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The proliferation of food policy councils (FPCs) in the past two decades has been

accompanied by increasing academic interest and a growing number of research studies.

Given the rapid interest and growth in the number of FPCs, their expanding geographic

distribution, and the research on their activities, there is a need to assess the current

state of knowledge on FPCs, gaps in that knowledge, and directions for future research.

To address this need, we undertook a scoping review of the scholarly literature published

on FPCs over the past two decades. The review identified four main themes in the FPC

research—(1) Activities of FPCs; (2) Organizational dimensions; (3) Challenges; and, (4)

Facilitators. We also note a significant sub-theme related to equity and diversity, race and

class representation in FPCs. These themes frame a growing body of knowledge on FPCs

along with key gaps in the current body of literature, which may help to direct research

on these organizations for those interested in approaches to food systems change and

cross-sectoral collaborative approaches to social-ecological governance.

Keywords: food policy councils, food policy, food systems, food movements, local food systems

INTRODUCTION

In the past two decades, cities and regions across North America, Europe, the United Kingdom, and
Australia have established food policy councils (FPCs) as an approach to addressing the multitude
of issues that impact a community’s food systems (from production and harvesting to consumption
and waste management). FPCs can be defined as collaborative, membership-driven organizations
that bring together stakeholders across private (e.g., small businesses, industry associations), public
(e.g., government, public health, postsecondary institutions), and community (e.g., non-profits and
charitable organizations) sectors to examine opportunities to implement integrated strategies for
improving local and regional food systems. Key characteristics of FPCs–which differentiate them
from other food systems organizations–are: (1) their use of a cross-sectoral committee to guide
decisions and activities; and, (2) their use of a food systems approach (i.e. they focus on a variety of
food issues and are not limited to one specific area of concern such as nutrition or agriculture).

The first FPC was established in 1982 in Knoxville Tennessee, with a few additional FPCs
emerging throughout the 1990s. The initial creation was spurred by events such as the World Fair
(hosted in Knoxville in 1982) and theUnited States Conference ofMayors (1984–1985) which urged
municipal leaders to become more involved in developing and shaping policy around food issues.
Other catalyzing moments included the development of the Ottawa Charter for Health Promotion
in 1986 and the World Health Organization’s Healthy Cities program. Throughout the 1980s, the
significant rise in the demand for emergency food due to increased poverty–paralleled by drastic
cuts in social services, forced cities to consider how to address a mounting food security crisis
(Riches, 2018). By the early 2000s, many FPCs were established and by 2007, there were about 44 of
these organizations distributed primarily across North America, with a few in Europe and Australia
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(Schiff, 2007). By 2020 FPCs had proliferated: the Food Policy
Networks project (operated through the Johns Hopkins Center
for a Livable Future) identified over 350 FPCs across North
America [Centre for a Livable Future, (n.d.)]. Most FPCs operate
at local/municipal level with a few working at a regional or
state/provincial scale. In 2021, the Canadian federal government
created a National Food Policy Advisory Council to support
cross-sectoral collaboration and engagement at a national level
and to support the implementation of the new Food Policy
for Canada.

There were a few studies of early FPCs in the 1980s and 90s in
the U.S. and Canada (Clancy, 1988; Dahlberg, 1994a,b; Yeatman,
1994; Gottlieb and Fisher, 1995; Webb et al., 1998) and Australia
(Yeatman, 1995; Hawe and Stickney, 1997). The proliferation of
FPCs in the past two decades has been accompanied by increasing
academic interest and a growing number of research studies.
Given the rapid interest and growth in the number of FPCs, their
expanding geographic distribution, and the research on their
activities, we identified a need to systematically assess the current
state of knowledge on FPCs and gaps in that knowledge. As such,
we implemented a scoping review methodology to systematically
assess the scholarly literature published on FPCs over the past two
decades (1999–2019).

METHODS

We utilized the five-stage process for conducting scoping reviews
as outlined by Arksey and O’Malley (2005). Below, we discuss the
five stages and describe our specific approach.

Research Question
Three research questions guided this scoping review:

a) What are the major themes in research on FPCs in the past
two decades (i.e., published between 1999–2019)?

b) What methods have been employed in the study of FPCs in
the past two decades?

c) What gaps and directions for further research are suggested
by the research on FPCs?

Literature Search Strategy
Our initial search included five databases for identification
of peer-reviewed journal articles: The Web of Science, Food
Science Source, AGRICOLA, FSTA, and Greenfile. To search for
chapters in academic books, we utilized Omni library portals. We
also included publications from the Johns Hopkins Annotated
Bibliography on Existing, Emerging, and Needed Research on
Food Policy Groups (Santo et al., 2017). Databases were searched
using the keywords “food policy” AND “council” or “committee”
or “association” or “coalition” or “alliance” or “network”. The
search was limited to literature published between 1999 and 2019.

Study Selection Criteria
We engaged in three stages of review (title review, abstract
review, full content screening) to refine the results to our specific
topic. In the title review stage, titles were included if they
mentioned food policy, FPCs, or synonymic terms such as food
policy groups, associations, councils, etc. Additionally, titles with

related concepts such as food security, food democracy, wellness
committees, and urban food systems merited further review, and
were forwarded to abstract screening. The abstract review stage
focused on identifying articles that discussed FPCs as defined by
our definition which is found in the first paragraph of this article.
Abstract review screened out those articles which might have
focused on organizations that did not fit with the FPC definition–
such as food systems non-profits that do not use a cross-sectoral
council to guide their activities or government committees that
are focused narrowly on one specific aspect of the food system.
Full text screening focused on identifying articles where FPCs
were the primary/exclusive focus. This stage screened out articles
where FPCs were only briefly discussed or were review articles
that did not present empirical research findings. This resulted
in the final list that was used for content analysis to answer the
research questions.

Data Charting
Data was captured in a Microsoft Excel workbook with two
spreadsheets. The first spreadsheet included all articles identified
in the initial search. This sheet tracked: author; year; title;
citation; database/source. Following title and abstract screening,
a secondary sheet included those articles that had passed the
initial screening process. This sheet documented: study location;
synopses; major findings for each publication. A third sheet (with
the same fields as the second sheet) was created for the final
list, which included all articles identified as relevant after full
content review.

Summarizing and Report Results
All three authors of this article were involved with analysis and
reporting. All authors reviewed all articles in the final list using an
inductive approach to interpretive content analysis (Drisko and
Maschi, 2016) to identify key themes related to our three research
questions. This analysis was guided by the following focus as
defined by our research questions: thematic organization of the
existing literature, description of methods used to study FPCS,
identify gaps and potential direction for future FPC research.
The authors met to merge the results of individual inductive
analysis into a single coding scheme. This was accomplished by
identifying common themes identified in the individual inductive
analyses and applying codes (thematic titles) which captured
those common themes. The codes that emerged throughmerging
of the individual inductive interpretive analysis included:

• Research Question 1: impacts / effectiveness; organizational
dimensions; FPC activities

• Research Question 2: geographic scale; scope; methods
• Research Question 3: researcher identified gaps

and recommendations.

Each of these codes also contained sub-codes which are discussed
in detail in the results section. We also included a code for a
small amount of data which could not be categorized within
these themes. We then utilized this coding scheme to review
all publications in the final list and to categorize data. We also
analyzed results for any additional potential gaps in research that
are not identified in the existing literature.
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RESULTS

Our initial search yielded 2,239 unique peer-reviewed journal
articles, 578 book chapters, and an additional 16 articles/chapters
from the Johns Hopkins database. Following full content
screening our final list yielded a total of 25 articles. Five of these
articles were published between 1999 and 2009 when the number
of FPCs was still relatively small−44 FPCs in North America as
per Schiff (2007). The increase in studies on FPCs between 2009
and 2019 may be related to the rapid increase in the number of
these organizations during that time period.

The scoping review search strategy and selection process are
summarized in Figure 1. The 25 articles which met the scoping
review criteria are accompanied by an asterisk (∗) in the reference
list at the end of the article. For the purposes of this article,
we refer to all articles/chapters as “articles” in the findings
and discussion.

The interpretive content analysis resulted in coding structure
around four key themes in the research on FPCs in the past 20
years: (1) Activities of FPCs; (2) Organizational dimensions; (3)
Challenges; and, (4) Facilitators. A theme related to “methods
employed in the study of FPCs” is included in our findings and
“researcher recommendations” is included in our final discussion
section. We note that this analysis was not analyzing FPCs
themselves but rather was analyzing the ways in which the FPC
literature (from empirical studies) discusses and analyzes FPCs.
In other words–the purpose of this article was not to provide a
detailed description or definition of FPCs. The purpose of this
work was to thematically organize literature on FPCs to identify
what is known and how this reveals gaps in knowledge and
directions for future research.

FINDINGS

Methods Employed in the Study of FPCs
As mentioned above, codes included documentation of
geographic scale, scope, and methods. In relation to methods,
of the 25 articles/chapters included, the majority (17) used
a case study methodology. Many case studies used mixed
methods which included semi structured interviews, participant
observation, field notes and document review. Other methods
included structured surveys or large numbers of FPCs and
multi-site comparative case studies.

In terms of geographic scale, 12 articles/chapters exclusively
examined FPCs operating at a municipal/local level. Three
focused exclusively on FPCs operating on a regional or
state/provincial scale. The remaining 10 examined FPCs
operating at different levels – i.e. included examination of FPCs
at municipal, regional, and state levels in one study. In terms
of geographic scope, most articles (17) reported on research
conducted in the United States. Three articles reported on
research conducted in Western European countries, one article
on research in Australia, and five from Canada. Two articles
compared FPCs in different countries. Thirteen articles focused
on a single FPC, while the others included between two and 56
FPCs in their research.

Activities of FPCs–What FPCs Do
Much of the research on FPCs focused on an examination of what
FPCs do and specifically on their various activities. As the very
nomenclature suggests a focus on policy (change) there is indeed
a considerable amount of literature focusing on the policy work
of FPCs. There is however also significant documentation of a
wide range of other kinds of activities that go well beyond policy-
specific work. In this subsection, we describe the ways in which
FPC activities are documented and discussed in the articles.

Policy Specific Activities
Early literature on FPCs (Dahlberg, 1994a,b; Yeatman, 1994)
indicated that impacting and influencing food related policy at a
municipal, regional, or state level is a key priority formany FPCs–
this theme was also evident in our review and analysis of the FPC
literature. This might include policies that relate to food directly
(e.g., retail zoning, food related funding, food safety bylaws, etc.)
or indirectly (e.g., transportation, use of public space, etc.). In the
articles reviewed, FPC policy work primarily included activities
such as drafting resolutions, reports, and proposals for and with
governments (Lang et al., 2005; Blay-Palmer, 2009; Scherb et al.,
2012; Coplen and Cuneo, 2015; Siddiki et al., 2015; Clark, 2018;
Koski et al., 2018). Other policy activities included advocating for
food-related issues (Blay-Palmer, 2009; Purifoy, 2014), creating
legislation to create an FPC within government (De Marco et al.,
2017) and working to amend zoning laws (McClintock et al.,
2012). Many of the articles on municipal FPCs (10 of 12) include
some focus on policy change to support urban agriculture.

While many FPCs engage in policy work, some articles
(4) noted FPCs that do not prioritize this type of work. The
articles in this review reported that some FPCs have members
that (despite the nomenclature) are not directly interested in
policy work and prefer to focus on project development and
implementation. Newer FPCs sometimes have concerns that
their recent emergence—being a new entity with lower levels of
recognition among policymakers and less political capital—was a
potential hindrance to their impact on policymaking (Sieveking,
2019). Similarly, McCartan and Palermo (2017) found that some
FPCs viewed policy change as a long-term goal that required
a more established council to have an impact (McCartan and
Palermo, 2017). For some FPCs, policy work was simply not a
part of their goals (Packer, 2014).

Other Activities
For many FPCs, policy work is a priority, however most articles
described FPCs pursuing non-policy initiatives. Gupta et al.
(2018) note, “research makes it clear that the FPC label is being
applied to collaborations that engage in a diverse and wide-
ranging set of activities, not all of which involve. . . policies”
(p. 13). Schiff (2008) categorized the various types of non-
policy work that FPCs engaged in, including: implementing food
(nutrition; urban food production; other (farm and fisheries)
production; distribution) programs; creating and facilitating a
network for food systems organizations; facilitating program
implementation for food systems organizations, and; education
on sustainable food systems.
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FIGURE 1 | Details of scoping review and citation selection process. Adapted from: Page et al. (2021).

Supporting urban agriculture was a theme of several (5)
articles. Blay-Palmer (2009) described the work of the Toronto
Food Policy Council (TFPC), that included the creation of
more opportunities for producers to sell their food, leading the
implementation of urban agriculture projects such as rooftop
gardens, and urban apiaries, and demonstrating the importance
of urban agriculture for the city council (Blay-Palmer, 2009).
Other articles describe similar urban agriculture initiatives
undertaken by the Oakland FPC (McClintock et al., 2012), Ghent
FPC (Prové et al., 2019), Portland Multnomah FPC (Coplen and
Cuneo, 2015) and many others (Scherb et al., 2012).

Purifoy (2014) highlighted other, diverse non-policy activities
of several FPCs–describing FPCs as ideal institutions to integrate
action on food, environment, and social justice issues. These
activities included the creation of opportunities for green grocers
in New Orleans, sustainable agriculture on public lands in
Colorado and New York, and farm to school programs by
FPCs in New Mexico and Mississippi. Sands et al. (2016)
described the role of the Holyoke Food and Fitness Policy
Council in supporting school food programs, which fostered
public awareness of local food issues by working with community
members and made significant improvements to the quality of
food served in local schools.

As Schiff (2008) notes, many FPCs focus on education as a
key activity and outcome of their work. This is echoed in other
articles, such as Packer (2014) who noted that the Rhode Island
FPC participated in regional research and action groups with the

goal of food systems education. Other research points to FPC
work on educating and raising awareness among policymakers
about interconnected food system issues. This was identified by
Walsh et al. (2015) in their study of the Cleveland–Cuyahoga
County Food Policy Coalition, as well as by Sieveking (2019)
in the study of the Oldenburg FPC. The Oldenburg FPC also
had a strong focus on community education and awareness
and supported initiatives such as “Political Soup Pots” where
community members could gather to discuss food systems issues
and educational activities in schools (Sieveking, 2019).

Organizational Dimensions–Effects on FPC
Impact and Effectiveness
Many of the articles reviewed focused on analysis of the
organizational dimensions of FPCs. By organizational dimensions
we refer to the ways in which FPCs are structured and governed.
This literature was often accompanied by a focus on how
organizational dimensions affected the activities of FPCs or how
they impacted the effectiveness of FPCs in achieving their stated
goals. The literature on FPC organizational dimensions included
themes related to memberships and partnerships, relationships
with government, and internal governance. We also note that,
within the discussions of membership and partnerships, there
was a sub–theme that emerged focused on equity, diversity, race
and class.
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Partnerships/Membership
Every article we reviewed mentioned the partnerships
and memberships that make up the FPCs. Diversity in
partnerships/membership was portrayed in two ways: (1)
sector diversity and (2) social (race and class) diversity.

Many (12) articles described a deliberate effort from FPCs
to ensure that a diversity of sectors were represented. Most
of these articles (8) noted that members were appointed to
ensure representation from across the food system and from
the public, private, and charitable sectors (Blay-Palmer, 2009;
Scherb et al., 2012; McCartan and Palermo, 2017; Clark, 2018;
Koski et al., 2018; Baldy and Kruse, 2019; Bassarab et al., 2019;
Sieveking, 2019). For example, in a study of 10 FPCs, Gupta et al.
(2018) noted that all had involvement from local government
employees. The most frequently represented agencies included
Cooperative Extension, public health, environmental health, and
the Agricultural Commissioner Office.

In addition to discussions of diversity in membership
across food systems sectors, some articles (5) discussed other
elements of membership diversity–particularly in relation to
race and class representation. More specifically, some articles
indicated that many FPCs are predominantly composed of
white, middle-class professionals from similar socioeconomic
and educational backgrounds (Packer, 2014; Sands et al., 2016).
This issue is further exacerbated because the individuals and
communities that are most directly affected by food system
issues are sometimes the ones most absent in FPC membership
(Sands et al., 2016; Boden and Hoover, 2018; Bassarab et al.,
2019). As Packer (2014) highlighted, this lack of diversity
and representation in FPC membership can create hotbeds for
negative stereotypes, and deficit-based framing of low-income
and food-insecure individuals. During the launch of the RIFPC,
the First Lady of Rhode Island “publicly hailed the council’s. . .
‘teaching people on SNAP how to eat healthy”’ (p. 13). As
Packer (2014) notes, such problematic proclamations betray
widely held beliefs that people in receipt of SNAP1 benefits do
not (know how to) eat “healthy” and require instruction from
those more privileged, educated, or even enlightened” (p. 13)
thus perpetuating negative stereotypes. Additionally, members of
the RIFPC used deficit-based framing, through “negative, pitying
terms: hunger, discrimination, inaccessibility, etc.” (Packer, 2014,
p. 15). These examples point to a potential for implicit and
explicit bias among members of FPCs, which may further
alienate racialized or marginalized individuals from joining, thus
perpetuating already existing barriers for membership diversity.

These issues with membership stand in contrast to the
priorities and stated goals of many FPCs, which often include
addressing inequity within food systems (Blay-Palmer, 2009;
Packer, 2014; Siddiki et al., 2015; Sands et al., 2016; Boden and
Hoover, 2018; Clark, 2018; Bassarab et al., 2019). Several articles
indicated that some FPCs have recently included mandates or
activities which focus on equity. Examples include the RIFPC
which aims to achieve equitable food access regardless of

1SNAP is the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program – a federal program of
the United States government which assists low – income families with the cost of
purchasing healthy foods.

income or race (Packer, 2014) and the Chicago Food Policy
Advisory Council, which has joined a project which works
toward “dismantling racism and empowering low-income and
communities of color through sustainable and local agriculture”
(Purifoy, 2014, p. 397). As Kessler (2019) writes, “without
confronting the equity component, councils are prone to
reinforce inequitable structures” (p. 49).

Overall, creating a diverse FPC has been described as
a contributor to success (Clancy et al., 2008; Schiff, 2008;
Dharmawan, 2015; DeMarco et al., 2017) with benefits to internal
and external networks; however, it appears to be a goal that many
groups struggle to achieve. The existing membership structures
serve to alienate others, limiting the council’s ability to represent
the community, and therefore decreasing its impact (Packer,
2014). McCullagh and Santo (2014) note,

Applied to FPCs, “meaningful inclusion” of diverse community
residents is not simply an invitation to participate, but a practice
that ensures that all participants feel comfortable and supported
in making contributions and that their opinions are listened to
and respected. . . (p. 28).

The absence of these important voices creates several challenges
for FPCs, specifically the potential for a lack of ideological
diversity, questions around equity and a limited understanding of
the needs of those most vulnerable within the community (Sands
et al., 2016; Boden and Hoover, 2018; Bassarab et al., 2019). The
articles reviewed in our study suggest that in order to create
meaningful change, many FPCs must change their governance
structures and membership policies to enable greater diversity
and work toward dismantling racism in the food system. The
strategies to make such changes are not described in the literature
and point to a potentially important area for further research.

Diversity within FPCs has been important for creating
room for critical analysis, spurring innovation through diverse
perspectives, and increasing social capital (; Walsh et al., 2015;
Ilieva, 2016; McCartan and Palermo, 2017). Despite the evidence
demonstrating the value of diversity, many of the articles
reviewed indicated that FPCs often struggle to create a diverse
membership. This has been particularly noted in terms of
struggles to represent a broader range of race, class, and other
socio-economic dimensions among members (Sands et al., 2016;
Boden and Hoover, 2018; Bassarab et al., 2019).

Relationships With Government (and Bureaucracies)
Twenty of the articles we reviewed discussed the engagement
of state actors in FPCs. Some of these articles discussed FPCs
as being embedded within government offices or with direct
links to government (Clancy et al., 2008; Mendes, 2008; Blay-
Palmer, 2009; Coplen and Cuneo, 2015; Boden andHoover, 2018;
Bassarab et al., 2019). Some of the articles discussed directives
or policies which mandated the inclusion of government
representatives (Clayton et al., 2015; Siddiki et al., 2015; De
Marco et al., 2017; Bassarab et al., 2019) while others noted the
benefits of having paid staff funded directly through government
(McCartan and Palermo, 2017).

Frontiers in Sustainable Food Systems | www.frontiersin.org 5 May 2022 | Volume 6 | Article 868995

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sustainable-food-systems
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sustainable-food-systems#articles


Schiff et al. FPCs: 20—Year Scoping Review

From a different perspective, some articles discussed ways that
FPCs were intentionally established outside of government or
developed to ensure distance from government reach (Clancy
et al., 2008; Packer, 2014; Boden and Hoover, 2018; Bassarab
et al., 2019). Bringing these two extremes (government based or
non–government) together, Schiff (2008) noted that a “hybrid”
model includes “some formal relationship with government
through funding, resources, or otherwise while maintaining some
NGO or non-profit status. In their research, Gupta et al. (2018)
echoed this noting that:

all but one of the 10 councils [studied] is organized as
a multisector community collaborative, rather than as an
independent non-profit organization or a government advisory
body. Each includes local government personnel as members
and most depend on government resources for their operations
(p. 11).

Baldy and Kruse (2019) discussed two main ways that
government actors were involved with FPCs, first as initiators
of processes (e.g., introduce particular topics), and second as
shapers of process (e.g., deciding who is involved, creating
transparency within the process). Research findings from
Bassarab et al. (2019) note that “membership and relationship to
government havemore bearing on the policy priorities (activities)
of an FPC than the organizational structure” (p. 39).

Internal Governance
Seven articles discussed various internal governance
arrangements such as formalized decision-making processes.
Some of these articles discussed consensus decision-making
processes implemented by FPCs to mitigate power imbalances
(Packer, 2014; Clark, 2018). Other research indicated that
FPCs developed processes and procedures to ensure greater
democratic engagement such as Terms of Reference that were
reviewed regularly, member surveys, committee structures,
holding public meetings and sharing of meeting minutes (Sands
et al., 2016; McCartan and Palermo, 2017; Boden and Hoover,
2018; Prové et al., 2019; Sieveking, 2019).

Challenges–Factors That Create Barriers
to FPC Effectiveness
Most (19) articles described several different types of barriers
that FPCs experience that impede their ability to achieve their
goals (i.e., impede their effectiveness)2. We found four distinct
categories of barriers described in the articles that we reviewed:
membership and structural issues; resource issues; political
issues; setting priorities.

Membership and Structural Issues
In terms of membership and structural issues, several (8) articles
reported diversity and lack thereof, as a major barrier to
effectiveness (as discussed above). These articles mainly focused
on diversity issues from an equity or community representation

2For the purposes of this article, we define “effectiveness” as FPCs’ ability to achieve
their goals and objectives. This may be characterized in terms of program or policy
goals or in terms of organizational goals such as achieving organizational stability.

perspective (Packer, 2014; Sands et al., 2016; Boden and Hoover,
2018). Some research pointed to difficulties of FPCs in engaging
citizens (Sands et al., 2016; Boden and Hoover, 2018; Baldy and
Kruse, 2019) and maintaining engagement in sub-committee
work for volunteer members (Sieveking, 2019). Koski et al.
(2018) identified engagement challenges when FPCs were too
large–which could lead to marginalization of unique perspectives
and disagreements on priorities 2018. Two articles pointed to
lack of food system knowledge as a challenge for FPCs. This
included lack of knowledge about the local food system of the
FPC (Baldy and Kruse, 2019) as well as lack of knowledge about
utilizing a food systems perspective (Sieveking, 2019). Another
major challenge identified in the literature on FPCs is related
to lack of leadership. This can be an issue when the FPC lacks
leadership overall (Clancy et al., 2008; Scherb et al., 2012) or
when there is a lack of leadership or champions for particular
issues (Schiff and Brunger, 2013). On a related note, Scherb et al.
(2012) and Sands et al. (2016) noted that some FPCs can also
face challenges when members disagree about leadership, council
structure or priorities.

Resource and Capacity Issues
The literature on barriers also noted that FPCs face several
resource and capacity issues, some of which may be the most
significant in terms of impeding the ability to achieve their
specific goals. Resource/capacity barriers were noted in 11
articles. For example, funding is a major issue faced by many
FPCs. As Bassarab et al. (2019, p. 36) described: “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.” Several articles noted that some FPCs
lack core funding–i.e. for staff, which is a significant barrier
(Clancy et al., 2008; Schiff, 2008; Schiff and Brunger, 2013; Sands
et al., 2016; Sieveking, 2019). Koski et al. (2018) described this
specifically as a challenge for non-profit FPCs. Even for those
FPCs that do have funding, the literature noted that there are
often still monetary challenges. McCartan and Palermo (2017)
identified issues related to lack of long-term funding–such as not
being able to plan long term projects. Alternatively, some articles
described FPCs that have core funding (even long-term core
funding) but do not have funding for individual projects and face
difficulty obtaining the funding needed to achieve their objectives
(Schiff and Brunger, 2013; McCartan and Palermo, 2017; Prové
et al., 2019).

Another resource issue described in the literature is lack
of time. Research by Scherb et al. (2012) found that this is
particularly the case when FPCs have been legislatively created
or are dependent on a limited funding time frame. Mendes
(2008) indicated that, as a result, FPCs can be forced to trade-
off between quick wins and longer-term investment in policy
change processes. An additional resource issue identified in the
literature was related to training. While only one article touched
on this issue (Scherb et al., 2012) with a focus specifically
on lack of training in policy change processes, we note this
may be an underlying challenge not yet identified among
other FPCs.
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Political Issues
The literature also identifies a range of political challenges faced
by FPCs. There are two primary political issues: political turnover
and formal association with government. Political turnover–
due to political/electoral cycles–is an issue identified in several
studies, often due to concerns about loss of support for the
FPC as political leaders and the political climate (Clancy et al.,
2008; Schiff, 2008; Blay-Palmer, 2009; Scherb et al., 2012; De
Marco et al., 2017). Some studies expand on the associated issues
which include a constant need to educate new political leaders,
bureaucrats, other community leaders (Clancy et al., 2008; Schiff,
2008; Blay-Palmer, 2009). This is due to the lack of understanding
among some new leaders about the interconnectedness of food
issues and need for FPCs (Schiff, 2008; Blay-Palmer, 2009).

The second political issue identified in the literature is
that formal associations with government can also create a
range of challenges. While Schiff (2008) and others noted that
FPCs can face difficulty accomplishing policy goals if they do
not have strong relationship with government–there is other
research which indicates challenges due to government affiliation.
Coplen and Cuneo (2015) conducted an in-depth examination
of dissolution of a government-based council and identified
numerous issues related to its government affiliation. Other
research has identified that having government employees on a
council can be a barrier because they may not be allowed to
do policy work (Scherb et al., 2012) or need to get approval for
certain activities which slows down progress (Siddiki et al., 2015).
As Siddiki et al. (2015, p. 544) described, “A lot of members,
because of their a?liations, cannot engage in advocacy activity,
which impacts what the council can actually do in garnering
public support for policy recommendations.” Scherb et al. (2012)
also identified that members might lack trust in governments
which can lead to internal conflict or slow progress. Government
councils can also be less connected and less responsive to
community needs (Walsh et al., 2015). It is important to note
that being situated within government or having government
members can provide many benefits (these are discussed in the
section on facilitators below).

Setting Priorities
A final area of challenges that we identified in the literature was
related to defining priorities and conducting strategic planning.
Scherb et al. (2012) indicated that there can be significant issues
when FPCs have trouble defining or agreeing on priorities. As
Koski et al. (2018) describe, this may be particularly challenging
for FPCs with larger memberships. De Marco et al. (2017)
identified that agreement on priorities can be difficult when
diverse representatives may not understand other members’
motivators and drawbacks to involvement on specific issues.
Related to this is the challenge faced when members have
different stances on particular issues. Scherb et al. (2012) also
found that there may be different or even opposing perspectives
on a policy or other issue that the FPC is attempting to address–
this can lead to stagnation in agreeing on achieving objectives.
Finally, Prové et al. (2019) identified an issue that, while not
mentioned elsewhere, may be understudied and significant for
other FPCs as well. They found that FPCs focusing at a specific

scale (whether neighborhood, municipality, regional or state)
may miss opportunities, fail to address important issues, or
encounter challenges that could have been avoided if the focus
was at a different scale, or even multiple scales.

Facilitators–Factors That Support FPC
Effectiveness
In addition to barriers, almost all (23) of the articles discussed
factors or approaches that may support FPC effectiveness. These
factors included include distinct approaches to: organizational
structure; membership; and strategic planning. There is also some
literature on how to successfully form a FPC, which we include
here as well.

FPC Establishment
Two of the articles we reviewed spoke directly about how to
effectively form an FPC.While there is not an extensive literature
on this topic, it is nonetheless important, since many FPCs in
their formative stages look for such direction and guidance. De
Marco and colleagues (2017) noted four factors which support
successful formation of a FPC. Those included: (1) stakeholder
involvement; (2) diverse partnerships; (3) stake-holder ability to
compromise; and (4) conducive political setting (De Marco et al.,
2017). Schiff and Brunger (2013) also discussed the formation
of an FPC and noted that widespread education and awareness
raising about food issues in a community (such as through the
creation of a community food plan) can help to build support
for and interest in the FPC concept among politicians and
community members.

Structural
The literature discusses a number of approaches to structuring
an FPC that can be important for supporting on-going
effectiveness–this was a theme in seven of the articles reviewed.
Several of these studies identified the importance of processes
that would support open communications and transparency in
decision making processes (Coplen and Cuneo, 2015; Baldy
and Kruse, 2019; Sieveking, 2019). Other studies identified the
importance of having staff (Clancy et al., 2008; Schiff, 2008)
as well as a strong, long-term commitment and engagement
from staff and members (Clancy et al., 2008; Blay-Palmer, 2009;
McClintock et al., 2012). Finally, Coplen and Cuneo (2015)
indicated that strategic planning and evaluation could be very
important for FPCs to ensure that structures and processes can
be responsive to changing needs.

Membership
Membership can be an impediment (as discussed above) but is
also identified in many (13) articles as a core strength of FPCs.
Several (10) studies discussed the ways in which membership
can be mobilized for greatest effectiveness. In this literature,
diversity in representation and community engagement were
widely cited as key factors for FPC effectiveness (Clancy et al.,
2008; Mendes, 2008; Schiff, 2008; McClintock et al., 2012;
Coplen and Cuneo, 2015; Sands et al., 2016; Gupta et al., 2018).
Purifoy (2014) found that having local residents as members can
help maintain legitimacy and support with municipalities and
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organizations. Additionally, research by McCartan and Palermo
(2017) revealed that having members from a diverse range of
sectors helps to extend the reach, influence, and resources of
the FPC networks. Similarly, other research found that FPCs
may see more success when they consciously focus on internal
and external partnerships and seek out key partners/members in
private and public sectors (Mendes, 2008; Clayton et al., 2015;
Walsh et al., 2015; Sands et al., 2016).

Strong leadership within the membership was another
strongly cited factor for success–appearing in 11 of the articles.
This included the importance of including and engaging local
“experts” or “champions” and links to government (Clancy et al.,
2008; Schiff, 2008; Gupta et al., 2018). Researchers reported that
these types of partnerships and links can help gain legitimacy,
political capital, and maintain links with people in government
with decision and policy-making capacity and power (Packer,
2014; Clayton et al., 2015; Walsh et al., 2015; Boden and Hoover,
2018; Bassarab et al., 2019) and with the private sector (Schiff
and Brunger, 2013; Clayton et al., 2015). Baldy and Kruse
(2019) argue that state actors are pivotal for affecting change
through participation processes that aim to implement food
policy measures. However as noted in the section on challenges,
links with government can also come with pitfalls. For this
reason, Gupta et al. (2018) recommend FPCs maintaining some
degree of autonomy in priority setting and decision-making
capacities (Gupta et al., 2018). They suggest that FPCs might be
more effective if housed outside of government:

Councils housed outside of the government. . . can engage in
strategic temporary alliances or partnerships with specific
agencies that align with their particular campaign goals at the
time without needing to comply with or adhere to the mission
of any particular government agency over the long-term. Positive
working relationships with government entities, therefore, do not
necessarily need to be formalized and/or institutionalized to lead
to successful policy outcomes or to build trust and legitimacy
(p. 23).

Strategic Planning
The literature also includes some discussion of the ways
in which FPCs can approach their activities and plan their
work, that might lead to the greatest effectiveness in achieving
goals. Some studies identified that background research and
planning, while lengthening the process, may be critical to being
successful for specific projects and goals (McClintock et al., 2012;
Coplen and Cuneo, 2015). Other studies discuss the importance
of collaboration, and of engaging members in planning and
implementing projects (Schiff, 2008; McCartan and Palermo,
2017). It should be noted however that other articles and earlier
FPC research has found that putting pressure on members to
be involved in project implementation can also be a drawback
(Schiff, 2007; Sieveking, 2019). This occurs when members might
have limited time or capacity to take on that work. Several studies
identified the importance of both internal (within the FPC)
and external education and awareness raising about projects
(Clancy et al., 2008; Schiff, 2008; Schiff and Brunger, 2013; Walsh
et al., 2015; Baldy and Kruse, 2019; Sieveking, 2019). Internal

learning can help to build excitement and buy-in around projects
while external education can build more widespread community
support and bring additional resources to projects. Some research
also suggests the importance of focusing on community needs
(Walsh et al., 2015), having priorities that are flexible according to
opportunities, financial or otherwise (Schiff and Brunger, 2013),
and looking for “quick wins” that can help to build confidence in
the FPC. Finally, Schiff and Brunger (2013) note that celebrating
success is important for building and maintaining morale and
support for the FPC.

Gaps and Future Research Directions
Our review of the literature on FPCs also considered the
directions for future research suggested in this literature. Four
themes emerged from this analysis: (1) Methodological gaps; (2)
Evaluation needs; (3) Impact of FPC activities; (4) FPCs’ role in
democratic decision making.

Methodological Gaps
A significant set of gaps that we identified was related to the
methods employed in the studies of FPCs. Almost all the studies
of FPCs (21 articles) used a case study approach, with primarily
qualitative (interviews, focus groups, document review)methods.
There were only two studies (Scherb et al., 2012; Bassarab et al.,
2019) that used quantitative methods. Those studies surveyed
FPCs at a national level and used descriptive statistics to analyze
data related to policy activities, policy priorities, and the influence
of organizational structure and membership on policy work.

While qualitative and case study approaches yield important
and in-depth information, we suggest that there is a need for
more diverse methods and greater application of quantitative,
multi-site, and mixed methods in the study of FPCs. There is a
particular lack of the application of quantitative methods to add
to the evaluation and in-depth understanding of single FPCs at a
local level. Since much FPC research has focused on case study
approaches, there may be a need for a more standardized and
generic framework through which to describe the characteristics
and activities of individual FPCs. Such approaches might add
significantly to answering some of the outstanding questions
related to FPCs as described below such as those related to
strategic evaluation and impact of FPC activities. Multisite
comparative, longitudinal, and quantitative approaches would
be well suited to linking different aspects of organizational
functioning with success/failure of FPCs. Social network analysis
might also be a valuable methodological tool to consider for
investigations related to FPCs membership, partnerships, and
related impacts (Levkoe et al., 2021).

Another important consideration in future evaluation of FPC
literature may be a consideration of the theoretical orientations
employed by researchers in the formulation of research questions
and methodologies. Future examination of the FPC literature
might investigate theoretical frameworks through which FPCs
are examined. It may also be important for further empirical
studies on FPCs to examine these frameworks and discuss explicit
orientation of their research within existing theory on FPCs.

There are also significant geographic gaps in the study of
FPCs, with most research focused on FPCs in the U.S. There
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is little research on FPCs in other countries such as Canada,
Australia, the U.K. other European countries, and in the Global
South. Some of the articles that we reviewed noted this gap
and suggested a need for more examination of FPCs in other
countries (Baldy and Kruse, 2019). We also suggest a need
for more research that can implement a geographical approach
to understanding FPCs. This could include research which
examines the experiences of FPCs within and between countries
in different types of geographies and geo-political contexts, for
example, rural vs. urban, local vs. regional levels, and across
different national contexts.

Strategic Evaluation
An additional and related methodological gap is the lack of
strategic formative and program evaluations conducted on/with
FPCs. When the FPC movement was in its infancy, such
evaluations were seen as a potential threat to their ongoing
growth and the establishment of new FPCs (Schiff, 2007).
Now that many FPCs are well established and widespread,
we suggest that researchers and FPCs should consider regular,
formal program evaluations (of FPC structure and activities)
to support continuous improvement. This may help to further
future research directions identified in several of the articles that
we reviewed. Many authors called for systematic evaluations of
FPCs’ influence on policy, other impacts on local food systems,
and the relationship between these efforts and the organizational
dimensions. There were also articles that called for changes to
governance structures to allow for greater equity and diversity in
FPC membership, though there were not suggestions on how to
achieve this. We suggest that more research may be needed on
governance structures that are successful in supporting diverse
councils and addressing / dismantling racism in the food system.
Implementing regular evaluations might also prevent many of
the issues (even dissolution) of FPCs that were described in
the literature by providing FPCs with information on what
is working, and what could be changed to improve their
functioning. Such evaluations should look to program evaluation
methodology (Newcomer et al., 2015) and incorporate both
quantitative and qualitative approaches to assessing challenges,
successes, and opportunities. Such work may in fact add
further legitimacy and demonstrate the importance of FPCs in
supporting the move toward healthy, sustainable and equitable
food systems.

Impact of FPC Activities
Many articles suggested a need more research on and
documentation of the impact of FPC activities (e.g., are FPCs
achieving goals for food systems change?). This could apply
broadly to any activities that FPCs are engaged with–asMcCartan
and Palermo (2017) suggest, there is a need to understand
the extent to which FPCs influence local food systems. This
will contribute to a greater understanding of work being
undertaken within local food systems, whichmay lead to a greater
proliferation of FPCs and create meaningful change within the
broader food system.

Several articles focused specifically on policy work. There
were several suggestions for further analysis of FPCs’ success

in influencing policy and policy-making processes. This was
accompanied by an interest in understanding whether FPC
policy activities result in food systems change, as Bassarab et al.
(2019) described:

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 policy outcomes yield transformative food
systems change” (p. 40).

FPCs and Democratic Processes
Several articles paid particular attention to FPCs as a form
of democratic institution—representing a new avenue for
democratic decision—making about food issues. This was
discussed in the context of the FPCs inclusion of state and non–
state actors in decision–and policy–making processes (Baldy and
Kruse, 2019). It was also discussed in terms of FPCs engagement
with deliberative processes–with a few authors suggesting direct
links to theories of deliberative democracy and the emergent
theory of food democracy (Sieveking, 2019). These authors
suggested a need for further definition of the concept of “food
democracy” as well as clearer links between this theory and
the concept of deliberative democracy (e.g., a demonstration of
the ways in which FPCs embody and contribute to deliberative
democratic processes).

These calls for more research documenting FPCs’ connections
to food democracy and deliberative democracy also led to
suggestions for further investigation on the importance of citizen
engagement in FPC activities. FPCs were described in many
instances as a tool for empowering citizens and increasing citizen
engagement—however, many authors pointed to a need for more
research on the importance and impact of citizen involvement
(Baldy and Kruse, 2019; Bassarab et al., 2019; Sieveking, 2019).

These suggestions also tied into the need for further
investigation into diversity in council membership. Boden and
Hoover (2018) offer the suggestion that further attention is
needed to diversity in council membership—particularly in order
to address race, class, and other equity issues related to food
systems and food democracy. Our analysis also found that
there was little connection to a broader literature (and social
movements) on racism and dismantling racism, White privilege,
and privilege of the Global North in food systems (Schiff and
Levkoe, 2014; Holt-Giménez, 2015). We suggest that analyzing
FPCs against the backdrop of these movements may provide
additional insights into the activities, successes, and challenges
of FPCs.

CONCLUSIONS

In the past two decades, the number of FPCs has grown
dramatically. Alongside this growth, there has been increasing
academic interest in FPCs–what they do, how they do it, and what
challenges and successes they encounter in their work. Given
the rapid growth in FPC numbers and academic interest, our
scoping review aimed to systematically analyze this growing body
of literature to identify future directions for research. As such it
sought to address the questions: What are the major themes in

Frontiers in Sustainable Food Systems | www.frontiersin.org 9 May 2022 | Volume 6 | Article 868995

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sustainable-food-systems
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sustainable-food-systems#articles


Schiff et al. FPCs: 20—Year Scoping Review

research on FPCs in the past two decades (i.e., published between
1999 and 2019)? What methods have been employed in the study
of FPCs in the past two decades? What gaps and directions for
further research are suggested by the research on FPCs?

We identified four main themes (and several sub–themes)
in the FPC research in the past two decades: (1) Activities
of FPCs; (2) Organizational dimensions; (3) Challenges; and,
(4) Facilitators. We also noted a significant sub-theme related
to equity and diversity, race and class representation in
FPCs. These themes frame a growing body of knowledge on
FPCs which may aid these organizations, those interested in
approaches to food systems change, and those interested in
cross-sectoral collaborative approaches to food systems and
sustainability governance. We also identified four key gaps
described in the current body of literature which might
provide direction for future research on FPCs. These include
needs to: broaden methodological approaches, support strategic
evaluation, evaluate the impact of FPC activities and document
links to deliberative and food democracy. This evaluation

may provide direction for ongoing impact in FPC research
and evaluation.
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