matter. Although it is be-
yond the scope of this article, establishing the impacts of
food sharing at an individual, community, regional and
national scale is an important issue which requires fur-
ther consideration (see Mackenzie & Davies, 2019). The
remainder of the article focus on the extent to which
food sharing initiatives—now identified agents of food
democracy—are supported (or not) by the wider govern-
ing arrangements which shape what they do and how
they do it.
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Table 1. Relation to dimensions of food democracy of food sharing initiatives in Berlin, London and Dublin.

City Initiative identifier

Initiative activities

Initiative goals

Impacts*

Relation to dimensions of food democracy

Berlin  Redistribution 1

A not-for-profit food waste
initiative that diverts
edible food from disposal.
Operates in numerous
locations in Germany,
Austria and Switzerland

“We want to make food
unconditionally accessible to all
people and thereby promote
respect for them.”

“The goal is to initiate education,
rethinking and responsible
action on a personal level.”

Quantitative impacts reported
for entire initiative: 1000
collections per day;

3,827,489 kg of food saved;
55,000+ volunteer ‘food savers’

Sustainability—reducing food waste by
redistributing edible surplus

Right to food—providing unconditional
accessibility of food to all people
Participation—facilitating peer-to-peer
exchanges of surplus food

Reorienting control—empowering participants to
develop skills and understandings around food

Redistribution 2

A global not-for-profit
mapping and
redistribution initiative
that connects surplus
harvests from fruit trees
with those in need and
encourages exchange of
knowledge and skills for
growing

“to connect people with fruit
trees.”

“[to foster] responsibility,
respect and common
sense...pay attention to the
property rights...gently handle
trees and nature...share the
fruits of your
discoveries...engage in the care
of fruit trees.”

Quantitative impacts reported
for entire initiative: 72,885
participants; 153 groups
formed; 53,116 locations
mapped; 360 actions founded
by users; 33 new trees planted

Sustainability—reduce food waste by
redistributing edible surplus

Right to food—increasing the accessibility of
healthy food

Participation—facilitating peer-to-peer
exchanges of surplus food; providing support to
plant and maintain new trees

Reorienting control—empowering participants to
develop skills and understandings of fruit trees

Growing 1

A not-for-profit social
enterprise that provides
inclusive space for
growing together, learning
about food growing and
eating locally grown food
in its café

“An intercultural garden...open
to everyone who likes to be a
little closer to nature.”

“the good life for all...access to
food and education...social
transformation and value
beyond money.”

No quantitative impacts
recorded, but descriptive, visual
and qualitative impacts are
documented: educational
workshops, seed sharing,
medicinal herb production,
co-design of inclusive
educational supports

Sustainability—providing low carbon, local food
Right to food—increasing opportunities to access
healthy, local food

Participation—facilitating peer-to-peer
knowledge exchange around growing and
cooking food

Reorienting control—empowering participants to
develop skills and understandings around food
growing

Cooking/Eating 1

A social enterprise
providing opportunities
for shared cooking and
eating experiences with a
particular focus on the
integration of refugees

“encourage face-to-face
encounters between the local
community and refugees—we
cook, work, reflect and spend
time together.”

Limited quantitative impacts
reported: 3 cookbooks
published; 40 volunteers
trained and 30 satellite
activities developed in three
other cities. Descriptive and
qualitative impacts reported
through testimonials

Right to food—unconditional accessibility of food
to all people

Participation—facilitating opportunities for
people to eat together with refugees within
communities

Reorienting control—empowering communities
to build greater community cohesion and
understanding around food
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Table 1. (Cont.) Relation to dimensions of food democracy of food sharing initiatives in Berlin, London and Dublin.

City Initiative identifier Initiative activities Initiative goals Impacts* Relation to dimensions of food democracy
London Redistribution 1 A for-profit food “[to] create a world in which Quantitative overall impact of Sustainability—reduce food waste by
redistribution initiative nothing of value goes to waste, initiative is reported: 971,783 redistributing edible surplus
using a free app to and every single person has registered users; 32478 Right to food—increase accessibility of food to
connect people with each  enough to eat—without volunteers and 1,448,269 participants
other and with local destroying our planet in the portions of food exchanged Participation—increasing opportunities to
businesses to share process.” participate in sharing surplus food

surplus food

Reorienting control—empowering participants to
connect directly with others to access food

Redistribution 2 A social enterprise “empowering individuals and Quantitative impacts reported: Sustainability—reduce food waste by
providing a space for building stronger communities,  financial savings to members of  redistributing edible surplus
redistributing food at by realising the social potential £45m in 2018; 97% of members  Right to food—providing reduced cost food to
reduced cost to low of surplus food.” say they have the tools they members
income participants from need to achieve life goals; 96% Participation—facilitating peer-to-peer
businesses and support say their mental well-being has exchanges of surplus food
services to build improved; 92% say their Reorienting control—empowering participants to
community capacity and physical well-being has develop life skills around food
confidence improved; 56 million meals

Multifunctional 1 A not-for-profit initiative “to nurture a close-knit and Quantitative impacts reported: Sustainability—provide educational workshops
which provides collaborative community, which  more than 100 young people on environmental protection and sustainability
opportunities to grow cares about its achieving qualifications; Right to food—providing educational training to
food, cook and together environment—and about the 10,000+ engagements with local  help build skills to access food
by providing events and planet as a whole.” children and young people; 150  Participation—facilitating peer-to-peer
workshops “to create healthy, integrated graduates from youth exchanges of surplus food

and environmentally leadership scheme Reorienting control—empowering participants to

responsible communities.”

develop skills and understandings around food

Cooking/Eating 1 A social enterprise “[to address] inequalities whilst ~ Quantitative impacts reported:
providing free mealsanda  building community cohesion 80% of food used is surplus;
suite of educational and and developing skills.” 100% of catering costs are
skills-based programs, “enriching local life through reinvested in weekly community
courses, and activities connecting people through meals; 79% of attendees return

community activities and to socialise with others

cultivating respect over a bite.”

Sustainability—reducing food waste by using
surplus food

Right to food—providing free food to all
participants

Participation—bringing people together to grow,
cook and eat together

Reorienting control—providing support to
participants over communal meals
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Table 1. (Cont.) Relation to dimensions of food democracy of food sharing initiatives in Berlin, London and Dublin.

City Initiative identifier

Initiative activities

Initiative goals

Impacts*

Relation to dimensions of food democracy

Dublin  Redistribution 1

An informal collective
harvesting seasonal gluts
of food by volunteers and
the redistribution of this
surplus food for free to
those in need

“getting fresh fruit to local
people who otherwise wouldn’t
have access to it.”

No quantitative impacts are
reported. Qualitative impacts
are recorded via blog posts
relating to harvesting events
and detailing donors, volunteer
harvesters and recipients.

Sustainability—reducing food loss from seasonal
harvests

Right to food—providing healthy free food to
community groups supporting people in need of
food

Participation—providing opportunities for
participation in collection and redistribution

Redistribution 2

A not-for-profit
redistributing surplus food
from business to charities
and community groups.
Operates across Ireland
and the UK

“to offer our solution to
communities around the world
who can benefit and achieve our
vision of a world where no good
food goes to waste.”

“Charities have access to a supply
of fresh food and businesses can
contribute to their community in
a meaningful way.”

Reports quantitative impacts for
the entire initiative: supports
7,500 community groups;
20,000+ tonnes of food
redistributed or 45 million meal
equivalents and more than
65,000 carbon savings made

Sustainability—reducing food waste through
redistributing surplus

Right to food—distributing food to community
groups and charities which provide food services
Participation—supporting businesses and
communities to connect in new ways and for
volunteers to help redistributed surplus food
Reorienting control—allows charities and
community groups to connect more equitably
with retailers around surplus food redistribution

Growing 1 A not-for-profit garden “an organic community garden Few quantitative reports Sustainability—providing space for local food
providing opportunities to  [which] provides an opportunity  recorded. Some numbers production
grow food together with for local people living in an urban  relating to volunteers provided Right to food—providing new opportunities to
others environment to develop skills in social media. Evidence of access healthy, locally grown food
and knowledge in horticulture. physical regeneration of the site  Participation—providing new opportunities for
Volunteers learn about growing and the garden contains raised local people to get involved in the food system by
fruit and vegetables and can take  beds, hand-built shed, supports  growing collectively
food home to their families free  for biodiversity (bird boxes etc.)  Reorienting control—empowering people to
of charge.” through photos on social media  learn how to grow food for themselves
Growing 2 A for-profit initiative which ~ “to cultivate [activities] that No quantitative impacts Sustainability—raising awareness about

creates opportunities for
hands-on learning about
urban agriculture, food
sharing, food waste
management, and the
circular economy

together will bring social change
to improve the livelihood and
liveability of our city.”

“Through participatory learning
and action...inspire people to
adopt sustainable practices in
their everyday lives.”

reported. Descriptive impacts of
individual projects are
summarised online which
provide evidence of
participation in events,
including media coverage of
activities

sustainable food

Right to food—empowering people to be able to
grow food to help meet their needs
Participation—providing opportunities to engage
with and learn about growing activities
Reorienting control—empowering participants to
develop growing skills

Note: *Impacts reported in 2019.
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3. Policy and Food Sharing Practices

Attention to policy that affects food in an urban context
has expanded over the last decade as the negative ex-
ternalities caused by the current food system have be-
come clearer (Harris, Dougill, & Owen, 2015; Morgan,
2009). The need for regulatory instruments to improve
access to, and the quality of, sustainable food, as well
as the general well-being of urban dwellers, is visible in
developments such as the Milan Urban Food Policy Pact.
Launched in 2015 and endorsed by the United Nations,
the Pact brought civic leaders together to discuss how to
best tackle food-related issues at the urban level (Deakin,
Borrelli, & Diamantini, 2016). Such institutional efforts
are attempting to build synergies between the different
policy domains which affect the food system (Wiskerke,
2009) and have given greater visibility to more holistic
Food Policy Councils and Urban Food Strategies (Deakin
et al., 2016; Moragues et al., 2013; Reed, Curry, Keech,
Kirwan, & Maye, 2013; Sieveking, 2019). Yet, the ability
of these mechanisms to affect change has been ques-
tioned because of their predominantly non-statutory sta-
tus, with further monitoring and evaluation required to
establish their impact where they have been formed,
and to reflect on why such developments have not been
taken up in all urban locations (Cretella, 2019a, 2019b;
Hawkes & Halliday, 2017; Sonnino, 2017).

In the absence of any holistic statutory urban food
policy, food sharing initiatives remain subject to a frag-
mented and multiscalar policy landscape which has
evolved to govern food as a commercial commodity.
However, food sharing initiatives adopt diverse under-
standings of food which go far beyond seeing it as sim-
ply financialised fuel for the body. Instead, food is seen
as a social and educational catalyst, and involvement
in the means of producing, consuming and redistribut-
ing food a barometer of livelihood sustainability (Davies,
2019). Decentring commercial drivers has led food shar-
ing initiatives to adopt diverse organisational structures
including co-operatives, charities, networks, clubs, so-
cial enterprises (Davies et al., 2017), yet the external
governing framework they experience is often the same
whether activities are for-profit or not. This article draws
on research that explores how the external governing
framework affects food sharing initiatives. Ethnographic
fieldwork revealed this governance in action, while in-
terviews and documentary analysis identify past experi-
ences and reflect on how policy affects food sharing ac-
tivities. The qualitative data collected were analysed us-
ing N-Vivo. All material relating to a node of ‘policy, rules,
and regulations’ from the twelve initiatives was collated
and then re-coded according to the policy areas identi-
fied as significant in the data: food risk and safety; land
use planning and urban development; health and well-
being; food security and waste. This revealed a number
of common themes running across initiatives in the cities
but also particular issues that relate to the specific focus
of initiatives.

3.1. Common Policy Impacts: The Challenges of Over-
and Under-Regulation

While all food sharing initiatives recognised the need
for safe food, the ‘one-size-fits-all’ system of risk man-
agement (embodied in EU hygiene regulation 178/2002)
was frequently mentioned as a challenge, particularly
by those who shared surplus food. Redistribution ini-
tiatives are seen as engaging in retail, and charities
that receive food are considered to be conducting mass-
catering activities. This means they have the same obli-
gations as commercial operators irrespective of their or-
ganisational structure or the size and scale of sharing tak-
ing place (Davies & Weymes, 2018). As one surplus food
redistribution initiative in Berlin articulated:

Although...most people who work do it voluntar-
ily...we are by law run as a food distributor, because
we are dealing with food; that means, the same du-
ties and laws apply to us like for all supermarkets and
retailers. (Redistribution 1, Berlin)

The same initiative was concerned about the appropri-
ateness and equity of the binary perspective of food
risk regulators, calling for more nuanced attention to
the spectrum of organisational forms, modes of shar-
ing and diverse economies that inhabit urban food shar-
ing landscapes:

Existing legislation...only envisages private or com-
mercial [activity] and nothing in between, it just
has not been thought out when formulating these
regulations....And that is why the framework has to
adapt to reality and not reality to the framework.
(Redistribution 1, Berlin)

The European Commission 2017 food donation guide-
lines, driven primarily by a global campaign to raise aware-
ness of and take action to reduce food waste, make it clear
that donated food must be traceable and edible (reinforc-
ing the existing food hygiene regulations), but they do not
specify the roles and responsibilities of the various actors
involved in ensuring that this happens. Thus, questions re-
main about who should provide and pay for the new logis-
tics infrastructures required for the expanded volumes of
surplus food redistributed, and who should evaluate the
qualities of surplus food and its appropriateness for con-
sumption. With no clear answers to these questions there
is concern that legislation is currently focused on limiting
the liability of donors rather than on resolving the under-
lying causes of either food poverty or food waste (Davies,
2019). As a result, there is little opportunity to reorient
control across the wider food system.

In contrast to the hot policy topic of food waste man-
agement and the highly regulated arena of food safety,
land use planning and health and well-being were men-
tioned repeatedly in all three cities as policy areas with
regulatory gaps which obstruct sharing initiatives from
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shifting urban food system onto more sustainable path-
ways. Collective growing activities, for example, have
been identified as a tangible means for people to reclaim
some power and control over their lives (and diets), cul-
tivating not only the land but also a wider ethic of care
described by one initiative as attending to “I, we, and the
planet” (Multifunctional 1, London). Yet, their activities
are seldom protected in development plans or promoted
through land use planning strategies. The food sharing
initiatives themselves do not hold, as Hasson (2019) also
notes in relation to urban agriculture in London, influ-
ential leverage on policy formulation. As set out in Sub-
Section 3.2, they are commonly seen as useful place-
fillers for vacant land until other developments are pro-
posed. Policy rarely acknowledges the value created by
shared growing initiatives for the environment, for the
communities, and for the mental and physical health of
the individuals who grow together. Even when such val-
ues are identified they tend to be scattered between dis-
parate departments in local governments that are rarely
in conversation, leaving the aggregate benefits of food
sharing invisible and ignored.

The right to food—one other area which is both a
common goal for food sharing initiatives and features in
dimensions of food democracy—has barely an imprint
in legislation across all three cities. Ireland, a signatory
to the UN International Convention on Economic, Social
and Cultural Rights, still has one in eight people experi-
encing food insecurity, with state interventions around
food security criticized as limited, fragmented and un-
coordinated. For example, the updated National Action
Plan for Social Inclusion developed by the Department of
Social Protection has no food remit, while government vi-
sions for Irish food futures are dominated by expansion-
ary plans for commercial food exports rather than food
security (Davies, 2019). This is not an issue for Ireland
alone. In 2015 the Special Rapporteur on the Right to
Food stated that “many countries have failed to develop
a judicial culture of recognition in practice or the neces-
sary legal frameworks required to ensure that the rights
enshrined in the ICESCR are justiciable” (Elver, 2014, p. 2).
As one initiative stated, city governments are “open for
business” (Cooking & eating 1, London) in relation to for-
profit food enterprises, but community kitchens rarely re-
ceive similar recognition or support.

3.2. Shared Growing

Areas for shared growing, such as the community gar-
dens, tend to be located on vacant public sites. As
a result, they often receive temporary leasing agree-
ments from local authorities, making their long-term
existence precarious and pitting their activities against
other important social developments, such as housing
(e.g., Dublin) and recreational facilities (e.g., Berlin).
Across all three cities, community gardens are not clas-
sified as public parks or gardens and are not therefore
granted protection under land use planning regulations.

As explained by one community garden in Dublin:

We secured a license agreement, a formal license
agreement from Dublin City Council for using the site,
and that’s renewable on an annual basis. So, we ef-
fectively have temporary use of that site. On the local
area development zone for the site it’s zoned for de-
velopment actually. (Growing 1, Dublin)

In Berlin, shared growing initiatives reported that the
privatization of public land has been increasing despite
that numerous community gardens were established on
many vacant spaces over the last 15 years. According
to one shared growing initiative, 3,000 sites were priva-
tized between 2002 and 2012 alone. Indeed, one initia-
tive was threatened with eviction from their site and was
only able to remain when a public campaign led to the
Senator of Finance ensured that the garden received a
reprieve. One land use planning expert and founder of a
food sharing initiative that experienced a similar issue in
Berlin stated that such case-by-case campaigning has not
led to any systematic policy shifts. He said:

We didn’t solve the overall issue...but we had so much
publicity, also national media and local media, that
even the Senator for Finance was willing to say “Okay,
what | will not do is change my policy. What I can do is
to decide we don’t have to sell this specific site right
now.” (Land use planning expert 1, Berlin)

Other community gardens in Berlin and Dublin had sim-
ilar experiences, with their sites being put up for sale.
While growing initiatives in London also faced precarious
access to land, one embraced the spirit of temporality by
designing-in mobility, creating garden units in skips, pal-
lets and other mobile containers. This ensures that even
if sites are subsequently sold, the labour of cultivation (of
the soil, plants and people) could be transferred to new
locations. The same initiative in London has moved be-
yond the use of vacant public land and is working with pri-
vate landowners to develop community gardens on their
sites. While this approach provides no more guarantee
of permanence, they felt that even temporary use of un-
derutilised land for gardening is better than no use at all:

I’'m looking at it from the angle saying, well, I'd rather
have this land grow food for a couple of years than
be rubble and then, you know, being built on. So
it’s kind of increasing the amount of positive use
of the land. And quite a lot of those gardens have
started growing...and then the Council saw it was re-
ally good, didn’t have any other plans [and] kept it.
(Multifunctional 1, London)

3.3. Shared Cooking and Eating

In contrast to the concerns noted earlier on the tight
control of risk and safety for surplus food redistribu-
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tion, shared cooking and eating initiatives were more
positive about hygiene regulations, particularly in rela-
tion to the skill-shares and cooking classes they pro-
vide. However, as such classes are commonly viewed as
private groups, they are exempt from EC Food Safety
Regulation 852/2004:

So when we do catering we do [it] outside. We have a
rental kitchen. Cooking classes are closed groups, so
that’s sort of a grey area....But yeah, we don’t use this
commercially. It’s not a commercial kitchen. (Cooking
& eating 1, Berlin)

However, there are still barriers with respect to required
hygiene training courses, particularly where initiatives
explicitly seek to work with vulnerable populations who
may face intellectual, linguistic or cultural barriers in un-
dertaking such training:

If they’re going to run these community cooking work-
shops they need to have at least their Level 2 [hygiene
training course] to be able to do that....You can work in
a professional kitchen if you have a Level 2. (Cooking
& eating 1, London)

Despite the donation guidelines for surplus food devel-
oped at the European scale, cooking and eating initia-
tives working with surplus food commonly mentioned
that they still face significant paperwork signing off lia-
bility agreements, since many donors fear legal action
from recipients:

That is a big problem generally, as you know...people
are terrified of being sued the whole time. So much
food gets wasted because people don’t want to give
it away because they’re worried it won’t be used prop-
erly. (Cooking & eating 1, London)

In Dublin, the landscape of shared cooking and eating is
less well-developed than either London or Berlin. This is
partly because meeting emergency food needs has typi-
cally been provided by the Catholic Church via food banks
and drop-in centres. As a result, these initiatives tend
to be supported by well-established infrastructures com-
pared to the collective community cooking and eating ini-
tiatives found in London and Berlin. However, the specific
needs of people seeking asylum are becoming more vis-
ible in Dublin as a number of new grassroots initiatives
emerge campaigning for people under direct provision
to be given the right to cook their own food.

3.4. Surplus Food Redistribution

In the case of surplus food redistribution, the issue
flagged by initiatives most often was the burden of food
risk policies. However, there are differences in emphasis
across the cities: in London the main concern of initia-
tives was that donors fear liability, and in Berlin it was the

rigid enforcement of legislation by certain local author-
ities that caused most consternation. In particular, the
phenomenon of community fridges has created a flash
point for food risk enforcement. At the heart of tensions
between sharing initiatives and regulators was a differ-
ent conception of how risk should be allocated: legisla-
tion requires a responsible individual to take the burden
of demonstrating adherence to the cold chain as it is be-
ing redistributed, while food sharing initiatives often ar-
ticulated a more commons-based vision of risk and re-
sponsibility (Morrow, 2019). As one initiative said:

[We have] collective ownership and the German law
has a real problem with that because..we don’t
have anyone in charge and this kind of community
model where you have eight hundred people who co-
own a hairdryer, there’s no legal framework for that
(Redistribution 1, Berlin)

In another case food redistribution initiatives worked
with other environmental and community groups to ap-
ply pressure on policy makers to heighten the require-
ments on waste management for food retailers. In 2019
in Berlin, one initiative working with an environmen-
tal organisation launched a petition addressed to the
German Minister for Food and Agriculture demanding
a legally binding waste ban for supermarkets. In Dublin,
one surplus redistribution initiative (Redistribution 2,
Dublin) has become a key actor in national and European
policy developments focused on reducing food loss and
waste, participating in transnational, multi-stakeholder
platforms and working groups developing new frame-
works for monitoring and managing food waste and ac-
tively shaping food policy:

Ireland doesn’t have a Good Samaritan Act which af-
fected retailers willingness to donate food initially,
but we worked with them to develop a system that
assured all participants (Redistribution 2, Dublin)

In the case of urban foraging, initiatives in Dublin and
London mentioned a lack of visible regulations of these
practices. This is partly because parks and recreation de-
partments are often poorly equipped and rarely have
the resources or capacity to communicate existing reg-
ulations better, causing urban food waste. In contrast,
one initiative in Berlin lauded the district of Pankow for
its commitment to be an ‘edible district’, which includes
encouraging fruit tree planting and loosening laws on ur-
ban harvesting.

3.5. Navigating Multiscalar Food Policy Frameworks

Identifying and navigating regulations from across sec-
tors and scales is a challenge for many food sharing ini-
tiatives, even where mechanisms to support the gover-
nance of urban food more holistically have been devel-
oped, as seen in the formation of the London Food Board.
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Given the sheer diversity of policy sectors shaping food
sharing, as well as the differentiated scalar provenance
of policies (i.e., the scale at which policies are formu-
lated) and the different legal status of policies as statu-
tory or non-statutory (Eisenschitz & Gough, 1993), this
is unsurprising.

Developed through stakeholder interviews and an
analysis of academic and policy literature, Table 2 in-
dicates how policy areas that relate to food sharing
can be nested and multiscalar. For example, all three
cities have statutory policy documents which regulate
land use on the urban scale. However, while planning
policy is an entirely urban affair in Berlin, the London
Development Plan has to have due regard to national
regulation (National Planning Policy Framework) and
Dublin’s Development Plan is required to respond to
guidance formulated at both regional and national scales
(Regional Planning Guidelines for the Greater Dublin
Area and the National Spatial Strategy for Ireland). In the
latter two cities food sharing initiatives seeking to influ-
ence how they are considered in planning would need
to work in a co-ordinated fashion across scales to make
a significant impact on policy; a difficult task for any or-
ganisation but particularly for those food sharing initia-
tives which are small-scale and largely operated by vol-
unteers. In contrast to other areas of policy such as statu-
tory food safety legislation, development planning in all
three cities has well-established systems for public par-
ticipation so that food sharing initiatives at least have

clear processes to engage with, providing they can gen-
erate the capacity to do so. In addition, there are non-
statutory land use strategies and plans in each city which
address issues at the urban scale allowing for attention
to be given to emerging or context-specific issues of in-
terest to food sharing initiatives. The 2018 London Food
Strategy for example, encouraged London Boroughs to:

Highlight the importance of including food growing
spaces in new developments and as meanwhile use
on vacant or under-used sites, encourage provision of
space for community gardens, and protect existing al-
lotment sites. (Mayor of London, 2018, p. 46)

However, as indicated by the reference to “meanwhile
use” the precarity issue is not resolved with this non-
statutory strategy.

It is largely within non-statutory policy documents
that themes resonating with food democracy are found—
sustainability, right to food, participation, and reorient-
ing control. Non-statutory policy documents focusing
specifically on the topic of food security are developed at
the national level in Germany and the UK, with strategic
guidelines for German development policies produced in
2013 and the UK Food Security Assessment conducted
2009. At the urban scale there are no specific docu-
ments focusing solely on food security, but the topic is
mentioned, to varying degrees, within municipal docu-
ments taking a more holistic approach to food (such as

Table 2. Provenance and legal status of policies affecting food sharing.

Scale of plan/

policy formation Urban Regional National Supra-national
Status of
plan/ Non- Non- Non- Non-

policy  Statutory Statutory Statutory Statutory Statutory Statutory Statutory Statutory

Policy
areas
Dublin Dublin Dublin
Food safety Berlin Berlin Berlin
London London London
Land use planning Dublin Lond Dubli
& urban Berlin on 9n Dublin ublin Dublin
Dublin London
development London
Dublin
Health & Berlin . Dublin
well-bein Lond Berlin Berli
g ondon London erlin
. Dublin Berlin
Food security London London
Dublin Dublin
Waste Berlin Berlin Dublin Berlin Berlin
London London
Dublin
Food syst
ood system London
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the 2018 London Food Strategy and the 2011 discussion
document Food and the City produced by the Dublin
City Council). However, the Berlin Food Policy Council,
founded in 2015 by a group of citizens seeking greater
sustainability and justice in the food system and orga-
nized explicitly around the motto “food democracy now”,
is currently discussing the development of an urban food
strategy (Erndhrungsrat Berlin, 2019). In Berlin, the Food
Policy Council has been working towards recognising
and uniting diverse food initiatives, including urban food
sharing initiatives; acting as a bridging point between lo-
cal activities and global movements around food democ-
racy. Its leaders are looking to ensure different perspec-
tives are incorporated within the Council as a means to
widen the knowledge base and aid integration. They are
also building alliances with other cities in Germany and
within Europe, as well as with farmers and food proces-
sors in the areas surrounding Berlin. However, as noted
by the Rosa Luxemburg Foundation (Rosa Luxemburg
Stiftung, 2018), while the mobilization and continued ef-
forts to enact ideals of representation around food by
the founding members of the Food Policy Council have
been exceptional, any transformations around food will
be restricted without engagement with established mul-
tiscalar legislative frameworks. Indeed, despite the in-
creased visibility non-statutory developments can give
to emerging or cross-cutting food issues, food sharing
initiatives focused entirely on statutory policy during in-
terviews about rules and regulations shaping their activ-
ities. Certainly, it was the perspective of food sharing ini-
tiatives in all three cities that the statutory policies cur-
rently in place are not designed to facilitate their prac-
tices. Consequently, policies are failing to support food
sharing initiatives achieving their goals and are therefore
limiting contributions towards greater food democracy.

4, Discussion

This article posed two related questions: it asked
whether the goals of food sharing initiatives are pro-
moting food democracy in diverse urban contexts and
then explored the extent to which external governing
arrangements affect how these initiatives achieve their
goals. It is clear from the evidence presented that the
urban food sharing initiatives involved in this research
all articulated goals that resonate with multiple dimen-
sions of food democracy. However, the initiatives also
documented how policies—particularly the heavily reg-
ulated sector of food safety—presented challenges for
achieving those goals. In both food safety and waste pol-
icy arenas the frameworks of legislation have been pre-
dominantly designed for large-scale commercial opera-
tors and it is hard for grassroots initiatives to meet the
increasingly stringent requirements of policy in these ar-
eas. The negative impacts of such scalar fixes relating
to waste management policies are well-known (Boyle,
2002; Davies, 2008), but it seems that there are simi-
lar patterns of scalecraft across food risk policies that

demand further interrogation. It is also the case that
the drive to reduce food waste has highlighted the ten-
sions between food safety and food waste management
policies. While all initiatives were committed to produc-
ing, cooking or redistributing food safely, they took is-
sue with the characterisations of risk and responsibility
that legislation articulated. In particular, the framing of
their actions as ‘business’ and the requirement to iden-
tify ‘responsible’ individuals to take the burden of liabil-
ity in relation to food risk for the initiatives’ activities
caused concern. In some cases these concerns are ideo-
logical and based on the view that food should not be
commodified (Vivero-Pol, 2017), in others it is a prag-
matic response to the often limited capacities and capa-
bilities within grassroots initiatives to take on the oner-
ous task of accepting responsibility for food risk manage-
ment. Certainly, the stringent regulations hamper wider
participation in surplus food redistribution networks and
raise concerns for community kitchens in areas, such as
Dublin, without a strong framework to support citizen-
driven food provision. Yet, innovative responses are pos-
sible, as illustrated by food sharing initiatives in this study
that use different forms of ICT alongside face-to-face in-
teractions to facilitate rapid and traceable connections
between large numbers of people and between organisa-
tions. Adopting such socio-technical innovation reduces
the time it takes to get edible food to those who need
it and leaves digital traces that can respond to existing
food safety demands for transparent information around
the movements of food. More detailed research is still
needed, however, to fully understand the nature of par-
ticipation that ICT is supporting and to explore the extent
to which these new ways of engaging serve to reorient
control within the food system to facilitate both sustain-
ability and the right to food.

The complexity and diversity of specific contexts
makes drawing general conclusions around the sharing-
democracy-policy nexus difficult and raises questions
about the appropriateness of the current ‘one-size-fits-
all" policy approach. Community gardens and all their
social, economic and environmental benefits not be-
ing considered as worthy of protection in development
plans, for example, limits the possibilities for communi-
ties to collectively reorient control of their urban food
systems. Even when there is the political willingness to
include food growing in local plans, the scalar differ-
entiation in policy formulation discussed in this article
can hamper its actualization. Local authorities are be-
coming more cognizant of this, as clearly stated by the
Mayor of London (2018, p.46) Sadiq Khan in the London
Food Strategy: “Not everything that can be done to im-
prove good food growing is within the Mayor’s powers.”
Nonetheless, there are ways to respond to this situation,
as illustrated by the shared growing initiative 596 Acres
in New York, which has been supporting community gar-
dens to seek reclassification of their gardens as green
spaces protected through planning regulations. While
this service is currently suspended due to resource and
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capacity constraints, and because of a lack of progress in
securing the founders’ vision of diverse participation in
the endeavour (Davies, 2019), the concept has demon-
strated the potential benefits of collective action by food
sharing initiatives to increase visibility and take on the
complexities of urban planning processes. Research has
shown that having such champions for food sharing initia-
tives alongside a web of supports from other community
organisations can help to create a more resilient ecosys-
tem of sharing (Edwards & Davies, 2018) to assist initia-
tives in achieving their goals.

Despite the focus of food sharing initiatives on the
constraints of statutory policy in relation to their activi-
ties, research underpinning this article found that cities
with a better developed infrastructure of non-statutory
policy (including holistic plans, policy statements or de-
liberative for a) also tend to have a denser and more di-
verse landscape of urban food sharing initiatives. Where
such supports are lacking, as in Dublin, initiatives tend
to be sparser and more fragile. Certainly, non-statutory
documents are more likely to embrace the themes that
lie at heart of food democracy, marking an initial discur-
sive shift in the way food is approached by public author-
ities, even if the ripples from this shift have yet to reach
statutory policy landscapes.

5. Conclusion

This article has demonstrated how there are clear in-
tersections between food sharing initiatives and food
democracy. However, it also flagged the concerns of
food sharing initiatives that statutory policies do not sup-
port them to achieve their food democracy goals. While
the research also found that non-statutory food poli-
cies were more likely to include statements of support
for food sharing activities (and their dimensions of food
democracy), their lack of legal status meant that they
were not seen as powerful tools by food sharing initia-
tives. This is particularly the case in relation to well-being
and the right to food where there is a paucity of statu-
tory policy to operationalise. Further research is needed
to help discern how and where such non-statutory poli-
cies exert influence and whether there are any trends to-
wards formalising these non-statutory supports.

Beyond the consideration of formal policies and
plans, we need creative ways of thinking about how
urban food governance should evolve to support food
democracy, through food sharing and otherwise. This
will require multi-stakeholder engagement and not just
with mainstream incumbents in urban food systems
(which clearly influence the shape of the current policy
landscape), but also including grassroots food initiatives,
start-up food entrepreneurs and the multitude of often
invisible community initiatives that fly under the radar of
policy or which are so severely disciplined by policy de-
mands that their presence and impacts are much dimin-
ished. Specifically, we need to think about a means to cre-
ate influential spaces to consider food policy in the round

at the urban scale and the implications of this for institu-
tional arrangements within urban authorities. Tweaking
existing structures, or inserting food matters under the
remit of existing policy departments, may not be suffi-
cient and likely requires a more radical departure from
established policy areas at the urban scale.

It is also important to recognise that food sharing
initiatives often have their own detailed codes of con-
duct shaping their practices and decisions even in the ab-
sence of statutory and non-statutory policy frameworks.
We need further interrogation of the complementarities
and tensions between these internal and external gov-
ernance arrangements. Nonetheless, this article demon-
strates the potential for ICT-mediated food sharing to fur-
ther democratise urban food systems. This is significant,
but the influence of food sharing needs to be recognised
by policy. Following De Schutter (2014), it is only through
harnessing people’s knowledge and skills, and ensuring
their needs and preferences are designed into ambitious
and holistic food policies across all scales that we will ar-
rive at food systems that are built to endure.
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1. Introduction: Alternative Food Networks,
Sustainability, and Democracy

Alternative food networks (AFNs) are under deep
scrutiny since they emerged as concrete attempts to
counter the negative externalities of the dominant global
and industrial food system (Deverre & Lamine, 2010;
Le Velly, 2016; Maye & Kirwan, 2010; Tregear, 2011).
Commonly, the concept of AFNs “cover[s] newly emerg-
ing networks of producers, consumers and other ac-

tors that embody alternatives to the more standard-
ized industrial mode of food supply” (Renting, Marsden,
& Banks, 2003, p. 394). Examples of AFNs include
short food supply chains, solidarity purchasing groups,
farmer’s market, and community-supported agriculture
or consumers food co-operatives and foods with a geo-
graphical indication of origin.

On the ground, AFNs are mainly alternative food dis-
tribution systems, their primary focus being to experi-
ment with and drive the transition towards sustainabil-
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ity of the current food system (Kirwan, Ilbery, Maye, &
Carey, 2013; Maye & Duncan, 2017; Rossi, 2017). A re-
cent literature review states that AFNs intend to build
sustainable food systems by way of three types of innova-
tive practice (Forssell & Lankoski, 2015). First, AFNs pro-
mote ecological ways of growing food by marketing and
distributing high-quality foodstuffs. Positive impacts on
the environment, especially on soils and biodiversity, as
well as on human health, are expected. Second, AFNs
experiment with new types of food chain configuration
reducing the spatial and social distance between pro-
ducers and consumers involving minimal geographical
transport distances, minimal value chain length (num-
ber of intermediaries) and minimal informational dis-
tance. Socioeconomic impacts are projected, such as im-
proved income for producers and stronger social ties be-
tween food chain actors, improving territorial/rural de-
velopment (Praly, Chazoule, Delfosse, & Mundler, 2014;
Renting et al., 2003). Mutual trust is targeted, too, as well
as ecological benefits from reduced food miles (Mundler
& Rumpus, 2012). Third, AFNs experiment with new gov-
ernance schemes and reconfigure power relationships
along the food chain. While the first two sets of inno-
vative practices target ecological and socio-economic im-
pacts, the third dimension directly addresses the issue
of food democracy. Although AFNs could only choose
one of these three archetypal sets of innovative activi-
ties, they generally combine two or all of them, with dif-
ferent intensities. This means that AFNs hold a core set
of sustainability promises with which food democracy is
intrinsically associated.

Introduced in the 1990s by Lang (1999), food democ-
racy was precisely developed to describe such grassroots
experiments, alternative to the global food system con-
trolled by big companies and framed by the agricultural
(production) agendas. The core idea of food democracy is
then to give more power to all the actors involved in the
food chain; it is a call for more consumer/citizen partic-
ipation in the management and the control of the food
system (Booth & Coveney, 2015; Dubuisson-Quellier &
Lamine, 2008; Hassanein, 2003; Levkoe, 2006; Lockie,
2009; Renting, Schermer, & Rossi, 2012; Wilkins, 2005).
Similarly, Hassanein (2003) defined food democracy as a
means for collective action, and more precisely as a prag-
matic and gradual method for the transformation of the
food system to sustainability. The concept of “civic food
networks” equally emerged to designate AFNs as the “ex-
pression of the revitalized role of civil society-based gov-
ernance mechanisms” and “a source of dynamism and
innovation” (Renting et al., 2012, p. 297). From this spe-
cific point of view, the project of AFNs concerns the trans-
formation of the food regime from a particular starting
point: the people.

In this article, we argue that in the context of AFNs,
food democracy mainly acts as a “vector of [sustain-
ability] transition” (Chiffoleau, Millet-Amrani, & Canard,
2016; Kropp, 2018; Rossi, 2017). It is a core set of in-
novative practices implemented by AFNs that reconfig-

ure power relationships along the food chains they pro-
mote in order to build a more sustainable food system.
If using a sustainability transition perspective (Geels &
Schot, 2007), this definition of food democracy allows
AFNs to be linked to the developing concept of “trans-
formative social innovation” defined as “a process of
change in social relations, involving new ways of doing,
organizing, framing and/or knowing, which challenge, al-
ter and/or replace established (dominant) institutions in
a specific socio-material context” (Haxeltine et al., 2016,
p. 8). It means that AFNs have a high transformative po-
tential linked to the new ways of organizing and govern-
ing the entire food chains they promote; this potential to
transform sustainability relates to their practices of food
democracy/democratic processes, and that is concerned
with the power-relationships they configure.

However, the literature on AFNs remains unclear in
identifying clearly and systematically how AFNs concep-
tualize, operationalize, and implement food democracy,
and what effects are exerted on the actors/citizens in-
volved. This article attempts to fill this gap and suggests
giving specific content to food democracy in the context
of AFNs daily sustainability practices. Based on the re-
sults of 3.5 years of participatory research (CosyFood,
2019) which configured and applied a sustainability as-
sessment framework for local AFNs, this article concep-
tually and empirically explores the relationship between
sustainability and democracy in the context of three
AFNs in Brussels, Belgium. This article demonstrates how
food democracy forms a cornerstone of the sustainabil-
ity project of these AFNs but also that the idea of food
democracy shapes a diversity of practices. Moreover, this
article explores whether and how local AFNs in Brussels
allow for the emergence and navigation of food democ-
racy within their very own alternative practices.

The article is structured as follows. In the next section
(Section 2), the research context is described, empirical
materials, and method. We will focus on the participa-
tory aspects of our research. In Section 3, the indicators
linked to food democracy and the results are presented.
The particular practices that promote the construction
of food democracy will be described and discussed
(Section 3.1), as well as the impacts of those processes
on each AFN stakeholder (Section 3.2). In Section 4,
based on the results, the link between food democracy
and sustainability transformation is discussed. Section 5
presents the conclusions.

2. Research Context and Empirical Materials

This article is based on (a part of) the results of the
CosyFood project. In this participatory-action research
project, we worked for 3.5 years with three AFNs in
Brussels. Each project partner (i.e., us, a university part-
ner, and the three AFNs) was funded by the research pro-
gram (1.5 full-time employees for the university partner
and 1 full-time employee for each AFN partner).

Politics and Governance, 2019, Volume 7, Issue 4, Pages 21-31

22



& coGITATIO

2.1. The CosyFood Project: Partners and Goals

The three AFNs involved in the CosyFood project are
quite different. The first AFN is a brand (and partially
a franchise) of neighbourhood organic shops with a co-
operative status (“the organic shops” in the following
sections). This AFN exclusively retails organic foodstuffs
favouring local products and shorter supply chains. It
started in 2013 with only one small shop. It is now (early
2019) a bigger cooperative network involving nine or-
ganic shops in Brussels. Total sales were around €15.5
million in 2017 and it employs around 100 staff.

The second AFN is a non-profit organization which
networks solidarity purchasing groups for peasant agri-
culture (“the Gasap” in the following sections). Since
2008, organic local farmers deliver their products every
(two) week(s) directly to ninety (in 2019) small groups
of consumers. Every group organizes themselves to take
collective care of the foodstuffs’ distribution as well as fi-
nancial operations. Each local farmer and each purchas-
ing group is a legal member of the organization. The orga-
nization supports the system in multiple ways: the selec-
tion of farmers, organization of meetings between farm-
ers and consumer groups, dissemination of the model.
The Gasap receives a public subvention for sustaining
these support activities. The total sales by the local farm-
ers involved were around €1.3 million in 2017.

The third AFN is an online shop which exclusively
sells local foodstuffs from organic or conventional
small/medium-scale farmers and transformers (“the on-
line shop” in the following sections). Farmers and food
processors must participate in the weekly 2-hour distri-
bution event. The digital tool provider, which is a start-
up located in France, manages the online shop centrally.
However, at the local level, it is always a person who is
in charge of configuring the network of producers and
consumers, and of organizing and hosting the weekly dis-
tribution. For the Brussels case under study, it is a co-
operative that hosts this configuring task. In 2017, sales
were around €0.5 million.

To involve the three AFNs in the whole research pro-
cess, the research methodology was built on the ex-
isting good practices for participatory-action research
(Chevalier, Buckels, & Bourassa, 2013) and participatory
evaluation (Sébastien, Lehtonen, & Bauler, 2017). The
five people funded by the project together managed all
of the research activities and considered themselves as
equally skilled citizen-researchers, with a mutually recog-
nized field expertise related to food chains and food sus-
tainability. The goals of the project were as follows: 1) to
configure a shared sustainability assessment framework
for 2) assessing and comparing the impacts of the three
AFNs on local sustainability and 3) to apply the content
of the shared sustainability framework into specific sus-
tainability improvement-tools for each AFN. This article
is built on the results linked to the two first objectives,
for which we gathered distinctive materials correspond-
ing to particular methods.

2.2. Materials and Method

The first set of materials used in this article is the con-
tent of the sustainability assessment framework. This
content has been co-constructed by the four project
partners for nearly two years. To do this, the “principle-
criteria-indicators” framework was used (Rey-Valette
et al., 2008). By starting from a blank page, this method
takes into account the actors’ representations, values,
beliefs, and knowledge. Concretely, a series of partici-
patory workshops and co-creational activities were con-
ducted with each type of AFN stakeholder: leaders and
employees, producers, and consumers. By the end of
the process, the sustainability assessment tool contained
14 sustainability principles, 55 sustainability criteria, and
105 indicators (the full framework with the detailed
description of all principles is available in French at
CosyFood, 2019).

The principles designate the most critical sustainabil-
ity goals for the (alternative) food system. They reveal
a shared and collective vision in terms of values, beliefs,
and ethics. This vision embraces fundamental values of
sustainability such as solidarity, economic viability, fair-
ness and justice, sensitization and transparency, and of
course elements regarding strong respect for the eco-
logical limits of the planet. The criteria define the pre-
cisely elaborated conditions for respecting those princi-
ples in the context of a food network. The whole set of
criteria represents a shared roadmap towards a sustain-
able (alternative) food system. It is important to men-
tion that the three AFNs wanted to distinguish “perfor-
mance criteria” from “practice criteria”. Performance cri-
teria designate “levels of performance” (e.g., the level
of participation) that can be more or less defined as
impacts. Practice criteria identify the concrete practices
that AFNs have to implement to be able to perform at
the desired level (e.g., promoting participation [or not]
in the decision-making process). Finally, the indicators
translate each criterion into precise measurements and
allow them to assess whether AFNs conform to their
roadmap. In Section 3.1, the criteria and indicators of
food democracy identified for this article are presented
and discussed.

The second set of materials used in this article is
the data collected for the measurement of the identified
food democracy indicators. This data was produced fol-
lowing a qualitative survey conducted between February
and June 2018. Data was collected through anonymous
online questionnaires with the relevant actors of each
AFN (farmers, wholesalers if any, food processors, con-
sumers) and consolidated with semi-structured inter-
views with three leading actors (“managers”) in each
AFN. The number of questionnaires sent varies in each
AFN because they vary in terms of size (see Table 2 and
its footnote).

Using these two sets of materials, the following sec-
tions of the article consist of, on the one hand, in an in-
ductive re-construction and ex-post re-interpretation of
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a localized understanding of food democracy in the con-
text of the three AFNs; an interpretation of the materi-
als in the light of a food democracy perspective. On the
other hand, the data collected by the survey allows as-
sessment of whether the three AFNs conform to their un-
derstanding of food democracy, understood as a vector
of transformation towards sustainability.

3. Reconstructing Perspectives on Food Democracy in
the Context of Three AFNs in Brussels

3.1. Food Democracy: Vector of Transition by Giving
Back Power to the Food Chains Actors

As mentioned in the introduction, food democracy as
a concept was developed to promote and apprehend
grassroots experiments such as AFNs that give back con-
trol and power to the actors involved in the food sup-
ply chains. Food democracy is about re-engaging citizens
and food actors into the governance of the food sys-

Table 1. Criteria and indicators linked to democracy.

tem, which is currently wholly framed and structured
by “state-market” interests and agendas (De Schutter,
Mattei, Vivero-Pol, & Ferrando, 2019). It also refers to
a demand for more citizen participation in the manage-
ment and control of the food system. Based on this,
we consider that food democracy leads to transforma-
tion towards sustainability through the reconfiguration
of power-relationships.

For this article and with these very generic and gen-
eral considerations in mind, we scrutinized the whole set
of sustainability criteria and indicators. We identified and
selected 12 (of 55) criteria linked to the field of food
democracy as broadly defined above: six performance
criteria and six practice criteria. Subsequently, we linked
15 (of 105) indicators to the notion of food democracy as
described in the introduction (see Table 1).

By analyzing the content of the 12 criteria and the
15 corresponding indicators, it is possible to reconstruct
the vision of food democracy shared by the three AFNs
involved in the project. This was done by connecting food

Assessment criteria Indicators
Practices Funding resources Al. Ownership properties of the retailer/facilitator
Participation in the decision-making process  A2. Existence of participative and/or cooperative
decision-making processes
A3. The formal/legal distribution of power in the
decision-making process
Sensitization practices B1. Existence of formal sensitization programs
for consumers
B2. Which information is offered to the consumers and
by which means
Knowledge transmission and learning B3. Existence of frequent and formal meetings between
processes producers and consumers
Terms of trade C1. Level of pricing power for producers/suppliers
C2. The basis for setting prices
Competition management by the C3. Commitment modalities between sellers
retailer/facilitator (producers/suppliers) and buyers (retailer or consumers)
Performances Level of participation of the stakeholders A4. Whether the stakeholders are satisfied with their

power and inclusion in the decision-making processes

Quality of social relations between
stakeholders

B4. Whether the producers/suppliers trust in the
reliability of the relationships with the retailer/facilitator

Level of recognition of the work of the
producers/suppliers

B5. Whether the supplier feels recognized and valued
for his/her work by the client

Level of consumers’ sensitization
about sustainable food and producers’
daily realities

B6. Whether the consumers feel more
and more aware and conscious about the sustainability
of food systems and producers’ labor conditions

Level of the economic viability
of producers

C4. Level of monthly income in regards to the minimal
local income to live

Affordability

C5. Level of feeling about economic affordability
(consumers)
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democracy to their overall common sustainability frame-
work. Regarding this, food democracy for them does not
solely represent an isolated “fourth pillar” of sustain-
ability. It instead appears as a transversal starting point
for diverse practices aiming to reach a certain global
level of sustainability. Indeed, when scrutinizing the cri-
teria and indicators linked to food democracy listed in
Table 1, the interdependence between practices and per-
formances can quite easily be observed. Also, it can be
seen that the identified criteria and indicators address
the idea of power-(re)configuration. In this respect, the
practices that give back power to the actors involved
are envisioned along three dimensional comprehensions
of power: political power, understood as the “power to
decide and to participate in the decision-making pro-
cess” (indicators labelled with an A in Table 1); power, in
terms of social resources, understood as gaining capacity
through learning and building a confident social network
(indicators labelled with a B), and economic power un-
derstood as gaining commercial and economic capacity
(indicators labelled with a C).

Furthermore, the above selection of criteria and in-
dicators illustrates that the three AFNs want to assert
explicitly that the three different dimensions of power
are interrelated. As we observed during the research pro-
cess, the three AFNs are aware that, for example, giv-
ing a formal right to vote to a producer to participate in
the decision-making process does not necessarily mean
that he/she will use it. For this producer, gaining the le-
gal power to configure the AFNs functioning (political
power) does not mean either that they will be free from
all constraints when they set the prices of their foodstuffs
(economic power) or that they will feel part of the AFN
community (social power). Though, for the three AFNs
which developed the sustainability framework, as far as
food democracy is also part of the general sustainability
endpoint, the ideal target is that all the conditions linked
to democracy and listed in Table 1 must occur. In their
perfect world, sustainability would only be fully achieved
if those three sets of power-configuration practices arose
and if they led to the expected performance.

These elements illustrate the result of a Brussels-
contextualized inquiry about the grassroots significance
of food democracy, understood in relationship to food
sustainability. Moreover, we assert that the participa-
tory process has produced and defined a formal set of
food democratization practices. These practices appear
as necessary conditions and vectors of sustainability. So,
it becomes now possible to extend and give concrete con-
tent to the notion of “food democracy”. The sustainabil-
ity assessment framework includes the contextualized
conditions (the criteria) for building food democracy; at
the same time, it offers a way to assess the effectiveness
of its implementation and related effects (the indicators).

Finally, based on the criteria and indicators they co-
constructed during the CosyFood project, it is evident
that the three AFNs involved are, at least in terms of
intentions, democracy-led and aware of the democracy

issues around food. The food democracy elements they
have put on the table is empirical proof of their aware-
ness of the need to implement participatory processes
and more balanced power-configurations within their
daily practices of food distribution and consumption.
Such shared attention to food democracy illustrates that
the grassroots actors are already on their way to building
a more democratic, and as a result, a more sustainable
food system. However, the following section explores
in more detail what effects each AFN has concerning
food democracy.

3.2. Food Democracy on the Ground: Food Democracy
Performances in 3 Contextualized AFNs

The results compiled in Table 2 show if and to what ex-
tent the three AFNs implement (some of) the identified
practices for building food democracy and the effect of
these on their performance.

The first category of indicators relates to the config-
uration of political power within the food chains. The re-
sults reveal that when the stakeholders involved were
asked if they were satisfied with their political power, the
average satisfaction score (Indicator A4) is very similar
for each of the three AFNs. This even though the daily im-
plemented practices (Indicators Al to A3) vary between
the three AFNs.

The online shop is hosted by a co-operative recog-
nized by the Belgian Centre National de la Coopération,
which means, among other things, that each member
gets one vote at the Annual General Meeting (AGM).
Formally, the consumers and farmers who invested and
bought some shares get an equal power in the decision-
making process. Informally, in this AFN, the general as-
sembly tends to validate decisions and choices made by
the project manager. The project manager thus has the
power to decide about the day-to-day practices as far
as informal consultations of AFNs members nurture the
most important choices.

Even though they are called “co-operative”, the or-
ganic shops are not recognized as such because they
do not respect all basic principles of co-operatives (e.g.,
mechanisms to limit the power of controlling partners
and distribution of dividends). Indeed, at the AGM, the
members’ voting power depends on the number of eco-
nomic shares owned. Because a few investors own the
majority of shares, the final decisions belong to them,
and they are more potent than the other “co-op mem-
bers” (consumers, farmers, suppliers, managers, work-
ers). Nevertheless, they have a more balanced power
when it comes to the daily management of the supermar-
kets. At the level of the board, investors cannot force a
decision even if they were to join together and oppose
all the other represented categories of cooperators.

The Gasap is a non-profit organization. This official
status implies that each member at the general meeting
must have equal voting power (“one man, one vote”).
However, in the way that the organization performs
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Table 2. Measurement of the indicators linked to food democracy in three Brussels-based AFNs.

Power type

Indicators

Organic shops

Gasap

Online shop

Political power-
configuration
practices

A1l. Ownership properties
of the retailer/facilitator

Non-recognized
co-operative;
ownership by

Nonprofit
organization, no
capital ownership

Host within a
recognized
co-operative;

investors ownership by
cooperators
A2. Existence of Structural, formal Structural, formal Informal

participative and/or
cooperative
decision-making processes

participative
decision-making
processes

participative
decision-making
processes

participation and
consultation

A3. The formal/legal

One share, one vote

One member (group

One member

distribution of power in the or farmer), one vote (farmer or
decision-making process consumer), one vote
Political power-  A4. Whether the Average 3.2/5 Average 3.6/5 Average 3/5
configuration stakeholders are satisfied
performances with their power and
inclusion in the
decision-making processes
Social power- B1. Existence of formal No Yes. One employee is No
configuration sensitization programs for dedicated to this.
practices consumers Specific “discussions”
4 times a year for the
members
B2. Which information is Label, newsletter, Visits on farms, Label, Dedicated

offered to the consumers digital social dedicated communication,

and by which means networks communication, open discussions
participative quality with farmers during
control, free the distribution
conversations with
farmers during the
distribution

B3. Existence of frequent No Yes, every (two) Yes, weekly

and formal meetings week(s)

between producers and

consumers

Social power- B4. Whether the Average 4.1/5 Average 4/5 Average 4.4/5

configuration
performances

producers/suppliers trust in
the reliability of the
relationships with the
retailer/facilitator

B5. Whether the supplier
feels recognized and valued
for his/her work by his
clients

Average 3.4/5

Average 4.1/5

Average 4.5/5

B6. Whether the consumers
feel more and more aware
and conscious about the
sustainability of food
systems and producers’
labor conditions

Average 3.7/5

Average 4.2/5

Average 4.3/5
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Table 2. (Cont.) Measurement of the indicators linked to food democracy in three Brussels-based AFNs.

Power type Indicators Organic shops Gasap Online shop
Economic C1. Level of pricing power Negotiation with High High
power- for producers/suppliers suppliers, no
configuration negotiation with
practices farmers
C2. The basis for setting 94% of farmers who  47% of farmers set 95% of farmer set
prices sell directly to the prices based on prices based on
AFN set prices based  production costs production costs
on production costs
C3. Commitment modalities | No commitment Mutual commitment No commitment
between sellers
(producers/suppliers) and
buyers (retailer or
consumers)
Economic C4. Level of monthly 65% of farmers have  52% of farmers have 71% of farmers have
power- income in regards to the monthly income monthly income monthly income
configuration minimal local income to live | higher than the higher than the higher than the
performances minimal income minimal income minimal income
C5. Level of feeling about Average 3/5 4/5 3.7/5
economic affordability
(consumers)

Notes: For the organic shops, the questionnaires were sent to seven wholesalers and six farmers and eight transformers who deliver
the stores directly. Together, these actors represent 50% of the total supply of the organic shops. The response rate was 95%: All the
wholesalers and farmers responded and seven of the eight transformers. For the indicators regarding consumers, 122 consumers volun-
tary responded to the survey, online or on paper. For the Gasap, the questionnaires were sent to 20 farmers and three transformers, in
other words, all the network providers. The global response rate is 73%: 16 farmers and one transformer. In this AFN, 186 consumers
answered the online survey. For the online shop, we went the questionnaires to all the providers (17 farmers and four transformers),
and only one farmer did not respond. So, the response rate was 90%. 76 consumers answered the online survey. In the case of perfor-
mance criteria and corresponding indicators, the respondents were asked to evaluate the theme/subject at stake on a satisfaction scale,
from 1 (not satisfied at all) to 5 (very satisfied). The final scores, as compiled in Table 2, refer to the average score of the all concerned
actors’ level of satisfaction. In the case of practice criteria and corresponding indicators, the results summarize the qualitative data that

was gathered.

day-to-day, the board takes all the important decisions,
together with the employees, while the AGM approves
the annual budget and the annual action plan.

As a significant innovation on the path towards
greater levels of food democracy, we see that every type
of actor in each of the AFNs gets an opportunity to partic-
ipate in the decision-making process. Providers (farmers,
transformers, wholesalers) and consumers hold an influ-
ence over the configuration of the system and the way
it operates. In the case of the organic shops, the formal
power is less balanced between actors. For now, a few
investors own most of the capital and have the last word.
However, in the cases of the Gasap and the online shop, if
the distribution of political power seems to be fairer and
better balanced, the main decisions are taken by board
members, employees, volunteers, or manager(s).

However, in terms of practices, the legal position and
the ownership configuration of the AFNs are still only
symbolic signals about the formal opportunity to partici-
pate given to the actors in the value chain. Indeed, each
AFN can operate formal and informal participative pro-
cesses, whatever its legal status and ownership property.

In this way, the organic shops and the Gasap have im-
plemented structural participative decision-making pro-
cesses, contrary to the online shop, which consults value
chain actors only informally. Simultaneously, the mea-
surements of the performance show that even though
each AFN implements different practices, this makes no
difference in terms of the effects observed. Within the
three political power-configurations, the actors (farmers
and suppliers in our data) do feel involved but are not
completely satisfied with their involvement.

The second category of indicators relates to social
power. The central insight resulting from the assessment
concerns the direct contact between farmers and con-
sumers, a characteristic which differentiates the organic
shops from the two other AFNs. In terms of performance,
the results show that when there are frequent direct
meetings between farmers and consumers, as in the
Gasap and the online shop, the farmers feel more rec-
ognized for their work (Indicator B5).

However, regarding the two other scores, the differ-
ences between the three AFNs are not significant. Firstly,
concerning sensitization (Indicator B6), the frequent di-
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rect meetings between farmers and consumers should
help to make consumers more involved and aware of
sustainability and agricultural conditions. However, this
does not produce significantly different effects. This prac-
tice is the leading information channel about produc-
tion processes and the quality of foodstuffs used by the
Gasap and the online shop. The organic shops use more
delegation practices such as labels and passive informa-
tion, which seem to perform equally. Secondly, regarding
the level of trust in the reliability of the relationship be-
tween providers and retailers/facilitators, there is little
evidence of a difference. The Gasap has the lowest score
in terms of trust and reliability. This result is puzzling;
indeed, the Gasap implements the most coherent and
complete program of sensitization in comparison to the
other two. It also gives priority to the building of ties be-
tween categories of actors. In summary, as in the case of
the decision-making processes, different practices gen-
erate no significant difference in terms of performances,
except maybe for the farmers’ quest for recognition of
their work.

Social ties and relationships between actors could
also be associated with power dynamics in economic
terms. If looking at commercial relationships (Indicator
C1), none of the AFNs negotiate the prices of the food-
stuffs with the farmers and the organic shops negotiate
solely when the supplier is a wholesaler. The Gasap in
the only one that operates with a mutual commitment
between the buyers (the consumers directly) and the
farmers (Indicator C3). However, if relating this to the
scores concerning the farmers’ level of economic viabil-
ity (Indicator C4), and the ratings about the freedom to
set prices based on production costs, we identify a para-
dox for the Gasap. Indeed, mutual commitment to a fair
price is formally much stronger than in the two other
AFNs, but it does not lead to economic viability for farm-
ers. Moreover, prices seem to be implicitly constrained
by this mutual commitment because farmers do not dare
to increase them. This situation contrasts with the case
in the online shop: More farmers are profitable and are
able to set prices based on their real production costs.
Moreover, last but not least, the scores for the three
AFNs regarding affordability are positive. A big dilemma
remains: how to generate increased profitability for farm-
ers while maintaining affordability for consumers.

4. Food Democracy as a Vector Sustainability
Transformation: Three Gradients of Transformative
Potential

If we return to the concept and definition of “transfor-
mative social innovation”, we could say that the three
AFNs distinguish themselves by their position along a gra-
dient of their transformative potential. At one end of
the axis, the organic shops implement the least stringent
practices for each category of power-configuration. At
the other end of the axis, the Gasap has the most am-
bitious targets and appears the most coherent system:

deep democratic processes, lots of initiatives to recon-
nect individuals, especially farmers and consumers, as
well as mutual economic commitment. Between these
two AFNs, the online shop operates a more or less hy-
brid configuration.

Indeed, in terms of food democracy, the organic
shops are only able to alter and challenge the dominant
food system through their governance processes and
practices, tending to reproduce the mainstream meth-
ods of organizing economic relationships and social ties.
The online shop goes one step further: its transformative
potential appears in the food chain’s governance. Most
of the democratic practices are informal, but it seems to
perform well, especially if we look at the second category
of indicators, regarding the social ties that are developed.
However, this AFN is not transformative in terms of the
configuration of its economic exchanges because of the
mainstream market rules. The Gasap makes one more
significant step beyond this. This AFN tries to alter the
dominant regime through the governance of its chain. It
builds solidarity through a community of people and im-
plements disruptive commercial relationships between
actors. Then, the Gasap holds the most potential to en-
act a radical version of transformation, because it is the
most challenging to the dominant regime in each cate-
gory of power-configuration.

Considering food democracy as a “vector of transi-
tion towards sustainability”, the distinctive deepness of
the transformative practices implemented by the three
AFNs could have led to some differences in terms of per-
formance. However, as we can see, none of the three
AFNs performs in a perfectly democratic way. The ob-
served and measured effects of the three distinctive
power-configurations do not distinguish the three AFNs
in terms of their performance, except for profitability
where there is a more distinctive score. We may ex-
plain this constatation by the fact that the actors who
responded in the survey are very diverse. It means that
they could participate in each AFN for various reasons
due to their diverse backgrounds. For example, the farm-
ers’ profiles are very distinctive, in terms of activity,
size, means of production (e.g., manual vs. motorized),
or longevity.

Of course, these explanations need more investiga-
tion. However, in the end, the results further contribute
to illustrating that each AFN achieves at least a part of
its objectives and generates (positive) effects on the ac-
tors who are involved. In this sense, the three categories
of power-configuration processes can clearly label the
three AFNs as an alternative to the mainstream regarding
food democracy. They are all participative, formally as
well as informally. So, if we look at the broader situation
for the sustainability of the Brussels food system/regime,
the results tend to show that the three AFNs participate
in the transformation of the current food system, despite
different transformative potentials (more or less strin-
gent) but also despite their having different scales of ac-
tivity. In the context of the broader field of research on
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sustainability transition, this assessment leads to further
discussion and reflection on how coordinating and up-
scaling a diversity of food democracy practices can con-
tribute to food sustainability.

5. Conclusions

The article showed that the three AFNs conceptualize
and define food democracy as the way to reach some
sustainability goals, mainly in governance and socio-
economic terms. In this respect, AFNs connect their
daily practices and normative beliefs to the sustainabil-
ity transition approach. Our participatory sustainability-
focused assessment approach allowed us to reconstruct
a grounded and socially constructed “vision” of food
democracy that the three grassroots AFNs share in
common. The identified criteria and indicators illus-
trate this vision and show a rather pragmatic relation-
ship between food democracy and sustainability. Power-
configurations need to transform, and new ways of or-
ganizing must be implemented to achieve sustainability
goals. Democracy dimensions as such are part of the sus-
tainability landscape but are also part of the pathway to
more sustainable practice. Food democracy is a means
for collective and transformative action. It consists of a
set of processes that give more power to the actors in-
volved in the food chains, at the three political, social,
and economic levels. The authors proposed in this arti-
cle to provide concrete and operational content to the
concept of food democracy that can surely open new em-
pirical research and investigations.

Furthermore, the article brings to the fore a new pro-
posal that helps to assess aspects of food democracy
practices in the context of AFNs. The set of criteria and
indicators opens an interesting analytical tool around the
three kinds of power-configuration processes at stake.
Regarding this, the article fills a gap in the literature
on food democracy and AFNs. It gives and proposes a
concrete but potentially generic content to the concept
of food democracy that as a result becomes more use-
able. Moreover, in terms of methodology and discussion,
the developed analytical/assessment tool allows discus-
sion of the potential interdependence between the three
categories. For example, could it be possible for the
organic shops to change their economic (commitment)
practices, regarding their commercial scale and model, to
achieve more direct contacts and learning between farm-
ers and consumers?

Finally, the results illustrate that, in the context of
a sustainability project, none of the three grassroots ex-
periments are perfect, although they all achieved some
great results, whatever the practices involved. On this
basis, we classify the thee AFNs as transformative so-
cial innovations although they have different potentials
for transformation.

However, our results appeal for more investigation.
Firstly, it would be interesting to repeat the same pro-
cess in other places to compare the visions of food

democracy and food sustainability in the context of un-
connected AFNs in terms of localization. Secondly, more
detailed and empirical research should be conducted
regarding the relationship between AFNs as social in-
novations which merely constitute a “niche”, and the
broader food “regime” (Seyfang & Longhurst, 2013) at
a regional or national level. Indeed, even if our article
shows promising results about the effects of food democ-
racy processes on the actors and individuals, it still lack-
ing in the measures and explanations offered about how
these transformations could lead to the transition of the
regional food system.
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1. Introduction

Food policy councils (FPCs) are promoted as an expres-
sion of food democracy, creating a space for profes-
sionals, business, government, and community mem-
bers to learn together and to galvanize collective action
around policy strategies to address complex food sys-
tems issues. Food policy is a relatively new policy arena
at the local level (Pothukuchi & Kaufman, 2000); there-
fore, new forms of collaboration and governance, such
as FPCs, emerge to serve as a voice for the community,

in turn helping government to navigate its role in this
arena (Mendes, 2008). FPCs work at scales not dom-
inated by powerful global institutions (Sonnino, 2013)
and challenge corporate hegemony in food and agri-
culture (Hassanein, 2003). They tend to tackle “wicked
problems” that require boundary-spanning relationships
among stakeholders across sectors based on trust, inter-
dependence, and a need for new norms and approaches
(Williams, 2002). FPCs provide a forum for a diversity of
stakeholders to express their values and deliberate about
how to change the food system. These fora reflect the
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unique history, political culture, and socioeconomic char-
acteristics of a place, which is why no two FPCs are identi-
calin form (Dahlberg, Clancy, Wilson, & O’Donnell, 1997).

The scholarship on FPCs is inconsistent and incom-
plete in terms of understanding the influence of the
form—hereafter considered to be organizational struc-
ture, relationship to government, and membership—of
an FPC on its policy priorities and actions. The literature
is mostly comprised of examination of FPCs of a particu-
lar organizational structure, such as those embedded in
government versus those incorporated as a nonprofit or-
ganization, or case studies of individual FPCs.

This article seeks to understand how FPCs, as a ve-
hicle for democratic participation, represent the values
of a community. In particular, we analyze the relation-
ship between structural factors and policy orientation,
that is, how does an FPC’s form influence the food sys-
tems issues (policy priorities) that an FPC decides to fo-
cus on? To answer this question, we first contextualize
how FPCs and food democracy literature relate to con-
cepts of participatory democracy and collaborative gov-
ernance networks. Using data from a 2018 survey of FPCs
by the Johns Hopkins Center for a Livable Future (CLF),
we then explore the relationship between the form and
policy priorities of FPCs across the United States (US).
Following this analysis, we present three cases to illus-
trate how these relationships work in practice. Finally, we
discuss the implications of key elements of our findings
on FPCs’ policy work and conclude with suggestions for
further research on the processes of public participation
in food democracy through FPCs.

2. Food Democracy and Collaborative Governance

The merits of representative versus direct democracy
have been debated in the US since the late 18th century
(Roberts, 2004). Key to the debate was, and continues to
be, the extent to which government can accommodate
citizen participation and whose values are represented in
policymaking. The nature of problems facing the country
have changed over the past two centuries (with greater
complexity and globalized relationships), as have notions
of representation by government officials. This debate
and the changing nature of problems are not unique to
the US. In the US, though, efforts by rights movements
demanding greater participation of marginalized popu-
lations in political processes and by the federal govern-
ment to urge citizen participation in government deci-
sions have helped to codify expectations of participation
(Roberts, 2004).

Food systems are one arena in which the legitimacy
of representation by government is being challenged.
Food democracy builds upon theories of direct citizen
participation, whereby “members of society (those not
holding office or administrative positions in government)
share power with public officials in making substantive
decisions and in taking actions related to the commu-
nity” (Roberts, 2004, p. 320). Corporate consolidation

of farm and food businesses, rising income inequality,
and historic and systemic racial injustice all contribute to
food system problems. Furthermore, citizens are skepti-
cal about the federal government being representative
of and accountable to all citizens. As growing corporate
influence on federal food policy undermines citizens’ de-
sires for transparency in food production and distribu-
tion (Petetin, 2016), calls for consumers and producers to
regain control of food systems through participationin lo-
cal governance have emerged (Hassanein, 2003; Renting,
Schermer, & Rossi, 2012). Moreover, political gridlock has
disrupted the federal food and agriculture policy regime,
creating a space at the local level for collaboration and
debate about whose values are being represented in pub-
lic policy decisions about food (Hassanein, 2003; Renting
et al., 2012; Sheingate, 2014).

FPCs provide a forum to practice food democracy
by way of working with government rather than tak-
ing an adversarial approach (Andrée, Clark, Levkoe, &
Lowitt, 2019). They counter the problems of represen-
tational democracy serving mostly well-resourced inter-
est groups by coordinating citizens, both lay stakeholders
and paid professionals, from sectors and interests across
the food supply chain and political institutions to address
food system issues (Clancy, Hammer, & Lippoldt, 2007).
Lay stakeholders can be defined as “unpaid citizens who
have a deep interest in some public concern and thus are
willing to invest substantial time and energy to represent
and serve those who have similar interests or perspec-
tives but choose not to participate” (Fung, 2006, p. 68).
Paid professionals include staff from nonprofit organiza-
tions that serve the interests of marginalized communi-
ties affected by food systems issues, small and mid-sized
farm operators, farm workers, and local and regional
farm and food businesses. Central to food democracy is
participation by citizens or organizations representing cit-
izens who have traditionally been excluded from political
and economic processes.

FPCs are a participatory democratic undertaking that
build on elements of both direct and representative
democracy. While on the surface FPCs may appear to
be in opposition to a representative democracy, in prac-
tice, they function as what public administration scholars
call collaborative governance networks. FPCs embody a
transitional stage in the democratic process by moving
representative democracy away from the dominant ne-
oliberal agenda toward greater citizen participation in re-
sponse to the complexity of food systems problems (Klijn
& Skelcher, 2007). Food systems problems involve a mul-
titude of ever-evolving, context-specific decisions about
environmental resource allocation, economic viability,
equity, and welfare across multiple levels of government.
As public administration literature has expounded, policy
solutions to complex problems, particularly at the local
level, benefit from collaborative governance approaches
(Emerson & Nabatchi, 2015). Citizen participation in
the policy process—from formation (input) to decision-
making (throughput)—Ilends legitimacy to policies (out-
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put) as reflections of the values of citizens (Schmidt,
2013) and can lead to greater acceptance by the pop-
ulace (Roberts, 2004). As collaborative governance net-
works, FPCs provide a space for citizens and government
representatives to collectively navigate a policy prob-
lem and work towards shared goals. They engage citi-
zens to build political capital and hold government ac-
countable to the public interest (Schiff, 2008). In doing
so, they add to the effectiveness of the policy process
by making the process more transparent, inclusive and
open (Bornemann & Weiland, 2019; Harper, Shattuck,
Holt-Giménez, Alkon, & Lambrick, 2009; Schmidt, 2013;
Sgrensen & Torfing, 2018).

Members of collaborative governance networks and
their relationships can drive the networks’ decisions and
actions (Ansell & Gash, 2008), and in the instance of
FPCs, their eventual policy work (Koski, Siddiki, Sadiqg, &
Carboni, 2018). Scholars have explored dynamics related
to participation and representation on FPCs (Clancy et al.,
2007; Dahlberg et al., 1997; Harper et al., 2009; Schiff,
2008), emphasizing that FPCs should take a systems-
based perspective on membership from across three
axes: across domains (e.g., health, education, economic
development), across the supply chain (e.g., produc-
tion, retail, distribution), and across sectors (e.g., pub-
lic, private, community; Irish, Clark, Banks, Palmer, &
Santo, 2017). Members become “boundary spanners”
by crossing organizational and sector boundaries, creat-
ing a bridge that enables a systems-oriented approach
(Williams, 2002). The specific permutation of members
looks different for every FPC, as do the processes by
which members engage in decisions and actions. The vari-
ations in FPC membership composition and processes re-
flect the dimensions of what Fung (2006) has termed the
“democracy cube”: who participates and how those par-
ticipants are selected, the authority and power granted
to participants, and how members derive decisions. The
interaction of these dimensions influences the policy pri-
orities and actions of FPCs.

Furthermore, membership alone does not necessar-
ily translate directly to policy change. As Koski et al.
(2018) point out, descriptive representation, or “repre-
sentation on paper,” is not substantive representation,
or “representation in practice.” In their study of one
council, the authors found that who is at the table influ-
ences what is on the agenda, but it is not a clear one-
to-one relationship (Koski et al., 2018). An overempha-
sis on process, open structure, unequal capacity and re-
sources across members, and lack of a shared goal con-
tributes to the discrepancy between descriptive and sub-
stantive representation (Koski et al., 2018). Findings from
previous research on how other factors, such as orga-
nizational structure and relationship to government, in-
fluence the policy work of FPCs are mixed. For FPCs in
California, structural autonomy alongside strong collabo-
ration with government was key to creating more inclu-
sive policies and building connections between commu-
nity members and government (Gupta et al., 2018). Yet a

study of FPCs across the US found that FPC structure may
not be a significant factor in its policy strategies but may
depend more on local influences and available resources
(DiGiulio, 2017).

The forms and decision-making processes of FPCs are
complex and varied. Due to this variety, it is unclear how
the form—organizational structure, relationship to gov-
ernment, and membership—influences the policy priori-
ties and subsequent actions of an FPC. This article only
addresses part of this complex puzzle by examining if
there is a relationship between an FPC’s form and its
policy priorities. This article focuses on the policy prior-
ities of an FPC because the policy priorities drive where
an FPC invests its resources. Policy priorities reflect the
food systems issues that FPC members identify as critical
to address collectively. Policy outputs (e.g., legislation)
and policy outcomes (e.g., individual health changes) can
take years to achieve (Sabatier & Jenkins-Smith, 1999)
and are difficult to track and measure for one FPC let
alone across hundreds of FPCs. The outcomes of spe-
cific policy changes are especially hard to measure due to
the complexity of interrelated elements across a system.
These challenges with policy outputs and outcomes ex-
plain why the most comprehensive dataset available on
FPCs, used for this article, only tracks FPC policy priori-
ties. Using this dataset, we examine the patterns in the
relationships between how an FPC is structured, how it
works with government, and who participates in an FPC,
and the FPC’s policy priorities. In addition, we provide
three cases to illustrate how these relationships play out
in practice to create spaces for co-learning, deliberation,
and decision-making.

3. Methods

We use a mixed methods approach to examine the re-
lationship between an FPC’s form—organizational struc-
ture, relationship to government, and membership—and
its policy priorities. First, we provide descriptive statistics
on characteristics of FPCs across the US. Next, we use
guantitative analysis to examine broad patterns in the re-
lationships between FPC form and policy priorities. Lastly,
we provide three cases to illuminate how these relation-
ships work in practice.

The data we use for the descriptive statistics and
guantitative analysis come from an annual survey of FPCs
conducted by CLF. The survey asks about an FPC’s ju-
risdiction level, contact information, internet presence,
year formed, governance structure, organizational and
policy priorities, funding, influences on policy work, gov-
ernment levels and issue areas of policy work, and no-
table accomplishments. One member of the FPC com-
pletes the survey for the FPC. The survey was sent out to
380 FPCs. If no responses were received after two email
reminders, council contacts were called up to two times
before the survey was closed. Survey responses were re-
ceived from 321 FPCs, but only responses from 222 FPCs
were analyzed for this article (our analysis excludes FPCs
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in Canada; those reporting to be inactive; ten duplicate
survey responses; one response that did not qualify as an
FPC; as well as FPCs that did not provide information on
membership, reported an “other” organizational struc-
ture, or were developing policy priorities).

The survey tells us if and how an FPC is incorpo-
rated as an organization (referred to as organizational
structure in the survey): 1) unincorporated or grassroots,
2) embedded—fiscally or administratively supported—in
an institution or a nonprofit organization, and 3) stand-
alone nonprofit organization. Additionally, the survey
provides a crude assessment of membership; it only con-
siders if a sector is represented among the membership
of an FPC, not the total number of members nor num-
ber of members representing a sector. More importantly,
the information collected through the survey does not
tell us about the mechanisms of participation: how (if)
members are selected and how decisions are made.

We employ the bivariate Chi-square (x?) test to ex-
amine patterns in relationships between an FPC’s or-
ganizational structure, relationship to government or
membership categories, and policy priorities (McCrum-
Gardner, 2008). For example, this test allows us to com-
pare FPCs that have and do not have a representative
in a particular membership category (e.g., health care)
and whether that FPC has a particular policy priority
(e.g., healthy food access), creating a two-by-two ma-
trix of possible results. Are differences in numbers in
the cells of the matrix random chance, or is there a
patterned difference between the two groups? A stan-
dard approach to determine significant relationships is
a p-value of <0.05 (McCrum-Gardner, 2008); significant
results mean that there is a correlation between the
two nominal variables that we are testing (with a 95%
certainty). However, p-values of up to 0.10 are com-
mon (90% certainty). Considering the literature recog-
nizes that p-values are continuous and that any cut-off
is arbitrary, we report any relationship up to a p-value
of 0.10. We did not test relationships with policy priori-
ties when the food systems issue area had less than five
observations because a sample size of fewer than five
can be problematic. We therefore excluded the bivari-
ate relationships with the policy priorities of food labor,
natural resources and environment, transportation, and
food processing. Further, while relying on p-values to de-
termine significance is debated (Amrhein, Greenland, &
McShane, 2019), they can still be useful as one type of
evidence when analyzing large datasets.

To illustrate some of the dynamics of the significant
relationships we found in the statistical analysis, we pro-
vide three cases of FPCs in Baltimore (Maryland), Adams
County (Pennsylvania), and Austin (Texas). The FPCs were
purposely sampled to yield the most relevant data to il-
luminate gaps left by the survey data (Yin, 2015). They
were selected based on the knowledge of the cases given
established relationships between CLF staff and the FPC.
This analysis uses a practitioner-action research frame-
work which “is carried out by professionals who are en-

gaged in researching...aspects of their own practice as
they engage in that practice” (Edwards & Talbot, 1994,
p. 52, as cited in Denscombe, 2014, p. 127). Three of the
authors are CLF staff who designed, conducted, and an-
alyzed the survey used in this article. The other author
serves as an adviser on the work of CLF with FPCs and is
a member of a local FPC and a state FPC. Such position-
alities provide us with rich experiences and context to
inform this article, with the goal of creating findings that
could be useful to FPCs (Denscombe, 2014). The content
was gathered through personal knowledge of the FPCs
and follow up with the FPCs for clarification. These cases
offer a sampling of the breadth of mechanisms that FPCs
use to engage participants.

4. Findings

Inthe following section, we present our findings from the
quantitative analysis and illustrative cases. First, we de-
tail the characteristics of FPCs across the US and then
present our survey analysis examining broad patterns
in the relationships between FPC form and policy priori-
ties. Finally, we describe three cases to demonstrate how
these relationships work in practice.

4.1. FPCs in the United States

FPCs have existed in the US since 1981, but have sig-
nificantly increased in number over the last decade.
Every year since 2009, 23 to 45 new FPCs were formed
(Bassarab, Santo, & Palmer, 2019). At the end of 2017,
there were 284 active FPCs in the US, based on data
collected from the annual survey of FPCs conducted by
CLF, historical data about FPCs maintained by CLF, and
data gathered from online searches to verify the ac-
tive status of FPCs. FPCs or similar groups are emerging
across the Global North, including in Canada, the United
Kingdom, Germany, and several other countries (Santo &
Moragues-Faus, 2019).

FPCs in the US are heterogeneous. Each council
weighs decisions about their geographic focus, organiza-
tional structure, structural autonomy from government,
and membership against the political, social, economic,
and demographic context of the area. Like a Rubik’s cube,
there are seemingly endless combinations but some
characteristics are more common. Most FPCs (71%) fo-
cus their work at the local level: city/municipality, county,
or both city/municipality and county. Only 8% of FPCs
work at the state level and 22% work at the regional level
(multiple counties). Additionally, the majority of FPCs are
embedded in an institution: 35% are sponsored by a non-
profit organization, 29% are embedded in government,
and 6% are housed in a university. Another 18% are un-
incorporated (grassroots) groups and 12% are nonprofit
organizations (Table 1).

Being embedded in government is only one way for
FPCs to connect with government. An FPC may be cre-
ated by legislation (17% of FPCs); include government
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Table 1. FPC structure (N = 222).

Structure N
Housed in a nonprofit 78
Embedded in government 64
Grassroots coalition 39
Nonprofit 27
Embedded in a university/college 14

employees or elected officials as members! (86%); have
members appointed by government (21%); receive in-
kind support—meeting space or administrative help—
from government (40%); or receive funding from govern-
ment grants or appropriations (35%)—Table 2. We also
account for FPCs that have no relationship to govern-
ment. A relationship with government can lend credibil-
ity and legitimacy to the work of an FPC and thus enable
policy success, or it can hinder and even halt the efforts of
an FPC(Clancy et al., 2007; Santo & Moragues-Faus, 2019;
Scherb, Palmer, Frattaroli, & Pollack, 2012; Schiff, 2008).

Table 2. Relationship to government (N = 222).

Relationship N
Government appointed members 46
Government staff and elected officials are

members 183
In-kind support from government 89
Legislated by government 37
Financial support from government 78
No connection to government 55

FPCs’ membership consists of professional stakeholders,
public administrators, and elected officials from across
the food supply chain and interrelated issue areas, e.g.,
environment, education, economic development, and
health care. FPC membership also includes lay stakehold-
ers, referred to as community members in the survey.
FPCs could report their membership composition by se-
lecting as many membership categories represented on
their council as necessary (Table 3). On average, FPCs
selected 10.84 (standard deviation 3.55) of the total 19
membership categories, with a range from 1 to 19. The
membership of the majority of FPCs (92%) includes a
community member. All but two FPCs have representa-
tion from professional sectors.

FPCs are woefully underfunded; 68% operate on an
annual budget of $10,000 or less (35% have no funding).
12% have an annual budget over $100,000. As FPCs ma-
ture, their funding increases slightly. Of the FPCs more
than five years old, 29% have an annual budget over
$25,000, compared to 11% of FPCs that are five years
or younger. The top three sources of financial support
for FPCs are in-kind donations, non-federal government

funding from grants or appropriations, and private foun-
dations. A challenge consistently reported by FPCs on the
annual survey is a lack of financial resources.

Table 3. Membership categories by FPC (N = 222).

Member Type N
Community 204
Public health 194
Anti-hunger/emergency food 192
College/university/community college 186
Food production 185
Government staff 174
Health care 145
Food retail 123
Economic development 119
Farm/food industry workers 119
Social justice 112
Elementary and secondary education 111
Faith-based organizations 102
Natural resources and environment 100
Food processing/distribution 91
Food waste/disposal 76
Elected official 66
Philanthropy 59
Youth 49

The charge of FPCs is to tackle issues facing their food
system, but they do not work across the entire food sup-
ply chain simultaneously. To understand how an FPC ap-
proaches the food system at a given time, the survey asks
FPCs to identify their top three policy priorities from a list
of 11 food systems issue areas. For the past three years,
healthy food access has been a priority for a majority
of FPCs. In 2018, healthy food access, economic devel-
opment, and anti-hunger were the most common policy
priorities (Table 4). More recently, we have seen FPCs pri-
oritizing food waste and food labor laws (Bassarab et al.,
2019; Morrill, Santo, & Bassarab, 2018).

Table 4. Policy priorities by FPC (N = 222).

Policy Priority N
Healthy food access 146
Economic development 96
Anti-hunger 81
Food production 69
Food procurement 63
Land use planning 58
Food waste/recovery 40
Local food processing 24
Transportation 18
Natural resources and environment 10
Food labor 4

L Inclusion of government staff and elected officials in an FPC’s membership was asked in the survey question about membership. We include the count
of FPC membership with government staff and elected officials in both Tables 2 and 3 as this information is relevant to both an FPC’s relationship to
government and the composition of its membership. Table 2 shows the total number of FPCs with membership that includes a government employee,
an elected official, or both. Table 3 shows the number of FPCs with membership that includes a government staff or an elected official. There were
57 FPCs with membership that included both a government employee and elected official.
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4.2. Patterns in Relationships between Form and Policy
Priorities: Quantitative Results

Our findings on the relationships between an FPC’s form
and policy priorities from the bivariate analysis, shown
in Table 5, demonstrate that membership composition
and relationship to government have more bearing on
the policy priorities of an FPC than the organizational
structure. Organizational structure has one significant re-
lationship to policy priorities, namely if an FPC is a grass-
roots coalition, embedded in a nonprofit, or a nonprofit
itself, it is more likely to have policy priorities around pro-
duction. In contrast, both membership and relationship
to government have several significant relationships with
policy priorities.

As Table 6 shows, most types of relationships that
an FPC has with government have inverse relationships
with some policy priorities. Seven out of the ten signifi-
cant relationships suggest that FPCs put less priority on
certain issues. In other words, having a relationship with
government is related to what FPCs do not prioritize.
For example, FPCs that are embedded in government,
have government support (in-kind or financial), or have
government-appointed members are less likely to priori-
tize food production policy issues. Conversely, FPCs with
no connection to government are more likely to prioritize
food production.

Overall, the relationships between a membership cat-
egory and the corresponding policy priority are positively
and significantly correlated (Table 7). Appendix A pro-

Table 5. Summary of bivariate relationships between form and policy priorities.

Form Policy Priorities

Organization type

One significant relationship to a policy priority with p < 0.10

Relationship to government  Ten significant relationships to policy priorities with p < 0.10; Five significant relationships

to policy priorities with p < 0.05

Membership

Twenty-four significant relationships to policy priorities with p < 0.10; Fifteen significant

relationship to policy with p < 0.05

Table 6. Significant relationships between policy priorities and relationship to government.

Relationship to Government

Relationship to Policy Priority (p-value)

Embedded in government

Less prioritization of food production (0.077)

Government appointed members

Less prioritization of food production (0.058)

In-kind support from government

Less prioritization of food production (0.023)
Greater prioritization of food waste/recovery (0.034)

Financial support from government

Less prioritization of food production (0.080)
Greater prioritization of land use planning (0.076)

Legislated by government

Less prioritization of healthy food access (0.077)
Greater prioritization of food waste/recovery (0.012)

No connection to government

Greater prioritization of food production (0.003)
Greater prioritization of land use planning (0.003)

Table 7. Membership significantly related to topically similar policy priorities.

Membership Category

Relationship to Policy Priority (p-value)

Anti-hunger/emergency food

Greater prioritization of anti-hunger (0.001)

Faith-based organizations

Greater prioritization of anti-hunger (0.008)

Food waste/recovery

Greater prioritization of food waste/recovery (0.000)

Food production

Greater prioritization of food production (0.080)

Economic development

Greater prioritization of economic development (0.010)

Elementary and secondary education

Greater prioritization of food procurement (0.026)

Food retail

Greater prioritization of food procurement (0.015)

Youth

Greater prioritization of food procurement (0.067)
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vides a full reporting of all relationships. The priorities of
food waste/recovery, anti-hunger/emergency food, and
land use planning have more significant relationships to
membership categories than other priorities. One expla-
nation is that some policy priorities are common across
all FPCs (e.g., healthy food access) or prioritized overall
by very few FPCs (e.g., land use planning). Additionally,
some membership categories are related to more policy
priorities than others. For example, having members rep-
resenting faith-based organizations is significantly cor-
related to three of the seven policy priorities while
members representing anti-hunger/emergency food are
correlated with two policy priorities. Government staff,
elected officials, and community members are not corre-
lated with any policy priorities. Because nearly all FPCs
have community members, we would not expect any
significant differences in relationship to policy priorities
across councils.

4.3. lllustrations of Collaborative Governance and Food
Democracy in Practice: Case Studies

The three examples described below illustrate how mem-
bers are engaged in the process of determining an FPC’s
policy priorities. In particular, these cases highlight the
choices that FPCs make regarding who and how they re-
cruit members, as well as the interplay between mem-
bers, authority, and decision-making. The cases describe
an open, self-selected membership process, an applica-
tion process, and a process by which members are ap-
pointed. The FPCs featured work at different levels (city,
city-county, county) and have different structures (initia-
tive of city government, advisory board of city-county
government, nonprofit in small town). These differences
further contextualize the influence of an FPC’s relation-
ships to government and organizational structure on its
policy priorities.

4.3.1. Adams County, Pennsylvania

Adams County, Pennsylvania, is a mostly rural county
with an estimated population of just over 100,000 in
2017. The main town in the county, Gettysburg, had a
population of around 7,600 in 2017. While the Adams
County Food Policy Council (ACFPC) was established
through a county proclamation in 2009, it is housed
within Healthy Adams County, a nonprofit organization.
The FPC’s structure is non-hierarchical; there is no official
leader, but logistics and meetings are coordinated by a
facilitator. While membership is self-selecting and open
to anyone who wants to participate, it mainly attracts
professionals from government, academia, health care,
and nonprofits working on related issues. Approximately
12 to 15 people regularly attend meetings in a volunteer
capacity. Community input is sought periodically during
a forum whereby anyone who wants to participate is in-
vited to share their opinions and outreach to community
members who receive services from organizations that

participate in the ACFPC. This input informs the ACFPC’s
actions, although there is not a formal process for deter-
mining policy priorities.

At one forum, community members identified two
issues affecting access to healthy food: the need for
farmers and consumers to better understand each oth-
ers’ needs and constraints, and better advertisement
and collaboration around existing healthy food initiatives.
The ACFPC acted on this input by helping the Adams
County Farmers Market Association (ACFMA) determine
if closing a weekday market and only hosting a Saturday
market would have a negative impact on low-income
customers. To inform the ACFMA’s decision, the ACFPC
surveyed low-income participants of member organiza-
tions to see if dropping the weekday market day would
severely hinder their ability to access healthy food. The
conclusion was that while a small percentage of atten-
dees could not attend a Saturday market, the majority
could and would attend a market on Saturdays. The sur-
vey also provided the ACFPC an opportunity to increase
understanding between farmers and consumers by talk-
ing about the implications for small farmers when busi-
ness is much slower at the weekday market. The ACFPC
keeps the discussions during the community fora in mind
when making decisions about their priorities and actions.

4.3.2. Baltimore, Maryland

Baltimore is the largest city in the state of Maryland
and has a majority African American population. Housed
within the city government and funded by the city, the
Baltimore Food Policy Initiative (BFPI) engages govern-
ment staff, elected officials, and professional and lay
stakeholders through three approaches: 1) intra-agency
collaboration, 2) the Food Policy Action Coalition (FPAC),
and 3) the Resident Food Equity Advisors (RFEA). The
City’s Food Policy Director and two staff housed in the
Planning Department work with other government staff
throughout the city on food systems issues.

FPAC is an open network of more than 60 self-
selected people, mostly professionals from area non-
profit and community organizations, businesses, as well
as university faculty and students whose work intersects
with food systems. The network meets quarterly. This
format allows for participation from a wider network of
actors, but those who choose to participate in FPAC do
not reflect the majority of Baltimore’s population and
are generally not people directly affected by food sys-
tem problems (Swartz, Santo, & Neff, 2018). Quarterly
meetings consist of formal presentations and informal
networking, whereby FPAC members learn from one an-
other and share ideas with BFPI staff on current policy
issues. FPAC members also approach BFPI staff as pol-
icy issues arise because of relationship building efforts
by BFPI staff outside of the meetings. FPAC members’ in-
put, along with BFPI staff’'s own assessment of the fea-
sibility of changing a policy, help BFPI select which poli-
cies to focus on. In this interaction, FPAC fulfills a comple-
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mentary role as described by Klijn and Skelcher (2007) to
BFPI, allowing professional and lay stakeholders to listen
and learn about policy issues in the city and to have their
“say” in providing advice in the policy process.
Recognizing the need for a more deliberate means of
eliciting residents’ perspectives, BFPI formed the RFEA in
2017. Supported by a stipend, one resident from each
council district in the city is selected through an applica-
tion process to serve as an adviser to BFPI staff on food
system issues facing the city. Over the course of six meet-
ings, RFEA and BFPI staff convene to hear presentations
from content experts, converse about their experiences
related to the issue, deliberate about solutions, and craft
appropriate policy recommendations. While BFPI staff
make the final decision about recommendations, they
are there to learn from residents about what they think
will work. Advisers are invited to meet with their elected
council member to share their experiences and to talk
about the group’s recommended food policy strategies.
By recognizing and integrating the voices of those most
affected by food policy decisions into their work, BFPI is
facilitating a transition in democratic participation from
representational to participatory democracy.

4.3.3. Austin, Texas

Austin, the state capital of Texas, is home to nearly
a million people. Established in 2008 through local or-
dinances, the Austin Travis County Food Policy Board
(ATCFPB) is a 13-member advisory board for the City
of Austin and surrounding Travis County. Board mem-
bers are appointed by the City Council and the County
Commissioners. Members are encouraged to represent
a diversity of sectors across the food supply chain
but there are no required sector-specific positions.
Appointed members decide which policies to recom-
mend to local government staff and elected officials. The
Board is supported by four working groups with open,
self-selected membership and coordinated by City and
County staff. Working groups serve as technical advisers
to the Board around specific food systems issues. Citizens
are invited to participate in a working group or to express
their opinions during an allotted time at the beginning of
the Board’s monthly meetings.

As appointed representatives, Board members must
navigate suggestions from self-selected members of
working groups, the preferences of a broader network,
as well as their own professional and personal interests.
This balancing act led the Board to punt on a decision
on a paid sick leave bill proposed by the Austin City
Council. Faced with a recommendation from the Healthy
Food Access Working Group to support the bill, as well
as mixed recommendations to support and not support
the bill from business and community organizations from
the wider Austin community, the Board decided to nei-
ther support nor oppose the bill. The bill, however, was
eventually passed by Austin City Council because of over-
whelming support expressed by attendees at a commu-

nity input meeting held by the Austin City Council (Morrill
etal., 2018). At the center of the debate was a complexis-
sue steeped in opposition from businesses that are better
resourced and have more access to public officials than
other stakeholders, such as workers and their representa-
tives. Collaborative governance networks are prone to im-
balance if there is not a way to equalize the capacity, re-
sources, authority, and status of members (Ansell & Gash,
2008). The ATCFPB tried to balance the views of propo-
nents from the working group and community organiza-
tions with opposing views from Board members and busi-
nesses through a null vote. This vote held the ATCFPB ac-
countable to both the Board and the working group but
ultimately did not represent the desire of the community.

5. Discussion

The analysis above adds to the existing debate about
how FPCs’ forms relate to their policy work. Our findings
demonstrate that membership and relationship to gov-
ernment have more bearing on the policy priorities of an
FPC than the organizational structure (although the re-
lationship to government is related to the lack of some
priorities rather than their presence). Further, by illumi-
nating the relationship between membership and policy
priorities, and often policy development itself, the case
studies underscore the role of FPCs as vehicles for food
democracy. FPCs use a collaborative governance frame-
work because it allows citizens with varying interests to
grapple with the complexities of food systems issues, de-
liberate on appropriate and timely strategies, and collec-
tively agree on directions to pursue for policy change.
This study shows that members matter; membership
is related to a wide range of policy priorities. Some pol-
icy priorities have significant relationships with multiple
membership categories. For example, the priority of food
waste and recovery bears significant relationships with
members representing anti-hunger organizations (recip-
ients of excess food), food processing and distribution
(involved in coordinating logistics for delivery of excess
food), food waste, health care (for whom hunger and
health are intricately linked), natural resources and en-
vironment (for whom wasted food represents wasted
water and greenhouse gas emissions), and philanthropy.
These relationships align with national campaigns to re-
duce food waste. This alignment raises questions about
the degree to which national efforts influence the deci-
sions of FPCs and whether FPCs can serve as a gateway
to increase civic engagement at a national level.
Additionally, for some membership sectors, there is
a relationship between the policy priority and the sec-
tor that the member represents. For instance, FPCs with
members representing economic development are more
likely to prioritize economic development policies while
those with farmers, ranchers, or small producer advo-
cacy groups are more likely to prioritize food production
policies. The relationships between sector representa-
tion and policy priorities are of particular interest in con-
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sideration of whose values are being represented by the
FPC. In an analysis of two local government planning pro-
cesses, Baldy and Kruse (2019) point out that the values
represented by members participating in the processes
are complex and varied and based both on their personal
experiences and professional role. Further research is
needed to understand if members are representing the
interests of their employer, an area of the food system
for which they have a deep interest, or a particular de-
mographic of the community.

FPCs struggle with community representation both
in determining who counts as community members and
how community members are included in FPC decisions.
While most FPCs report to have members that repre-
sent the community, it is often unclear how FPCs de-
fine community members. Do they include lay stake-
holders with a vested interest in an issue and willing to
participate for free, people affected by problems with
the food system, socially marginalized communities, low-
income communities, minority populations, or people
traditionally excluded from economic and political pro-
cesses? A few lay stakeholders amongst a dozen paid pro-
fessionals could cause an imbalance in decision-making.
Collaborative governance approaches can be designed
to build the capacity of members at a disadvantage
(Emerson & Nabatchi, 2015).

Not all mechanisms for participation are equal, but
the survey used for this article does not collect infor-
mation about member selection (open, self-selecting,
or targeted recruitment) or authority (voting members
of a steering committee or non-voting expert advisers
of a working group). These distinctions are important
to understand the power dynamics among members in
setting the policy agenda for an FPC. For instance, the
ACFPC and the BFPI Resident Food Equity Advisors use
an open, self-selecting process for member participation,
yet mostly paid professionals participate. Such a format
poses the risk that members are recruited through ex-
isting networks, which could inhibit inclusiveness and
exacerbate inequity and underrepresentation of certain
groups. Additionally, some members, such as profession-
als, may be perceived to have more expertise or au-
thority because they have more resources and capac-
ity. They may also represent the priorities of organiza-
tions outside of the community. Further, as Sieveking
(2019) found with the Oldenburg FPC in Germany, open-
ness of membership, and the resulting diversity, can bog
down decision-making processes. Allowing elected offi-
cials to appoint members, such as the ATCFPB however,
could also exclude stakeholders who traditionally lack
economic capital, knowledge, or capacity to engage in
the policy process. FPCs struggle to find a balance be-
tween harnessing the energy of those eager to trans-
form food systems, learning from those with food sys-
tems and policy expertise, and empowering those im-
pacted by food systems issues.

A membership process that deliberately places those
who experience the effects of policy decisions in a po-

sition to influence policy can add to the effectiveness
and equity of policy decisions (Fung & Wright, 2001). The
BFPI Resident Food Equity Advisors program elevates the
authority of residents in food policy decisions by specifi-
cally selecting residents to work directly with local gov-
ernment staff on policy recommendations. The ACFPC
also tries to elevate the perspectives of residents who
are affected by food systems issues in the FPC’s decisions
and actions through direct outreach to them. Our find-
ings reinforce those of the Koski et al. (2018) case that
the engagement process is important to ensure member
representation on paper, in practice, and in the selection
of policy priorities.

An FPC’s relationship to government also bears a
number of significant relationships to its policy priorities.
Unlike membership, however, there is a significant in-
verse relationship between food production and an FPC’s
relationship to local government. One plausible expla-
nation is that many regulatory issues (e.g., crop insur-
ance, organic certification, food safety) facing farmers
and ranchers are the result of federal policy decisions.
While some FPCs do follow and advocate on federal poli-
cies, participation in the federal policy process requires
different strategies and diminishes the effectiveness of
policies to address place-based problems.

The aim of FPCs to create greater pathways for cit-
izen participation in the policy process can only be
achieved with government cooperation. Elected officials
and public administrators must be willing to engage in co-
learning, deliberation, and power-sharing with members
of society, as shown in the case of the BFPI RFEA program.
The effectiveness and sustainability of an FPC as a collab-
orative governance network is questionable without this
willingness. Other scholarship on FPCs has shown that
an unwillingness by government staff to make the pol-
icy process accessible to citizens and attempts to impose
the agenda of appointed or elected officials on an FPC
can reduce the effectiveness or lead to the dissolution of
FPCs (Coplen & Cuneo, 2015; Gupta et al., 2018; van de
Griend, Duncan, & Wiskerke, 2019).

Organizational structure is not an irrelevant factor
for FPCs, but our findings echo DiGiulio’s (2017) findings
that it does not drive policy decisions. An FPC’s organiza-
tional structure can influence membership composition
and the power dynamics amongst members, particularly
for FPCs embedded in government or where members
are appointed. In the case of the ATCFPB, the members
appointed to the Board by local elected officials repre-
sented certain interests (e.g., businesses) that had opin-
ions contrary to the desires of the community. For BFPI,
an FPC embedded in government, determining its policy
agenda and strategies often depends on political timing
and agency collaboration and readiness.

6. Conclusion

Communities across the US are being confronted with
food insecurity, unequal access to healthy food, family
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farm hardships, climate disruptions to food production,
and other food systems related problems. Food democ-
racy can be viewed as both a goal (output) to transform
current food systems by addressing these problems that
have arisen from imbalances in power, as well as a pro-
cess of policymaking around food systems by (input) and
with (throughput) citizens. We explore how collaborative
governance networks in the form of FPCs are fora to en-
gage citizens in the process of food democracy. The FPC
framework is particularly useful for navigating the com-
plexity of food systems and for negotiating policy strate-
gies that address issues that members could not tackle
alone. Our findings corroborate their collaborative na-
ture, demonstrating that who sits on an FPC, and to a
lesser extent, how they are connected to government,
are key in shaping which issues FPCs address in their pol-
icy work. In this way, FPCs organize participation, and yet
filter participation by determining rules for membership
and decision-making.

These findings both reveal new insights and raise
questions about FPCs’ contributions to food democracy.
On one hand, the importance of members’ sectoral back-
grounds in determining policy priorities underscores that
their perspectives are informing which issues councils
act on. On the other hand, there are dynamics of FPCs’
decision-making process that we still do not fully under-
stand. Issues of representation, power, and trust are not
unique to FPCs. There may, however, be elements about
the systems nature of food issues that make it uniquely
challenging to focus the decisions and actions of an
FPC, and to meaningfully incorporate perspectives from
across the food system, especially of those who are tra-
ditionally excluded from the policy process. Additionally,
while FPC membership fluctuates, policy change is a long
game. Little is known about how transitions in mem-
bership affect the priorities and ultimate outcomes of
FPCs. Future research could explore the power dynamics,
policy deliberation, and conflict resolution processes in-
volved in member participation on councils, particularly
over time.

Since our analysis did not explore FPC policy out-
comes, we are left with further questions around the
goal of food democracy—that is, if and how FPC pol-
icy outcomes yield transformative food systems change.
FPCs provide mechanisms for citizen participation in
the policy process at local and state levels, but many
of the challenges in the food system—especially those
food democracy purports to address, such as corporate
hegemony—stem from federal and global political de-
cisions. Could FPCs build the capacity and interest of
citizens to engage in higher levels of food policy advo-
cacy? Does involvement with an FPC increase efficacy
and encourage political participation beyond food sys-
tems? Amidst the current polarization and skepticism in
US politics, the growing interest in FPCs may offer hope
that people are recognizing the need to collaborate and
(re)engage in democratic processes to ensure their val-
ues are reflected in policies at all levels of government.
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Appendix. Membership categories by policy priorities (N = 222). Note: Only two of the four cells are shown from each
chi-square test. The two cells shown are those FPCs with members in the category and the two cells not shown are the

cells for FPCs without that membership category.

Table Al. Food procurement.

Member Category No Yes p-value
Government staff 125 49 0.891
Elected officials 48 18 0.812
Anti-hunger/emergency food 141 51 0.129
College/university/community college 132 54 0.623
Community 147 57 0.627
Economic development 80 39 0.118
Elementary and secondary education 72 39 0.026
Faith-based organizations 69 31 0.433
Farm/food industry workers 84 35 0.714
Processing and distribution 65 26 0.985
Food production 133 52 0.842
Food retail 80 43 0.015
Food waste/recovery 53 23 0.653
Health care 105 40 0.719
Natural resources and environment 74 28 0.778
Philanthropy 40 19 0.447
Public health 136 58 0.186
Social justice 82 30 0.595
Youth 30 19 0.067
Table A2. Healthy food access.

Member Category No Yes p-value
Government staff 55 119 0.117
Elected officials 23 43 0.900
Anti-hunger/emergency food 64 128 0.474
College/university/community college 68 118 0.097
Community 70 134 0.933
Economic development 43 76 0.521
Elementary and secondary education 34 77 0.258
Faith-based organizations 32 68 0.525
Farm/food industry workers 42 77 0.721
Processing and distribution 31 60 0.965
Food production 66 119 0.311
Food retail 44 79 0.590
Food waste/recovery 29 47 0.374
Health care 54 91 0.195
Natural resources and environment 44 58 0.010
Philanthropy 18 41 0.482
Public health 66 128 0.860
Social justice 40 72 0.639
Youth 15 34 0.545
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Table A3. Food waste/recovery.

Member Category No Yes p-value
Government staff 141 33 0.484
Elected officials 51 15 0.235
Anti-hunger/emergency food 154 38 0.082
College/university/community college 151 35 0.481
Community 165 39 0.151
Economic development 100 19 0.393
Elementary and secondary education 88 23 0.295
Faith-based organizations 79 21 0.295
Farm/food industry workers 96 23 0.585
Processing and distribution 67 24 0.007
Food production 150 35 0.435
Food retail 100 23 0.768
Food waste/recovery 46 30 0.000
Health care 114 31 0.074
Natural resources and environment 77 25 0.020
Philanthropy 44 15 0.084
Public health 157 37 0.282
Social justice 89 23 0.325
Youth 39 10 0.622
Table A4. Anti-hunger.

Member Category No Yes p-value
Government staff 107 67 0.234
Elected officials 38 28 0.232
Anti-hunger/emergency food 114 78 0.001
College/university/community college 113 73 0.052
Community 128 76 0.423
Economic development 79 40 0.339
Elementary and secondary education 67 44 0.329
Faith-based organizations 54 46 0.008
Farm/food industry workers 78 41 0.499
Processing and distribution 56 35 0.610
Food production 119 66 0.575
Food retail 80 43 0.598
Food waste/recovery 47 29 0.709
Health care 82 63 0.003
Natural resources and environment 71 31 0.082
Philanthropy 36 23 0.642
Public health 123 71 0.929
Social justice 79 33 0.028
Youth 28 21 0.294
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Table A5. Land use planning.

Member Category No Yes p-value
Government staff 127 47 0.568
Elected officials 48 18 0.800
Anti-hunger/emergency food 140 52 0.411
College/university/community college 141 45 0.136
Community 150 54 0.694
Economic development 90 29 0.522
Elementary and secondary education 90 21 0.015
Faith-based organizations 82 18 0.013
Farm/food industry workers 90 29 0.522
Processing and distribution 71 20 0.241
Food production 135 50 0.494
Food retail 88 35 0.379
Food waste/recovery 53 23 0.311
Health care 114 31 0.027
Natural resources and environment 71 31 0.182
Philanthropy 45 14 0.625
Public health 145 49 0.438
Social justice 77 35 0.080
Youth 34 15 0.418
Table A6. Food production.

Member Category No Yes p-value
Government staff 118 56 0.499
Elected officials 44 22 0.637
Anti-hunger/emergency food 133 59 0.774
College/university/community college 128 58 0.941
Community 80 39 0.118
Economic development 81 38 0.768
Elementary and secondary education 78 33 0.664
Faith-based organizations 77 23 0.019
Farm/food industry workers 85 34 0.385
Processing and distribution 63 28 0.933
Food production 123 62 0.080
Food retail 84 39 0.822
Food waste/recovery 53 23 0.849
Health care 102 43 0.529
Natural resources and environment 65 37 0.123
Philanthropy 42 17 0.661
Public health 133 61 0.759
Social justice 81 31 0.269
Youth 35 14 0.667
Politics and Governance, 2019, Volume 7, Issue 4, Pages 32—47 46



& coGITATIO

Table A7. Economic development.

Member Category No Yes p-value
Government staff 97 77 0.563
Elected officials 39 27 0.648
Anti-hunger/emergency food 113 79 0.111
College/university/community college 103 83 0.345
Community 43 76 0.521
Economic development 58 61 0.010
Elementary and secondary education 64 47 0.786
Faith-based organizations 61 39 0.248
Farm/food industry workers 67 52 0.883
Processing and distribution 51 40 0.858
Food production 101 84 0.146
Food retail 64 59 0.113
Food waste/recovery 46 30 0.413
Health care 82 63 0.933
Natural resources and environment 58 44 0.977
Philanthropy 29 30 0.169
Public health 110 84 0.965
Social justice 59 53 0.216
Youth 27 22 0.791
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1. Introduction

In the highly concentrated and consolidated 21st cen-
tury food system, citizen participation in food-related
decision-making processes in Western democracies has
mainly been limited to indirect control by representa-
tive democratic institutions. These processes have also
been influenced by professional organizations and inter-
est groups. It is perhaps the perceived outsized influ-
ence of some of these groups which has contributed to
a lack of support for policy measures and a legitimacy
crisis of the representative democratic system (Renting,
Schermer, & Rossi, 2012, pp. 296-297). More specifi-
cally, food citizenship—i.e., the involvement of citizens
in food-related decision-making processes—has been ad-

versely affected by four developments: the corporate
control of the food chain, the limited information avail-
able to consumers about products, the manipulation
of supermarkets to increase sales, and a proliferation
of deskilling convenience food (Welsh & MacRae, 1998,
p. 243). These developments notwithstanding, the food
system affects people’s daily life in a very intimate way,
which might provide a strong motivation and opportu-
nity for individuals to reclaim their citizenship.

In the context of diminishing food citizenship, “civil
society-based initiatives become an important source
of innovation through social learning, the building of
new capacities and by creating ‘space to manoeuvre’ for
organizing food production, distribution, and consump-
tion differently” (Renting et al., 2012, p. 298). These ini-
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tiatives reflect new relationships between, on the one
hand, civil society and markets (active involvement in
re-constructing alternative systems of food provisioning)
and, on the other hand, between civil society and public
institutions (civic engagement in shaping public opinion,
culture, institutions and policies by communication, lob-
bying, and political activism; Renting et al., 2012, p. 300).
Alternative food networks are but one example of the
new connections which have emerged in recent decades
(Goodman, Dupuis, & Goodman, 2012).

The emerging phenomenon of food policy councils
(FPCs) seems to address both new linkages: These initia-
tives are mainly initiated by civil society (Harper et al.,
2009, p. 25) and are striving to bring together stakehold-
ers from a variety of sectors related to food, including
public institutions and business. Their main aim is to in-
fluence local food policies, but under their umbrella, new
food markets also emerge, e.g., community-supported
agriculture. They comprise various representatives from
the different segments of the food system community
(e.g., members of community organizations, civil society
organizations, the retail sector, and nutritional educa-
tion) in order to discuss, coordinate, and influence the
local food policy (Stierand, 2014, p. 169). FPCs can be
regarded as concrete examples of a deliberate attempt
to develop the practise of food democracy (Allen, 2010,
p. 301; Hassanein, 2003, p. 79). Carlson and Chappell
(2015) emphasize FPCs’ potentially unique role in con-
necting the “How?” of deliberative processes with the
“What?” of food access and justice. They furthermore
stress FPCs’ high potential for being “inclusive, transpar-
ent, and intentional spaces for dialogue” (p. 15). A ten-
tative assessment of the democratic potential of FPCs
based on a power-based concept of complex democracy
is given by Bornemann and Weiland (2019).

Originating in the US in the early 1980s, the number of
FPCs in North America has been increasing ever since, es-
pecially over the last decade. Based on a comprehensive
survey, the latest Food Policy Report refers to 341 active
councils in North America and Canada (Bassarab, Santo,
& Palmer, 2019, p. 3). One well-known example is the
Toronto FPC in Canada, which has also been discussed in
terms of food democracy. Providing a mechanism for peo-
ple’s active participation in shaping the food system was
an explicit goal of the Toronto FPC from its very beginning
(Welsh & MacRae, 1998, p. 238). Its initial set up as a round
table with people of differing political views and a vari-
ety of food system sectors (p. 250) is still characteristic of
many FPCs. In contrast to North America, FPCs are a rather
new institutional phenomenon in Europe, especially in
Germany. The first two FPCs formed in 2016 in the cities
of Cologne and Berlin. During the period of this study, four
more FPCs were established in German cities (Frankfurt,
Dresden, Oldenburg and Kiel). Currently, there are around
40 more FPC initiatives in Germany and German-speaking
countries planning to form FPCs. To the best of my knowl-
edge, no research has been done on these initiatives and
their potential regarding food democracy.

This article seeks to disentangle a variety of aspects
that potentially make FPCs loci for practising food democ-
racy. Participation of citizens in the food system requires
places where citizens have the opportunity to express
and negotiate their interests and concerns. To study dif-
ferent expressions of food citizenship, it is necessary to
move beyond simply conceptualizing food as a commod-
ity and people as consumers (Welsh & MacRae, 1998,
p. 240). Along these lines, this study aims to apply and re-
fine existing conceptualizations of food democracy. The
analytical framework developed by Hassanein, consist-
ing of five key dimensions of food democracy, is meant
to serve as a lens for analysing food initiatives and their
democratic characteristics (Hassanein, 2008, p. 306).

This lens was applied to the emerging phenomenon
of FPCs in Germany. The aim was to investigate one
of the first German FPCs, the exemplary case of the
FPC in Oldenburg (a city with approximately 167,000 in-
habitants in Lower Saxony) in terms of food democracy.
The process of its formation was studied in a qualita-
tive case study between 2016 and 2018. The analysis of
the emerging FPC Oldenburg (1) allows for a more nu-
anced understanding of the particular case and (2) repre-
sents a key step in conceptualizing how FPCs, in general,
can contribute to a strengthening of food citizenship. By
analysing the phenomenon of FPCs from a food democ-
racy perspective and by extending Hassanein’s analytical
framework by adding additional aspects to be taken into
account, this study contributes to existing research on
food democracy both empirically and conceptually.

After an introduction to the food democracy con-
cept and Hassanein’s operationalization in particular
(Section 2), the methodological approach for studying
the phenomenon of FPCs in terms of food democracy
will be explained in greater detail (Section 3). In the sub-
sequent section, the results of the analysis will be pre-
sented vis-a-vis each food democracy dimension identi-
fied by Hassanein (Section 4). In the following section,
the findings of this study will be discussed in the broader
context of emerging FPCs in Germany and regarding the
practise and concept of food democracy more generally
(Section 5). The article concludes with a short summary
and considerations concerning further research.

2. Conceptual Background

The food democracy concept is based on the assumption
that food is more than a commodity and that people are
more than consumers (Hassanein, 2003, p. 79; Welsh &
MacRae, 1998, p. 239). In contrast to the ongoing process
of diminishing food citizenship mentioned above, food
democracy is about citizens having the power to deter-
mine agro-food policies and practises locally, regionally,
nationally, and globally: The concept strives for active cit-
izen participation in shaping the food system (Hassanein,
2003, p. 79). Food democracy, therefore, challenges the
anti-democratic forces of control and claims the rights
and responsibilities of citizens to participate in decision-
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making instead (Hassanein, 2003, p. 83). According to
Hassanein, every incremental step of pragmatic politics
should be oriented towards the vision of an ecologically
sound, economically viable, and socially just system of
food and agriculture. As achieving sustainability involves
conflict over values, food democracy considers active
participation and political engagement as necessary pre-
requisites if solutions to the dominant system are to be
achieved (Hassanein, 2003, pp. 84—85). For Hassanein,
active citizen participation is needed to achieve sustain-
ability. In turn, citizen participation as such does not
necessarily lead to more sustainable outcomes (Newig,
Challies, Jager, Kochskaemper, & Adzersen, 2017).

One basic principle of substantive democracy is that
people should have an equal opportunity to partici-
pate in decisions that affect them. Taking this notion of
democracy seriously, the core of the food democracy
concept “is the idea that all people participate actively
and meaningfully in shaping food systems” (Hassanein,
2008, p. 289). In order to build and extend the theory of
food democracy, Hassanein suggests an analytical frame-
work consisting of five key dimensions of food democracy
(Hassanein, 2008, pp. 290-291):

1. Collaborating towards food system sustainability;

2. Becoming knowledgeable about food and the food
system;

3. Sharing ideas about the food system with others;

4. Developing efficacy concerning food and the food
system; and

5. Acquiring an orientation towards the community
good.

The first dimension (i.e., collaboration towards food
system sustainability) refers to the need for partner-
ships which may increase citizens’ power and which
may thus make a difference beyond individual deci-
sions and actions. Effecting changes towards sustainabil-
ity requires strong coalitions that involve differing inter-
ests (Hassanein, 2008, p. 290). Becoming knowledgeable
about food and the food system is an additional dimen-
sion of food democracy because knowledge is consid-
ered a prerequisite for meaningful citizen participation:
“Hence, food democracy means that people have a broad
knowledge of the food system and its various facets”
(Hassanein, 2008, p. 290). Furthermore, being engaged
in deliberation and having shared ideas (dimension 3)
are assumed to help people make better decisions for
both themselves and others: Ongoing discussion and de-
liberation are therefore key to food democracy as they
help citizens clarify issues and scrutinize their own val-
ues. The fourth dimension of food democracy (develop-
ing efficacy concerning food and the food system) relates
to citizens’ ability to determine their relationship to food
and to address and solve community problems instead
of just being passive consumers. Lastly, acquiring an ori-
entation of the community good implies a willingness to
recognize the value of mutual support and interdepen-

dence, and to promote the well-being of the community.
This sense of, and care for, the public good is central to
food democracy and requires citizens to go beyond their
self-interest (Hassanein, 2008, pp. 290-291).

Hassanein’s attempt to operationalize the concept of
food democracy was one the first and remains highly in-
fluential. It can help researchers and practitioners iden-
tify strengths and weaknesses in alternative agri-food
initiatives concerning their democratic characteristics
(Hassanein, 2008, p. 306).

3. Methodology

The recently founded FPC in Oldenburg, Lower Saxony,
serves as an exemplary case of the emerging phe-
nomenon of FPCs in Germany. The formation process of
one of the first FPCs in Germany was studied between
April 2016 and April 2018 in a qualitative case study, in-
cluding participant observations, semi-structured stake-
holder interviews, and document analysis. The rich
dataset of eight participant observations, nine inter-
views, and a huge number of documents (e.g., internal
protocols) allows for a detailed analysis of the FPC ini-
tiative. Data collection followed an iterative process be-
tween data collection and analysis that was carefully doc-
umented. All interviews were recorded, transcribed, and
transferred to the software Atlas.ti for coding. All data
collected from the case is in German and the quotations
in this article are my translations. Additional data on
other emerging FPC initiatives were collected during my
participation in the first and second networking congress
between FPC initiatives in German-speaking countries in
2017 and 2018.

Taking the Oldenburg case as an example to provide
initial answers to the question of how FPCs might serve
as loci for practising food democracy, this study considers
the whole dataset on the emerging FPC but focusses on a
crucial event during the formation process (the so-called
pre-formation). The so-called pre-formation marks the
beginning of the phase during the emergence, in which
the core initiators—after a long period of preparation—
presented their ideas in public and inspired a couple of
new people to join their activities prior the official for-
mation. This particular occasion, therefore, allows for a
comprehensive illustration of how the five food democ-
racy dimensions identified by Hassanein played out in
the case. Data analysis was guided by five sub-questions
covering the five food democracy dimensions.

This pre-formation event took place in June 2017,
one and a half years after the initiative had started their
activities and four months before the council was offi-
cially established. This event was organized by the coordi-
nating group, consisting of ten volunteers who prepared
the formation of the council. At that time, the initiative’s
activities were solely based on voluntary work although
the members had already started applying for funding.
Around 30 participants joined the pre-formation event.
The main aim of the event was to found different com-
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mittees (thematic working groups), representing the ba-
sis of the future FPC. After an initial plenary session, the
participants gathered in small groups to elaborate on the
visions and tasks for the future committees of the council
(see Figure 1). After a short presentation of each group in
another plenary session, there was an informal slot dedi-
cated to exchange between the participants. Afterwards,
the coordinating group presented the next steps towards
the formation of the council four months later.

4. Results

The results will be presented in five subsections, each
covering one dimension of food democracy. As outlined
in the methods section, the analysis takes the entire
dataset of the case study into account but illustrates key
findings with examples from the pre-formation event.

4.1. Collective Action towards Sustainability: To What
Extent Does the Initiative Strive for Collective Action
towards Sustainability?

The Oldenburg FPC initiative’s activities started with a
first workshop in April 2016 in the format of a so-called
“Political Soup Pot,” where people gather to talk about
how to take action while preparing a communal meal.
As one event during the city’s Future Days, an annual

series of events related to sustainable living, this work-
shop provided an opportunity to exchange ideas among
interested citizens about how to nourish Oldenburg in
the future. Local initiatives that are “following new paths
regarding a socially and ecologically just food produc-
tion and consumption” (invitation flyer) were invited to
present their projects, e.g., on community gardens or
food sharing. In small group discussions around topics
collectively selected in the plenary, such as food waste or
education, the workshop participants exchanged ideas
about how to move forward. One group discussed the
idea of establishing an FPC in the city of Oldenburg in or-
der to give the pre-existing transformative efforts a com-
mon voice.

After this event, a core group of about ten volunteers
prepared the formation of the FPC and launched the pre-
formation stage one year later. During this event, four dif-
ferent committees (see Figure 1) formed and the partici-
pants started planning future activities. The committees
on different food-related topics had the main function of
bringing together pre-existing transformative activities
in Oldenburg and creating a network. These committees
were meant to be open for everyone interested in partic-
ipating based on their interests and resources. More for-
mally, the 15 members of the representative body of the
council (see Figure 1), equally covering civil society, pub-
lic administration/politics, and business were formally

15 members

including the committees’ representatives

Food policy council Oldenburg

consist of 5 members each from the following areas:

BUSINESS

1 person

Coordinating
body

coordinates and supports

POLITICS/PUBLIC

ADMINISTRATION CIVIL SOCIETY

represents the committees and advices policymakers and public officials

Committees
Prod =
. . Education & rocucer g
Edible City .. Consumer -
Appreciation Events Relations ]
o
o

carry out pratical work

Figure 1. Structure of the emerging FPC initiative in Oldenburg, presented at the formation event (by Desirée Diering,

my translation).
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elected for an initial period of two years shortly before
the official establishment in October 2017. At that stage
of the emergence of the FPC, the volunteers successfully
acquired public funding for a part-time coordinator for
the first year following the formation. All meetings, activ-
ities, and events of the initiative were open to the public
and announced in advance on the homepage.

At the pre-formation event in June 2017, the coor-
dinating group presented the motto they had agreed
upon as a baseline for the future work of the FPC:
“Together for sustainable nutrition in the region,” in-
cluding the elements “regional, fair, need-oriented, self-
determined, and ecological” (presentation at the pre-
formation event). During this presentation, the initiators
also outlined the need for dialogue between different
stakeholders, e.g., producers and consumers, but also
processors, retailers, and public officials. They also em-
phasized the ideal of having all of these groups being
involved in the council, either as a representative or as
an active member in one of the committees. The FPC ini-
tiative strives for collective action towards sustainability
based on a broad group of stakeholders agreeing on a
shared set of values regarding more sustainable food pro-
duction and consumption.

In the emergence phase, the initiative’s members
were not able to agree on a more detailed version of
their vision. Apart from disagreements, they also did not
feel that they should determine specific criteria prior to
the official formation without being able to take future
members into account. After the council had been es-
tablished, the representative body started a discussion
about specific criteria and installed a working group to
develop these in greater detail.

4.2. Knowledge about Food and the Food System: How
Does the FPC Initiative Support Individual Learning
about Food and the Food System?

In its early stages, the FPC initiative offered numerous
opportunities for learning about the food system, simply
by making it possible for individuals to get in touch with
one another. Coming together on this multi-stakeholder
platform, individuals who were ready to collaboratively
strive for a transformation of the current system, encoun-
tered a number of different aspects of the food system.
This diversity of perspectives was also a result of differ-
ent ways to be involved, ranging from voluntary engage-
ments in existing food initiatives, e.g., food sharing, to
formal professional work, e.g., as a restaurant owner or
employee of a retail company. The initiative mostly fo-
cused on the local food system, but dissatisfaction with
the globalised food system often framed their activities.
At the first workshop, for example, a food activist from
South Africa, Zayaan Khan, gave a presentation about
current challenges in the global food system and the
need for local responses.

At the pre-formation event roughly a year later, the
coordinating group defined education and the raising of

awareness as central tasks of the initiative. The members
presented examples of food-related events in Oldenburg
where they informed the public about the initiative’s
goals (e.g., a sustainability week at the local university or
a food truck event). On these occasions, the group mem-
bers tried to make people think about food issues, for
example with a memory game on the CO, emissions of
different vegetables (presentation pre-formation event).
The committees, as initiated at the pre-formation, partic-
ularly supported self-organized learning in the four dif-
ferent thematic areas (see Figure 1) chosen by partici-
pants. Despite huge interest in the work of the Education
and Events Committee, it was initially difficult to find
people willing to take on responsibility because of lim-
ited resources. In the following, the committees’ activi-
ties ranged from excursions to farms in the region, har-
vesting and processing locally grown food to workshops
in schools. These activities provided learning opportu-
nities about how to enact alternatives to the predom-
inant methods of food production and consumption in
daily life.

Despite many activities being undertaken during the
initial phase, at times it was still difficult to keep all the
committees alive. This is why the FPC turned the commit-
tees into more concrete and manageable projects shortly
after the end of the study period.

4.3. Sharing Ideas with Others: How Does the FPC
Initiative Enable Discussion and Deliberation?

In its emerging phase, the FPC initiative provided
space for discussion and deliberation in various ways.
Internally, the coordinating group was organized on a
grassroots basis, implying a commitment to consensus
and openness to new members. In practise, decisions
were often prepared by a small group of people (e.g., the
formulation of the initiative’s aims or a concept for an
event), which were then discussed and agreed uponin a
plenary session (Interview 2). This practise implied that
some people were more involved in certain steps than
others; however, they always fed the results back into
the whole group for comments and took decisions col-
lectively to try to find a consensus. Majority voting was
only rarely used. Someone always took minutes of the
meetings so people were able to follow what had been
discussed. In the course of their activities, the group dis-
tributed certain tasks to individual members (e.g., the
facilitation of their regular meetings). This decision in
particular facilitated smooth meetings and a more struc-
tured setting for discussing contested issues. After the
official formation, protocols were made public on the ini-
tiative’s homepage.

Regarding external communication, the group mem-
bers approached a huge number of people from different
backgrounds (e.g., the mayor or different parties) and
also participated in public food-related events, such as
panel discussions with representatives from the conven-
tional farmers’ organization where they were also con-
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fronted with those who did not share their vision of sus-
tainability. At the pre-formation event, the coordinating
group announced dialogue between different stakehold-
ers as one of the initiative’s central tasks. As with the
other events they had organized and as with their reg-
ular meetings, they asked the participants to introduce
themselves. Additionally, the organizers explicitly dedi-
cated certain time slots to the informal exchange of ideas
(e.g., after each committee presented the ideas previ-
ously elaborated in the small group discussions).

As time went on, it became increasingly difficult
for the members to monitor their activities (Internal
Meeting 23). Even though the initiative tried to have reg-
ular reports from each committee in the representative
body’s meetings, they did not always have this update
due to a lack of presence or other topics being given
greater priority. For newcomers, it was sometimes not
clear whom they should talk to. Once, for example, a
woman came to the representative’s body meeting to re-
port on a potentially interesting topic for the initiative
but was then sent directly to the Edible City Committee.

4.4. Efficacy with Respect to Food and the Food System:
What Kind of Opportunities Does the FPC Initiative
Provide for Experiencing Capacities to Act and Actually
Having an Effect?

The emerging FPC initiative was explicitly aimed at es-
tablishing new structures to allow individual citizens to
participate: “I think we firstly need to learn democracy,
to really talk and listen to each other and then becom-
ing engaged at local level,” as one interviewee pointed
out when talking about the initiative’s motto “Together
for sustainable nutrition in the region” (Interview 7). The
group also referred to self-determination as an impor-
tant part of the realization of their vision (presentation
pre-formation event). In the course of their activities,
they created a variety of opportunities for experiencing
capacities to act and to actually have an effect. On the
one hand, citizens were always invited to join the com-
mittees and the activities undertaken (e.g., a bike tour to
orchards in the city). On the other hand, the coordinat-
ing group always tried to organize their events accord-
ing to their values and were, although being limited fi-
nancially, always able to offer high-quality organic food
due to donations from regional companies and their net-
working activities. In this sense, their activities provided
a number of examples of how people can actually make
a difference.

As regards to influencing policymakers and public
officials, the initiative’s members—despite many disap-
pointments in the beginning—also experienced cases
where they actually had an impact, e.g., the minister of
food and agriculture becoming the FPCinitiative’s patron,
the positive approval of a funding request, or the invita-
tion to be part of a working group on improving the city’s
school catering. A strong motivator to go ahead with the
actual establishment of the council was the strong reso-

nance manifested in new people joining the group after
the pre-formation event. As one interviewee said: “After
along period of discussion, also including phases of inter-
nal difficulties manifested in less capacities for preparing
the event, we just needed such a success to go ahead”
(Interview 7).

4.5. Orientation towards the Community Good: To What
Extent Does the FPC Initiative Encourage Individuals to
Go beyond Their Self-Interest and Care about the

Public Good?

In the emerging FPC initiative, there was a general orien-
tation towards collective action as outlined in Section 4.1.
As a result of their holistic approach “Together for sus-
tainable nutrition in the region,” being part of the initia-
tive as such required an interest in food as a public good.
The members of the coordinating team joined the initia-
tive because of dissatisfaction with the current system
of food production and consumption, e.g., the lost con-
nection between producers and consumers (Interview 3)
or decreasing food skills among children (Interview 4).
In the Edible City Committee, orientation towards the
community good became maybe the most obvious, e.g.,
when thinking about how urban areas could be used
for planting crop plants in collaboration with the city.
In the Producer—Consumer Relations Committee, partici-
pants were introduced to a recently founded community-
supported agriculture initiative. This approach points
exactly to the aspect of mutual support and inter-
dependence between food producers and consumers.
Additionally, the committee members organized several
excursions to farms in the region. Here, participants were
able to get in touch with farmers and to develop a better
understanding of food production patterns. Internally,
many members of the coordinating group used their in-
dividual skills for the good of the initiative (e.g., modera-
tion, writing, or presentation skills).

At some point, many volunteers felt overwhelmed by
the number of tasks and it became obvious that a staff
coordinator was needed to support them. Several mem-
bers also quit the group because they were no longer
able to help due to other obligations. And among those
who stayed, there was a constant feeling of doing too
much for the initiative at the expense of their private
life (clearly articulated by Interviewee 9). This situation
improved when the initiative received funding to hire
a part-time coordinator after the official formation of
the council.

5. Discussion

The analysis of the emerging FPC initiative in terms of
food democracy elucidates a broad spectrum of aspects
that potentially make this case and comparable cases
loci for practising food democracy. The analysis also re-
veals challenges related to the five dimensions. In the
following section, the results of the case will be dis-
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cussed and contextualized in the broader landscape of
the first German FPCs, which have been established in
different cities during the study period (Cologne, Berlin,
Frankfurt, Dresden, Kiel) as well as the numerous initia-
tives which were planning to form at that time and par-
ticipated in the networking congresses of emerging ini-
tiatives in German-speaking countries in 2017 and 2018.
Building on these reflections, implications for the prac-
tise and the concept of food democracy and FPCs’ poten-
tial to democratise the food system will be discussed.

5.1. Contextualizing the Case of the Oldenburg FPC

Building on its broad membership and its multi-faceted
activities, the emerging Oldenburg FPC can be inter-
preted as an example of a civil society initiative trying
to establish new relationships between civil society and
public institutions as well as new relationships between
civil society and business (Renting et al., 2012). Indeed,
the FPC Oldenburg did attract a variety of stakehold-
ers in its emerging phase, e.g., people from all three
targeted societal realms (civil society, public administra-
tion/politics and business) who became members of its
representative body, as was also the case in Cologne. The
FPC in Berlin, to give another example, also approached
and attracted a variety of stakeholders in its emerging
phase, but this initiative did not want certain groups to
become members of the FPC (e.g., policymakers and pub-
lic officials). Despite differences in member composition,
all emerging initiatives build on the idea of bringing to-
gether a diversity of stakeholders in order to foster col-
lective action towards sustainability (dimension one).

The in-depth analysis of the Oldenburg case based on
Hassanein’s dimensions illustrated in various ways how
an emerging FPC can serve as a locus for developing a
practise of food democracy (Allen, 2010) by offering op-
portunities for learning, sharing ideas, experiencing effi-
cacy, and strengthening a sense of care for the commu-
nity good. Despite a general focus on the local, involv-
ing experts from abroad seems to be a learning strategy
used in the emerging German FPC movement. Having an
international guest at the first event as in the Oldenburg
case seems to be an exception and might be explained by
the professional background of the initiator, who worked
at a development NGO. Already during the first network-
ing congress in 2017, however, international guests from
Brazil, Canada, the UK, and the US played an important
role by sharing their knowledge and experience with the
emerging initiatives in Germany.

Raising awareness of food system issues more gen-
erally seems to be a central topic for all initiatives that
were established during the study period as reflected in
corresponding committees or working groups dedicated
to educational activities. Despite a huge interest in that
topic, it was initially difficult to implement the activities
of the Education and Events Committee in the Oldenburg
case because of a continual lack of personnel. As deal-
ing with limited and shifting personnel is a crucial topic

for many groups of volunteers, it might also be helpful to
learn from initiatives at similar stages. Another emerging
FPC initiative in Germany, for example, institutionalized
continuous learning opportunities by starting their reg-
ular meetings with a short input on a specific topic (con-
versation second networking congress 2018). Such an ap-
proach might be appropriate for emerging FPCs and simi-
lar initiatives because it ensures ongoing mutual learning
and provides an opportunity to step back from the time-
consuming discussion of everyday operations.

Regarding the provision of opportunities for discus-
sion and deliberation (dimension three), all emerging ini-
tiatives have to negotiate how to communicate with each
other (e.g., in their regular meetings). In the Oldenburg
case, designating a moderator for their meetings repre-
sented a crucial step in structuring their internal culture
of deliberation and becoming more efficient. While the
group members emphasized the positive effects (i.e., an
improved flow of their meetings), attributing the moder-
ator’s role to group members is challenging and can be
problematic because of personal stakes in the content
under deliberation and a certain power to shape the out-
come of the discussion. One solution to this role conflict
might be to hire professional moderators as the organiz-
ers of the first networking congress between initiatives
in Germany and German-speaking countries did. Other
emerging initiatives decided to rotate the moderator’s
role in regular meetings. This approach allows all mem-
bers to gain experience of being responsible for the pro-
cess and is also applicable in the case of a lack of will or
budget to hire professionals.

As the chosen structure of the Oldenburg FPC (a rep-
resentative body, a coordinating team and committees)
resulted in some gaps in terms of information flow, the
people involved in the initiative currently rethink the
structures they established and plan to have a regular
plenary similar to the FPC initiative in Berlin. This format
is assumed to allow for a more regular and direct sharing
of ideas and projects (conversation networking congress
2018). Formats that allow sharing ideas are increasingly
important for FPC initiatives that try to remain open to-
wards new ideas and developments in their communi-
ties. These open formats might also serve as a tool for
integrating new members, a concern of many emerging
initiatives, which was also discussed during the first net-
working congress.

The emerging FPC initiative in Oldenburg provided a
number of opportunities for experiencing one’s actions
actually having an effect (dimension four). Next to more
tangible results of individual engagement such as hav-
ing donated organic food at their events, for experienc-
ing actually having an impact, it seemed essential to con-
vince other people to join or support the initiative. The
strong resonance, especially during the pre-formation
event, indicated a broad interest among diverse stake-
holders to shape the current food system. Instead, fluctu-
ation of membership and varying degrees of involvement
led to frustration regarding efficacy. The dilemma of not
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wanting to overburden volunteers while at the same be-
ing a reliable organization seems to be a typical phe-
nomenon in groups of volunteers (Turinsky & Nowicka,
2019, p. 261). As all emerging FPC initiatives mainly build
on voluntary work, it remains a constant challenge to join
forces to have an impact, which, in turn, increases moti-
vation to go ahead.

As regards to the Oldenburg initiative’s effects in
the public sphere, being invited to an official working
group on how to improve the city’s school catering is
relevant because this offer to participate implies being
heard and acknowledged by public officials, at least to
a certain extent. Improving public catering is also on
the agenda of all other German FPCs that formed dur-
ing the study period. The FPC Frankfurt, for example, is
currently also part of a city’s working group. This FPC
is running a pilot project demonstrating that improving
school meals within the current budget is possible (FPC
Frankfurt, 2019). At a well-attended working group meet-
ing during the second networking congress in 2018, it
also became clear that improving public catering seems
to be an area where FPCs in the early stages try to have
an effect in their communities.

While FPC initiatives might raise awareness of food
as a collective good in policy-making processes, they
also provide many opportunities for citizens to develop
a sense of care for food as a public good. The analysis
of the Oldenburg FPC illustrated this with different ex-
amples, e.g., harvesting fruits from orchards or plant-
ing crops in urban areas. The initiative’s variety of top-
ics and activities seems to resonate with many people.
This may also be the case because, in the FPC, people
find a space where they can combine personal interests
(e.g., in gardening or educating people) with an orien-
tation towards the community good. Furthermore, pre-
existing private initiatives for the community good can
potentially gain more visibility through FPC initiatives,
e.g., community gardens.

5.2. Implications for the Practise and the Concept of
Food Democracy

Applying Hassanein’s analytical framework to the
Oldenburg case and its contextualisation within the
broader context of pioneer initiatives in Germany
demonstrated FPCs’ potential to act as loci for devel-
oping a practise of food democracy in terms of the five
dimensions. Despite several challenges and problems, all
dimensions seem to become manifested in the emerg-
ing institutional phenomenon of FPCs. In this sense, the
emergence of FPCs seems to be promising, suggesting
a recent strengthening of food democracy despite the
ongoing trends which tend to diminish food citizenship
(Welsh & MacRae, 1998, p. 243).

The manifestations of the five food democracy di-
mensions in this study also demonstrate that the frame-
work suggested by Hassanein seems to capture general
aspects of food democracy that are relevant beyond the

particular initiative she was studying when identifying
the five dimensions. In this sense, this study offers a
certain validation of her framework. Looking for greater
specificity of the food democracy concept through prac-
tical exploration (Hassanein, 2008, p. 289), the insights
from the case of the Oldenburg FPC potentially also
elucidate avenues for further theoretical elaboration of
the food democracy concept. Hassanein acknowledges
the importance of processes and basic principles of sub-
stantive democracy (Hassanein, 2008, p. 289), but these
aspects are not explicitly addressed in the five dimen-
sions. Drawing on Carlson and Chappell’s understand-
ing of FPCs as playing a potentially unique role in con-
necting the “How?” of deliberative processes with the
“What?” of food access and justice (Carlson & Chappell,
2015, p. 15), | argue that more process-oriented aspects
should also be reflected in an analytical framework iden-
tifying characteristics of food democracy. The case of the
Oldenburg FPC clearly demonstrates that the how of de-
liberative processes matters.

In the emerging FPC initiative, both striving for trans-
parency and openness turned out to be central work-
ing principles. Regarding transparency, the members al-
ways took minutes of the meetings and made them
available online so everyone could follow their activities.
At the pre-formation event, when the council initiators
launched the committees, the main requirement for the
committees was to work transparently (presentation pre-
formation event). This process criterion of transparency
is closely linked to the second criterion to add, namely
openness. As the group of volunteers always invited ev-
eryone to participate in the events they launched and
their meetings were open to the public, the initiative can
also be interpreted as inclusive compared to other food
initiatives or interest groups which promote a particular
interest and represent only a small group of people.

Openness and transparency appeared to be partic-
ularly relevant in the case of the Oldenburg FPC be-
cause conflicts in the emergence phase could often be
attributed to situations in which information flows were
interrupted or when it was not clear whether members
or committees were entirely open about their actions
or motivations. As a result, the initiative agreed to fol-
low certain procedures (e.g., taking minutes or issuing
open invitations to their events). The aspect of open-
ness towards a broad spectrum of stakeholders, per-
spectives, and opinions is particularly relevant for multi-
stakeholder platforms such as FPCs. Openness as a work-
ing principle, however, seems to be fundamental to food
democracy more generally as an open mind could be re-
garded as a prerequisite for sharing ideas and learning
from each other (dimensions two and three).

Openness vis-a-vis members and perspectives to be
included in a civil society group, however, can also make
the process of agreeing on certain venues and projects
more difficult. Given the diversity of actors involved dur-
ing the emergence of the FPC in Oldenburg, it is not sur-
prising that they were unable to agree on the criteria to
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specify their vision in the emergence phase. Managing to
remain vague, by having agreed on a general baseline un-
derstanding, can also be regarded as a means to remain
open and supports the role of FPCs as multi-stakeholder
platforms. The FPC Berlin, in contrast, being less open in
terms of not including policymakers and public officials as
members of their initiative, launched a list of demands to
the government concerning the implementation of a lo-
cal food strategy roughly a year after its formation, stress-
ing more FPC’s roles as advocates for particular interests.
This example illustrates different degrees of openness
vis-a-vis members and perspectives to be included even
within the emerging FPC movement in Germany.

This study suggests that food democracy goes be-
yond the five dimensions identified by Hassanein. The
case of FPCs demonstrates that the how of the delibera-
tive process needs to be taken into account when study-
ing concrete expressions of food citizenship. Although
there is certainly more refinement needed regarding dif-
ferent manifestations of deliberative processes in differ-
ent kinds of initiatives beyond FPCs, aspects related to
the how of the deliberative process, e.g., transparency
and openness should be considered in an analytical
framework designed for studying the practise of food
democracy. In their study on state-driven participation
processes, Baldy and Kruse (2019) also identified trans-
parent processes for deliberating ideas as a key category
of food democray.

5.3. FPCs’ Potential to Democratise the Food System

FPCs provide an example of bottom-up democratization
dynamics because they are mostly initiated by civil soci-
ety. Their approach to collaboration across sectors and
their aim to shape food policies, however, needs sup-
port from policymakers and public officials. Because of
FPCs’ orientation towards food as a public good, public
support, including the funding of FPC initiatives, seems
appropriate. Providing a space where practising democ-
racy can take place requires time and resources as illus-
trated in the case study. If FPCs are to become recognized
spaces of deliberation, there needs to be public support
for providing opportunities for meaningful participation
in all five key food democracy dimensions as well as
for ensuring processes based on substantive democracy
(e.g., transparency and openness).

Given their recent emergence, it is not yet possible
to assess FPCs’ impact on food-related policymaking in
Germany. Having representatives from FPC initiatives at
municipal working groups for improving a city’s school
catering can be seen as a first opportunity for advocating
for the initiatives’ beliefs (e.g., more organic and more re-
gionally produced food) in policy-making processes. FPC
initiatives are able to negotiate based on a more com-
prehensive orientation towards the public good in con-
trast to stakeholders, such as organic farmers, who di-
rectly profit from a higher proportion of organic food
being in the city’s school catering. Such an involvement

in policymaking might be expanded to other working
groups or political committees concerned with food is-
sues. Improving food systems by providing information
for policy decision-making is one of the central tasks of
FPCs (Clayton, Frattaroli, Palmer, & Pollack, 2015, p. 9).
This information is less specific, and possibly less biased
than that provided by those advocacy groups focused on
more specific concerns.

Despite reaching out to three societal realms (civil so-
ciety, business, public officials, and policymakers), the
exemplary case studied here did not equally repre-
sent the food system’s sectors. Farmers, for example,
were seldom present at the initiative’s events, while
the food business stakeholder group of the represen-
tative body included only one farmer. The need for a
stronger involvement of farmers was articulated (e.g.,
Interview 1) and discussed (e.g., Internal Meeting 12) but
not achieved in the initial period of the FPC initiative.
This lack of farmer involvement is typical for the phe-
nomenon of FPCs: In the US, FPC members mostly repre-
sent the production, distribution, and consumption sec-
tors (Harper et al., 2009, p. 24), but particularly at the lo-
cal level, the agricultural sector appears to be underrep-
resented (Mooney, Tanaka, & Ciciurkaite, 2014, p. 238).
Bassarab, Clark, Santo, and Palmer (2019) show that
membership composition significantly influences the pol-
icy priorities of FPCs.

The potential for democratising the food system
through FPCs could be assessed by who is represented
in these councils. Considering that most FPCs in Germany,
but also elsewhere, are initiated by civil society and pri-
marily build on volunteers, FPCs mainly rely on those
who are willing to become part of FPCs. Trying to cover
different societal realms as in the case of the Oldenburg
FPCis just one approach to think about member composi-
tion. Another attempt would be the approach referred to
above (i.e., to have all food system sectors represented),
which is often the case in FPCs initiated through govern-
ment policy in the US. A recent study on representation
in a public FPC in the US, however, demonstrated that
representation by design and representation in practise
varies considerably, for example in terms of attendance
of meetings and agenda-setting (Koski, Siddiki, Sadiq, &
Carboni, 2016). Their first attempt to identify factors that
limit substantive representation refers e.g., to restrictive
process norms, lack of structure or mission clarity and
unequal resources (2016, p. 16). These findings support
the argument of paying more attention to the process
of how FPCs and similar initiatives practise food democ-
racy in their day-to-day operations (e.g., regarding trans-
parency and openness as suggested by the analysis of
the Oldenburg case studied here). Any design concern-
ing representation in FPCs should be crucially examined
regarding representation in practise.

The potential for FPCs to democratise the food sys-
tem should however not only be judged on who is repre-
sented and how initiatives are trying to strive for equal
representation through certain working principles. By
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involving citizens in decision-making processes and in
other activities shaping the food system, FPCs might play
an important role in empowering citizens’ capacity to
act. By offering different ways to participate, FPCs might
also serve as an important tool concerning the legitimacy
crises representative democracies are currently facing.
Participation in decision-making in democratic systems
is, however, not an alternative to political representa-
tion and expertise, but acts a complement to them (Fung,
2006, p. 66).

Diverse advisory councils such as FPCs—not limited
to one stakeholder group but integrating citizens from
various backgrounds—might represent an important
tool for citizen participation in representative democra-
cies more generally. The need for local platforms that
bridge diverse forms of knowledge and expertise, has
also recently been discussed in the broader context of
innovations for sustainability (Perry, Patel, Bretzer, &
Polk, 2018). Similar to other community-based food ini-
tiatives such as Urban Gardening, FPCs seem to provide
the opportunity and space in which citizens can get in-
volved and collaborate across different interests and per-
spectives. These experiences might strengthen citizens’
democratic capacity (Mclvor & Hale, 2015, p. 738).

6. Conclusions

This study applied Hassanein’s five key dimensions of
food democracy to FPCs, an emerging phenomenon that
has been acclaimed for its democratic potential. In order
to allow for a thorough analysis and to provide concrete
examples of how these dimensions work in practise, a
case study approach was chosen. Data analysis revealed
that the FPCin Oldenburg, Germany, during its emerging
phase provided a number of opportunities for learning,
for sharing ideas, for experiencing capacities to act, and
for developing a sense of care for food as a public good.
The results also revealed that the initiative in Oldenburg
faced several challenges related to Hassanein’s key di-
mensions (e.g., joining forces for having an impact or
creating regular spaces for sharing ideas). As the dis-
cussion revealed, these aspects seem to be relevant for
other emerging FPC initiatives in Germany as well. Still,
it would be desirable to have a more comprehensive sur-
vey of how these dimensions are covered by more es-
tablished FPCs in different parts of the world. The analy-
sis of the case of the Oldenburg FPC also revealed that
additional aspects related to the how of deliberative
democracy (e.g., openness and transparency) need to be
taken into account when conceptualizing food democ-
racy. A critical assessment of how initiatives beyond FPCs
practise transparency and openness when inviting cit-
izens to shape the food system might further our un-
derstanding of this additional dimension. The extension
of Hassanein’s framework by this additional dimension
covering the how of deliberative processes might allow
for more nuanced analyses of alternative agri-food initia-
tives in terms of food democracy in the future.
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Abstract

Contemporary governance is marked by increased attention for participation of non-governmental actors (NGAs) in tra-
ditionally governmental activities, such as policy-making. This trend has been prevalent across food policy processes and
reflects a key feature of food democracy. However, the role of governmental actors in facilitating and responding to this
participation remains a gap in the literature. In this article, we ask how civil servants frame the participation of NGAs in
policy processes. Drawing on ethnographic research, we introduce the case of civil servants working on an urban food
policy for the municipality of Ede (the Netherlands). Our analysis uncovers two competing frames: 1) highlighting the
responsibility of the municipality to take a leading role in food policy making, and 2) responding reflexively to NGAs. The
analysis provides insights into how the framing of participation by civil servants serves to shape the conditions for par-
ticipation of NGAs. It further sheds light on related practices and uncovers existing tensions and contradictions, with
important implications for food democracy. We conclude by showing how, in the short term, a strong leadership role for
civil servants, informed by the responsibility frame, may be effective for advancing policy objectives of the municipality.
However, the reactive frame illustrates that civil servants worry this approach is not effective for maintaining meaningful
participation of NGAs. This remains a key tension of participatory municipal-led urban food policy making, but balancing
both municipal responsibility and an open and reactive attitude towards the participation of NGAs is useful for enhancing
food democracy.
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1. Introduction lies in the redistribution of power within the food sys-

tem (Booth & Coveney, 2015). Lang (1999), who is cred-

Food democracy—understood broadly as active partici-
pation of citizens and political engagement to address
conflicting values and desires related to food systems—
has been said to be the ‘best hope for finding work-
able solutions to conflicts about the character and direc-
tion of the agro-food system’ (Hassanein, 2003, p. 79).
Unequal distribution of power in the food system pro-
pelled calls for food democracy, the essence of which

ited with the introduction of the concept of food democ-
racy, positions food democracy as a movement calling
for better access and more equal sharing of the benefits
from the food system. The concept of food democracy
relates to food sovereignty, as both provide an alterna-
tive way of looking at the food system to the dominant
corporate food regime perspective (Akram-Lodhi, 2015).
However, food democracy puts more emphasis on con-
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sumers or citizens, while food sovereignty has tradition-
ally focussed more on producers (Renting, Schermer, &
Rossi, 2012).

One way in which food democracy is being enacted
is through the emergence of new governance mecha-
nisms for urban food policy, such as food policy coun-
cils. Urban food policy has been defined as ‘concerted
action on the part of city governments to address food-
related challenges’ (Hawkes & Halliday, 2017, p. 9). In
the development of urban food policies, there is often
strong emphasis on cooperation between governments
and non-governmental actors (NGAs). For example, the
Milan Urban Food Policy Pact (2015), now signed by 183
cities, explicitly notes that ‘civil society and the private
sector have major roles to play in feeding cities’ and sig-
natories to the Pact have agreed to ‘engage all sectors
within the food system (including neighbouring authori-
ties, technical and academic organizations, civil society,
small scale producers, and the private sector) in the for-
mulation, implementation and assessment of all food-
related policies, programmes and initiatives’.

While a central tenet of food democracy relates to
meaningful participation (Booth & Coveney, 2015), par-
ticipation is not without contestation. Participation of
NGAs in policy processes has been critiqued as symbolic
ritual, for a lack of active participation, and as a symptom
of an unresponsive government (Innes & Booher, 2004).
Yet, despite these challenges, this shift towards partici-
patory governance has altered the patterns of interac-
tion between governments and NGAs (Kooiman, 1993).
As such, the spaces in which these actors are interacting,
the nature of these interactions, and the related respon-
sibilities are changing and require further investigation,
particularly with respect to potential implications for the
quality and success of policy-making processes (Fung,
2015). Further, while NGAs’ participation is increasingly
commonplace in the development and roll-out of ur-
ban food policies (Moragues-Faus & Morgan, 2015), a
gap remains in our understanding of how governmen-
tal actors understand and negotiate NGAs’ participation
in the traditionally governmental domain of policy mak-
ing (Baldy & Kruse, 2019). To address this gap, in this
article we analyse how municipal employees, charged
with developing a food policy, frame the participation of
NGAs. Improved understanding of the roles and perspec-
tives of civil servants is important given that they play
a key role in enabling the participation of NGAs, for ex-
ample by designing participatory processes, particularly
in processes where the municipality plays a leading role
(Moragues-Faus et al., 2013; Viljoen & Wiskerke, 2012).
The way in which these participatory processes are de-
signed provides insight into a key mechanism for advanc-
ing food democracy.

Towards this end, in this article we examine how civil
servants negotiate NGAs’ participation in municipality-
led policy making by asking the question: How do civil
servants frame the participation of NGAs in urban food
policy making? In what follows, we introduce theories of

participation and framing which inform our analysis. This
is followed by an introduction to our case study: the ur-
ban food policy of the Dutch municipality of Ede and a
review of methods. We then present the results of our
analysis, consisting of two frames. The first frame high-
lights the responsibility the municipality takes in lead-
ing a food policy, while the reactive frame calls on re-
sponsiveness to NGAs. We conclude that effective urban
food policies require strong government leadership with
openness and willingness to respond to NGAs and safe-
guard meaningful participation as a key feature of food
democracy. As such, we see efforts of civil servants to
balance the responsibilities of the municipality with the
enhanced participation of NGAs as a useful tension.

2. Participation in Policy Making

As described by Hassanein (2003), participation is a key
feature of food democracy. Across the literature, there
are diverse understandings of what NGAs’ participation
involves, with the main point of contestation being the
level of involvement representing actual or meaning-
ful participation. According to Arnstein (1969, p. 216),
participation refers to ‘the redistribution of power that
enables the have-not citizens, presently excluded from
the political and economic processes, to be deliberately
included in the future.” However, Castell (2016) points
out that this dimension of power tends to be forgot-
ten in much of the contemporary thinking on partic-
ipation. Gaventa (2004) stresses that spaces for par-
ticipation are not neutral, but shaped by power rela-
tions. He explains that ‘power relations help to shape
the boundaries of participatory spaces, what is possi-
ble within them, and who may enter, with which iden-
tities, discourses and interests’ (Gaventa, 2004, p. 34).
Recognizing that power relations are unavoidable in par-
ticipatory processes, Roberts (2004, p. 320) expands on
Arnstein’s (1969) definition, stating participation to be
‘the process by which members of a society (those not
holding office or administrative positions in government)
share power with public officials in making substantive
decisions and in taking actions related to the commu-
nity.” This article draws predominantly on this last defi-
nition, combining the sharing of power and the division
in society between governmental and NGAs. This arti-
cle focuses on direct participation as opposed to indi-
rect participation (such as representation through vot-
ing). In the literature on food democracy, we can find
various examples of direct participation, with food pol-
icy councils being one of the most renowned forms (see
also Bassarab, Clark, Santo, & Palmer, 2019). While par-
ticipation of NGAs has been integrated into most gov-
ernmental policy-making (Castell, 2016), Arnstein (1969,
p. 216) has observed that participation ‘is a little like eat-
ing spinach: no one is against it in principle because it
is good for you. Still, participation remains contested,
not only with regards to defining the concept, but also
in terms of practical implications.
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3. Context of Participation in the Netherlands

To understand NGAs’ participation in the food policy
processes of the municipality of Ede, situated in the
Netherlands, an explanation of the policy context is nec-
essary. One of the instruments being used to advise
Dutch public administrators is the ladder of government
participation (see Figure 1). Whereas most typologies of
participation focus on explicating the role of citizens in
policy-making, the ladder of the Dutch government ad-
visory council (Raad voor het Openbaar Bestuur [ROB];
ROB, 2012) flips the perspective by defining the participa-
tion level of the government instead. The degree of gov-
ernment involvement ranges from ‘letting go’, in which
the government is not involved in the process or content
of a task, to ‘regulating’ which describes the government
role of law and rule-making and the enforcement of law.
The ROB argues that in each situation the role of the gov-
ernment can be different. However, the paradigm shift
they propose involves increasingly moderate action on
the part of the government. They claim that ‘the vital-
ity of society gets more room when the government lim-
its climbing up the steps of the government participation
ladder’ (ROB, 2012, p. 68).

When the government takes a step back (i.e., down
the ladder), it may be expecting more action from other
actors. This mirrors the predominant trend in gover-
nance related to participation, with implications not only
for the government, but also for citizens. However, a shift
towards minimising government action does not auto-
matically mean that there is more room for the meaning-
ful participation of citizens. If not considered carefully,
participation can be used to legitimise declining govern-
ment action. From a food democracy perspective, declin-
ing government interference in the food system could,
for example, make more room for corporate interests,
thus contributing to the highly unequal distribution of
power in the food system.

Following the literature (MacRae & Donahue, 2013;
Moragues-Faus et al., 2013; Moragues-Faus & Morgan,
2015), and in contrast to the paradigm supporting the ap-
plication of the ladder, we note the importance of both
government-level leadership and citizen-led approaches.
Indeed, we take as a central assumption that local food
policies require strong municipal leadership and politi-

Regulating
Directing

Stimulating

Facilitating

cal will, especially in the context of the increasing pri-
vatization of public interests (Kamat, 2004). In turn, we
are cautious of the application for the ROB ladder of
government participation, recognising that it is part of
Dutch strategy to move towards a ‘participation soci-
ety’, reinforced through slogans such as ‘passing the
baton from government to society’ (Knijn & Hopman,
2015, p. 647). This participation society is assessed as
part of a neoliberal-driven hollowing out of government
(Jessop, 2013) which is antithetical to our basic assump-
tion. Despite this, we have opted to make use of this
tool as part of our analytic framework as it reflects the
broader governance context within which our case study
is situated.

4. The Case of Food Policy in Ede

The municipality of Ede is an area in the middle of the
Netherlands and includes both a rural and an urban re-
gion. The city of Ede, and the rural area surrounding it,
has about 115,000 inhabitants (Gemeente Ede, 2018).
The areais characterized by the presence of woods, a pro-
tected national nature park, a high number of farmers
and proximity to Wageningen University, a high-profile
life-sciences university with a focus on food and agricul-
ture. With other neighbouring municipalities, agri-food
companies, research institutes and higher education es-
tablishments, Ede is member of the regional partnership
called the Foodvalley, which emphasizes the combina-
tion of knowledge and production of food in the area.

Ede presents a good case to better understand how
policy makers frame and address NGAs’ participation in
municipal food policy processes because it has taken a
proactive leadership approach in this regard. A second
reason is that literature on local food policy often fo-
cuses on large cities like Toronto, London, San Francisco
and Cape Town (Haysom, 2015; Mah & Thang, 2013;
Mansfield & Mendes, 2012). However, smaller munici-
palities, which include a substantial rural area, can in-
fluence how policy makers deal with problems and so-
lutions relating to, for example scale or budget. Finally,
Ede is considered to be one of the frontrunners in the
Netherlands regarding food policy (Gemeente Ede, 2017)
and was awarded a Milan Pact Award for Governance in
2017 (Milan Urban Food Policy Pact, 2017).

Letting go

Figure 1. Ladder of government participation. Note: Figure based on ROB (2012).
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5. Methodology: Framing

Framing is a helpful tool to deconstruct and analyse the
language that people use. Framing is the notion that
issues can be ‘viewed from a variety of perspectives’
(Chong & Druckman, 2007, p. 104; see also Baldy & Kruse,
2019) and that these perspectives are constructed by ac-
tors and guide their thinking. According to Schén and
Rein (1994), framing is an action in which an actor ac-
tively makes a selection to make sense of complex situ-
ations. Making this selection is an active process, mean-
ing that the actor has agency to do so. On the other
hand, there are also structures that influence the con-
struction of frames. For civil servants, these structures
include ‘laws, bylaws, guidelines and other policy doc-
uments’ (Castell, 2016, p. 310) that constitute frames
which direct his/her action.

These structures, that are shared within and across
organisations, illustrate that framing is not just an individ-
ual act. Rather, frames can be created and shared within
an institution. As explained by Snow (2004, p. 405), ‘col-
lective action frames are not only cognitive structures lo-
cated in the mind of individuals, but they also are prop-
erties of organizations or collectivities and can be exam-
ined as such. This collective framing relates to the no-
tion that a certain institution, in this case the depart-
ment dealing with urban food policy within the munic-
ipality of Ede, has created frames to ‘organise its oper-
ations’ (Castell, 2016, p. 310). How the civil servants of
the municipality of Ede frame the role of NGAs in policy-
making processes impacts the roles and actions that they
take. As Castell notes, ‘action is always informed or even
formed by frames’ and the institutional framing of the
local authority ‘shapes the conditions of community-led
initiatives’ (2016, p. 310).

Within a frame, we can distinguish three functions:
the diagnostic, prognostic and motivational function
(Snow & Benford, 1988). The diagnostic function points to
the problem statement of the frame: what is the problem
and who should be blamed. The prognostic function is a
reaction on the diagnostic function and entails the solu-
tions that are expressed within the frame. Lastly, the mo-
tivational function offers a reason for action. These three
functions of frames serve as a basis for the analysis of
the perceptions of civil servants of the municipality of Ede
with regards to participation of NGAs in their food policy.

5.1. Data Collection

We apply the framing approach to enhance understand-
ing of how civil servants in the Dutch municipality of
Ede frame participation in food-related policy making.
Towards this end, this article draws on data collected
by way of participatory observation in the Ede mu-
nicipality between September 2016 and January 2017.
Ethnographic fieldwork is not commonly used to study lo-
cal governance, however it can provide insight into how
governance processes are experienced by those in the

field (van Hulst, 2008). During the fieldwork period, the
lead author attended meetings with civil servants and
participated in municipal events related to food and food
policy. This included regular meetings where the civil
servants discussed their tasks with one another as well
as meetings where one or more civil servants met with
one or more NGAs to discuss a specific issue. Also ob-
served was an open meeting in which the municipality
or an NGA invited anyone interested in a certain topic
related to food policy to come discuss or share informa-
tion. During meetings, notes were taken. Additionally, in-
terviews were conducted with all ten civil servants of the
municipality working specifically on food issues. These
interviews were recorded and transcribed with consent
from the interviewees. The interviews were triangulated
by three interviews with NGAs. Interviews were con-
ducted in Dutch to avoid miscommunication, then tran-
scribed and translated into English after analysis. The
data were coded in two cycles, with the three functions
of frames serving as the basis for the coding. To protect
participants, we have assigned a number to each intervie-
wee from 1 to 10. As an additional source, we also made
use of document analysis. The documents analysed in-
clude the municipal food strategy, food policy brochures
and city-marketing materials from the municipality.

6. Findings

Despite the city having selected food as a key policy
theme, governance of the food system is not one of the
core tasks for the municipality and thus lacks a clear set
rules and responsibilities. This means that when it comes
to the engagement of NGAs in the municipal food pol-
icy, the municipality can adopt a variety of approaches
ranging from no government involvement at all (low on
the ladder of government participation) to the creation
and enforcement of laws (high on the ladder; ROB, 2012).
Importantly, civil servants play a key role in shaping how
the municipality implements these processes.

The analysis of the case study begins with describing
the initiation of the food policy and how NGAs where in-
volved during the start-up phase. From our analysis, we
have identified two distinct frames related to participa-
tion held by civil servants working on the theme of food.
The first is as the municipality we take responsibility, or
the responsibility frame. The second is initiative should
come from society (Interviewee 7), or the reactive frame.
As our analysis shows, the two frames relate to two roles
that civil servants of the municipality see for themselves
in the development of a municipal food policy, and as
such they often find themselves operating between two
competing frames.

6.1. Start of Ede’s Food Policy
In 2012, the municipal councillors of Ede created a new

vision for the city to guide the future direction of policy.
Ede chose the theme of ‘food’ as a central point in their

Politics and Governance, 2019, Volume 7, Issue 4, Pages 59-67

62



& coGITATIO

vision of the future. One of the aldermen from the mu-
nicipality became the portfolio holder for this theme (the
first in the Netherlands) and the portfolio was secured
with a budget. A food vision was designed to connect sev-
eral policy areas like health, economy and social work.
Despite the integral character, the vision focuses more
on improving the economic opportunities of the city and
becoming a socially stronger and healthier city. As the
municipality notes, ‘it is not the question what Ede can
do with food, but what food can do for Ede’ (Gemeente
Ede, 2015). Consequently, in the context of Ede’s food
policy, food is understood as an instrument that can be
applied as a solution to other policy domains. The local
government, knowledge institutes, and businesses are
mentioned in this food vision, but above all the motiva-
tion and initiatives of the inhabitants of Ede are stated
as being of vital importance for the success of the munic-
ipality’s food vision of Ede (Gemeente Ede, 2015).

When the municipality of Ede decided to formulate
its food vision, it noticed that there was little knowledge
on food issues amongst staff of the municipality and that
they needed expertise from external parties in the re-
gion. The municipality tried to select people with var-
ious backgrounds, including from ‘schools, companies,
knowledge institutes, hospitality industry and politicians’
(Interviewee 1). Selected people were invited for vari-
ous feedback moments during the starting phase of the
food policy. The identification, selection and invitation
of these people was carried out by the civil servants
who made use of the following criteria: that the person
was recognised as an expert on food-related issues and
they were known to the network of the civil servants
(Interviewee 1). At the start of the food policy, this net-
work was limited but it has expanded over the years
(Interviewee 1). Over time, civil servants believe they will
find the right parties to participate in projects. As ex-
pressed by one interviewee, 'you just have to start, and
that is also fine and sometimes you cannot involve all the
right parties from the start on because you do not know
them yet’ (Interviewee 9). This displays the willingness
of the civil servant to take a leading role in the process
to get things moving. It also demonstrates an awareness
that not all parties that would ideally be participating are
already part of the process. However, at the same time,
it also shows that a top-down approach at the start of
the urban food policy process means that civil servants
need to carefully consider who they invite and who gets
to influence the process.

6.2. The Responsibility Frame

This frame relates to the way civil servants perceive the
responsibility of the municipality in the governance of
the food system. Responsibility in this frame manifests
as the municipality taking on a leadership role in develop-
ing a food policy. Though food is not a ‘traditional munic-
ipal responsibility’ (MacRae & Donahue, 2013, p. 4), by
putting food on its agenda, the municipality of Ede has

shown they want to address food system issues. In what
follows we discuss the diagnostic, prognostic and moti-
vational functions of the responsibility frame in relation
to the data.

6.2.1. Diagnostic Function

The central problem described as the diagnostic function
is that challenges of the current food system are not ad-
dressed sufficiently by other actors. Thus, the municipal-
ity is taking responsibility to address this gap. This was
explained by Interviewee 6, who noted that ‘sometimes
it can happen that as a government you see a dot on the
horizon, which the partners you work with do not yet
see’ (Interviewee 6). Because according to the civil ser-
vant, the other actors are not yet aware of the current
challenges, the municipality feels legitimized in taking a
leading role on the development of the food policy.

Within the frame of responsibility, civil servants see
a strong leadership role for the municipality. In this con-
text, influencing people’s personal choices is accepted
when the government constructs aspects of the food sys-
tem as social problems from the social-problems market-
place (Benford & Hunt, 2003). In the case of Ede, we can
also see the leadership role of the municipality reflected
in the initiative that was taken to put food on the polit-
ical agenda and to create a municipal food vision docu-
ment. In these instances, stakeholders were invited, but
the leading role was played by the municipality.

6.2.2. Prognostic Function

The prognostic function of the frame discusses in what
ways the diagnosis of food as a public problem, and re-
lated lack of action on the part of other actors, should be
treated. Our analysis suggests that civil servants see the
solution to lacking action from other actors, as a strong
leadership role from the municipality with a focus on
agenda setting. To create a sense of urgency and to le-
gitimise the actions of the municipality, food needs to
be on the public agenda. As well, since the municipal-
ity wishes to work together with NGAs, it is important
these actors have a shared problem definition. This can
be achieved by the strategy of agenda-setting and com-
munication to NGAs.

Civil servants explained that though certain issues
might not be of high or widespread importance to so-
ciety yet, a municipality can act to change this: ‘You
can indeed make sure things are GOING to come alive’
(Interviewee 1). This highlights the agenda-setting power
that civil servants believe they have. The civil servant
sees a role for the municipality in creating the framework
within which action happens, and where important top-
ics are identified. However, there is recognition that not
everything should be decided by the municipality. In this
way, the municipality creates room for citizens to partic-
ipate, but at the same time creates the boundaries in
which this happens.
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6.2.3. Motivational Function

The motivational function of a frame offers a reason for
action: in this case, a reason for the municipality to adopt
a leading role and commit to agenda-setting. The respon-
sibility frame as it applies to Ede is inspired by the am-
bition of the municipality to be a frontrunner in inte-
grated food policy. This originates in the program goals
that are formulated in the food policy vision document.
In here, the ambition to focus on food-related policy is
meant to position Ede as one of the European ‘top re-
gions’ (Gemeente Ede, 2015, p. 3). In this sense, the mo-
tivation is to use food as a tool to enhance wealth and
well-being. Furthermore, it is the ambition of Ede to use
food to create a strong city profile. This combination of
city-marketing and more substantive policy suggests that
the municipality is using the theme of food to create a
more attractive city for various groups of citizens. The
consequence is restricted influence for NGAs to drive or
change the course of the municipality’s actions or ambi-
tions and thus power is limited in the process. This raises
questions on the ability of municipal-led urban food pol-
icy to advance food democracy.

6.3. The Reactive Frame

In contrast to the responsibility frame emerged the re-
active frame. We understand this frame as civil servants
reacting to societal processes. As noted by one respon-
dent, ‘Maybe sometimes you need to let things happen
and wait until there are really initiatives coming from so-
ciety and then jump intoit. So let’s say, not so much from
above’ (Interviewee 7). This statement shows an aware-
ness of the tensions between responsibility (which can
be seen as municipality leadership, or a more top-down
approach) and the importance of NGAs-led or bottom-
up initiatives.

This realisation shows that this frame is more about
empowering what already exists, than about trying to
force people into a certain direction. The next sections
discuss the diagnostic, prognostic and motivational func-
tions of the reactive frame.

6.3.1. Diagnostic Function

The diagnostic function of the reacting frame describes
the issue that is problematic according to the frame. The
reactive frame problematises the one-sided communica-
tion sent from the municipality to the NGAs which is a
strategy within the responsibility frame. As one civil ser-
vant summarizes: ‘Right now we are sending a lot of in-
formation. However, we do not know yet how it’s being
received’ (Interviewee 4). The civil servant explains how
the municipality finds it hard to make the connection
with NGAs as they do not have a clear view on how their
efforts regarding food policy are being received by, for ex-
ample, the residents of Ede. When asked about the role
of NGAs, one civil servant (Interviewee 7) felt that right

now there are some bottom-up initiatives, however they
wished for more.

6.3.2. Prognostic Function

Within the wide frame, the solution to the diagnosis
of wanting active NGAs’ participation, but not yet ad-
equately engaging them, is to look for the balance be-
tween input from the municipality and NGAs. As a con-
sequence, when the reactive frame is invoked, we see
civil servants being more cautious of expressing big am-
bitions, recognising that this might limit the willingness
of other actors to join. In the context of this frame, the
civil servants think about whether they do ‘too much’;
that is whether the responsibility frame dominates. One
example of this was visible during an event where NGAs
were invited to pitch their food-related initiatives to an
audience. During the event, called Foodfloor, one of the
civil servants felt that the number of contributions com-
ing from the municipality should be limited, so she with-
drew hers, because otherwise four out of eight contribu-
tions would have come from the municipality. Since the
Foodfloor is considered one of the main opportunities for
NGAs to participate in the food policy, the civil servants
want most initiatives presented to come from the resi-
dents. There was recognition that it would be sending
the wrong signal if at this event civil servants told most
of the stories. We thus see the civil servants working to
limit the presence of the municipality in favour of priori-
tizing the voices of NGAs.

6.3.3. Motivational Function

The motivational function of the reactive frame is
twofold. Filling a more reactive role is provoked by a
recognition of the importance of continuity and partici-
pation, but is also motivated by the limited resources and
influence of the municipality. Civil servants are aware
that they cannot force initiatives. Instead, they need to
react and respond to initiatives as they arise. As one civil
servant explained:

We are not going to peddle our ideas to others. For
example, when we as a municipality want a taste-
garden, we are not searching for a business some-
where that wants to start a taste-garden. It should be
in the right order. Initiatives that come to us, we sup-
port gladly. But it has to come from them [the initia-
tives], so that it will sustain. Otherwise just we as a
municipality do something, and when we stop, every-
thing stops. (Interviewee 8)

This shows that as part of the reactive frame the sustain-
ability of initiatives exceeds the preferences of the munic-
ipality for certain projects. This quote also shows, in con-
trast to the responsibility frame, that some of the civil ser-
vants focus on supporting initiatives instead of steering
them. Further, within this frame, there is recognition that
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support from the municipality may be temporary, as cur-
rent civil servants and aldermen, in their roles for a cer-
tain amount of time, cannot fully influence how their suc-
cessors carry out the related food policy activities. To fos-
ter initiatives in the community that can survive changes
in the public administration, it is important for the civil
servants to be aware of the possible temporality of the re-
sources the municipality invests in food governance. Also,
from the literature, we can see that initiatives that re-
ceive support, but do not rely too much on the municipal-
ity, are most likely to sustain (MacRae & Donahue, 2013).

7. Conclusions

In line with contemporary trends in governance, NGAs
and governments are expected to interact and collabo-
rate increasingly in the managing of complex problems
(Moragues-Faus et al., 2013; Moragues-Faus & Morgan,
2015; Viljoen & Wiskerke, 2012). However, little has been
written about the role of civil servants in these new gov-
ernance arrangements. This despite the fact that in many
cases civil servants actively frame and thus shape many
of the conditions in which NGAs participate. In Ede, the
urban food policy is centred around the municipality with
other actors depending on the municipality’s leadership.
Simultaneously, we see consumers being stimulated to
take on roles as citizens and becoming active in trans-
forming the food system.

Our analysis has built on the work of Castell
(2016), taking institutional framing as a tool for analy-
sis. Whereas Castell (2016) mainly focused on the fram-
ing of citizen initiatives, we investigated how the civil ser-
vants frame their own role, and the implications of this
for participation and food democracy. The two identified
frames have different outcomes for the participation of
NGAs in food democracy. For the responsibility frame,
participation could be seen as limited, as it needs to be
in line with municipal ambitions. Given that the diagnos-
tic function in the responsibility frame is summarised as
‘we have to take responsibility, because other actors are
not addressing issues sufficiently, the sense of urgency
municipal employees feel towards transforming the food
system can motivate NGAs to participate. Taking on re-
sponsibility as a municipality in an area where it is not
expected or prescribed by law, is taking a step higher on
the ladder of government participation than formally re-
quired. Through this, we can see the municipality chal-
lenging the assumption that society is better off when
the government minimizes its role, opposing the state-
ment of the ROB (2012). When the municipality is taking
on aleading role in urban food policy aimed at transform-
ing the food system by activating those who do not yet
participate or are not heard, we can say they contribute
to food democracy by shifting power within the food sys-
tem. This reinforces the objectives of food democracy as
it was defined in this article: a more equal sharing of the
benefits of the food system (Lang, 1999). At the same
time, activating citizens who are not yet involved (be-

yond the usual suspects) remains one of the main chal-
lenges. Food governance initiatives such as food policy
councils, the Foodfloor in Ede or other gatherings might
serve as vehicles to increase the attractiveness of partic-
ipation for the unusual suspects, but often civil servants
are the gate keepers.

Within the responsibility frame, participation of
NGAs can be seen as limited because it needs to be in
line with municipal ambitions. This means that partici-
pation might be more about legitimising municipal ac-
tion and finding support for issues that are on the mu-
nicipal agenda than about empowering NGAs and creat-
ing space for meaningful participation in food democracy.
The second frame, the reactive frame, is more about let-
ting go, thus limiting the level of government interfer-
ence. A possible outcome of this frame is that the NGAs
have more opportunities to participate in, and even lead,
the food policy. The tension between the two frames is
evident in the attitudes of the civil servants who try to
balance their perceived responsibility as municipal em-
ployees with their desire to engage NGAs.

To address food democracy in urban food policy, we
argue, aspects of both frames (responsibility and reac-
tivity) are required. On the one hand, a strong leader-
ship (top-down) role for the municipality can raise aware-
ness about food system problems, increase knowledge
amongst citizens by putting a topic on the agenda and
creating spaces in which food actors can meet and gener-
ate political will for food system change. However, mean-
ingful participation is required, which is more in line with
the second ‘reactive’ frame. A municipal-led urban food
policy can serve as a means of collective action for trans-
formation in the food system when meaningful partici-
pation is safeguarded. Municipalities can play a leading
role in spreading knowledge on food and the food sys-
tem for example by funding and facilitating relevant pro-
grams. Civil servants can play arole in the sharing of ideas
and facilitate spaces of interaction and re-imagining the
food system by bringing together people and ideas.

To conclude, focussing on how the civil servants
frame their role in food-related policy making elucidates
not only how civil servants shape the conditions for NGAs
and how this leads to different sorts of participation, but
also how they balance competing roles in an era of partic-
ipatory policy making. We wish to highlight the struggle
civil servants face between long- and short-term results
in the context of these two frames. In the short term,
strong leadership, reflected in the responsibility frame,
may be more effective. However, the reactive frame en-
tails the realisation that only this approach is not sustain-
able for the future. The civil servants’ perception of being
held accountable for short term results may lead to a pref-
erence for working according to the responsibility frame.
At the same time, the civil servants expressed the wish to
reach these results in collaboration with other actors, cre-
ating space for meaningful participation and food democ-
racy. This impasse remains one of the main challenges of
participation of NGAs in urban food policy making.
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Several lessons for practice can be learnt from the
case of Ede concerning NGAs’ participation within the
context of food democracy. Our analysis, backed by the
literature, suggests that balancing between a strong lead-
ership role for the municipality and a more reactive
role may be preferable regarding the continuity of ini-
tiatives in the long term. One strategy is for municipali-
ties to create space, both physical space as well as reg-
ulatory/experimental space, for ideas, connections and
initiatives to emerge. Municipalities should find ways of
ensuring these spaces are adequately representative and
that relations of power are addressed to enhance and fos-
ter meaningful participation. The combination of a munic-
ipality committed to longer term urban food policy objec-
tives and spaces where meaningful participation is safe-
guarded and translated into action, can support efforts
to achieve inclusive and sustainable food democracy.
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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; and motivation 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
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portive and coordinated way.

Keywords
food democracy; food policy; local food systems; participation; state actors; sustainability

Issue
This article is part of the issue “New Perspectives on Food Democracy” edited by Basil Bornemann (University of Basel,
Switzerland) and Sabine Weiland (Université Catholique de Lille, France).

© 2019 by the authors; licensee Cogitatio (Lisbon, Portugal). This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribu-
tion 4.0 International License (CC BY).

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.

To date, food democracy research has focused on 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
food policy: 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 the macro-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 become partners 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 process with 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 different me-
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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¢ Forthe expertdialog, 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 group meeting was initiated and mod-
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 aim was 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 the weekly market more attractive, orin-
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 that mutual 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 who would 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 system hinders actors
from participating 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 for mutual 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:
“l 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 (Interviewee A17).
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 group membership 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 demanded more 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 a more 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, as well 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 to make the local food
system more 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 role models 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 & Blébaum, 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 of mutual 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 democracy more 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 actors within
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,
30.05.2017

12 participants: 7 citizens, 3 members of the city council, 2 local economy

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,
20.06.2017

4 participants: 3 environmental organization and 1 local economy

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
civil dialog

Participant of the Participant of the steering

expert dialog group meeting

City administration A2
A6
Al5
Al7

City Council A4
A9
Al10 X
All
Al12
A18
A20 X

Local economy Ad
A5
Al6
A20 X
A22
A23
A24

>

X X X X

Social agency A8_1
A8 2
A9
All

>

>

Civil society Al13
Al4 X

Economic alliance A19

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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1. Introduction

As the deleterious impacts of conventional food systems
on areas including public health, environmental sustain-
ability, and farmers’ livelihoods are progressively un-
veiled (see, e.g., De Schutter, 2014a; IPES-Food, 2017;
Narula, 2013), citizen-led initiatives have ubiquitously
sprouted, collectively building what is now known as
the alternative food system. Over the past decade, so-
cial innovations have been increasingly recognized as a
means to regain control of collective issues and lead a
kind of development “from below” (Chiffoleau & Prevost,
2012, p. 16). In contrast with a traditional approach to
innovation, based on competitive markets and technol-
ogy, social innovations are directed at meeting human
needs in terms of social relations (MacCallum, Moulaert,

Hillier, & Vicari Haddock, 2009), contributing to the
enhancement of social diversity and heterogeneity in
the transition towards more democratic food systems
(De Schutter, 2017).

There exists a growing body of literature that en-
gages with the contribution of collective action to the
expansion and improvement of democracy through a fo-
cus on food democracy/democracies (Hassanein, 2008;
Lang, 2007; Moragues-Faus, 2017; Renting, Schermer, &
Rossi, 2012). Thus seen, democracy in the food system
involves enhancing diversity, heterogeneity, and embed-
dedness, and redistributing power through the increased
proactive engagement of local communities in shaping
their own food systems. In contrast with this view, the
proponents of consumer sovereignty have historically ad-
vocated for a market-based, consumer-centered food sys-
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tem where citizens are expected to remain within pat-
terns of passive consumption. “Voting with your wal-
let/fork” and ethical consumerism in its various strands
are presented as people’s best, but often only, voice.

Yet it is increasingly recognized that consumption
alone, however critical, has a limited capacity to address
power differentials or contribute to societal change
due to its individual nature (Carlson & Chappell, 2015;
Pleyers, 2011b). Instead, it has been argued that expand-
ing food democracy can allow citizens to move from in-
dividualized, passive consumption to collective, active
citizenship (De Schutter, 2014b), which raises the ques-
tion of how this transition can occur. While previous
works on food democracy have focused on identifying
strengths and weaknesses in alternative food initiatives
regarding their “democratic characteristics” (Hassanein,
2008, p. 308), | contend the need to further unpack
the concept of collective agency by addressing the ques-
tion of how it is enacted and continuously reproduced
by the actors involved. This article illustrates how so-
cial innovations, by creating spaces “beyond the mar-
ket” (cf. Wittman, Dennis, & Pritchard, 2017), provide
opportunities for citizens to transition from patterns of
passive, individual consumption to evolving, complex
forms of collective agency in the alternative food sys-
tem. Ultimately, these experiences show that the de-
mocratization of the food system must involve enabling
other means of collective expression and engagement
beyond consumption.

The article proceeds as follows. Section 2 reviews
and critiques the approach of consumer sovereignty, con-
trasting it with the contribution of social innovations to
food democracy through collective agency. Sections 3
and 4 respectively present methodology and results of
mixed-method fieldwork conducted with members of
104 social innovations of the alternative food system.
Section 4 examines the strategies set forth by these ini-
tiatives to create contexts where different dimensions of
collective agency can be reproduced. | argue that a tran-
sition between agency dimensions, which | describe as
“agency in motion,” can contribute to a more proactive
engagement of local communities in shaping their local
food systems, and therefore to food democracy. | con-
clude in Section 5 by resituating the proposed collective
agency framework into a critique of consumer-focused
food systems and by pointing at further questions about
the role of public policy in supporting food democracy.

2. Democracy in the Food System: Beyond Consumer
Sovereignty, towards Collective Agency

This section, first, outlines the problematic conse-
guences of consumer sovereignty, as the skeletal princi-
ple of conventional food systems (Section 2.1). Second,
it contrasts this view with social innovations’ contribu-
tion to food democracy by providing a framework of col-
lective agency in the context of alternative food systems
(Section 2.2).

2.1. Consumer Sovereignty and Democracy in the
Food System

Discussions around the concept of consumer sovereignty
started during the early exchanges on the role of con-
sumer preferences after World War | and continued dur-
ing and after World War Il. These discussions were di-
rectly based on Adam Smith’s writings, where the role
of consumption was deemed paramount:

Consumption is the sole end and purpose of all pro-
duction; and the interest of the producer ought to be
attended to only so far as it may be necessary for pro-
moting that of the consumer. The maxim is so per-
fectly self-evident that it would be absurd to attempt
to prove it. (Smith, 1776/2009, p. 390)

The notion of consumer sovereignty, as such, was intro-
duced by William H. Hutt (1940, p. 66), and some scholars
have used it to characterize consumer power as an expres-
sion of democratic values. For instance, economist Ludwig
von Mises affirmed that “the capitalist society is a democ-
racy in which every penny represents a ballot paper” (von
Mises, 1951, p. 443), while, for politician Enoch Powell, “in
a free economy, not even the poorest is disfranchised, we
are all voting all the time” (Powell, 1969, p. 33).

Consumer sovereignty involves improving effective
consumer choice through competition and trade lib-
eralization (Averitt & Lande, 1997), which are in turn
the foundational principles in classical economics that
paved the way to the industrialization of food sys-
tems. Consumer sovereignty materialized, first, in the
mercantile-industrial food regime through a “cheap
food” policy and a food-as-a-commodity approach that
created the modern, manufactured diet (Friedmann,
2005a). More recently, through global sourcing of foods
(McMichael, 2009, p. 150), the corporate food regime
is also representative of consumer sovereignty in that
it privileges consumer demands, however unsustainable,
thereby furthering the divide between rich and poor
eaters (Friedmann, 2005b, p. 228). As a result, con-
sumer sovereignty has led to a kind of structural violence
(cf. Galtung, 1969) in which privileged populations have
profited from increased information access, expanded
choices, and better quality and healthier foods, while dis-
enfranchised communities, subjugated to enduring gen-
der, race, and class disparities, remained imprisoned in
a reality of poor information access, limited choices, and
lower quality, frequently unhealthy foods. While con-
sumer sovereignty promotes the idea that consumers
can “vote” for more sustainable or healthy food systems
by, for instance, buying organic foods, it is now acknowl-
edged that this choice does nothing to alter power differ-
entials that characterize conventional food systems or to
improve the food environment of communities with lim-
ited income (Carlson & Chappell, 2015, p. 6).

In that consumer sovereignty overlooks a number of
systemic factors that affect consumers’ decisions, | argue
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that it does not expand but instead constrains democ-
racy in the food system. It underplays how class, loca-
tion, and culture-based imbalances in information ac-
cess can influence the preferences of consumers, making
some “votes” freer than others. In fact, socio-economic
conditions determine key factors in consumer choice,
including taste (Bourdieu, 1979), the perceived versus
actual distance to food (Caspi, Kawachi, Subramanian,
Adamkiewicz, & Sorensen, 2012), and the economic af-
fordability of just and healthy food (PolicyLink & The
Food Trust, 2013; Treuhaft & Karpyn, 2010). Through
a focus on individual market-based choice, consumer
sovereignty curtails the possibility for more complex
forms of engagement in the food system, beyond indi-
vidual, passive consumption. Instead, | wish to argue
here that social innovations of the alternative food sys-
tem create spaces and practices “beyond the market” (cf.
Wittman et al., 2017) where more voices can be heard
through people’s collective agency, and not through the
limiting criterion of one’s purchasing power. If we are to
move towards more democratic food systems, we must
first recognize, and then support and bolster, the diver-
sity and heterogeneity of engagement opportunities that
social innovations provide.

2.2. The Role of Social Innovations in Democratizing
Food Systems

Socially-innovative, citizen-led local initiatives have pro-
liferated in recent years, building alternatives to the con-
ventional food system (Renting et al., 2012; Whatmore,
Stassart, & Renting, 2003). Their members display vary-
ing dimensions of agency by integrating new ways of
expressing oneself beyond consumption and redistribut-
ing power in the food system through its re-localization
(Pleyers, 2011a). The fact that a community organization
is grassroots or “bottom-up” does not mean that it is in-
herently democratic (Born & Purcell, 2006; Drake, 2014;
Joseph, 2002). However, | argue here that, collectively,
these new voices push beyond the limitations of a model
based on consumer sovereignty, towards one based on
collective agency, where one’s relation to food is not
determined by one’s purchasing power nor reduced to
mere consumption. While only a few can “vote with their
wallet,” social innovations can allow many to collectively
act in the food system, effectively contributing to the de-
mocratization of food systems.

In the last decade there has been an increased in-
terest in unpacking the meanings of democracy in the
food system. First, food democracy was defined in op-
position to “food control,” in the form of an “inclusive
approach to food policy” where genuine debates be-
tween opposing opinions are held (Lang & Heasman,
2004, p. 279) and as a “method for participation,” where
all members have knowledge and opportunities to shape
their food system (Hassanein, 2003, p. 83). Later on, it
was defined “in opposition to the corporatization of the
organics’ movement” (Johnston, Biro, & Mackendrick,

2009, p. 510). Other authors have continued to frame
the debate of food democracy in terms of “localism”
(Brecher, Costello, & Smith, 2000; Lappé & Lappé, 2002;
Thompson & Coskuner-Balli, 2007), while others frame
it as “the problem of commodity fetishism or, put differ-
ently, a lack of transparency in the food system that ob-
scures how relations of production are socially produced
rather than naturally given” (Johnston et al., 2009, p. 511,
emphasis added).

To these definitions, this article adds the ability for
social innovations to create contexts where collective
agency can be exercised and reproduced, and where act-
ing collectively, and not individuals’ purchasing power,
becomes central to the expansion of democracy in the
food system. Connected to collective action (Hassanein,
2008) and a capacity to act politically in the food sys-
tem (Moragues-Faus, 2017), | contend that food democ-
racy is more related to a collective action-based democ-
racy than to a market-based democracy, making collec-
tive agency a key feature of social innovations’ democra-
tizing efforts in the food system.

Human agency is used in a variety of disciplines to
refer to concepts as disparate as action, motivation, per-
sonhood, intentionality, or resistance. Modern sociol-
ogy first explored agency within the historical structure-
agency debate (Bourdieu, 1977; Giddens, 1979) through
“seek[ing] to explain relationship(s) that obtain between
human action, on the one hand, and some global entity
which we may call ‘the system,” on the other” (Ortner,
1984, p. 148). Despite the richness of the debate, a num-
ber of authors pointed at the problematic blind spots
to which the lack of autonomy between the two con-
cepts led (Archer, 1988, p. 80), eventually questioning
their ability to explain resistance and social change (see,
e.g., Ahearn, 2001; Sewell, 1992) and the very interest of
the debate itself (Wallerstein, 2004, p. 317). Sociologists
and social theorists in the late 1990s and early 2000s
explored paths beyond the collapse of human inten-
tionality (agency) and the historical process (structure)
into one another, some calling for the transcendence
of the opposition (Fuchs, 2001; Sztompka, 1994), oth-
ers proposing we overcome the dichotomy by looking
closely at language and the linguistic form (Ahearn, 2001;
Leipold & Winkel, 2017).

Importantly for this study, typologies or dimensions
of agency could be more explanatory than its mere re-
lationship to structure, “to account for variability and
change in actors’ capacities” (Emirbayer & Mische, 1998,
p. 968). Alkire (2005, p. 226), for instance, notes that
“agency is exercised with respect to distinct dimensions
and indeed it is precisely the dimension-specific agency
levels that may be of interest.” While authors have dis-
tinguished different types of agency (Ortner, 2001, p. 79)
and used temporal understandings (Emirbayer & Mische,
1998) to capture these distinct dimensions, they missed
what Moulaert and colleagues explain is needed to an-
alyze agency: factors such as “practical consciousness,”
drivers of individual agency including efforts to promote
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new values and interests, organizational agency (capaci-
ties and goals), and the role of inter-organizational collab-
oration (Moulaert, Jessop, & Mehmood, 2016, p. 171).

Recent research has identified that socially-
innovative collective agency is simultaneously multi-
faceted and iterative (Ling & Dale, 2014) and that it
leads to the creation of contexts where collective action
can have a potentially transformative impact (Haxeltine,
Avelino, et al.,, 2016). Despite this, little attention has
been devoted to unpacking the concept in the context of
alternative food systems. Contributing to this literature,
| propose we understand collective agency as a relational
method that citizen groups put in practice both inwardly
(exercising agency within a collective endeavor) and out-
wardly (stimulating or enabling agency in others). To
substantiate this assertion, | draw on what prior litera-
ture has identified as enabling organizational features
of collective agency while restricting the subject within
the bounds of viable empirical exploration. Specifically,
| propose an agency typology of four dimensions in order
to understand how social innovations enact and contin-
uously reproduce it in the food system: consciousness,
individual voluntary action (IVA), cooperative agency,
and agency feedback loop.

“Consciousness” is based on Moulaert et al. (2016)
and Giddens’s concept of “practical consciousness,” the
second of the three stages of consciousness (Giddens,
1986, p. 41), also known as “tacit knowledge” (Lippuner
& Werlen, 2009, p. 39), which refers to the “reflexive
monitoring of conduct by human agents” (Giddens, 1986,
p. 44). In the context of alternative food systems, it is also
generally referred to as a first step in active engagement
(De Bouver, 2011, p. 172). “Consciousness” refers here to
the internalization of the need to act, to transform one-
self in conjunction with others. Because this transforma-
tion is ongoing, consciousness in this study was present
and continuously enhanced as individuals transitioned
from one agency dimension to another.

“IVA” was designed to refer to the “drivers of indi-
vidual agency includ[ing]...efforts to promote new identi-
ties, values, and interests” (Moulaert et al., 2016, p. 171),
capturing the idea of an individual who voluntarily par-
ticipates in a collective project but does so as a pas-
sive participant. This characteristic is based on idea that
there can be active participation, as detailed in research
on food activism (Crossan, Cumbers, McMaster, & Shaw,
2016; Seyfang, 2006), but also passive participation, de-
fined by research on political action in social media
as “engaging in a platform while being subject to pro-
cesses of decision that happen outside of one’s control”
(Casemajor, Delfin, Goerzen, & Delfanti, 2015, p. 856).
IVA refers to a passive engagement within a collective en-
deavor, typically without a leading role.

Bandura developed measures of collective agency,
namely agency that pertains to outcomes “achievable
only through interdependent efforts,” pointing out that
perceived collective efficacy is not simply the sum of the
efficacy beliefs of individual members (Bandura, 2000,

pp. 76—77). Taking this into account, the dimension “co-
operative agency” was framed to simultaneously capture
“organizational agency, that is, organizational capacities
and goals” (Moulaert et al., 2016, p. 171) and notions of
active participation detailed above, where actors take on
and lead specific initiatives or projects and make their ac-
tive involvement a key part of their lives.

Lastly, the dimension “agency feedback loop” was de-
signed to capture Kirchberg’s combination of Giddens’
and Bourdieu’s models into an “agency-structure feed-
back loop” where individuals reevaluate their positions
or routines and improve their situation or structure
(Kirchberg, 2007, p. 120). This feedback loop is consid-
ered “the prerequisite for strategies of social transforma-
tion towards sustainability” (Kagan, 2011, p. 119). In this
dimension, as an enabling organizational feature, actors
collectively exercise agency to further create new capaci-
ties for action, helping others create their own initiatives
and eventually enable other dimensions themselves, as
a feedback loop.

3. Methodology

The above typology was applied to design a
guestionnaire-interview implemented in 104 mixed-
method interviews that lasted between one and three
hours and were conducted with an equal number of so-
cial innovations of the global North between 2015 and
2017. My goal in this study was to understand the per-
ceptions and interpretations of each agency dimension
by members of social innovations of the food system, the
means and messages used to attempt to enable or stimu-
late each dimension, and the challenges encountered in
terms of perceived effectiveness. In so doing, however,
my goal was not to empirically verify a change in indi-
vidual or collective behaviors or a change at the societal
level as a result of particular messages or mechanisms,
as this would have necessitated both the use of psycho-
logical methods and a temporal (before and after) assess-
ment of the effectiveness of the said strategies. Instead,
the contribution of this article lies in exposing the orga-
nizational strategies that social innovations use to create
a context where collective agency can be enabled and,
critically, where a transition between dimensions can
be made possible—a phenomenon | termed “agency in
motion” (explained in Section 4).

Interviewed social innovations were located in six re-
gions of the developed Northern hemisphere to be able
to compare them easily under similar historical, socioeco-
nomic, and political realities (see Table 1). These regions
were chosen due to the high concentration of socially
innovative initiatives, my previous personal connection
with them, and the absence of language barriers to ac-
cess these sites.

To determine the sample size, | followed the ap-
proach of mixed-method studies, balancing qualitative
considerations (favoring small samples) with quantita-
tive considerations (favoring larger samples; Gonzélez
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Table 1. Interviewed initiatives by location (n = 104).

Belgium Germany Italy Japan Spain United States
Brussels 13 North Rhine- 11 Lombardy 16 Tokyo 12 Madrid 17 San Francisco 20
(region) Westphalia (region) (region) Bay Area, California
Wallonia 2 Hessen 3  Emilia- 1 Chiba 3
Romagna

Rhineland- 2 Kanagawa 2

Palatinate

Saarland 2

Castro, Kellison, Boyd, & Kopak, 2010, p. 343). While in
purely qualitative studies a practice is to “reach data sat-
uration,” criteria for defining “saturation” are often in-
tuitive and inexact and promote smaller sample sizes,
which may be antithetical from a quantitative perspec-
tive (Gonzalez Castro et al., 2010, p. 343). By setting
the number of initiatives sampled at between 15-20 per
country from the outset, | avoided the perils of p-hacking
or “optional stopping,” in which researchers select sub-
jects until they obtain significant results and then stop
collecting data (Lindsay, 2015, p. 1828). To reach that
approximate number, | combined a purposeful sampling
strategy to initially select a small number of sites in each
country (characteristic of qualitative research), and then
followed it by probabilistic sampling involving randomly
choosing initiatives (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011, p. 111;
Yoshikawa, Weisner, Kalil, & Way, 2008, p. 349) but al-
ways based on the following criteria:

¢ They are collective, citizen-led initiatives: Although
government-led initiatives were excluded from
this study, hybrid initiatives (e.g., citizen-led but
government-funded) were selected if the degree
of freedom of citizens vis-a-vis the government
was sufficient, measured by the degree of inter-
vention/guidance of the government after funding
was provided;

e They are local initiatives: Their field of action was
relatively small, regional at most. While country-
wide organizations were definitionally excluded,
some initiatives were local chapters of a nation-
wide umbrella organization, and some selected or-
ganizations also developed programs outside of
their geographic scope (e.g., local chapters of in-
ternational organizations with solidarity programs
with the Global South). This did not pose problems
because interviews were explicitly limited to ac-
tions within the local, immediate areas;

e They are food system actors: Initiatives were not
required to solely focus on food and agriculture
(this could be one of their many fields of action),
but it had to be at least equal or superior to their
other goals—if food and agriculture was only a mi-
nor part of the initiative, they were excluded, and
if they had other branches (e.g., climate, energy,

waste), then during the interview it was clarified
that answers should be restricted to their work
within the food system;

¢ They share a vision of sustainability: While the def-
inition of sustainability can be controversial, inter-
viewees shared a vision of contributing to a more
sustainable future, in social, economic, or environ-
mental terms.

Interviewed organizations were further limited to the fol-
lowing five broad categories (defined in Table 2), said to
represent an important part of food activism today in
the global North (see Alkon & Guthman, 2017), the ge-
ographic scope of this article. The large number of ini-
tiatives interviewed inevitably led to a high variability of
organizational foci as well as policy and political contexts.
However, a detailed account of these variations (part of
structure, as opposed to agency) lies outside the scope
of this article.

Social innovations were initially contacted with an
explanation of the practical relevance of the research
project for their daily actions, and interviews were sched-
uled to match moments where several interested initia-
tive members (frequently formal or informal spokespeo-
ple) would be present. Before, during, and after inter-
views | was also invited to participate and observe in
meetings and/or activities of the organization, which al-
lowed me to collect additional data on members’ interac-
tions and different perceptions (conceptions) of agency.

In addition, the agency framework was presented to
actors as a way to think about their daily work and ac-
tivities, and a dialogue was established about its use-
fulness and interest. Many reported that conceiving of
their work in terms of the stimulation of the agency
dimensions was helpful, sharing their thoughts about
how their initiative developed (or not) activities to in-
still each dimension. However, aware of the tendency
to provide social desirable answers and to avoid dispo-
sitional mood states and tendencies on the part of in-
terviewees to acquiesce or respond in a lenient, moder-
ate, or extreme manner, | obtained predictor and criteria
measures from different sources (Podsakoff, Mackenzie,
& Podsakoff, 2011, p. 548). | randomly selected some ini-
tiatives to have an in-depth conversation with about the
agency typology, whereas with others | was not so ex-
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Table 2. Interviewed initiatives (n = 104).

Category

Definition

Community garden projects (16)

Established organization or informal group of citizens who coordinate a
plot of land within an urban environment in which food is grown for
personal or collective use.

Farmers’ associations (13)

Associations of farmers or food processors, in the form of a network,
platform, or cooperative or an ad hoc farmers’ market.

Producer-Consumer Partnerships (PCPs) (26)

PCPs include consumer groups, Community Supported Agriculture
groups (CSAs), online food distribution portals, food cooperatives,
and second-level CSAs (food cooperatives focused on distribution).

Transition towns (10)

Local chapters part of the Transition Town Network, founded by
Rob Hopkins in 2006.

Slow Food convivia (8)

Local chapters part of Slow Food International, founded by Carlo Petrini
in the 1980s.

Community organizations (31)

Formal organizations or informal citizen groups formed to solve an issue
of importance for its constituency, such as food banks, consumers’ rights
organizations, and advocacy organizations involved in the food system.

plicit. This allowed me to see whether the typology was
truly applicable, making it more difficult (although not
impossible) to have socially desirable answers.

Data from interviews were analyzed following a tri-
angulation method (cf. Hesse-Biber, 2010) of: (1) qualita-
tive data, including discursive data and data regarding ac-
tivities of selected initiatives resulting from open-ended
questions, qualitative comments provided to closed-
ended questions, and additional data collected through
participant observation; and (2) aggregated quantitative
data from closed-ended questions (using a Likert scale).
This combination of quantitative and qualitative data al-
lowed me to develop a more nuanced understanding of
actors’ lived experiences than a purely quantitative study
would have, while at the same time allowing for com-
parison across regions, a more difficult endeavor when
using only qualitative data. To maximize the likelihood
that the questionnaire and interview data aligned, | en-
sured interview prompts and questionnaire items were
highly similar across initiatives, but, because this align-
ment comes at the cost of losing the richness of mixed
methods, during interviews | accounted for differences in
organizational types and adapted the questions accord-
ingly (Harris & Brown, 2010, pp. 11-12).

While, in a coordinated design, methods are ‘mixed’
at the end when drawing conclusions, this research fol-
lowed an “integrated design,” where points of interac-
tion between the different evaluation methods were
planned throughout the duration of the study, and so
results are less a report of findings from each method,
and more a synthesis of all study data (Greene, Benjamin,
& Goodyear, 2001, p. 31). Qualitative data were analy-
zed using content analysis techniques with a directed ap-
proach (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005) with the help of the
software package Atlas.ti, and quantitative data using
Excel and STATA. Through clustering analysis, particularly

useful for identifying patterns in complex data (Macia,
2015), in the following section | highlight the strategies
perceived as most effective and reported by actors of ini-
tiatives particularly invested in enabling each dimension.

4. Collective “Agency in Motion”: Working towards
Democracy in the Food System

This section discusses the relevance of four dimensions
of collective agency for the interviewed members of
104 social innovations. It shows that enabling collec-
tive agency means enabling a transition between agency
dimensions—I call this “agency in motion.” | draw on
the strategies described by these actors (“strategies” un-
derstood as organizational mechanisms put in place by
social innovations to create a context where collective
agency can be enabled and reproduced) to illustrate
how social innovations enable this transition between
dimensions (see Figure 1, explained throughout the sec-
tion). I argue that collective agency, when enabled in mo-
tion, constitutes an important feature of food democracy
in that, contrary to consumer sovereignty, it allows for
a proactive, continuously evolving engagement of local
communities in shaping their own food systems.

4.1. Consciousness

Stimulating consciousness was a goal shared across a va-
riety of initiatives and was related to two aspects: im-
proving information about nutrition, environmental pro-
tection, farming practices, and new forms of producer-
consumer relations, and increasing control in everyday
food-related decisions (e.g., what to eat, where to eat,
when to eat, how much to spend on food). The founder
of a Japanese community garden and educational organi-
zation explained what enabling consciousness in others
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Figure 1. Relationship between agency dimensions.

means, in their view:

People don’t produce food, nature produces food,
and we just help that process. That awareness is a rev-
olution....We're helping people build that awareness.
I’'m trying to get people out of this role of consumers,
which is very disempowering.

As | show in the following subsections, consciousness is
a distinct agency dimension because, while it can be the
beginning of a person’s involvement in an initiative, it is
in constant evolution and can in fact be acquired after
joining a collective endeavor.

Aside from education and awareness-raising commu-
nity initiatives (30 of the 104 interviewed initiatives), con-
sciousness was emphasized as a goal by Slow Food con-
vivia (8), farmers’ markets with specifically education as
a goal (5), and “healthy-food” PCPs (12). The last group is
characterized by low levels of political engagement and
a high interest in healthy, local food, where discussions
often revolved around individual health and nutrition, as
opposed to collective aspects of food (which | refer to as
“solidarity” PCPs). Transition initiatives and farmers’ as-
sociations, on the other hand, reported a lesser interest
in stimulating consciousness (3 and 2, respectively).

For members of interviewed Slow Food convivia,
while consciousness was crucial for individual behavioral
change, it was framed as consumer education regard-
ing purchasing options, which may be at odds with a
collective agency approach to food democracy: “Our vi-
sion is the sustainability of the food system...where con-
sumers are aware, they become co-producers, and they
vote with what they consume.” This focus on “voting with
your fork” ties one’s ability to act to one’s purchasing
power, de facto negating the agency of those without
the economic means to “vote.” While consumer educa-
tion for an “informed voting” is done through events and
gatherings, it is this self-appointed role of impartial judge
that allowed Slow Food to not take positions, as a con-
vivium member suggested: “l don’t think Slow Food takes
a stance regarding many issues because there is a lot of
gray area.” Despite its effort to bring varied audiences
together to discuss, critics have pointed at the problem-
atic results of their gatherings in terms of equity, includ-
ing for being insensitive to food justice claims such as
farmers’ debt and food affordability (Greenaway, 2012)
and for implicitly situating European culture and tradi-
tion as a superior lifestyle and benchmark (Gaytan, 2004).

Agency feedback loop

Although some are free, not only can events be expen-
sive (sometimes costing up to $200), but convivia can ad-
ditionally set their own annual membership fees, rang-
ing from $30 for its youth network to $250 for donors.
While Slow Food’s ability to create a wide range of op-
tions for participation was observed in the present study,
the emphasis of the organization on consumer, market-
based solutions and its inattention to questions of equity
meant its approach to food democracy was more related
to consumer sovereignty than to the collective agency
perspective proposed here.

A different approach to consciousness was high-
lighted by members of other initiatives that either de-
veloped broader messages to discuss food-related issues
with their participants (including environmental matters,
climate change, and development), or tied food and agri-
culture to broader issues such as solidarity, gender equal-
ity, and capitalism. On one hand, some initiatives re-
ported thatinstilling curiosity in an audience with related
but separate interests (e.g., climate change) can be a first
step to convey a message about current food system chal-
lenges. On the other hand, tying food and agriculture to
wider social or political issues can also provide an oppor-
tunity to put ideas in practice, for instance by connect-
ing urban gardening with values such as sustainability
and diversity.

In order to convey consciousness in an effective way,
community-based and farmers’ organizations expressed
the need to build relationships with local communities,
as expressed by a U.S. community organization:

If you knock on people’s doors and talk to them you’ll
also build relationships and you’ll get to know what’s
motivating people, if they have a family, or they’re
sick, or whatever, building that relationship is what’s
going to allow you to figure out what’s motivating
them and where are they going to connect to the work
that you’re trying to do.

Although several initiatives reported using a strategy
of “meeting people where they are at” in order to
build those relationships, a U.S. farmers’ organization de-
scribed the disconnect between universal awareness dis-
courses and the reality of low-income communities:

If you have people living in concentrations of poverty,
where there is police brutality, they can’t find housing,
if someone is facing an eviction, trying to connect to a
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farm-to-table program is probably not the highest pri-
ority...if people are getting shot by police, they proba-
bly don’t care about having whole foods in their diet.

To address this problem, initiatives reported the need to
create an environment where participants can be where
they are in terms of consciousness, authentically engag-
ing with them, which in turn involves entering into a
dialogue where both parties can change as a result of
the interaction.

More informed participation is always good for
democracy, even in a consumer sovereignty model. But
these experiences show that the foundations for a greater
democratic system, beyond ethical consumerism, lie in
enabling consciousness through practice in and empathic
discussions about values that go beyond food itself, such
as community, poverty, or personal relationships. This,
however, raises questions regarding how to ensure a tran-
sition from practical consciousness to engaged action.

4.2. Individual Voluntary Action

A Berkeley-based agricultural project illustrated this tran-
sition as follows:

People come here because they see something good
that is aligned with their values, that there are activi-
ties that they are drawn to and that they can partici-
pate in...but they’re not necessarily seeing this as part
of a personal agenda to transform the food system.

Enabling IVA means providing opportunities for individu-
als who wish to turn consciousness into actions for a spe-
cific project, promoting involvement through volunteer-
ing or attending events. Certain types of PCPs (5) with
coexisting agency dimensions (such as CSA networks,
which can include both highly engaged participants and
casual volunteers), Slow Food convivia (8), community
gardens (13), and Transition towns (6) emphasized the
importance of welcoming people without prior aware-
ness about issues that those initiatives consider impor-
tant. For example, while in small consumer groups it is
easier to actively engage in organizational activities (e.g.,
farming, book-keeping, or helping with deliveries), larger
networks tend to include passive consumers whose par-
ticipation is limited to paying a subscription fee and to
picking up their food basket.

Similarly, community gardens and Transition initia-
tives may allow for this kind of passive participation
through certain activities that do not require high levels
of engagement. In fact, it may be critical for the survival
of some of these groups to allow for and indeed encour-
age both low and high levels of engagement and seek
heterogeneity in order to create a “wide door” for par-
ticipation where anybody can become an actor at their
own pace. This, in turn, can help initiatives to survive
through participants’ evolving motivations, life changes,
and asymmetric time commitments.

This “wide door” was also considered by PCPs and
community gardens as an asset in avoiding homophily, or
the tendency to join groups with similar characteristics
to their own (McPherson, Smith-Lovin, & Cook, 2001).
Political discourses, in this sense, were perceived as both
an obstacle and an opportunity. On the one hand, a
political stance on capitalism or food sovereignty was
reported to be potentially alienating for those without
(or with different) political interests: “We know our dis-
course is not for everyone from the moment we start
talking about anti-capitalism,” as a member of a Madrid-
wide platform putit. On the other hand, Transition towns
reported that providing a simultaneously intrinsically mo-
tivated and enjoyable way of participating allowed them
to remain politically neutral and thereby attract more di-
verse groups of participants. As a member of a Japanese
Transition initiative expressed: “Instead of saying ‘let’s
save society, we just try to say, ‘try growing some rice,
it’s fun.”

However, it was also understood by some initiatives
that using individual discourses, such as health, as a
main motivator can stand contrary to the interests of
the broader alternative food movement (see Moragues-
Faus, 2017), and may run up against concerns of equity
and privilege (Guthman, 2008; Guthman, Morris, & Allen,
2006). As a Spanish CSA member asserted:

For people who have two jobs and four kids and who
can buy 3€ chicken nuggets, paying 50€ for a box of
veggies that are dirty and full of slugs is not something
they want or a high priority for them.

Although this issue remains unresolved, interviewees re-
ported different solutions to the question of how to seek
heterogeneity in a more equitable way. These included
providing mechanisms so that economic and class status
do not become structural, economic barriers to partici-
pation; providing realistic expectations about the actual
impact of the initiative so that motivations can be sus-
tained over time; developing mechanisms to encourage
ownership over the project; and managing varying and
evolving motivations throughout participants’ lives.

These strategies therefore point at further ways to
enact “egalitarian food democracies,” that is, develop-
ing new ways of being in common by bridging the
gap between individual and collective action (Moragues-
Faus, 2017, p. 457). Purposefully creating “wide doors”
for participation can in turn lead to increased diversity
within and across initiatives, an important ingredient of
a more democratic food system, by creating spaces for
more inclusive practices and attitudes in terms of the
political and economic profile of current and prospec-
tive participants.

4.3. Cooperative Agency

Recent research has shown that social innovations may
first attract members through flexible requests, then
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stimulate active participation through building connec-
tions with others (Haxeltine, Jgrgensen, et al., 2016,
p. 15). IVA provides an important steppingstone towards
higher levels of engagement such as cooperative agency,
as part of the “agency in motion” approach argued here,
and this transition was described as a critical step in
the ability of initiatives to effect systemic change. Four
types of initiatives emphasized cooperative agency: “sol-
idarity” PCPs (such as community-supported agriculture
groups) and food cooperatives (17) where members
share and often rotate responsibilities, thus acquiring
new skills and transferring knowledge to participants ex-
ercising other agency dimensions; Transition towns (9),
which are often a breeding ground for new initiatives to
sprout due to their innovative methodologies, as well as
for particularly active individuals who tend to concen-
trate in these areas and work together; community or-
ganizations interested in broader community participa-
tion processes (8); and initiatives involved in broader net-
works (12), a category cross-cutting community organiza-
tions, PCPs, and community gardens.

Actors in this study reported that enabling a transi-
tion from IVA to cooperative agency requires the devel-
opment of spaces where conversations about individual
versus collective choices and coherence in areas beyond
food can be held, so that senses of powerlessness can
be addressed, as a member of a community garden ex-
pressed: “It’s very beautiful to see coherence as commu-
nicative channels: If you start with food, why not be co-
herent in energy, in finance, etc.?”

However, there exist barriers at the individual level
that inhibit the capacity for a participant who is al-
ready engaged in an initiative to think they can influ-
ence or change the system through their own behavior,
which may in turn lead to apathy and disengagement.
Although this question involves psychological and behav-
ioral factors that lie beyond the scope of this article, ini-
tiatives used a number of strategies to engage with this
issue. Strategies included developing personal relation-
ships with and among participants, designing activities
for an active involvement, engaging participants on anin-
dividual level, and acknowledging and managing conflict
as a natural part of the life of a group.

Although the direction of motion that was most com-
mon was from IVA to cooperative agency, it is also pos-
sible to transition directly (without going through IVA)
from consciousness to cooperative agency. This is partic-
ularly true when it comes to individuals who have devel-
oped a strong, internalized awareness of the need to act
(consciousness), but instead of joining an initiative as a
spectator, without a leading role (IVA), they join others
to co-develop a project in which to collectively put con-
sciousness in practice (cooperative agency). A member
of a Spanish agricultural project explained:

Maybe at that time, at least myself, | felt like | took
part in debates and conferences, and | read a lot, but
| needed a project to put all the theory into prac-

tice, a practice with a global ideology but working on
something as everyday-like as food, health, the way in
which we are a part of what surrounds us, things like
that, and we came up with this collective project.

In this line, fostering a sense of collective identity
through a shared endeavor, either in a new or an al-
ready established initiative, is an important ingredient
for enabling a transition towards cooperative agency. If
a more democratic food system is characterized by an in-
creased diversity in the modes of engagement (“beyond
the market”) that are allowed for by social innovations,
then these experiences are contributing to a more het-
erogeneous, democratic food system by enabling coop-
erative agency, as part of the agency in motion approach
argued here.

4.4. Agency Feedback Loop

Lastly, agency feedback loop was designed to capture the
collective exercise of agency in order to further create
new capacities for action, as a feedback loop. These ini-
tiatives practice change from below, spreading through
emulation or swarming (Pleyers, 2011b), exemplifying
what Ling and Dale described as “the capacity to stim-
ulate novel network formations and social innovation”
(2014, p. 17). A Belgian community organization believes
that supporting other groups can in fact be key for the
transition towards more sustainable food systems be-
cause of the multiplying effect it can have:

We started from the evidence that people like food-
buying groups and that it’s a good thing. From there,
we support the creation of those initiatives, but it’s
just a means, part of the transition, and we see that
people who belong to food-buying groups do other
stuff and participate in other things, talk about it with
their neighbors and inspire other people.

Initiatives operating within this dimension were farmers’
associations (3) and community organizations (7) aimed
at providing skills or training and at creating networks,
and community gardens with a focus on job creation (3).
Initiatives that had an advocacy, knowledge dissemina-
tion or job creation component, and those that were
constituted as a network or a platform were most likely
to strive to enable a context for agency feedback loop.
For instance, some initiatives targeting specific subsets
of the population (farmers of color, low-income youth,
or migrant communities) provided economic opportu-
nities for their participants to start their own projects,
aimed at enabling other agency dimensions themselves.
Similarly, providing training and visibility, stimulating col-
laborations, and providing logistics or information sup-
port were strategies reported by farmers’ associations
and community organizations to enable agency feedback
loop as part of their swarming strategies. For instance, an
Italian CSA network reported that, after their creation,
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“twenty farms switched to organic, rebuilding some sec-
tors such as bread, which now has the greatest num-
ber of farmers and GAS [CSAs] that have joined the food
group.” Lastly, organizations set up as a network pro-
vided support as a platform, forum, or meeting space for
initiatives in an area, identifying and relieving member
organizations of tasks that could be delegated, and of-
fering a model to help other groups establish their own
version of the initiative.

The democratizing influence of enabling agency feed-
back loop can therefore be seen in the proliferation of
new modes of engagement in the food system through
the creation of new projects, supporting other initia-
tives, providing economic opportunities and training,
and stimulating collaborations through networks and
platforms. Understood this way, agency feedback loop al-
lows for the expansion of food democracy by generating
novel forms of collective autonomy and mutual reliance
within the food system, thereby allowing more individu-
als and groups to have a voice regarding the shape of the
food system.

5. Conclusion

While the conventional food system, through its con-
sumer sovereignty logic, reduces agency to individual
purchasing choices at supermarkets, social innovations
recreate and allow for other means of expression, much
richer and more complex than purchasing power. If we
accept that democracy in the food system must mean
more than just choosing what to buy at the supermar-
ket, and that social innovations provide critical ways for
collective expression and engagement beyond consump-
tion, then identifying how collective agency is enacted
and reproduced by these groups may be critical for fur-
thering our understanding of food democracy as a mean-
ingful signifier.

In this article, | have suggested there are four dimen-
sions of collective agency that social innovations enable
(consciousness, IVA, cooperative agency, and agency
feedback loop). Substantiating these four dimensions
through empirical evidence, | have illustrated the non-
linearity of human agency: Participating in a collective en-
deavor does not follow a pre-charted, linear path. In this
sense, this article has shown how social innovations en-
able a transition from one dimension to another, a phe-
nomenon | termed and illustrated as agency in motion.
Asillustrated in Figure 1, this transition was observed be-
tween consciousness and all the other dimensions, be-
tween IVA and collective agency, and between collective
agency and agency feedback loop. The transition did not
necessarily have a strict direction, but the continuous
motion that social innovations enabled was a key feature
in the strategies examined.

Importantly, this phenomenon of agency in motion
allows for evolving modes of engagement, reflecting the
changing nature of agency throughout the life of a group
or an individual. Allowing for and encouraging an agency

in motion may in fact be critical to the survival of many
of these groups. It gives them the flexibility they require
to sustain participants’ motivations over time and allows
them to preemptively account for the varying levels of
commitment, (a-)political aspirations, and the economic
capacity of their members. This, in turn, can be key for
building a more equitable, diverse, and heterogeneous
food system truly worthy of being called democratic.

Furthermore, although from the outside, these
groups may be seen as distinct categories of food initia-
tives (e.g., PCPs or community gardens), when looking
at them from a collective agency perspective the result
can better reflect their needs in terms of policy support.
For example, initiatives aimed at enabling IVA may have
more in common among themselves, in terms of policy
needs, than, for instance, community garden projects,
due to their divergent goals. While some members of
community gardens use gardening as a teaching experi-
ence or a hobby, others may use it to create economic
opportunities for disadvantaged communities. Looking
at these initiatives from an agency perspective allows for
these differing practices to surface, practices that can in
turn be publicly supported. When adopting an agency
lens for policy, supporting the efforts of social innova-
tions to seek heterogeneity in a more equitable way,
through the strategies illustrated in this article, suddenly
becomes possible; the capacity of these groups to pro-
vide knowledge and opportunities for citizens to change
the ways they consume but also relate to food more gen-
erally, can then be bolstered. In this way, government
institutions can engage in innovative policy-making to re-
inforce the agency-enabling efforts of these groups, and
therefore to support food democracy.
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Abstract

This article makes the central argument that basic democratic values such as justice, autonomy and participation run the
risk of being neglected when designing ‘nudges’ (i.e., indirect suggestions to influence individual behaviour) for sustain-
able behaviour change in the context of food governance, potentially complicating a democratisation of the food system.
‘Nudges’ uphold freedom of choice while simultaneously advocating a non-coercive soft force of paternalism to help peo-
ple realise their preferences, maximise societal well-being and meet macro-sustainability goals. While the promises of
the ‘nudge’ approach are widely echoed, nudging is also being contested because of its possible anti-democratic effects,
such as individualisation, depoliticization and the emphasis of the status of citizens as ‘consumer-citizens.” From a food
democracy perspective, these dangers may undermine efforts to organise collective political action and impede alterna-
tive visions of a future food system. Empirically, the article examines specifically how behavioural-economic approaches
imagine transitions to a more sustainable food system. By using the “COOP Supermarket of the Future” as a case study, the
following analysis will illustrate how private actors are increasingly involved in steering consumer choice towards socially
desirable actions. The analysis suggests that the design of choice environments may under specific circumstances increase
the susceptibility of individuals to the influence of corporate preferences and simultaneously decrease the prospects for
democratic legitimation and decision-making. The article therefore critically assesses whether reforming the food system
by altering consumers’ choice-sets and the attribution of personal responsibility, may in fact point towards implicit anti-
democratic tenets underlying the ‘will to nudge’ citizens.
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1. Introduction

The current politics of food are subject to two simulta-
neous large-scale tendencies: concentration and decen-
tralisation. On the one hand, the industrial food system
is increasingly concentrated in many vital market sectors
such as meat, cocoa, tea, bananas, etc. (Carolan, 2012;
Clapp, 2016). The manifestation of oligopolistic struc-
tures signifies the increasing influence of a small num-
ber of transnational corporations over large systems of
food production, distribution and consumption. On the
other hand, non-governmental actors, grassroots initia-

tives and social innovators, working towards the region-
alisation and localisation of processes within the food
system, are enacting alternatives that challenge the in-
dustrial food complex and its dominant rationalities re-
garding productivity, competition and economic growth
(de Young & Princen, 2012; Gumbert & Fuchs, 2018;
Schlosberg & Coles, 2016). How the global food system
develops and takes shape in the future, that is, if socially
and ecologically sustainable practices can be upscaled
to have systemic impacts, or if the corporate model of
cheap labor, cheap food, and global commodity chains
is solidified and expanded further, hinges on a number
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of different normative assumptions and political values
that have to be scrutinized.

This study presents the concept of food democracy
as instrumental to analyse these dynamics, as well as
contributing towards an understanding of the barriers
that are currently in place preventing food systems from
moving into the direction of enhanced sustainability and
justice. Pathways to a future food system are constantly
envisioned and enacted by a range of different actors.
Alternative lifestyles and ‘food experiments’ (urban gar-
dening, food sharing networks, etc.) make sense of how
we interact with food by crafting food narratives, and by
establishing different material circulations of food com-
modities and values (Schlosberg & Coles, 2016; Stock,
Carolan, & Rosin, 2015). These practices contain a vision
of what a fair food system might look like and many ac-
tors have started to call on a wider community to recog-
nise problems, to participate in discussions and to be
hopeful that a transition is possible. And yet, contem-
porary policy practices in the field of food governance
similarly envision necessary changes to the food system
and ways to get there. They too tell stories about the
most urgent problems, best practice approaches, most
effective solutions and the role of politics and democ-
racy. An increasingly important source of food system
imaginaries resides in the political rationality of editing
the choice sets of consumers. Behaviour change strate-
gies, widely termed ‘nudging’, promise to be an effec-
tive tool for ‘greening’ consumption and for encourag-
ing more sustainable lifestyles by incentivising people to
behave more rationally and environmentally responsible.
For these reasons, nudging has been applied to various
consumption-relevant domains, such as food consump-
tion, food purchasing and food waste reduction. The un-
derlying approach of behavioural economics asserts that
consumer behaviour is subject to specific biases and irra-
tional character traits. Behaviour change strategies are
said to help consumers to correct deficiencies by activat-
ing heuristics that steer them towards changing their ac-
tions and habits in directions that would benefit them
without impacting individual freedom and autonomy.
Interventions based on behavioural insights are there-
fore described as being able to “advance sustainable con-
sumption ‘automatically’ through choice architecture
and behavioural stimuli” (Reisch, Cohen, Thggersen, &
Tukker, 2016, p. 238).

However, behaviour change strategies in the context
of sustainability governance are far from being uncon-
tested. Behavioral economics has been linked to the re-
configuration of the state—citizen relationship, the rise
of particular forms of neoliberalism and new ways of
policy making driven by social-psychological discourses
(Jones, Pykett, & Whitehead, 2013). Especially from a
food democracy perspective, many inherent political
risks and dangers are rarely reflected upon in contempo-
rary discussions. This article, therefore, posits that the
rationality of nudging considers sustainability as an al-
location of individual responsibilities, raising questions

whether collective political strategies are implicitly ne-
glected as approaches to reform the food system and if
structural problems can be recognised and addressed at
all. Moreover, focusing on individual preferences makes
consumers susceptible to corporate interests with possi-
bilities of so-called ‘choice architects’ (the designers of
behaviour change strategies) trying to manipulate con-
sumer preferences for commercial or even personal gain.
In the context of steering food consumption and food-
related behaviours, supermarkets appear as a nodal
point of interacting with consumers to steer responsible
food choices. Consumers are thereby increasingly gov-
erned through marketized activation policies, instead of
including them into a wider public debate on political
food issues. These developments exhibit traits of a subtle
process of depoliticising citizens, which may ultimately
create barriers for organizing more forceful political ac-
tion and to hold ‘culprits of unsustainability’ politically
accountable. Therefore, the possible effects of the rise
of behaviour change as a new go-to strategy in sustain-
able food governance and its impact on the prospects
and limits of democratising food systems, need to be
further scrutinised. The consideration of the concept of
food democracy is important because it facilitates inter-
connecting discourses of sustainability, logics of gover-
nance and potential social and political (side) effects, as
well as to interrogate the processes of meaning-making
involved in the politics of food.

The article first covers several key arguments and
ideas, starting with a short overview of contemporary
debates on the benefits and potential dangers of ad-
vancing the behaviour change agenda in the context of
governing food choices. In the following, the perspec-
tive of food democracy underlying the central argument
is developed in connection to the notion of responsi-
bilisation within governmentality studies to map the
broader democratic implications of upscaling choice edit-
ing. Governmentality approaches are viewed as a fruitful
supplement to analyse potential anti-democratic tenets
within behaviour change strategies because they focus
on the micro-mechanisms of how consumers are made
responsible for their own conduct. Following this, the ar-
ticle uses data from participant observation conducted at
the Expo 2015 in Milan where the “COOP Supermarket
of the Future” was introduced: A store built ‘from the
ground up’ based on behavioural science to advance
sustainable food consumption and anti-food waste be-
haviours. The analysis shows that rather than to help
consumers realise their ‘true’ preferences, choice ar-
chitects occasionally design particular environments in
order to ‘nudge’ consumers into resembling a ‘fit’ for
overarching policy goals, thereby potentially decreasing
the prospects for democratic legitimation and decision-
making. Finally, the article concludes with an assessment
of potential anti-democratic tendencies that choice ar-
chitects need to take into account when steering food
consumption and food waste behaviours towards sus-
tainable ends.
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2. Behaviour Change and Sustainable Consumption

Behaviour change strategies, originally applied in the
fields of public health and public finances to steer individ-
uals towards ‘better’ behaviours such as physical activity
and organ donation, is now broadly applied in the field
of sustainable consumption to motivate better food con-
sumption, recycling and reducing household food waste
production (Mont, Lehner, & Heiskanen, 2014). In this re-
gard, using behavioural insights to decrease food waste
has been applied in Norway, Finland, Italy, Hungary and
Portugal among other European nation-states, by agents
ranging from private companies, supermarket chains and
food bank associations to national ministries (European
Commission, 2016).

Within political discourse, behaviour change strate-
gies are now widely known as ‘nudges’ (as well as choice
editing, or choice architecture). A nudge can be consid-
ered as “any aspect of the choice architecture that al-
ters people’s behaviour in a predictable way without for-
bidding any options or significantly changing their eco-
nomicincentives. To count as a mere nudge, the interven-
tion must be cheap to avoid” (Thaler & Sunstein, 2008,
p. 6). The politico-philosophical underpinnings of nudg-
ing have been termed by Thaler and Sunstein (2008)
“libertarian paternalism,” embracing freedom of choice,
hence libertarian, leaving individuals in control of their
own food choices, and giving them soft nudges to de-
velop their behaviour in a particular (ecologically respon-
sible) direction. While libertarian paternalism provides a
justification for behavior change, the actual mechanisms
are guided by ideas from behavioural economics and psy-
chology “to explain why people behave in ways that de-
viate from rationality as defined by classical economics”
(Marteau, Ogilvie, Roland, Suhrcke, & Kelly, 2011, p. 228).
Thaler and Sunstein (2008) argue that people suffer from
systemic biases that lead to limited awareness, limited
information-processing capacity and limited self-control.
Nudging is seen as an instrumental technique that helps
to overcome the hiatus between irrational and rational
behaviours: People should be pushed to develop nor-
mative desirable behaviours, which in turn can be em-
ployed to either reduce, neutralise or even use (‘exploit’)
systemic biases for policymaking. To this end, choice ar-
chitecture relies on different instruments to induce de-
sired outcomes, such as providing feedback (helping peo-
ple to make better decisions), structured information
plans or simplifying strategies. We see that behavioural
policy options work first and foremost through giving
people targeted, yet pre-structured information, contain-
ing a sometimes more explicit and at other times more
implicit idea about appropriate behaviour change direc-
tions, which ideally individuals are to follow.

Subtle forms of influencing human decision-making
can potentially have important consequences for en-
hancing sustainability (for a more comprehensive discus-
sion on the role of nudges in sustainability governance
and important tensions, see Bornemann & Burger, 2019).

As Sunstein explains: “Consumers can be greatly affected
by apparently modest and inconsequential aspects of
the social environment[,] [s]mall changes in that environ-
ment may have a large impact on consumer behaviour,
potentially even larger than that of economic incentives”
(Sunstein, 2013, p. 2). However, behaviour change strate-
gies do not solely rely on rationalising consumer con-
duct through incentives. They also steer consumption
choices through pro-environmental norms and the pro-
motion of ethical behaviours, i.e., images of how to con-
duct oneself in light of a specific issue. The target of such
interventions is therefore to simultaneously create ra-
tional actors (homines oeconomici) and responsible con-
sumers. Hausman and Welch (2010) argue along similar
lines that nudging must not be equated with offering in-
formation. They reject the idea that informing citizens
would be strictly paternalistic, since “providing informa-
tion and giving advice treats individuals as fully compe-
tent decision maker[s]” (p. 127). While there is nothing
wrong with informing individuals about the scope of a
particular problem and encouraging them to reflect on
their own household practices, many nudges aim to “al-
ter people’s behaviour by triggering [or blocking] heuris-
tics” (Barton & Griine-Yanoff, 2015, p. 343), instead of
simply providing information. Heuristics can be under-
stood within this context as “strategies of judgment or
decision that are fast and use only a few cues (instead
of the totality of the available information)” (Barton &
Grlne-Yanoff, 2015, p. 343). Consequently, heuristics can
be used to make people value issues that they would typi-
cally overlook by triggering particular emotions or ethical
sentiments that provoke ‘good’ or ‘bad’ reactions.
Especially in relation to the use of heuristics, nudg-
ing has been criticized on various grounds. Hausmann
and Welch argue that conveying information sublimi-
nally and not by rational means qualifies as diminish-
ing autonomy (Hausman & Welch, 2010, p. 128), there-
fore insinuating a state of not fully being in control over
one’s own actions (Bovens, 2009, p. 4). For example, us-
ing emotions and social norms to steer behaviour can
lead to the a priori definition of a particular moral tem-
plate, in which morally correct and wrong conducts are
already pre-scripted. This simultaneously raises the ques-
tion of whether behaviour change strategies are in fact
libertarian, or if individual freedom is undermined—or
even manipulated. Another line of critical inquiry sees
nudges as depriving the subject of the possibility to en-
gage in deliberation or developing the capacity for judg-
ment. John, Smith, and Stoker (2009) assert that given
enough time, information and an appropriate environ-
ment, citizens may come to optimal judgments for them-
selves and others, which is considered preferable over
an external motivation for the correction of irrational be-
haviours. Within the literature surrounding the discus-
sion, the worry that choice editing may include implicit
anti-democratic tenets is very present. Two important
questions remaining are whether these often dormant or
invisible possibilities can be further scrutinised, and if so,
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how. Therefore, within the following section, using the
concept of food democracy as a normative guidance and
the notion of responsibilisation as an interpretive tool
to understand the mechanisms behind nudge strategies,
we may arrive at a more substantial evaluation.

3. Food Democracy and the Dangers
of Responsibilisation

The central aim of this section is to link the core con-
cepts of food democracy, sustainability, responsibilisa-
tion and behaviour changes to one another. The follow-
ing argument suggests that although nudges can in princi-
ple be designed to enhance democratic capacities of cit-
izens to engage in broader socio-ecological transforma-
tions of the food system, more often than not they aim
to foster personal pro-environmental lifestyle changes.
Thereupon they promote a particular theory of social
change and preferred environmental strategies, as well
as a specific idea of human nature (Maniates, 2016).
While such a focus is not detrimental in a normative
sense, it nevertheless establishes a narrow view of how
to make food systems more sustainable and runs the risk
of undermining pluralist democratic visions of altering
current trajectories (Schlosberg, 2004).

As stated in the introduction, the global food sys-
tem is subject to very different imaginaries of how the
structure itself needs to be reformed (or transformed).
Across various social movements, we witness the emer-
gence of new practices from food saving, food sharing
and urban gardening, which explicitly addresses the neg-
ative externalities of material flows and their relation
to consumption and wellbeing. They connect diverse so-
cial values to the specific materialities of food, deriv-
ing a particular political concept from it. For Schlosberg
(2004), the appearance of new food practices is of crit-
ical importance due to their variety of ethical notions
of the good and their application of different principles
of justice to a range of situations that require negotia-
tion in a given political context. Meanwhile, behaviour
change strategies paint a different picture of future tra-
jectories. Here, the problematisation starts with the inef-
ficiency of the current food system and the irrational de-
cisions of many actors involved, especially individual con-
sumers. Consequently, advised solutions concern the ra-
tionalisation of consumer conduct, the adoption of post-
materialist values (being ecologically responsible) and
the creation of more transparency with the aid of digi-
tal technologies. In this sense, these strategies are less
inclined to recognise variety and plurality as normative
principles for envisioning social change.

The perspective of food democracy advocated in
this article does not automatically prioritise either per-
spective advocated by social movements or behavioural
change strategies. Rather these different imaginaries
need to be subjected to democratic deliberation, and
thereby to democratic legitimation and control. Food
democracy is understood within this article as the:

Popular participation of citizens in formulating food-
related policies, affecting one of society’s most fun-
damental determinants of wellbeing [which] seeks to
respond and contest forces that have managed to dis-
proportionally influence policies to their benefit while
curbing the effective participation of other members
of society. (Wald, 2015, p. 111)

Such ‘forces’ can be understood as actors contribut-
ing to the spread of economic rationalities within the
food system. This threatens the diversity and plurality
of autonomous agricultural practices by damaging biodi-
versity, impacting ecosystem resilience and smallholder
subsistence, as well as “the ability of the public to au-
tonomously decide upon possible trajectories toward a
future food system” (Fuchs & Gumbert, 2019, p. 273).
The concept of food democracy problematises these de-
velopments and is concerned with how citizens can be
included as political subjects within food politics. It is
helpful for analyzing the normative implications of cer-
tain food policy choices and the relationships they con-
stitute, whether between individuals and society or the
public and the private sphere, as well as possible norma-
tive tensions between autonomy and heteronomy.

In order to apply food democracy fruitfully as an ana-
lytical perspective, its conceptual dimensions need to be
specified. Taking David Schlosberg’s (2004) understand-
ing of justice as the conceptual core of food democ-
racy, there are three interconnected dimensions of jus-
tice which he highlights: distribution, recognition and
participation (pp. 517-522). Distributive justice helps to
uncover inequalities and power differentials in the food
system, attributing responsibility to those actors who
have the utmost privilege and resources to contribute
to meaningful changes. Meanwhile, recognition is cen-
tral for perceiving actors as being part of the decision-
making process, rather than external to it. And finally,
broad participation of all relevant actors in the food sys-
tem is necessary to provide them with the ability to
speak on their own behalf and ensure self-determination.
This is important because the failure to recognise citi-
zens as political subjects may lead to a lack of partic-
ipation in decision-making, which in turn leads to citi-
zens being excluded from—and therefore not being able
to influence—a system of distributive justices. Such a
justice-based concept of food democracy validates the
call for strengthening deliberative processes in food pol-
itics because food futures can only be collectively organ-
ised if broad participation is guaranteed with accessible
agenda-setting and decision-making. In this regard, we
are urged to reflect on the means and not merely the
ends of democratic food provisioning, since there is a
strong tendency in food governance to focus predomi-
nantly on outcomes, such as efficient food supply chains
and safe food products. From a democratic standpoint,
how these outcomes come about is of equal importance.

The perspective of food democracy developed here
is pertinent for evaluating current trajectories towards
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more sustainable food systems. Understanding and prac-
tising sustainability in matters concerning food-related
politics is far from being self-evident (Carolan, 2012,
p. 251). Key questions arise concerning whether environ-
mental sustainability should refer to zero or minimal eco-
logical impact, if economic sustainability for companies
means profitability or also to reduce economic inequal-
ities, and whether social sustainability should strive for
enhancing social capital or social justice. Given the im-
portance and wide-reaching consequences of addressing
these issues, the perspective of food democracy suggests
that such questions have to be subjected to democratic
institutions and public deliberation and to include soci-
etal stakeholders beyond the commodity chain in these
debates (DuPuis, Harrison, & Goodman, 2011). However,
critical studies in political science, and more broadly the
social sciences, have suggested that a range of strate-
gies are exercised that hinder particular issues from be-
coming subjected to democratic debate and negotiation.
One important strategy in this regard which is specifi-
cally discussed within the scholarship of governmental-
ity is ‘responsibilisation’ (Dean, 2010; Luke, 2016). The
concept assumes that responsibility for environmental is-
sues is today increasingly individualised, privatised and
attributed to particular actors (such as individual citi-
zens), which complicates efforts to share burdens and to
devise collective political strategies.

Governmentality studies develop the idea that by as-
cribing responsibility, actors are strategically implicated
in logics of governance as they are led to practices of
self-responsibilisation. A subfield of research within (eco-
)governmentality studies focuses on the state—citizen
relationship and the question of specific tactics that
strive to achieve self-governance at the level of the gov-
erned individual, as a citizen or a consumer. Individuals
should realise that they have to take personal respon-
sibility for making the food system more sustainable.
Promoting pro-environmental lifestyle change, such as
affecting feelings of personal responsibility, is a central
goal of nudge strategies aiming to steer food consump-
tion choices (Hargreaves, 2019). Within behavioural eco-
nomics, choice architects should aim to manage in-
dividual choices “by attempting to correct their [indi-
viduals] deviations from rational, self-interested, utility-
maximising cognition and behaviour” (McMahon, 2015,
p. 137). It is however important that individuals do so
willingly; while their choices may be steered towards
contributing to macro-sustainability statistics—i.e., the
sum of sustainable behaviours by consumers, such as
green purchasing or anti-food waste practices—it is im-
portant to preserve, improve and insist upon individual
choice (McMahon, 2015, p. 153) in order to uphold in-
dividual freedom and autonomous decision-making as
central governing principles (Gumbert, 2019). Accepting
personal responsibility functions as a gateway to ensure
and control the freedom of active subjects by increas-
ingly directing and regulating individuals’ beliefs, desires,
lifestyles and actions (Foucault, Davidson, & Burchell,

2008, p. 67). Nicholas Rose (2000) has described these
connections as ‘ethopolitics, understood as the gov-
ernment of behaviour, which justifies itself on ethical
terms. Instead of merely giving consumers information,
“ethopower works through the values, beliefs, and sen-
timents thought to underpin the techniques of responsi-
ble self-government and the management of one’s obli-
gations to others” (Rose, 2000, p. 5). Activating respon-
sible attitudes strengthens the effectiveness of nudges
because the steering agents (or most external influences
for that matter) are removed from sight. Individuals do
not directly conform to policy demands but rather to
ethical and cultural codes that are understood to be
self-evident.

Combining the concepts presented in this section,
food democracy and the responsibilisation of individuals
to adopt more sustainable behaviours facilitates an eval-
uation of the dangers inherent in altering individual be-
haviours to make current food systems more sustainable.
Notably: Sustainable goal formation is external to citi-
zens’ preferences (denying recognition); citizens should
take on personal responsibility for altering personal be-
haviours (denying collective participation); and citizens
take no part in influencing future trajectories of altering
food systems (denying the distributive element of jus-
tice). In this perspective, it is questionable if behaviour
change agendas may contribute to strengthening food
democracy, and yet the promotion of individual environ-
mental actions that are straightforward, cost-effective
and usually consumeristic is a powerful story of socio-
ecological change. Consequently, this suggests that mass
action through comparatively simple and small lifestyle
changes is key, by ensuring everyone is on board. This has
been described by Michael Maniates (in press) as “magi-
cal thinking”: If small groups of individuals begin to adopt
simple lifestyle changes, others will notice and jump on
board. Such a cumulative environmental impact of small
behaviour changes will become apparent and gain mo-
mentum, ultimately leading to pressure on policy-makers
and corporations to change policies and produce cleaner
and greener products. While this story can be problema-
tised on numerous grounds (Maniates, in press), a few
aspects are especially relevant here for the development
of the article’s argument. Primarily, if green behaviour
change agendas lead to the spread of this rationality
among actors in food governance and consumers alike, it
seems plausible to suggest that normative principles of
food democracy—such as justice and deliberation—wiill
play a less dominant role as a political means for future
food governance. Furthermore, there will be less need
to adjust structural background conditions that sustain a
“politics of unsustainability” (Bliihdorn, 2007), and less
inclination to support lengthy, complicated and open-
ended democratic processes. In criticism, John (2018)
contends how nudging does not necessarily rule out
other strategies and that relying on incrementalism (the
idea that many small steps may lead to radical trans-
formation) may in fact produce policy responsiveness in
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the face of uncertainty. While these are empirical ques-
tions to be answered retrospectively, the design prin-
ciples of these strategies provide us with insights on
whether more democratic solutions are envisioned or
not, such as consulting citizens and involving feedback
as well as encouraging reflective processes instead of ex-
ploiting the non-reflective and automatic systems of indi-
viduals. This arguably has consequences for the develop-
ment of alternative conceptions of a democratised food
system. Therefore, the next section gives an account of
how visions resting on behavioural-economic ideas cur-
rently unfold, how they may contribute to ‘greening’ the
food system and how they may simultaneously under-
mine more democratic solutions.

4. Imagining the Future: The Shopping Floor as a
Catalyst for Advancing Food Sustainability?

The following research aims to produce insights on how
public behaviour change policies are increasingly imag-
ined as reaching deeper into the everyday food purchas-
ing practices of citizens, and how private actors, such as
retailers, are an integral part of these ideas. The case
of the “COOP Supermarket of the Future,” as part of
the Milan Expo 2015, is a promising illustration of these
connections since several innovative features are intro-
duced which have the potential to enhance sustainable
consumer behaviours. Moreover, it simultaneously sig-
nals the willingness of choice architects to instrumen-
talise the shopping floor as an arena for more effective
behavioural interventions. Therefore, it constitutes an ex-
ample of how food systems are currently imagined as
enhancing future sustainability by studying the micro-
mechanisms of steering consumer choice. At first glance,
this perspective seems counter-intuitive since behaviour
change policies, such as ‘nudging,’ are being discussed as
new public and governmental strategies to steer individ-
ual choices and therefore being uninvolved with private
sector behavioural interventions (e.g., the activities of su-
permarkets). In the area of sustainable food provision-
ing, however, there is an increasing consensus among
choice architects that to design effective nudge strate-
gies it is not only important to concentrate on the mes-
sage given to consumers, but rather when and where to
provide it. In this regard, the European Commission con-
siders supermarkets—in the case presented here, EURO
COOP—as natural allies because the success of interven-
tions is directly linked to being able to have immediate
effects on consumers before they make a purchasing de-
cision in their local supermarket. Public policy, therefore,
relies on the cooperation and ‘good intentions’ of re-
tailers to enact behaviour change agendas on the shop-
ping floor. It is no surprise that national food waste pol-
icy schemes, in the UK and Germany for example, have
started to clarify the responsibilities of retailers as help-
ing to inform consumers about food waste, to give price
incentives to buy food close to expiring and to support
simplified date labelling (Federal Ministry of Food and

Agriculture, 2019; Department for Environment, Food
and Rural Affairs, 2018).

These logics were prominently reiterated during the
side event “Tackling Food Waste: The Consumer Co-
Operative Way” on October 16, 2015, in Milan. Here,
nudging consumers to adjust their food choices was
described as modern policymaking by representatives
of the European Commission, the European Parliament
and the Italian Parliament. The regulation of consump-
tion would target everyone, attributing equal burdens
while nevertheless focusing on ‘irresponsible’ consumers
who exhibit ‘strange psychological behaviours,’ such as
wanting to buy bananas in a bunch instead of individ-
ually, and whose ‘emotions and feelings’ needed to be
‘rationalised.” Businesses, on the other hand, were al-
ready aware of food waste and reduction potentials
as they had started to self-regulate their conduct. In
terms of efficiency, supermarkets were doing what they
could, but consumers were described as ‘the last frontier’
for regulation. For the European Commission and the
General Directorate of Consumer Affairs, tackling food
waste has become synonymous with advocating more
research on causes and impacts, improving surveillance
and monitoring (specifically food waste within supply
chains) and encouraging innovation (sharing best prac-
tices). Yet concrete policy initiatives focus on the field
of food purchasing, predominantly targeting the inter-
section of supermarkets and consumers. The example of
the “Supermarket of the Future” provides first-hand in-
sights on how public and private actors may cooperate
in the future to enhance the behaviour change agenda
in the field of food consumption. The information pre-
sented here was gathered by conducting ethnographic
research on three consecutive days in the “Supermarket
of the Future” in October 2015 and supported by infor-
mal communication with workshop participants and su-
permarket employees. The descriptive section is based
on personal field notes that are subsequently analysed
and interpreted by drawing on the theoretical concepts
outlined in the above section. Following, the argument
will be put forward that while including the private sec-
tor in public behaviour change objectives does not neces-
sarily foreclose more democratic solutions (John, 2018,
p. 99), it nevertheless strongly suggests a preoccupa-
tion with enhancing effectiveness through comparatively
small lifestyle choices. As a consequence, particular no-
tions of personal agency and social change are repro-
duced, i.e., the idea that “we can all be productive agents
of change without engaging in difficult political struggle”
(Maniates, 2016, p. 142). The potential repercussions of
the dissemination of this logic in governing food con-
sumption must be acknowledged.

During the Expo 2015 in Milan, the retail and
wholesale company Coop ltaly presented the exhibition
“Supermarket of the Future,” displaying a “place where
you see how data and information can change the way
we interact with food” (Coop, 2015). Information is pre-
sented to consumers on interactive tables, and by sim-
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ply pointing to a product the tables show “improved la-
bels” (Coop, 2015) by telling the story of a product, its
properties and its production chain. On a giant informa-
tion panel, the real-time data related to the point of
sale is presented, such as the number of visitors and the
products bought. Here, all supermarket purchases are
statistically collected and categorised into fruits, bever-
ages, meats and so forth. Behind food counters robots
designed “for a new era of automation” and “with dual
arms and the ability to feel and see” (Coop, 2015) im-
prove the safe and efficient handling of food products
while 3D printers have the potential to reproduce con-
sumers’ favourite food in specific forms and colours, with
added vitamins. Rather than being a distant possibility,
these technologies are viable working realities that may
be introduced in supermarkets for consumer interaction
if prices for their implementation reduce and their effec-
tivity is proved. In this regard, the market space is specif-
ically catered to help consumers reflect on their food
choices, purchase more rationally and ‘eco-friendly’ by
paying attention to food miles, as well as to reflect upon
particular cultural values (e.g., to purchase aesthetically
‘imperfect’ fruits and vegetables). Many of these efforts
explicitly or implicitly contribute to raising awareness for
the issue of food waste on the shopping floor level.

During the time of the exhibition, the European
Commission conducted a field experiment to analyse
how consumers would react to these new and inno-
vative techniques for their use within supermarkets
(Directorate-General for Justice and Consumers of the
European Commission [DG JUST], 2015; Elsen, van
Giesen, & Leenheer, 2015). The study tested if con-
sumers paid attention to price, date labels, nutritional
values and environmental information, with a specific in-
terest in consumers’ willingness to buy imperfect shaped
foods. Although price had a significant effect on con-
sumers’ willingness to buy (31 per cent if price reduc-
tion would be moderate, 39 per cent if price reduction
would be high), when using a persuasive message such
as an authenticity (41 per cent) or an anti-food waste
message (42 per cent), willingness to buy was slightly
higher. However, the combination of both price incen-
tives and an awareness message had an even bigger im-
pact (50 per cent; Elsen et al., 2015). Awareness mes-
sages go beyond giving people mere information, be-
cause they utilise heuristics to nudge people into con-
ducting certain behaviours, in this case by using cultural
values (authenticity) and environmental values (anti-
food waste) to motivate purchases.

In order to further understand how the ‘Supermarket
of the Future’ operates, supplementary material is re-
quired beyond the official documentation, in particu-
lar in relation to how it governs consumer conduct and
to assess how a more sustainable food system is imag-
ined through specific technologies and behaviour change
strategies on the shopping floor (DG JUST, 2015; Elsen
et al.,, 2015; also material handed to visitors on-site).
Three components can be seen as instrumental: cate-

gorising consumers in terms of food choice; displaying
specific information based on consumer type; and us-
ing information as a tool for comparing individual be-
haviours with those of other shoppers. If enabled via a
smart mobile device, the supermarket can recognise in-
dividual consumers when entering the shopping floor.
Based on past purchases, it classifies consumers into
one of six categories, which can be locally adjusted to
match consumer profiles. In the case of the exhibition
in Milan, these profiles included ‘Italian Food Lover,
‘Green&Ethic Consumer,’ ‘Foodie Consumer, ‘Wellness
Consumer, ‘Easy Consumer’ and ‘Veggie Consumer’
These categories are all positively connoted to help con-
sumers to identify with a consumption label. While shop-
ping, consumer information on the interactive screens
throughout the market is displayed according to con-
sumer type to help the customers make choices accord-
ing to their preferences (e.g., to prevent them from im-
pulse shopping) and to make them feel positive about
their consumption choices in the exact moment the
food products are picked off the shelf. Moreover, mes-
sages and pictures are displayed above the product con-
gratulating consumers on their choice and confirming
their decision. For example, if buyers fall into the ‘Easy
Consumer’ category, messages read: “You’ve chosen an
easy to prepare meal, now you’re free to enjoy life!” Such
an approach has a range of obvious benefits for super-
markets: First, they have a better understanding of who
shops in their market allowing them to adjust their prod-
uct range accordingly as well as to plan ahead more effec-
tively. And second, it is easier to display specific products
directly to consumers, for example products of a higher
price segment or specific brands. Since this form of adver-
tising is individualised it is more convincing than informa-
tion targeted at all shoppers. All purchases that are made
in the supermarket are further displayed above the shop-
ping area on a largescale information panel, which lists
the number of specific categories of products purchased
within a day, a week or a month. Here, consumer types
are connected to an abstract social context. Messages
are displayed to increase transparency concerning what
other consumers have purchased and in which quanti-
ties, within the same consumer type. Through this tool,
it is not only possible to develop a sense of belong-
ing towards a certain consumer group, but also to dis-
tinguish oneself from other groups. For instance, it is
readily observable for ‘Green&Ethic Consumers’ how ex-
actly their eating and consumption habits differ from
‘Wellness Consumers’ or ‘Easy Consumers.” Through the
combination of these informational tools, the buyer’s
choice is designed in multiple ways that are aimed to be
beneficial to consumers, retailers and political decision-
makers alike. It is easy to envision that supermarkets de-
signed accordingly can make a valuable contribution to
the reduction of food waste on the level of the individual
store and private households while fostering ‘green’ pur-
chasing and ecologically responsible lifestyles coherently
and continuously.
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However, from a food democracy standpoint, as out-
lined in the previous section, these benefits exhibit dan-
gers for collective and autonomous decision-making in
the context of food provisioning. First, we have seen that
these nudging strategies do not solely aim to give con-
sumers more information and rationalise consumer con-
duct, but instead rely on values, beliefs and sentiments
to motivate techniques of responsible self-government.
Citizens are held responsible as conscious consumers to
make continuous pro-environmental lifestyle choices to
support food sustainability, which is reinforced by mech-
anisms of social competition to be regarded as ‘better’
consumers than others. Consumers that subject them-
selves willingly to logics of food governance are thereby
produced through the interplay of technologies, typifi-
cations, the ranking of ethical consumption choices and
social comparisons. Individualisation is used as a mech-
anism to promote more effective reductions, which is
in stark contrast to participating in efforts to find com-
mon solutions. Second, interventions are designed in
ways that steer choices through the use of dominant
food discourses and values, such as authenticity and anti-
food waste, making them conform to market require-
ments. Here, the origin of individual behaviour change
aims is externally driven and the citizens’ perspective
plays no role. Even the chance to recognise particular
relations in the food system by giving consumers infor-
mation about the social relationships behind food pro-
duction is omitted as the information on the interactive
screens are mainly concerned with calculating environ-
mental footprints. By doing so, forms of acceptable and
unacceptable food subjectivities are produced that de-
velop responsible attitudes without disrupting the dy-
namics of consumption and the status quo of the current
food system (Rumpala, 2011) because the marketplace
is reaffirmed as the central impact arena on the food sys-
tem. Third, consumers that identify with such ethical and
sustainable positions and consumption types can be ex-
pected to be mobilised more easily to react to new rec-
ommendations. Other subjectivities and lifestyles that
may contribute to overall reductions in food waste, and
more broadly resource use—such as dumpster divers or
food redistributors—are excluded from these locations
and are implicitly devalued. In contrast, anti-food waste
messages could be designed to inform consumers about
the background conditions of food waste generation for
instance, rather than simply tying consumption choice
to a particular product. This means that citizens have lit-
tle to no influence and control on which ideas and re-
sources are distributed and which values they would pre-
fer. Ultimately, imagining future trajectories for reform-
ing the food system through these techniques enables
corporate preferences to influence debates on sustain-
ability within food politics, and may complicate efforts of
conceptualising and actualising sustainability more col-
lectively and democratically.

In sum, placing the responsibility on consumers to
adopt more sustainable lifestyles through price incen-

tives combined with pro-environmental messages may
have positive effects in terms of reduced environmental
impact, as suggested by the experiments conducted with
shoppers. However, the potential to democratise these
nudges by giving information and promoting values be-
yond greener purchasing decisions has been neglected.
While the possibility of more democratic approaches is
not foreclosed, nudges sometimes implicitly or explicitly
steer in the opposite direction of enhancing dimensions
of distributive justice, participation and recognition at
the heart of food democracy. The use of flashy digital
technologies glosses over the fact that, while it appears
that the food system can be more transparently compre-
hended on multiple screens, the actual relations remain
as invisible as before. The concept of food democracy re-
minds us that in order to arrive at a more just and sus-
tainable food system, the three dimensions of justice—
distribution, recognition and participation—must be sub-
jected to the citizens’ reflective capacities to counteract
the spread of “magical thinking” (Maniates, in press) that
green behaviour change agendas will automatically lead
us where we want to go.

5. Conclusions

Various authors have asserted that normative political
concepts, such as food democracy, contain a “vision for
the future while at the same time being rooted in the
present and being highly political” (Wald, 2015, p. 123).
This article has suggested that current economic and po-
litical strategies to steer food-related behaviours towards
sustainable ends do exactly the same: They constitute
building blocks for a future system and promote partic-
ular political solutions that are already widely dissem-
inated in the present. When designing sustainable be-
haviour change strategies in the context of food gover-
nance, basic democratic values such as justice and delib-
eration run the risk of being thoroughly neglected, which
in turn creates serious barriers for a democratisation
of the food system. Ultimately, there is nothing wrong
with encouraging consumers to reflect upon their food
choices and to help them to adopt ecologically respon-
sible behaviours. However, if citizens are constantly ad-
dressed as consumers and not as political subjects, and
they feel they are doing everything they can to trans-
form the system by buying better products, the collec-
tive imagination of how the production and distribution
of food is organised is severely narrowed. Understanding
food politics in this sense replaces democratic delibera-
tion with expert knowledge, dialogue with behavioural
modifications, and persuasive arguments with designed
options (Gumbert, 2019). Given that these strategies
can be expected to further proliferate in sustainability-
related fields to target consumption choices, suggestions
to inform policy design are all the more important and
the concept of food democracy may very well function as
a guiding principle to develop a renewed ethics to ground
behaviour change strategies.

Politics and Governance, 2019, Volume 7, Issue 4, Pages 94-104

101



& coGITATIO

Primarily, every consideration should be given to
make choice editing as transparent as possible. The
call for more transparency, however, does not refer to
more and better information about the environmental
impact of consumption choices, but behavioural inter-
ventions themselves. Citizens must be able to under-
stand who the instigator of an intervention is and what it
strives to achieve before making an informed decision on
whether they want to comply. This need arises because
such strategies are frequently designed to work uncon-
sciously, such as through triggering heuristics that use so-
cial and cultural food values or discourses that are rarely
consciously reflected upon simply because they are not
discussed with others. Instead of relying on these tech-
niques, we should be asking citizens the relevant ques-
tions, to engage in dialogue and to give them the pos-
sibility of becoming an environmentally conscious citi-
zen, without focusing solely on correcting their irrational,
harmful biases. In the short term, the nudge effect may
be weaker, but it could contribute to a more compre-
hensive citizen education in the long run. As a result,
nudging could in fact be used to support citizens in “ex-
pand[ing] their awareness, experience, and knowledge
of the environment in which they live, including their im-
pact on it and its impact on them” (Hall, 2016, p. 604)
and promote responsible actions and behaviours beyond
the marketplace. For example, nudges may ultimately
leave the sphere of consumption behind and focus on
social practices (the promotion of collectively engaging
with others), the built environment (e.g., better infras-
tructures for food redistribution) and other material con-
texts surrounding us. Such strategies have been found to
be more apt to promote radical shifts in lifestyles than
incremental behavioural changes (Barr, 2015). While this
may be viewed as a conventional easy fix it is neverthe-
less an important step towards democratising nudges.

Second, if questions of when and where to inter-
vene are increasingly important for public policy and the
collaboration with private actors as allies is further ex-
panded for greening the food system, this cooperation
should be taken seriously. Instead of simply steering con-
sumers towards buying greener products and slightly
altering individual lifestyles, the shopping floor could
be reimagined as a place for storytelling, for educating
people about food worlds and fostering emotions (as
part of the system of ethical reasoning; see Nussbaum,
2015) towards appreciating natural resources, soils, and
cultivating holistic human—nature relations. It is about
recognising diverse agencies which may prompt citizens
to participate differently in the future, perhaps away
from an individualised approach. That being said, it is
equally important that citizens are able to reject such at-
tempts and that the plurality of diverse perspectives is
included and justly secured. While this suggestion may
seem farfetched—and some will undoubtedly consider it
naive, given the power and authority of transnationally
operating retailers in the food system—choice architects
are absolutely correct to concentrate on the immediate

environment where people make decisions. It is for this
reason that alternative concepts for the “Supermarket of
the Future” need to be brought into dialogue with exist-
ing ones. In this regard, a food democracy perspective
can simultaneously warn against the dangers of respon-
sibilisation leading to individualisation and depoliticiza-
tion, while at the same time being constructively applied
towards imagining alternate food futures.
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1. Introduction

Over the past decades, food production and consump-
tion have become increasingly globalised and intercon-
nected. Today we speak of a ‘global’ food system, span-
ning a plurality of territorially and functionally distinct
food systems. While the global food system is provid-
ing more food than ever before in human history, it
is increasingly subject to criticism. Hunger and under-
nutrition continue to plague the Global South, while,
conversely, obesity and malnutrition are emerging chal-

lenges in various regions, including Western industrial
societies (International Food Policy Research Institute,
2016). In addition, the complex ecological and social
problems of the modern food system are under discus-
sion (Lang, Barling, & Caraher, 2012).

The driving forces behind food system problems are
manifold and multi-layered. They range from global en-
vironmental change to international market and gover-
nance failures to regional shifts in eating habits to lo-
cal conflicts. From a critical perspective, however, the
massive concentration of economic and political power
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in today’s food system is a significant problem. Few
companies hold high market shares in meat, seeds,
agrochemicals, food processing and retail (Lang et al.,,
2012; McMichael, 2013). The concentration of eco-
nomic power in turn reflects the political power struc-
tures shaping the food system. For a long time, food-
related policies in Europe and North America have been
crafted in relatively closed agro-political circles shielded
from public attention and discourse (Skogstad, 1998;
Tracy, 1989), recent developments in the direction of
a post-exceptionalist and more open agricultural pol-
icy sector notwithstanding (Daugbjerg & Feindt, 2017).
Furthermore, policy-makers have entirely refrained from
intervening in the food system altogether, often in
the name of consumer rights and freedom of choice
(Korthals, 2001). In this situation, how can the challenge
of a concentrated, arguably undemocratic and largely un-
sustainable food system be met?

A common answer to this and similar questions in
the political and scientific discourse is ‘by empowering
people.” Control of the food system, the argument goes,
must be given to the people by improving their capabil-
ity to decide on food-related issues more autonomously.
The hope is that empowerment ‘increases the participa-
tion and decision-making power of citizens and may po-
tentially lead to transformative action which will change
opportunity structures in an inclusive and equalising di-
rection’ (Andersen & Siim, 2004, p. 2). Empowerment is
thus seen as contributing to a more democratic and sus-
tainable food system (Fernandez-Wulff, 2019; Hassanein,
2003; Lacy, 2000; Petetin, 2016). In practice, we can see
that empowerment has become a central claim and ref-
erence point for various actors and their actions to trans-
form the existing food system (Moore & Swisher, 2015;
Renting, Schermer, & Rossi, 2012). A multitude of venues
and practices have emerged in the food system to de-
velop people’s capacities for dealing with food issues
and change existing food systems. These range from lo-
cal food initiatives and health-food movements to insti-
tutionalised food policy councils and government educa-
tion policies.

In this article, we examine the relationship between
empowerment and democracy in theoretical and em-
pirical terms. We share the common view that empow-
erment may be key to democratise the food system.
However, given the diversity of venues for empower-
ing people on food issues, it remains an open question
whether all these venues have the same potential to
improve the democratic quality of food systems. This
question is all the more important since the supposedly
simple relationship between empowerment and democ-
racy has arguably become more complex in advanced
Western liberal democracies. While empowerment in
the 1970s and 1980s was seen, mainly by proponents
of participatory democracy, as a promising approach to
the democratisation of liberal democracy (Barber, 1984),
both the practice and the debate have changed. On the
one hand, the institutional practice of liberal democ-

racies has undergone major changes, recently referred
to as post-liberalisation, i.e., a decentring and pluralisa-
tion of democratic institutions and practices (Sgrensen &
Torfing, 2005). On the other hand, the concepts and cri-
teria for describing and assessing democracies in increas-
ingly layered and pluralised governance settings have
become more varied and complex (Schmidt, 2013). If
the democratic quality of empowerment is to be evalu-
ated under the conditions of contemporary post-liberal
and complex democracy, a re-examination of the concep-
tual relationship between empowerment and democ-
racy is necessary.

Against this backdrop, we ask in this article: What is
the democratic potential of different food-related em-
powerment forms? To answer this question, we pro-
vide a novel theoretical conceptualisation of democratic
empowerment that combines a broad analytical under-
standing of empowerment with a concept of power-
based complex democracy. On this basis, we offer ten-
tative empirical interpretations of the democratising po-
tential of various forms of food-related empowerment
that can be found, especially in the context of Western
liberal democracies, in four different types of venues for
involving people in food issues.

We develop our argument as follows: In Section 2, we
conceptualise empowerment as an analytical perspec-
tive composed of several dimensions and reflect on its
relation to democracy. Doing so leads to a differentiated
conceptual understanding of democratic empowerment.
In Section 3, we interpret existing research on four typi-
cal venues where people get involved in food issues from
an empowerment perspective, drawing a more differen-
tiated picture of food-related empowerment practices in
these venues. Section 4 discusses the democraticimplica-
tions of these different forms of food-related empower-
ment. In the conclusion, we reflect upon future research
on food-related empowerment as a viable strategy for
the transformation of the food system.

2. Empowerment and Democracy: A Conceptual
Framework

The concept of empowerment is used in different prac-
tical and disciplinary contexts (psychology, education,
politics) with different meanings (McLaughlin, 2016).
Generally speaking, empowerment refers to practices
of engaging people and bringing them into positions of
agency to articulate their concerns regarding individual
or societal goals. Amy Allen (1998), in her account of po-
litical empowerment, developed a relational understand-
ing in view of a differentiated concept of power. For her,
empowerment is a counter-movement to classical man-
ifestations of ‘power over,” understood as the ‘ability of
an actor...to constrain the choices available to another
actor’ (Allen, 1998, p. 33). Empowerment, in contrast,
refers to a different form of power, called ‘power to,
described as the ‘capacity of an agent to act in spite of
or in response to the power wielded over her by oth-
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ers’ and to the ‘ability of an individual actor to attain an
end or series of ends’ (Allen, 1998, p. 34). Such a con-
cept is committed to an emancipatory goal: The devel-
opment of a kind of counter-power that liberates indi-
viduals from domination (‘power over’) by bringing them
into positions of agency (‘power to’). It should be noted
that empowerment as emancipation is a self-induced, au-
tonomous process. People cannot be empowered by oth-
ers; they can only empower themselves (for a discussion,
see Mclaughlin, 2016, pp. 38-51).

2.1. Dimensions of Empowerment

This rather narrow, normative conception of empower-
ment stands in contrast to a broader and more analyti-
cal use of the term, which refers to various practices by
which people actively or passively attain positions of rel-
ative power of different kinds (Avelino, 2017). In this ar-
ticle, we use such a broad analytical approach because
it allows us to capture the diverse landscape of empow-
erment forms that can be found in different venues for
involving people in food issues. To grasp these formsin a
detailed manner, we propose a set of analytical dimen-
sions that frequently appear in the broader empower-
ment discourse (e.g., Andersen & Siim, 2004; Avelino,
2017; MclLaughlin, 2016). These dimensions correspond
with a series of conceptual questions to which each em-
powerment practice relates in some way: Who empow-
ers whom, how, where, and to what ends?

The first dimension refers to the empowerment ac-
tors. Following a broad analytical understanding, the re-
lated question ‘who empowers whom?’ can be answered
in two distinct ways. Empowerment can be understood
either as a social act between two actors, i.e., an actor
(subject) who empowers another actor (object), or, in an
emancipatory perspective, as an autonomous act of self-
empowerment of a single actor. While, in principle, dif-
ferent kinds of actors can be involved in empowerment
processes, it is important to distinguish between individ-
ual and collective empowerment. Empowerment can be
understood as an act carried out by individual actors. But
we may also think of empowerment as a form of collec-
tive action that ‘encourages its participants to engage in
dialogue with the aim of connecting their personal life ex-
perience to broader social-structural phenomena such as
relations of oppression and domination, economic struc-
tures, cultural forms, and so on’ (Allen, 2008, p. 167).

Asking the question of ‘how?’, the second dimen-
sion refers to the concrete means of empowerment.
Depending on the context of action, we can discern a
large diversity of specific empowerment means, each of
which refers to different kinds of resources that bring
people into positions of agency, including different forms
of knowledge and different kinds of actions, through
which people acquire power (such as education, partic-
ipation, disobedience, contestation, subversion, deliber-
ation, collaboration, etc.; for different strategies of food-
related empowerment, see, e.g., Tornaghi, 2017).

The third dimension addresses the ‘where?’ ques-
tion and refers to the context of empowerment. While
there are many different venues for (political) empower-
ment (e.g., various political arenas, institutional settings
and levels of governance), a more fundamental distinc-
tion in empowerment thinking can be described as ‘in-
side vs. outside the system.” This distinction reflects the
fact that actors either seek to attain power by raising
their ‘voice’ from within a given system, or they address
change from the outside based on an ‘exit’ approach
(Sgrensen, 1997). Sometimes, the contexts of empow-
erment become means for power contestations; for ex-
ample, when established institutions seek to co-opt and
internalise empowerment actors (Young, 1990, p. 90) or
push them outside of the system by calling into question
their legitimacy (Bornemann, 2017).

The fourth dimension addresses the question ‘to
what ends?’ and captures the goal of empowerment.
There are again many different issue-specific interpreta-
tions of empowerment goals (e.g., individual freedom,
health, happiness). Yet, in view of our broad analytical
understanding of empowerment as a process aimed at
the development of power, the goal dimension can be
related to different types of power envisaged by em-
powerment practices. While empowerment as develop-
ing power in the sense of ‘power to’ represents the clas-
sical emancipatory understanding, which is about chal-
lenging existing power structures and promoting alter-
natives, empowerment can also relate to other types of
power. It can involve the creation of collective power
that binds people together or enables them to ‘act to-
gether for the attainment of a common or shared end
or series of ends’ (Allen, 1998, p. 35; see also Partzsch,
2017). This type of ‘power with,” in Allen’s terminology,
is also referred to as ‘generative’ power (see Hendriks,
2009). Finally, the objective of empowerment may be the
realisation of ‘power over.” Although such an understand-
ing clearly conflicts with the narrow emancipatory con-
ception of empowerment, it seems relevant in the con-
text of liberal-representative democracy. With its clear
distinction between ‘government’ and ‘the people,’ such
a model depends on the realisation of ‘power over’ in
two respects. On the one hand, empowerment in the
sense of the realisation of ‘power over’ refers to the gov-
ernment’s ability to exercise political power, i.e., an in-
stitutionally ‘caged’ form of power as opposed to non-
political coercive power (see Haugaard, 2010). On the
other hand, it refers to the people’s ability to recognize
‘power over’ by the government as a legitimate form of
political power.

2.2. Democratic Implications of Empowerment

Following these distinctions, empowerment is a multi-
faceted concept that refers to a variety of manifestations.
But how does the concept and its interpetations relate
to democracy? There exist many theoretical and empir-
ical links between empowerment and democracy. From
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a historical perspective, Welzel (2013) regards empower-
ment as the main driving force behind democratisation,
as opposed to elite strategies of democratisation. In the
context of modern democratic theory, empowerment
is discussed as an important prerequisite of the demo-
cratic process in that it aims to strengthen people’s abil-
ity to participate in collective decisions through voice or
vote (Sgrensen, 1997). Not surprisingly, empowerment
plays an important role in theories of participative or
‘strong’ democracy, according to which the democratic
ideal of political equality is realised through maximised
participation of the people (Barber, 1984). While the link
between emancipatory empowerment and participatory
democracy is certainly the most established, an analyti-
cal understanding of empowerment entails further con-
nections to normative democracy theory. Deliberative or
discursive theories of democracy, for example, can be as-
sociated with empowerment in the sense of developing
‘power with,” as these notions of democracy presuppose
collaboration and communication among basically equal
actors (Dryzek, 2000; Hendriks, 2009). Ideals of pluralist,
representative and liberal democracy, in turn, seem to
focus on ‘power over, as the very idea is to establish pro-
cesses that enable actors to exercise power over each
other without domination (Haugaard, 2010, 2015).

Generally speaking, democracy and empowerment
are thus linked by the concept of political power.
Democracy, on the one hand, is the exercise of polit-
ical power by the sovereign people (Mouffe, 2000). It
describes a form of institutionalised acquisition, shar-
ing and execution of political power (Haugaard, 2010): A
way of managing societal conflict and solving common
problems based on the use of (different forms of) po-
litical power, seeking to alter and, in view of an ideal
of political equality, ultimately level political power re-
lations (Beitz, 1989). Empowerment, on the other hand,
refers to the process of attaining political power and can
thus be conceived as a pre-condition or enabling force
of the democratic process. It is concerned with the de-
velopment of different forms of political power that, in
turn, are related to different democratic principles, such
as participation (‘power to’), deliberation (‘power with’)
and representation (‘power over’). Thus, empowerment
is not as such democratic; rather, empowerment is a
process of power generation that creates the conditions
for democracy.

Drawing on system-theoretical democratic thinking
(Schmidt, 2013), these principles and related types of

power can be interpreted as referring to three basic func-
tions of a power-based concept of complex democracy,
each linked with a certain type of empowerment (for
a theoretical contextualisation, see Bornemann & Haus,
2017; for an alternative interpretation of food democ-
racy along the three dimensions of democratic legiti-
macy, see Behringer & Feindt, 2019):

(1) On the input side, the democratic process involves
opening or breaking an established political order by,
for example, challenging the order and promoting
alternatives. Doing so requires the development of
‘power to’;

(2) The throughput function of the democratic pro-
cess consists of balancing or reshuffling existing
power relations by, for example, developing actor
coalitions or coordinating strategies, which require
the development of ‘power with’;

(3) The output dimension of the democratic process
involves the (temporary) closure of the previously
opened and reshuffled political order in order to en-
able the implementation of collectively binding de-
cisions. This requires empowerment geared towards
the development of ‘power over, which refers to the
ability to recognise and follow collective decisions
(see Table 1).

Such a power-based understanding of complex democ-
racy puts into perspective the widespread idea that espe-
cially emancipatory empowerment forms (in the sense of
‘empowering to’) exhibit a democratic potential. It is also
critical of the common view that ‘power over’ necessarily
represents an undemocratic form of power. Instead, it is
based on the argument that democracy involves a com-
plex regime of different power types and related forms
of empowerment. ‘Empowering to’ is indeed essential
to the democratic process. From the point of view of a
complex democracy, however, it is only one element that
must be supplemented, on the one hand, by ‘empower-
ment with’ in order to enable cooperation between ac-
tors, and, on the other hand, by forms of ‘empowerment
over’ to allow for the implementation of collective deci-
sions in a commonly binding manner.

In the remainder of this article, we use these con-
ceptual considerations to analyse the democratic impli-
cations of different forms of food-related empowerment.

Table 1. Three dimensions of a power-based concept of complex democracy.

(1) Input (2) Throughput (3) Output
‘Opening up’ ‘Balancing out’ ‘Closing down’
Required type of power Power to Power with Power over
Empowerment as Challenging an existing Reshuffling an existing Establishing (a new) political

order by developing the ability
to promote alternatives

order by developing the order by generating the ability

ability to collaborate to recognise collective action
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In the next section, we draw on the first three dimen-
sions of empowerment to examine and compare differ-
ent forms of food-related empowerment, which can be
found in different types of venues for involving people in
food issues. In Section 4, we focus on the fourth analyti-
cal dimension of empowerment to clarify how different
forms of food-related empowerment promote the three
types of political ‘power to,” ‘power with,” and ‘power
over’ that are associated with the concept of power-
based complex democracy.

3. Forms of Food-Related Empowerment

In the course of a general process of politicisation,
broadly understood as the expansion and intensification
of political contestation in hitherto non-political areas,
food has increasingly become a reference point in politi-
cal debates as well as in individual and collective efforts
to initiate processes of social transformation (Alkon &
Guthman, 2017). This is reflected in the rise of venues
in which people become involved in practices of shap-
ing and changing the way food is produced, distributed
and consumed (Grauerholz & Owens, 2015). Such prac-
tices range from the development of food-related knowl-
edge and skills to become more self-determined vis-a-
vis food companies and caring more about one’s own
health to subversive direct interventions in the food sys-
tem through urban gardening and practices of food res-
cue or food sharing; from the consideration of nutritional
information and designations of origin in consumer deci-
sions to more institutionalised political participation in
food-related decision-making.

While the engagement of actors in different venues is
driven by different, sometimes mixed and not always po-
litical concerns, the concept of empowerment appears
to be an important reference point for both scientific
observers and involved practitioners when it comes to
determining the objective of these venues (Moore &
Swisher, 2015; Renting et al., 2012). Starting from this in-
terpretation, we seek to draw a more differentiated pic-
ture of the forms of empowerment associated with these
venues. Although our analysis is illustrative and prelimi-
nary rather than systematic, we focus on four venues typ-
ical of Western societies that bring with them a consid-
erable variety of food-related empowerment forms. Our
case selection includes two venues in which people be-
come active from below by engaging in plant-based diets
and local food initiatives, such as farmers’ markets and
community-supported agriculture (CSA). We also look
at two more institutionalised venues for engagement in
food policy councils, as well as in government food edu-
cation programmes.

3.1. Plant-Based Diets
The first venue of food-related empowerment refers

to plant-based nutrition practices, meaning that peo-
ple exclude animal products, such as meat, dairy, eggs

and animal by-products from their diets (Cherry, 2014).
Over the past decade, the number of people living on
a plant-based diet has multiplied, with growth rates
of several hundred percent in some Western countries
(Baum+Whiteman, 2018). Many people cite ethical rea-
sons for not consuming animal products. The current
food system is largely based on intensive livestock farm-
ing and production processes in which the treatment of
animals at all stages of production has raised moral con-
cerns (Grauerholz & Owens, 2015). Plant-based diets are
also claimed to have a wide range of health benefits, in-
cluding lower cholesterol levels and a reduced risk of
heart disease, hypertension, diabetes, obesity and can-
cer (Cherry, 2014). The standard American or European
diet, which includes animal protein and large amounts of
fatty and sugary food, is regarded as unhealthy and has
been implicated in many lifestyle diseases in the industri-
alised world and beyond. Further, the negative environ-
mental impact of meat and dairy production is tremen-
dous, e.g., the production of greenhouse gases in the live-
stock industry (Grauerholz & Owens, 2015).

The everyday practices of plant-based diet followers
in Western societies largely consist of preparing vegan
meals as alternatives to commodities derived from ani-
mals. Adopting this diet can be interpreted as empow-
erment insofar as its followers actively reflect on their
eating habits and the welfare of animals and the envi-
ronment, and acquire knowledge and skills that enable
them to change their practices. Empowerment may at
first result from an individual consumption decision and
‘private’ activity in people’s kitchens, thus representing a
form of self-empowerment. At the same time, a commu-
nity exists to share experiences and tactics for a plant-
based lifestyle and to encourage others to adopt that
lifestyle. Today, community exchanges often occur via
the internet and social networks. The number of vegan
food blogs and YouTube channels is tremendous and
continues to increase. In the real world as well, rele-
vant infrastructure is growing, with cafés, restaurants,
specialised supermarkets and other shops spreading in
cities like Berlin and London (Baum+Whiteman, 2018).
In addition, campaigns like ‘Meatless Mondays’ (which
encourage people to go meatless one day a week) and
‘Veganuary’ (inspiring and supporting people to try be-
coming vegan for January, as a New Year’s resolution) are
targeted at the greater public. Hence, at first, it is the indi-
vidual who follows a plant-based diet, but the collective
dimension of empowerment plays an important role as
well. Some scholars therefore recognise veganism as a
social movement (le Grand, 2015).

The everyday practices of individuals following a
plant-based diet are intertwined with the broader cul-
tural transformation they wish to inspire. The empower-
ment of activists occurs by following, and experimenting
with, a plant-based diet, understood as an alternative to
established ways of food production and consumption.
Living on a plant-based diet is not only about eating, but
can also refer to lifestyle and ideology, as a way to man-
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ifest compassion and prosocial concerns, or as a form of
resistance to the mainstream food culture in Western so-
cieties (Micheletti & Stolle, 2012). Still, it can also be a
practice that remains confined to the individual and thus
lacks the supra-individual dimension, e.g., when the per-
son is following a plant-based diet solely to improve per-
sonal health.

3.2. Local Food Initiatives

Before the emergence of supermarkets, people in both
rural and urban contexts typically produced their own
food or bought it from farmers’ markets and local ven-
dors. Over time, these practices were pushed to the
side, severing the direct connections between produc-
ers and consumers (Grauerholz & Owens, 2015; Perrett
& Jackson, 2015). Local food initiatives can be regarded
as an attempt to restore these connections and es-
tablish new social, economic and physical ties against
the practices of large-scale food production, which are
regarded as destructive (Hinrichs, 2000; Lyson, 2004;
see also Hasson, 2019; Prost, 2019). With the shared
purpose of favouring local and seasonal over exotic
and preserved foods (Hinrichs, 2000), local food initia-
tives manifest in numerous forms. A typical form is the
farmers’ market, where local small-scale producers sell
their produce directly to consumers—a face-to-face in-
teraction that takes place outside of the established
mass food distribution system (Chiffoleau, Millet-Amrani,
Rossi, Rivera-Ferre, & Merino, 2019). A second example
is CSA. Consumers typically purchase a membership and,
in return, receive a ‘share’ of the farmer’s seasonable
yield. CSA is based on an agreement between local farm-
ers and local consumers to share the costs, risks and
products of the farm. The focus of CSA is clearly on com-
munity, going beyond a market relationship and, in this
sense, representing a highly embedded agricultural mar-
ket (Hinrichs, 2000). Further examples of local food initia-
tives include green box schemes, urban gardening, con-
sumer cooperatives and artisanal foods.

The rise of local food initiatives can be interpreted
as a counter-movement to the increasing globalisation
of the food system, which leaves a massive environmen-
tal footprint and disconnects the consumer from food-
related knowledge and the conditions under which food
is produced (Grauerholz & Owens, 2015). Local food ini-
tiatives represent venues for empowerment of local ac-
tors insofar as they are given the power to shape their
own food environments rather than being dependent
upon large corporations and international markets. Local
producer—consumer relations are characterised by pos-
itive social ties and high social capital. Implying a local
‘moral’ economy that represents the antidote to a glob-
alised market economy, in which only the economics of
price count (Hinrichs, 2000, 2003), the consumers pur-
chase local produce to support ‘their’ farmers, while lo-
cal farmers provide pure, seasonal, healthy and transpar-
ent food. Local food initiatives thus involve a reciprocal

empowerment relationship between producers and con-
sumers. By offering locally produced food, producers as-
sume the role of empowering subjects, as they create
conditions that allow people to change their food shop-
ping and consumption practices. At the same time, pro-
ducers are empowered through consumers to actually
engage in local food production.

Given the specific economic means of empower-
ment, which involve practices of selling and buying, this
process of mutual empowerment does not always un-
fold evenly. In fact, local social relations are not immune
to inequalities and uneven power structures. For exam-
ple, farmers may move into new dependencies, espe-
cially those types of direct agricultural markets in which
relations between consumers and producers are com-
modified (Hinrichs, 2000, p. 298). This is arguably differ-
ent in other arrangements that involve relatively stable
social ties between consumers and producers, some of
which also directly involve consumers in the production
process (such as CSAs). Consequently, spatial proximity
might confer trust among the local population, but this is
not guaranteed (Hinrichs, 2003). In addition, a local com-
munity typically mirrors the larger society, replicating or
promoting new forms of social and economic exclusion
and rendering the notion of the local community as a ‘big
family’ an illusion. Accordingly, local food initiatives that
initially intended to empower people by including them
in an alternative system are regularly suspected of recre-
ating the established food system or being subject to that
system via the reproduction of its dominant economic
logic (see also Perrett & Jackson, 2015). Overall, while the
‘local’ in these examples is commonly associated with the
good, whereas the ‘global’ represents the evil, some as-
pects might counter the simple local-global/good—bad
dichotomy (Hinrichs, 2003). Essentially, these complexi-
ties make it difficult to assess the empowerment quali-
ties of local food initiatives in an unequivocal manner.

3.3. Food Policy Councils

Food policy councils represent a type of institutionalised
multi-stakeholder governance arrangement at the com-
munal or regional level (Harper, Shattuck, Holt-Giménez,
Alkon, & Lambrick, 2009; see also Bassarab, Clark, Santo,
& Palmer, 2019; Sieveking, 2019). The first food councils
were established in Canada and the US in the 1980s, and
they have since spread to other countries all over the
world. Food policy councils engage politically in the food
system to improve food governance. Their emergence
can be attributed to a critical reflection on contemporary
food systems as being highly fragmented and therefore
in need of better cooperation and coordination among
involved actors (Harper et al., 2009). Generally, food pol-
icy councils seek improvement in various ways, such as by
addressing the health-related consequences or sustain-
ability of the food system. They do so by way of ‘civic
engagement into shaping public opinion, culture, institu-
tions and policies by communication, lobbying and polit-
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ical activism’ (Renting et al., 2012, p. 300). Towards this
end, food policy councils typically gather and share infor-
mation about the structure and functioning of a certain
food system at the local or regional level; based on this,
they advise policy-makers and political authorities, coor-
dinate food-related actions among involved parties, and
develop coordinated strategies to tackle problems in the
food system.

Food policy councils can be initiated and institution-
alised in different ways: They typically emerge from soci-
etal initiatives or movements, but they can also be initi-
ated ‘from above’ by public authorities and policy-makers.
Food policy councils reach out to key actors as well as ex-
perts on different aspects of the food system and develop
models that are open to all interested people, both stake-
holders and citizens alike. As a result, the composition of
food policy councils varies, as do the processes of select-
ing the actors to involve (Gupta et al., 2018).

As such, food policy councils can be interpreted as
a specific form of empowerment in the food sector. By
bringing together actors involved in the food system,
these councils render explicit and transparent the com-
position of the system and related power positions and
relations. Empowerment occurs through the participa-
tion and representation in food policy councils of a wide
range of actors, as diverse as ‘anti-hunger and food jus-
tice advocates, educators...concerned citizens, govern-
ment officials, farmers...food workers, business people,
food processors and food distributors’ (Harper et al.,
2009, p. 16), all of whom have a stake in food issues. Food
policy councils have the potential to give voice to a whole
range of views and positions, including those not yet rep-
resented in the food system. Empowerment also takes
place through exchanges between the involved actors,
including knowledge acquisition activities among the ac-
tors as well as the (collective) framing of problems and
agenda setting. These councils seek to gain at least par-
tial control over highly differentiated, sometimes scat-
tered, food-related affairs, which are largely controlled
by corporations (Welsh & MacRae, 1998). Therefore, the
institutionalisation of a food policy council can be re-
garded as an act of problematising the organisation and
functioning of an existing food system. Finally, by involv-
ing various parties in one arena of interaction and com-
munication, existing power positions and relations might
be challenged and new ones might emerge. Food policy
councils may thus serve as a venue for reshuffling exist-
ing power relations.

According to their mission, food policy councils must
balance their members’ interests with community in-
terests and the broader political context. In particular,
the levelling of citizen-led and government-led initiatives
can be challenging. This points to a dilemma of ‘institu-
tionalised participation’ in food policy councils: On the
one hand, they create an arena for interaction and an
environment for ‘food citizenship’ to develop (Welsh &
MacRae, 1998); on the other, they may be seen as mere
vehicles for generating the legitimacy of official policies

(Rosol, 2012). Drawing the line between participation, as
a form of empowerment, and the co-optation of stake-
holders is not always an easy task.

3.4. Government Food Education Policy

Government policy is certainly not the most obvious
thing that comes to mind when one thinks of empow-
erment. On the contrary, classical command-and-control
policies (e.g., food safety regulations), economic incen-
tives (e.g., ‘fat taxes’), and also newer types of ‘nudg-
ing’ (such as food labels or food ‘traffic light’ ratings)
are often under suspicion of infringing upon people’s
autonomy and approving rather than problematising es-
tablished asymmetrical power relations between the
state, food corporations and citizens (Gumbert, 2019;
Mazzocchi et al., 2015). In fact, government policies ad-
dressing individual consumers are regularly criticised for
violating the principle of consumer sovereignty (Korthals,
2001), hence disempowering and paternalizing individu-
als. Yet, some government policies are presented with
the claim of empowering people. These include gov-
ernmental health campaigns that inform people about
healthy diets and the consequences of unhealthy eat-
ing (Israel, Checkoway, Schulz, & Zimmerman, 2016).
Prominent examples include ‘5-a-day’ campaigns, which
advise people to eat five portions of fruit and veg-
etables a day, as well as national dietary guidelines
which aim to foster healthy eating habits and lifestyles
(Fischer & Garnett, 2016). Furthermore, food education
programmes, such as school cooking, seek to motivate
young people to acknowledge the significance of food
and the food system more generally (Jones et al., 2012).
Public-engagement campaigns drawing attention to food
waste behaviour and its consequences are common in
many European countries and beyond (Quested, Marsh,
Stunell, & Parry, 2013). All these programmes share the
goal of informing and educating people about food is-
sues. They aim to develop the individual’s capability to
change eating habits and make autonomous, responsible
and prudent choices. In the broader sense, state educa-
tion programmes can therefore be seen as a contribution
to the formation of a food citizenship that encompasses
judgement and action as well as commitment, duty and
solidarity (Benn, 2004).

Attempts to empower people through government
education are prima facie based on a mode of empow-
erment that presumes a relationship between two dif-
ferent kinds of actors. Acting as an empowerment sub-
ject, the government seeks to create capacities on the
side of policy addressees (sometimes also addressed as
collectives or milieus). The relevant means to do so is
through ‘education,’ i.e., a diverse set of practices that
seek to change people’s attitudes and/or behaviour by
conveying knowledge upon which people can base their
food-related decisions. As the above examples suggest,
different forms of information transfer accompany dif-
ferent degrees of empowerment. While the mere dis-
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semination of information in the form of food-related
information campaigns can be considered a form of
superficial empowerment (trusting in people’s capac-
ity to process this information), other forms aim to ac-
tively engage people in autonomous knowledge acquisi-
tion (e.g., school cooking). Finally, empowerment in the
form of government education implies emergence from
within the system, at least in the first place. Government
education is not about encouraging people to exit the sys-
tem, but instead familiarising them with the existing sys-
tem so their voices can be heard. Yet, longer-term side
effects may occur, especially from those forms of edu-
cation that lead to changes in attitudes and the active
acquisition of knowledge, both of which have the poten-
tial to transform policy addressees into food citizens who
actively engage in the shaping of their food systems.

This overall positive assessment of empowerment
through government education notwithstanding, numer-
ous criticisms also exist. Among these are doubts as to
whether, and to what extent, information-oriented poli-
cies can actually foster (enduring) changes in people’s
behaviours. Moreover, in a policy field that is deeply
entwined with the lobbying interests of powerful agro-
corporate actors, it can be questioned whether govern-
ment education programmes are truly unbiased or con-
cerned with empowering people (Teicholz, 2015). These
programmes are sometimes considered merely as sym-
bolic politics; or worse, as deliberate strategies to cover
up, and thereby reaffirm, more fundamental power
asymmetries in the food system. Government policies
that seek to engage citizens are also suspected of (inade-
quately) shifting the responsibility from actors with ‘real’
power, such as food corporations, to individual citizen-
consumers, who are neither responsible for the prob-
lems of the current food system nor in the position to
really change anything (Lang et al., 2012). Consequently,
the state becomes the protector of the powerful incum-
bent food regime.

4. Democratic Potential of Food-Related
Empowerment

In this section, we further explore the forms of food-
related empowerment with regard to their potential to
improve the democratic quality of food systems. On the
basis of the power-based concept of complex democracy
developed in Section 2, we ask whether a certain form
of food-related empowerment contributes to the devel-
opment of one or more forms of political power related
to the three dimensions of democracy. Accordingly, we
consider empowerment as ‘opening up’ an existing polit-
ical order insofar as it can be associated with the devel-
opment of ‘power to.” A practice of ‘balancing out’ exist-
ing asymmetries and inequalities is prevalent when we
discern the development of ‘power with.’ Finally, we can
speak of a democratic ‘closing down’ of a political order
when there are indications that a certain empowerment
practice creates ‘power over.’

4.1. Opening Up

With regard to the input dimension of the democratic
process, empowerment is directed towards developing
‘power to.’ This involves bringing people into positions to
challenge the existing political order of a community, i.e.,
the established structures, norms, discourses and power
relationships prevalent in that community. Accordingly,
the ‘opening’ of an existing political order can take many
forms, including the questioning of established problem
framings, policy boundaries, resource allocation patterns
and governance practices, or the problematisation of the
legitimacy of incumbent actors and actor constellations
as well as their orientations and strategies. On the basis
of this understanding, the forms of food-related empow-
erment described above reveal different aspirations for
a democratic ‘opening.

Most clearly pronounced are practices of ‘empow-
ering to’ in local food initiatives. It is often their ambi-
tion to challenge the existing order of food systems and
the roles and positions of incumbent actors. By empha-
sising ‘local’ autonomy (and identifying the local with
the ‘good’), these initiatives draw attention to the domi-
nant practice of a ‘globalised’ (and, therefore, ‘evil’), het-
eronomous system of food production, distribution and
consumption (Hinrichs, 2003). Local food initiatives not
only render visible and problematise the hidden struc-
tures, mechanisms and socio-ecological consequences of
the global food regime, but they also offer alternative
ideas and practices geared towards the transformation
of this regime. As the initiatives provide ideas and infras-
tructures for approaching food differently, they consti-
tute venues in which people can experience autonomy
and self-reliance.

Although there are various reasons for following
a plant-based diet, many of the related practices re-
veal considerable emancipatory claims. Especially when
driven by environmental or ethical concerns, plant-based
diets question and ‘open up’ normalities in the food sys-
tem by calling for alternatives to established ideas and
practices of ‘good’ food production and consumption. By
promoting people’s awareness about and ability to em-
power their food-related choices, these practices also
involve the development of individual action capacity
and autonomy in relation to food-related consumption
patterns—with (more or less decidedly articulated) the
hope for a transformation of the food system as a whole.
Yet the system-related transformation potential of plant-
based diets will depend on whether these practices as-
sume the form of individual consumption decisions in
the private sphere or are explicitly targeted at a broader
community (e.g., vegan YouTube channels with tens of
thousands of subscribers).

As compared to these two forms, the emancipatory
empowerment potential of food policy councils seems
less clearly pronounced. On the one hand, these coun-
cils can be interpreted as attempts to question the ex-
isting political order of the established food system. The
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very establishment of a food policy council can be seen
as problematising the organisation and functioning of
highly differentiated, sometimes fragmented food sys-
tems and their governance, making the composition of
the system and the associated power positions and re-
lationships explicit and transparent. Moreover, existing
studies have shown that food policy councils bring ac-
tors into positions from which they can raise their voices
against the existing food system order and formulate
alternatives. In particular, open forms of food councils
which, in addition to the usual suspects, also involve new
actors have the potential to introduce alternative posi-
tions that are not yet represented in the food system. On
the other hand, the challenging potential of food policy
councils is limited when they are embedded in, or even
initiated by, institutionalised food governance and actor
arrangements. In particular, when set up ‘officially’ and
in a ‘top-down’ manner, food policy councils are poten-
tially closely linked to incumbent perspectives and prac-
tices of food governance. Their potential to develop alter-
natives would accordingly be limited to moderate visions
which maintain compatibility with existing practices.

While food policy councils thus represent forms of
‘caged’ emancipatory empowerment, the potential of
government education policy to develop people’s capac-
ities of ‘power to’ may be even more limited. The very
fact that food policy councils refer to a form of exter-
nal empowerment (by others) calls into question their
autonomy-enhancing potential. In the same vein, many
government education policies have the stated ambi-
tion of developing people’s knowledge and skills in the
field of food. But it is not always clear whether people
could actually be brought into positions from which they
could challenge existing food-related practices through
the promotion of alternatives. For example, government
education is often simply concerned with making peo-
ple responsible (for their own diet) by informing them
about ‘good nutrition practices’ as defined by experts.
This puts people in a position of self-responsibility, but
it does not automatically endow them with the skills
and resources needed to live up to that responsibility,
let alone to challenge the experts’ and government’s no-
tion of good food. Despite these paternalistic implica-
tions, we know from other fields that government ed-
ucation policies may in the long run also raise people’s
awareness—and contribute to the development of citi-
zenship (Dobson, 2003).

4.2. Balancing Out

With regard to the throughput dimension, a democratic
form of empowerment is concerned with reshuffling and
modifying an ‘opened up’ political order in such a way
that prevailing asymmetries are levelled out (to some ex-
tent). This involves the cultivation of people’s capacities
‘to act together, i.e., to engage in, shape and develop
mutual exchange and cooperation. Such empowerment
in the sense of ‘empowering with’ can take many forms,

including bridging existing conflict lines and adopting co-
operative action orientations; the willingness and abil-
ity to mobilise political support and form coalitions; and
more discursive forms of valuing, engaging with and con-
sidering ‘the other’ by, for example, extending problem
framings and goal orientations or reflecting a broader set
of concerns.

The idea and practice of empowerment as enhancing
people’s capacities to act together appear to different
degrees in the analysed forms of food-related empow-
erment, but they seem to be most clearly envisioned in
food policy councils. These arrangements are meant to
bring different actors together to discuss, deliberate and
collaborate on the shaping of the food-related decisions
of a political community—that is, establishing forms of
‘power with’ in food systems that would otherwise be
very much characterised by individualised strategies and
forms of action. Depending on how the councils are de-
signed in terms of representation, they might also have
the potential to bring actors into positions to voice, as
well as listen to, previously unarticulated concerns. This
might in turn relativize the position of existing powerful
actors, allowing for the reshuffling, if not the outright lev-
elling, of existing power relations in food governance.

Also, local food initiatives have considerable poten-
tial to develop ‘power with.” This is reflected in, for exam-
ple, their ambition to establish links between local pro-
ducers and consumers. While these ties are rather loose
and non-binding in the case of farmers’ markets, CSAs
are geared towards creating stronger forms of solidar-
ity and collaborative orientations. By offering opportu-
nities or even encouraging their members to participate
in common activities—from agricultural work to partici-
pation in discussions and decision-making forums—CSAs
can be seen as venues in which people actively develop
collaborative skills.

Such cooperative empowerment practices appear to
be less pronounced in other venues of food-related em-
powerment. With their rather individualistic orientation,
plant-based diets, for example, tend at first to strengthen
the individual’s ability to make food-related decisions
for themselves. Although they are partly linked to con-
texts characterised by a certain degree of interaction,
they are not specifically geared towards creating ‘col-
laborative’ capacities. The same holds true for govern-
ment food education. These empowerment practices are
clearly aimed at individual actors to broaden their knowl-
edge and reflections about food. But government educa-
tion programmes are generally not about building capac-
ity for joint action and are thus not concerned with de-
veloping forms of collective ‘power-sharing.’

4.3. Closing Down

The democratic process is not only about ‘opening up’
and ‘balancing out, but also about ‘closing down’ a
particular political order, at least temporarily. This out-
put function is concerned with the creation of forms of
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agency related to the implementation and adoption of
collectively binding courses of action and is therefore
based on political ‘power over.” Accordingly, the under-
lying empowerment involves the development of peo-
ple’s ability to recognise and acknowledge a form of non-
coercive, yet binding, political authority. The develop-
ment of ‘power over’ can take many forms, such as defin-
ing binding rules and responsibilities within a constel-
lation or community of actors, resolving conflicts and
recognising specific positions, creating common identi-
ties and values, and fostering ideas and knowledge that
motivate, guide and inform collective action.

The potential of ‘empowering over’ seems to be
most clearly pronounced in government education pro-
grammes. These forms of food-related empowerment
can be seen as an attempt by a political community
to develop itself through information and education.
Although they do not establish binding rules, govern-
ment education programmes aim to establish a common
knowledge base and standards to influence and guide a
society’s food-related choices. In other contexts, govern-
ment education is often seen as an important instrument
of citizenship education in terms of developing the capac-
ity to participate actively in political decision-making and
with respect to communicating responsibilities, including
the willingness to adhere to collectively defined societal
values. This includes ideas of ‘good,” ‘healthy’ or ‘sustain-
able’ food.

Still present but less pronounced is the potential
for ‘empowerment over’ in food policy councils. These
are indeed venues in which new coalitions of actors
and joint strategies can emerge. However, to generate
commitment among the actors to participate in joint
courses of action will depend strongly on the concrete
design and culture put into practice in a food policy coun-
cil. Moreover, the potential to create collective commit-
ment among external actors will depend strongly on the
integration of food policy councils into the respective
political-institutional context. Food policy councils are
not always involved in the official policy process in such a
way that they are in a position to shape the food policies
of a political community in the sense of ‘power over.

Local food initiatives represent a similarly mixed case.
On the one hand, they have the potential to establish
new relations between different kinds of food actors and
thereby create new forms of order and agency. Insofar as
they provide spaces in which these actors can meet and
exchange ideas, the initiatives foster the development

of local food communities that gain collective agency to
shape local food systems and beyond. However, as the
venue for collective action is the market or networks out-
side the commonly acknowledged public sphere, there
is limited potential to establish or reinvigorate forms of
political ‘power over’ vis-a-vis the political community
at large. Still, there are ways to opt out and withdraw
from the ‘power over’ established in these governance
arrangements. The same is true for plant-based diets.
Although these forms of empowerment may bring peo-
ple into positions of agency, they do not constitute a kind
of collective agency that can enable such people to settle
conflicts and resolve problems, or to allocate and redis-
tribute resources in a collectively binding manner.

Overall, our tentative assessment (see Table 2) indi-
cates that the different forms of food-related empow-
erment we analysed exhibit different democratic po-
tentials. More specifically, we find that different em-
powerment venues are geared towards the develop-
ment of different types of power. While some seem
to have their strengths in opening up power relations
by promoting emancipatory forms of ‘power to,” other
venues appear to foster the capabilities of actors to
collaborate and deliberate on food-related issues, i.e.,
‘power with. Still other venues are more about ‘clos-
ing’ and establishing collective agency by developing
food-related ‘power over. Against the backdrop of our
notion of power-based complex democracy, these dif-
ferent types of power correspond with different func-
tions of the democratic process. This suggests that there
is no one form of democratic empowerment, but in-
stead different forms with different and complementary
democratic potentials. From that perspective, the chal-
lenge of democratising the food system lies in linking
different empowerment venues in ways that, together,
can form functioning configurations of complex demo-
cratic governance.

5. Conclusion

Starting from the observation of a considerable power
concentration in the food system and the subsequent
emergence of various venues and practices to engage
people in dealing with food issues, we analysed the
democratic potential of characteristic forms of food-
related empowerment. Our analysis was based on a con-
cept of democratic empowerment that combines a broad
analytical understanding of empowerment with a power-

Table 2. Tentative assessment of democratic potentials of food-related empowerment forms.

Opening Up Balancing Out Closing Down
Plant-Based Diets + 0 -
Local Food Initiatives + +/0 0
Food Policy Councils 0 + o/+
Government Education 0/- - +
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based notion of complex democracy. From this perspec-
tive, democracy appears as a configuration or sequence
of ‘power to, ‘power with’ and ‘power over, each of
which presupposes a specific form of empowerment.

Our preliminary analysis of four typical venues where
people deal with food issues revealed both similarities
and differences between them, leading to a more com-
prehensive picture of these often separately analysed
manifestations of food politics. Specifically, our prelimi-
nary observations suggest that different venues exhibit
different forms of empowerment. The analysis also sug-
gests that different food-related forms of empowerment
have different democratic potentials. As they target the
development of different types of power, they relate to
different functions of a complex democracy.

What are the general implications of our findings for
the understanding of food democracy and the democrati-
sation of the food system? Two points stand out in par-
ticular. First, venues where people deal with food issues
might have the potential to democratise the food sys-
tem. More specifically, different forms of food-related
empowerment have different democratic potentials, i.e.,
potentials to promote different forms of power corre-
sponding with different functions of the democratic pro-
cess. However, based on our analysis, we can only iden-
tify a potential, but cannot say anything about the actual
impacts and their magnitude. Whether and to what ex-
tent these venues are actually capable of unfolding their
potential is thus an open question.

Second, the analysis of various forms of food-related
empowerment through a power-based concept of com-
plex democracy suggests that there is not a single
‘golden’ path to a democratic food system. Food democ-
racy should be seen as the complex interplay of var-
ious forms of political power, which involve different
kinds of empowerment practices. For a democratisation
of the food system, it would thus be misleading to rely
solely on practices of ‘empowerment to’ and/or ‘em-
powerment with,’ as large parts of the food democracy
discourse seem to suggest (see Bornemann & Weiland,
2019). These practices play an important role in the
democratic process as they serve to open up and bal-
ance out existing power relations in the food system.
However, they are not sufficient. Food democracy also re-
quires forms of ‘power over’ in order to make collectively
binding decisions possible. A comprehensive democrati-
sation of the food system in an increasingly pluralised
governance context, therefore, requires the combination
of all three types of empowerment to establish the ba-
sis for the complex democratic interplay between ‘power
to,” ‘power with’ and ‘power over!’

Based on our study, we see several promising av-
enues for future research. First, more theoretical work is
needed to situate and anchor the power-based concept
of complex democracy in current normative and posi-
tive democracy theory. Such a theoretical investigation
must further substantiate that a power-based concept
of complex democracy is an appropriate way to analyse

democratisation processes in increasingly complex, plu-
ral, and decentralised governance systems. In empirical
terms, we see the need for more detailed and focused
analysis of concrete cases of food-related empowerment.
Such analyses should focus not only on democratisation
potential, but also on whether and how this potential
is unfolding on the ground. This could also bring mech-
anisms into view that involve other empowerment di-
mensions, such as the actors and contexts of empower-
ment (see Section 2). One question is, for example, what
effects the empowerment of individuals vis-a-vis collec-
tives has on the democratising role of empowerment. In
addition, more detailed, contextualised analyses can re-
veal whether and to what extent different forms of demo-
craticempowerment correspond with the democratic ex-
pectations and perceptions of the involved actors. More
theoretical and empirical attention should also be given
to the potential side effects of empowerment practices.
For example, it should be analysed where the theoret-
ical and empirical limits of empowerment and possible
tipping points to forms of ‘responsibilisation’ lie.

This points to the more general question of how dif-
ferent venues and practices of food-related empower-
ment interact in real-world governance contexts. Such
analyses could not only shed light on the aggregated
effects of different empowerment forms on the demo-
cratic quality of specific local food systems. They could
also reveal (meta-)governance arrangements that in
some way relate different complementary forms of food-
related empowerment to one another and point to po-
tentials for the strategic shaping of these arrangements
by state and non-state actors towards democracy. Finally,
on the basis of more comprehensive assessments of the
democratic effects of empowerment, the consequences
for a sustainability transformation of the food system can
be examined (Lohest, Bauler, Sureau, van Mol, & Achten,
2019). Research can show whether empowerment can
actually be seen not only as a means of democratisation,
but also as a mechanism for the sustainable transforma-
tion of the food system, i.e., as the key to a democratic
and sustainable food system.
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1. Introduction

In recent decades, the governance of the agri-food
system has increasingly involved private actors, includ-
ing food producers, third-party auditors and certifiers,
civil society organizations (CSOs), and food retailers. In
this shift from public authority to hybrid food gover-
nance, responsibilities and interests collide, layer and
diverge (Verbruggen & Havinga, 2017). This practice of
‘co-regulation’ is reflected in an extensive academic and
practitioner discourse. Public-private co-regulation has
affected the “fundamental ways that people eat, how
much they pay for food and how it reaches the din-
ing table, mostly without public knowledge” (Rudder,
Fritschler, & Choi, 2016, p. 21). The challenge posed

by global value chains to public oversight is exempli-
fied by a frozen pizza in a supermarket in Ireland which,
when tested by public authorities after the horse meat
scandal in 2013, was found to contain ingredients from
35 countries that had transited through 60 countries and
5 continents (National Audit Office, 2013). In addition
to concerns about how food is produced, distributed
and consumed, there are also wider societal issues inter-
twined with co-regulation, including concerns over work-
ers’ rights, migration, ecological sustainability, gender
issues, rural livelihoods, trade and global food security
(Fuchs, Kalfagianni, & Havinga, 2009).

A body of research and activism has emerged to de-
bate how co-regulation establishes decision-making au-
thority, and if this authority can or should be democrati-
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cally legitimized. As Havinga (2018) argues, unlike public
bodies who derive legitimacy from democratic mandate,
private sector organizations, such as retailers or agribusi-
nesses, must find legitimacy through other strategies,
such as claiming to speak for consumers or to deliver pub-
lic goods. In this way, legitimacy can be created or ques-
tioned through discourses which connect norms and val-
ues to practices (Meyer & Rowan, 1977).

The need of private actors in particular to “strategi-
cally influence the construction of legitimacy” has been
widely recognized (Dendler & Dewick, 2016, p. 240).
While it is difficult to judge the discursive effects of such
strategies (Leipold, Feindt, Keller, & Winkel, 2019), it is
worthwhile to reconstruct and critically assess logics of
legitimacy, particularly as they deploy democratic norms
to build a social license to operate (Suchman, 1995).
While earlier research has explored constructions of le-
gitimacy of co-regulation in agri-food systems (Fuchs &
Kalfagianni, 2010; Hachez & Wouters, 2011; Halabi &
Lin, 2017) and in transnational public-private governance
more generally (Flohr, 2010; Uhlin, 2010), our approach
links legitimacy analysis of co-regulation to analysis of a
discourse which challenges this “corporate system that
sells food grown, processed and controlled thousands
of miles away” (Johnston, Biro, & MacKendrick, 2009,
p. 510): the food democracy discourse.

Since WWII, co-regulation has evolved in several
stages in response to major agri-food system changes: lib-
eralization and globalization (Levi-Faur, 2009), advances
in science (Winickoff, Jasanoff, Busch, Grove-White, &
Wynne, 2005), increases in inequality (Smith, 2009),
and awareness of food scandals (Ansell & Vogel, 2006).
Beyond food security and availability, new and often in-
terrelated concerns (i.e., food safety, quality, and later,
social, environmental, animal welfare and climate is-
sues) have evolved over time to encompass local, re-
gional, national and transnational institutions with over-
lapping tasks (Feindt & Flynn, 2009). To ensure reli-
able operation of today’s globalized commodity markets,
transnational value chains and differentiated consumer
demands, a proliferation of private standards and norms
has emerged which interact with national regulation and
international law (Purnhagen, 2015). This co-regulatory
system sits on top of producer-oriented agricultural poli-
cies that provide income support and often also legal ex-
ceptions for producers in many countries (Daugbjerg &
Feindt, 2017). Although private standards are only sub-
ject to private contract law, they have become de facto
mandatory for many food producers in order to access
food retail markets (Fuchs et al., 2009).

Since the 1990s, an emerging food democracy dis-
course has problematized the lack of public participation
and accountability in the agri-food system, with a partic-
ular focus on reclaiming power from corporations (Lang,
1992, 1999). In contrast to the co-regulation discourse—
which stipulates a cooperative, complimentary and un-
avoidable nature of public-private co-regulation—the
food democracy discourse revolves around a normative

model of agri-food governance in which private actors re-
main firmly subjected to control by the demos through
state oversight, market competition and civic activism.
Thus, the food democracy discourse delineates public
versus private control as a key battleground (Hassanein,
2008). Focusing on local consequences of global cor-
poratization, food democracy proponents challenge the
legitimacy of private standards and public-private co-
regulation. They aim to rebuild legitimacy of agri-food
governance by establishing transparent and responsive
framework conditions for the sustainable and just pro-
duction and distribution of food, and for maintaining
value for consumers and producers (Anderson, 2008).

Whether and how food democracy constitutes a suc-
cessful counter-discourse to co-regulation is debated.
Critics assert that food democracy may reinforce neolib-
eral norms of private food control (Johnston et al., 2009;
Moragues-Faus, 2016). Alternative food movements that
invoke democracy norms may mediate the “legitimation
crisis” of corporate governance following food scares,
and open “new and lucrative forms of consumption by
endowing agribusiness with an image of responsibility
and caring” (Guthman, 1998, p. 148). While food democ-
racy proponents take issue with corporate control, many
similar tropes and motives (e.g., the inclusion of ethi-
cal and sustainability concerns), drive both co-regulation
and food democracy. A discursive analysis of legitimacy
constructions can help to identify potential overlaps and
incommensurability, which is a key step in understand-
ing the contested political arguments embedded in cur-
rent debates over control of agri-food governance; these
debates include whether democracy norms apply to pri-
vate actors, or whether traditional democracy norms de-
vised for the relationship between states and citizens can
be transferred to private organizations and consumers
(Steffek, 2003). In examining the potential of a counter-
discourse such as food democracy, the degree to which
other actors, such as states and civil society, help legit-
imize private control is also scrutinized. Though schol-
ars of co-regulation (Wolf, 2006) and of food democracy
(Anderson, 2008) argue that the state’s inability or un-
willingness to safeguard food values required more con-
trol by private actors, others, such as Sgnderskov and
Daugbjerg (2010), have found evidence that private stan-
dards rely heavily on states for legitimacy. Therefore, this
article aims to answer the following research questions:
How do dominant discursive and counter-discursive legit-
imacy constructions interlink or conflict in ways that pro-
duce new norms for agri-food governance? Within these
constructions, how is democratic authority transferred
and distributed across the public, private and civil soci-
ety sectors?

As the basis for this discussion, we first outline a
conceptual typology of legitimacy and our methodology
for an analytical literature review. We then present our
analysis, which finds two distinct articulations of food
democracy, which we label liberal food democracy and
strong food democracy. While the liberal food democ-
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racy discourse resonates with legitimacy constructions in
the co-regulation discourse, strong food democracy con-
stitutes a pronounced counter-discourse.

2. Conceptual Framework: Legitimacy, Discourse
and Power

Legitimacy is considered a crucial element in creating
and maintaining the power to govern. Following Weber
(1922), legitimacy is rooted in the belief that the exercise
of political-administrative power is in accordance with
deep-seated normative and cognitive ideas. Legitimacy
depends on “the belief in rightness of the decision or pro-
cess of decision-making” (Dahl, 2006, p. 46). Legitimacy
beliefs make it more likely that people adopt desired be-
haviors and accept decisions that they dislike, thereby
decreasing the need to provide material incentives or
to threaten the use of force (for a power-based inter-
pretation of democratic legitimacy, see Bornemann &
Weiland, 2019).

The cognitive and normative beliefs about legitimacy
are shaped by discourse, and in turn guide the design and
support the authority of new policies and regulations
(Feindt & Oels, 2005; Leipold et al., 2019). A discourse
is understood here as “an ensemble of ideas, concepts
and categories through which meaning is given to social
and physical phenomena, and which is produced and re-
produced through an identifiable set of practices” (Hajer
& Versteeg, 2005, p. 175). From a discourse-analytical
perspective, policies and regulations are products of
“discursive contests over the framing of politics, actors,
and underlying societal norms” (Fuchs & Kalfagianni,
2010, p. 67).

Democratic legitimacy is a complex concept. Inspired
by Abraham Lincoln’s famous description of legitimate
rule as government “of the people, by the people and

for the people” (Williams, 1980, p. 259), a distinction be-
tween input legitimacy (rule by the people), output legit-
imacy (effectiveness for the people) and throughput le-
gitimacy (quality of the governing processes) has been
widely established in theories of democracy (Feindt,
2001; Scharpf, 1999; Schmidt, 2012). Norms of democ-
racy are manifested differently in the agri-food system,
e.g., via repre