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Abstract

Food policy councils (FPCs) have become a
popular way to organize vatious food system
stakeholders at the local, municipal, and state
levels. FPCs typically build partnerships with
stakeholders; examine current policies, regulations,
and ordinances related to food; and support or
create programs that address food system issues.
While FPCs have the potential to affect policy
change and often include policy-related goals in
their missions, the literature on how FPCs engage
in the policy process, what policies FPCs address,
and the policy impacts of their work are very
limited. We conducted an electronic survey of FPC
leaders to describe FPCs, their level of engagement
in policy processes, and the scope of their policy
activities. We invited all U.S. FPCs that were
included in an FPC database (N =92) to
participate. Of the 56 FPCs that completed the
survey (64 percent response rate), 52 percent had
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been in existence for at least 3 years and 85 percent
were engaged in policy activities at the time of the
survey. Most FPCs engage in policy work in
multiple venues (88 percent) and on multiple topics
(79 percent). Many FPCs reported participating in
the policy process through problem identification
(95 percent) and education (78 percent); few
mentioned evaluating their policy work. Those not
engaged in policy most often cited lack of
resources and technical expertise as barriers. These
results suggest that while most FPCs are engaging
in policy, why and how they engage varies greatly.
Since FPCs are frequently cited as an effective way
to address local and state food system issues, there
is a need for more rigorous evaluation of the
processes, outcomes, and impacts of their work.
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evaluation, food policy council, food system, policy

Introduction

Food has never figured so prominently on the
public agenda as it does now. Recognizing the
interdependence of hunger, malnutrition, diet-
related disease, agriculture, poverty and access to
food, and economic development, food policy
councils (FPCs) are being created to address
multiple sectors of the food system (Harper,
Shattuck, Holt-Giménez, Alkon, & Lambrick,
2009). The first FPC was started in Knoxville in
1982, and the growing number of FPCs (from 50
or 60 North American FPCs in 2000 to approxi-
mately 150 in 2011 (M. Winne, personal commu-
nication, 2011)) reflects a trend that shows no sign
of abating. FPCs take many forms, from local
government entities to nonprofit organizations,
and include representatives from different sectors
of the food system. Their primary functions are “to
serve as forums for discussing food issues; to
foster coordination between sectors in the food
system; to evaluate and influence policy; and to
launch or support programs and services that
address local needs” (Harper et al., 2009, p. 2).
More simply stated, “Food policy councils offer a
concrete example of a deliberate attempt to
develop the practice of food democracy”
(Hassanein, 2003, p. 79). FPCs provide a space for
seemingly disparate sectors to develop relation-

ships that lead to changes in food system policy.
Given the increase in interest and subsequent
resources dedicated to them, understanding how
FPCs are addressing policy is of critical
importance.

Food policy can be defined as “any decision
made by a government agency, business, or
organization which affects how food is produced,
processed, distributed, purchased and protected”
(Hamilton, 2002, p. 423). While federal food and
agricultural policy has helped to create the current
food system, state and municipal governments, and
nonprofit organizations are examining their
respective roles in changing policies at the institu-
tional, local, regional, state, and federal levels to
influence the food system (K. Clancy, personal
communication, 2011). With the growth of FPCs
around the country, as well as the sanctioning of
many FPCs by local and state governments, they
are positioned to contribute to this policy process,
but more information about the work and impact
of FPCs is needed.

Published research on FPCs is scant, leaving
many gaps in knowledge as to their role in the
policy process. Much of what is known about
FPCs is based on several decades of work by a few
food policy experts (Clancy, Hammer, & Lippoldt,
2007; Dahlberg, 1994; Fiser, 2006; Lang, Rayner,
Rayner, Barling, & Millstone, 2004; Schiff, 2007;
Winne, 2008). In “Food Policy Councils: Past,
Present and Future,” Dr. Clancy and colleagues
describe the work of eight government-sanctioned
state and local FPCs that were operational for at
least three years (as of 2007), and concluded that
these FPCs’ policy activities were focused on
advising and making recommendations to local and
state government agencies. FPCs most frequently
offered recommendations to local policy agencies
and participated in creating comprehensive food
policy plans designed to improve local food
systems (Clancy et al., 2007). The degree to which
these plans have been implemented is undocu-
mented in the literature and may be related to each
council’s length of existence and/or efficacy.

In contrast to local FPCs, state FPCs are less
numerous and are charged with a variety of tasks
that promote the development of food policy for
their states. These activities range from coordi-
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nating state agencies that affect food security to
increasing state procurement of local foods.
Connecticut is highlighted by both Clancy et al.
(2007) and Winne (2008) as a model state FPC that
was established in response to a state statute
charging the council to “develop, coordinate, and
implement a food system policy” (Connecticut
General Assembly, 1997). The scope of this
research by Clancy and Winne provides important
foundational examinations of FPCs and their role
in the policy process and sets the stage well for a
more in-depth assessment of the range of topics
and processes through which FPCs engage in
policy.

Previous research has looked at the structures,
processes, and outcomes of individual or small
samples of FPCs. Two doctoral dissertations have
taken more comprehensive views of the population
of FPCs, though these have remained focused
primarily on organizational structure, processes,
and activities (Fiser, 20006; Schiff, 2007). One study
of 13 FPCs revealed that 10 had previously
engaged in policy or hoped to do so in the future.
This study also found that many councils report
spending time on programs rather than policy
(Schiff, 2008). Several FPCs reported they were
focusing on building their credibility and capacity
before becoming more involved in policy formu-
lation (Schiff, 2008). Schiff’s research primarily
focused on defining the mission or roles of FPCs
(versus their specific policy activities) and investi-
gating their organizational characteristics, “as a
foundation for identifying what may lead to ‘best-
practice’ organizational structure and process in
tulfilling these roles” (2007, p. vi).

The need for research on FPCs’ efficacy has
been cited repeatedly in the literature (Feenstra,
1997; Webb, Hawe, & Noort, 2001). Aside from
these aforementioned studies based on small
samples, little evaluation research has been con-
ducted on FPCs’ engagement in policy processes.
The complex, multisector work of FPCs makes
evaluation difficult. Lack of data or evaluation
procedures within individual councils may also
hamper FPCs’ abilities to monitor and evaluate
their efforts in the food system. The difficulty of
evaluating efforts for some FPCs may also be due
to insufficient funding for evaluation and a lack of
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evaluation expertise. This lack of evaluation data
limits the dissemination of information about
effective FPCs and the strategies they use, and
inhibits the planning efforts of groups interested in
replication (Webb, Pelletier, Maretzki, & Wilkins,
1998). Most recently, Food First, a national
research and advocacy organization, has called for
more research on the activities of FPCs: “As the
momentum behind Food Policy Councils grows,
there is a clear need to evaluate the effectiveness of
councils in meeting their stated goals, and their
broader effect on the food system as a whole”
(Harper et al., 2009, p. 5).

As part of a larger study exploring FPC policy
efforts in the U.S., we conducted an electronic
survey of FPCs, which marks the first attempt to
measure at a national level how FPCs work on
policy issues. The purpose of the survey was to
document the number of FPCs involved with
policy, describe the scope of policy activities
underway, and identify the barriers and facilitators
to engaging in the policy process. The survey also
informed case selection for a multiple case study
that is part of a larger study of FPCs.

Significance of this Research

This study seeks to both fill a gap in the literature
and provide information useful to FPCs and others
engaging in food policy. The survey results
describe both successes and challenges associated
with FPCs’ policy initiatives. As such, the findings
offer empirical evidence that may help FPCs assess
their role in the policy arena and make strategic
decisions about which policy issues to focus on.
With this information, FPCs can reallocate scarce
resources to influence strategic planning and more
effectively engage in the policy process. This
research also has the potential to inform decisions
about how FPCs and their funders think about the
appropriate structures and processes for engaging
in food system policy. Finally, this research may
provide guidance for cities and states planning to
undertake food system policy work.

Methods

This research is part of a larger multiple case study
underway at the time of this writing. Due to the
dearth of empirical data on FPC policy activities,


Amy Christian
Sticky Note
Marked set by Amy Christian

Amy Christian
Sticky Note
Marked set by Amy Christian


Journal of Agticulture, Food Systems, and Community Development

ISSN: 2152-0801 online
www.AgDev]ournal.com

we decided to analyze data separately from the first
phase, the electronic survey. In this paper we
present the findings from this survey.

Population of U.S. Food Policy Councils

In order to form our sample, we sought to identify
all FPCs in existence in the U.S. as of January 2011.
The list of eligible FPCs was assembled from
several sources: the Community Food Security
Coalition (CFSC) website (CFSC, 2011); a list of
national food policy conference attendees; and the
websites of individual FPCs. The CFSC maintains a
list of FPCs in North America, 92 of which are in
the U.S. This list was the primary source for
identifying FPCs and was verified using the food
policy conference attendee list and websites of
individual FPCs. Two national food policy experts
(K. Clancy and M. Winne), consultants to the
Johns Hopkins Center for a Livable Future (CLF),
reviewed the final list of FPCs for completeness.

Survey Development

The FPC survey was created through collaboration
between the project investigators and two CLF
food policy experts. Survey questions were based
on the CFSC Evaluation Toolkit (CFSC, n.d.) and
supplemented with questions applying specifically
to this research. Out of this collaboration, a brief
12-question survey was developed to assess back-
ground information on FPCs, whether and how
FPCs are engaging in the policy process, what
barriers FPCs face in policy engagement, and in
what policy activities and topics FPCs are engaging.
Some questions about the types of policy activities
in which FPCs were engaged and barriers to
engaging in policy had predetermined close-ended
responses; other questions had open-ended
responses. For example, a question about policy
issues and topics the FPC was working on at the
time of the survey was open-ended.

For the purposes of this research we defined
“policy” very broadly. A policy can be legislative,
regulatory, or simply visionary (e.g., an internal
policy that guides an organization’s actions), and
can be made at any level — institutional, local,
county, regional, state, or federal (Peters Moschett,
2010).

Survey Administration

The CFSC list of FPCs includes an email address
for the primary contact. Using this publicly
available contact information, we emailed each
FPC a brief message explaining the research and
the purpose of the survey and included a link to
the survey using Survey Monkey (2011). The
survey was administered from March 7, 2011, to
April 7, 2011. After one week, we re-sent the email
to those who had not responded. A third and final
reminder was sent one week later. Once
respondents completed the survey, we contacted
them only if clarification about their responses was
needed.

Consistent with the collaborative nature of the
food policy community, we found that several
individuals were involved with multiple FPCs. This
led to individuals responding in a single survey on
behalf of more than one FPC. When this occurred,
we asked the respondent to retake the survey and
represent a single FPC. Separate representatives of
the other FPCs were contacted to respond on
behalf of these FPCs. Ultimately, two responses
were discarded because we were unable to secure
separate responses for the individual FPCs (these
two respondents represented seven FPCs).

Data Analysis

Data were downloaded from Survey Monkey and
analyzed in Excel using descriptive statistical
techniques. Limited data were available for both
the entire population of FPCs and the sample
surveyed. Thus, in assessing the representativeness
of the sample of FPCs included in the survey
relative to the entire population of FPCs, we were
only able to compare measures pertaining to
geographic distribution (Northeast, South,
Midwest, or West) and geographic area served (city,
county, region of, state). Analyses of open-ended
responses included review of the text, followed by
organization of responses into similar categories by
one of the authors. Two other co-authors reviewed
these results and confirmed the original
organization scheme.
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Results

Sample

Of the 92 representatives from FPCs we invited to
participate, 56 responded to the survey for a
response rate of 61 percent. One respondent
started but did not complete the survey. Of the
survey invitations sent, six bounced back and two
respondents opted out. Efforts were made to
obtain contact information for other individuals
associated with these eight FPCs and when such
information was identified, we sent additional
invitations that yielded four completed surveys,
which were included in our final sample of 56.
Geographic characteristics of FPC survey respond-
ents were compared to the total population of
FPCs in terms of geographic distribution and
geographic area served. Survey respondents
represented 67 percent of existing FPCs in the
West and 79 percent in the Northeast. Fifty-four
percent of FPCs in the Midwest and 47 percent of
FPCs in the South were included among respond-
ents. Fifty-three percent of FPCs serving cities
responded to the survey as well as 56 percent of
state FPCs. Additionally, county and regional FPCs
were overrepresented in the survey sample. The
initial list of FPCs from the CFSC identified seven
FPCs that served a regional area. However, 13
survey respondents identified themselves as
responding for regional FPCs.

Characteristics of FPCs
Table 1 displays characteristics of FPCs in the
survey sample. FPCs are located throughout the
U.S., although the highest concentrations are in the
Midwest and West, particularly California. FPCs
typically serve one geographic area, such as a city
or state. Fifty of the 56 survey respondents re-
ported that they serve one geographic area. How-
ever, several FPCs represent multiple geographic
areas, most often a county FPC serving the county
as a whole as well as its constituent municipalities.
Nearly 50 percent of FPCs surveyed have been
in existence for three or fewer years, with nine
FPCs being formed in the last year. Two FPCs
reported they intend to last no more than three
years, while fifty-four have no set date for
termination.

Volume 2, Issue 4 / Summer 2012

Seventy percent of the FPCs surveyed reported
that they engage in some kind of data collection
and/ot evaluation, though many conceded that
they have yet to start evaluation activities. Specific
data collection and/or evaluation efforts described
range from process evaluations and case studies to
community food assessments and food system
impact evaluations. Several FPCs that receive grant

Table 1. Description of Sample of FPCs (N=56)

Geographic Distribution n (%)
Northeast 11 (20%)
South 9 (16%)
Midwest 14 (25%)
West 22 (39%)

Geographic Area Served?

City 18 (32%)

County 24 (43%)

Region 13 (23%)

State 10 (18%)
Length of Existence

< 1year 9 (16%)

1-3 years 18 (32%)

> 3 years 29 (52%)
Intended Length of Existence

< 1year 1(2%)

1-3 years 1 (2%)

No set date for termination 54 (96%)
Evaluation of Policy Work

Yes 11 (20%)

No 45 (80%)
How People Become Members of FPCs?

Self-selecting 35 (63%)

Nominated and voted in by FPC 14 (25%)

Appointed by someone in authority 15 (27%)

Other 6 (11%)
Does FPC Engage in Policy Work?

Currently work on policy 48 (86%)
Worked on policy in the past 5 (9%)
Never worked on policy 3 (5%)

a Answers are not mutually exclusive, so total is greater than 100
percent.
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funding stated that they have specific process and
outcome measures required by their funders. Over-
all, 11 of 56 FPCs surveyed (20 percent) mentioned
evaluation related to policy efforts.

FPCs and Policy Activities and Challenges

As the name suggests, 86 percent (n1=48) of FPC
respondents reported that they are currently work-
ing on policy. Those FPCs not working on policy
cited challenges around defining priorities, lacking
leadership, and not being allowed to undertake
policy work because of their government affilia-
tion. Of the respondents who are working on
policy, there was not a uniform definition of what
constitutes policy, and several FPCs mentioned
that they had not defined policy for themselves.
Some FPCs viewed policy as formal, public
decisions that include laws, ordinances, guidelines,
and official statements made by government
entities. One respondent, citing Winne’s definition,
defined policy as “any government action ot
inaction.” Other FPCs described policy as “the way
business is done,” and include organizational and
community practices and procedures.

Most FPCs are engaging in policy at multiple
levels, from institutional and city policy to state and
federal policy. Table 2 shows at what levels FPCs
were engaging in policy at the time they completed
the survey.

FPCs are primarily engaging in policy at the
local, institutional, and county levels. Most FPCs in
our sample reported representing cities and
counties. Thus, our respondents’ policy work most
often focuses at the city or county level, although

Table 2. Levels of Policy Work at Which FPCs
Engage?®

n (%)
City 37 (74%)
Institutional (e.g., schools, private sector) 33 (66%)
County 3 (66%)
State 6 (52%)
Federal 7 (34%)
Regional 11 (22%)

@ Answers are not mutually exclusive, so total is greater than 100
percent.

the levels are not mutually exclusive. Institutions
are another major area of focus for FPCs, with
schools being the predominant institutional venue
reported.

The ways FPCs engage in policy vary from
council to council, yet there are some activities in
which most FPCs are involved. Table 3 lists the
policy activities in which FPCs are engaged, based
on their selection of closed-ended options. The
survey question asked how each FPC engages in
policy and listed the options shown in table 3.

Almost all FPCs responded that they identify
problems that could be addressed through policy,
and more than three fourths of FPCs educate the
public about food policy issues. Fewer FPCs,
though still significant percentages, engage more
actively in policy by developing policy proposals
(62 percent), lobbying for specific legislation (48
percent), and participating in the regulatory process
(34 percent).

Through these policy activities, FPCs engage in
a range of policy-related topics across all sectors of
the food system, including production, purchasing,
distribution, and consumption. Open-ended
responses to two questions reveal past and current
policy initiatives of the responding FPCs. We
grouped these responses into similatr categories

Table 3. Types of Policy Activities in Which FPCs
Engage?®

n (%)

Identify problems that could be addressed 47 (94%)
through policy

Educate public about food policy issues 39 (78%)
Develop policy proposals 31 (62%)
Lobby for specific proposals 24 (48%)
Participate in the regulatory process 17 (34%)
Endorse other organizations’ or institutions’ 16 (32%)
policies

Implement policies 11 (22%)
Other (including general food system 4 (8%)

advocacy, formation of coalitions, and
provision of expert testimony to decision-
makers)

a Answers are not mutually exclusive, so total is greater than 100
percent.
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Table 4. Responses to: If You Worked on Policies in the Past, Please Specify, and What Two Policies Are

You Working On?

Number of Past
Policies Reported
Subject of Policy Effort

Number of Current
Policies Reported
by 22 Respondents by 48 Respondents

Examples of Responses

Access to Food 9 15 Policies that promote access to healthy, local foods for
school children, low-income people, farm workers, and
people living in food deserts.

Agriculture 8 15 Policies that promote urban agriculture, land
preservation, and reject GMO use.

Procurement 4 16 Policies that mandate the source of food purchased by
schools, hospitals, government, and universities.

Animals 5 6 Policies that permit chickens and bees to be raised in
urban areas.

Community Gardens 1 10 Policies that support gardens in the community,
including schools.

Food Planning 7 4 Policy efforts to promote county food charters, local
sustainable agriculture generally, county food plans,
and food policy councils.

Farmers’ Markets 2 7 Policies that facilitate access to farmers’ markets
through SNAP/EBT use, and access by low-income
people.

Policy Analysis 3 6 Efforts to assess existing policies and the need for
additional policies.

Small Business Support 2 6 Policies that promote small businesses, including
farmers and retailers.

Other (policies with fewer 5 11 Policies that include food assistance, trans fat bans,

than five responses to
either question)

promoting composting, addressing the emergency food
supply, menu labeling, budget decision-making around
food, and federal bills.

Total 46 96

(table 4). The 22 respondents who specified past
policies with which their FPCs were involved
described 46 policy efforts. (Seven additional
respondents provided answers that were not
specific enough to be categorized, such as, “we
specifically focus on policy level efforts.”) More
than half of these policies sought to increase access
to local and/ ot healthy foods; promote agriculture;
and encourage state and municipal food planning
efforts. When asked to identify two policies they
were working on at the time of the survey, 48
respondents (100 percent of those indicating they
were engaging in policy work at the time of the
survey) answered this open-ended question with
enough detail to categorize. Most of the policies
described sought to influence institutional food
purchasing policies of schools, hospitals, and

Volume 2, Issue 4 / Summer 2012

governments; improve access to local and/or
healthy foods; promote agriculture; and support
community gardens. Other policy topics detailed as
part of past and present policy efforts are detailed
in table 4.

We were also interested in understanding
whether the policies aimed to change the physical
food environment and/or individual behaviors. Of
those policies for which we could discern the target
of influence (117 of the 142 identified as past or
current policy initiatives), all but two sought some
type of institutional change that would affect the
food environment and facilitate access to local
and/ot healthy food. For example, procurement
policies aim to change the food that large institu-
tions buy on behalf of the populations they serve.
By supplying their kitchens with locally sourced
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food, the target institution will alter the food
environment in which their employees and clients
make their food choices. Many of the institutions
targeted have captive audiences, such as schools,
hospitals, and prisons, and so the institution
provides those people with their available food
choices.

Another type of environmental change policy
is that which changes the environment in order to
encourage individuals to engage the food system
differently. Examples of such policies include those
related to agriculture, community gardens, and
farmers’ markets that look to government to
expand the range of production and distribution
options available for people to grow crops, raise
livestock, and sell the food that results from these
efforts. By allowing an expansion of the ability to
generate a local, healthy food supply, these policies
have the potential to alter the food environment in
ways that will improve access to healthy foods for
residents. The two policies that did not fit within
this category of changing the physical food
environment sought support for public education
and efforts to increase WIC enrollment.

Many of the FPCs included in our survey were
working on urban agriculture issues, likely a reflec-
tion of where the FPCs were located geograph-
ically. However, many urban FPCs also work on
issues that transcend urban/rural lines. These
include farm-to-institution policies and general
work on the farm bill, as well as issues concerning
school food policy and farmers’ markets. Addi-
tionally, several FPCs mentioned their work on
cropland policy to preserve open space and agri-
cultural land preservation, for example conserva-
tion easements for preservation of high quality
soils.

While most FPCs are currently engaging in
policy on multiple topics and multiple levels, they
face a variety of challenges to their involvement in
policy work. As shown in table 5, 76 percent of
respondents cite lack of time, 66 percent report
lack of financial support for policy work, and 46
percent say lack of training or skills are barriers to
engaging in the policy process. Other bartiers to
engaging in policy work mainly relate to challenges
with government and challenges with FPC
members. Government barriers include incon-

10

sistent government support of FPC activities, lack
of members’ trust of government, and discourage-
ment of government employees taking positions on
policy issues. Additionally, several FPCs mentioned
that their members represent a diverse network of
stakeholders and often have differing positions on
specific policies and differing abilities to engage in
policy.

From this list of battiers, one might hypothe-
size that the more established FPCs would have
greater success in influencing policy because of
their experience. Therefore, we explored FPCs’
policy activities based on how long they had been
in existence. Prior work by Clancy et al. (2007)
explored FPCs that had been in existence for at
least three years; thus, we also analyzed the coun-
cils’ policy activities comparing those in existence
for less than three years to those in existence for
three years or more (table 6). The FPCs sutrveyed,
regardless of length of existence, generally work at
the same levels of policy, engage in the same policy
activities, and face the same barriers to policy work.
However, there are a few notable exceptions when
comparing newly formed FPCs to long-standing
FPCs. FPCs that have been in existence longer
(three or more years) report working on federal
policy issues more than newer FPCs. In terms of
type of policy activities (in other words, how FPCs
engage in policy), there are differences between
those FPCs that have been around more than three

Table 5. Barriers to FPC Involvement in
Policy Work®

n (%)
Lack of time 38 (76%)
Lack of financial support for policy work 33 (66%)
Lack of training or skills in how to engage in 23 (46%)
the policy process
Other (including lack of trust in government, 14 (28%)
inconsistent support of government, and
differences of opinion across sectors of the
food industry on how to approach policy)
Concern about violating nonprofit tax status 4 (8%)
Policy is not a priority 1(2%)

a Answers are not mutually exclusive, so total is greater than 100
percent.
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years compared to FPCs newer than three years.
Newer FPCs develop more of their own policy
proposals and participate in the regulatory process.
Older FPCs engage in problem identification,

Table 6. Policy Work by FPCs’ Length of Existence’

Less than 3 Years
3 Years or More
(n=27) (n=29)

Level of Policy Work n (%) n (%)
Institutional 15 (56%) 18 (62%)
City 18 (67%) 19 (66%)
County 16 (59%) 17 (59%)
State 11 (41%) 15 (52%)
Federal 6(22%) 11 (38%)
Regional 6 (22%) 5 (17%)

Policy Activities

Identify problems that could 21 (78%) 26 (90%)
be addressed through policy

Educate public about food 17 (63%) 22 (76%)
policy issues

Develop policy proposals 17 (63%) 15 (52%)
Lobby for specific proposals 11 (41%) 13 (45%)

Participate in the regulatory
process

10 (37%) 7 (24%)

Endorse other organizations’
and institutions’ policies

3(11%) 13 (45%)

Implement policies 6 (22%) 5 (17%)

Barriers to Engaging in Policy
Work

Lack of time

14 (52%)
14 (52%)

24 (83%)
19 (66%)

Lack of financial support for
policy work

Lack of training or skills in
how to engage in the policy
process

8(30%) 15 (52%)

Other (including lack of trust
in government, inconsistent
support of government, and
differences of opinion across
sectors of the food industry
on how to approach policy)

3(11%) 10 (34%)

Concern about violating 0 (0%)
nonprofit tax status

Policy is not a priority 0 (0%) 1 (3%)

4 (14%)

a Answers are not mutually exclusive, so total is greater than 100
percent.

Volume 2, Issue 4 / Summer 2012

public education, and most significantly endorse
others’ policies more frequently than newer FPCs.
Barriers to policy engagement cited by longer-
standing FPCs emphasize lack of time and training
or skills for engaging in the policy process.

Discussion

Though the number of FPCs continues to grow,
research on FPCs remains limited, leaving several
gaps in the literature that this study seeks to fill.
Prior research has examined a handful of local and
state FPCs, focusing on organizational structure
and processes (Clancy et al., 2007; Dahlberg, 1994;
Hatper et al., 2009; Winne, 2008). All these authors
acknowledge the limited scope of their work and
call for more research evaluating the outcomes and
impacts of FPCs. Our research is one of the few
studies to examine the entire population of FPCs
in the U.S. and the only study, to our knowledge,
that specifically examines how FPCs are engaging
in the policy process. Although 70 percent of
responding FPCs report some kind of data collec-
tion and evaluation effort of their work in general,
both the variety of survey responses and the
literature suggest a need for more systematic,
rigorous evaluation of the FPCs work specifically
in the policy arena. As more FPCs have emerged,
organizations such as the Community Food
Security Coalition and the United States Depart-
ment of Agriculture (USDA) have created tools for
FPCs to evaluate their work (CFSC, n.d.).!

Our results suggest that most of the FPCs we
surveyed are engaging in policy work. FPCs were
asked to define policy as they understood it, and
our results show that many FPCs do not share a
common definition of policy, and instead operate
under individual working definitions that govern
their activities. While the definitions for food
policy vaty, we found consistency in the types of
policies that FPCs focus on. These include pro-
curement (i.e., local food sourcing by institutions),
agriculture (e.g., land preservation, urban
agriculture) and access to healthy food (i.e., access
in underserved areas), followed by community

1'The CFSC reported in August 2012 that it will cease its
operations by the end of 2012.
http://foodsecurity.org/important-message-from-cfsc
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gardening, food planning, farmers’ markets, animal
ordinances, and small business support. We found
that these policy topics that seek to change the
physical food environment were represented
among both current and previous FPC policy
activities, thus suggesting possible policy topics
that newer FPCs also may want to explore. These
common areas of policy focus, and the strategy of
pursuing policies that aim to change the physical
environment, may also suggest topics on which
future evaluations can focus.

The primary policy activities FPC respondents
noted are identifying issues that could be addressed
through policy, and educating the public about
food policy issues. While there are many explana-
tions, these indirect forms of policy work may be
the result of a lack of time or financial resources to
engage in more direct, time-consuming policy
work, lack of skills (46 percent reported the lack of
skills as a barrier), or a lack of clarity about laws
governing tax-exempt organizations and public
employees (a concern reported by less than 10
percent of respondents). Resources to inform both
of these latter issues are available, such as policy
training and technical assistance by the CFSC, and
efforts to assure that FPC leaders have access to
them and that these resources are understood by
and relevant to FPCs may help to address these
barriers. In spite of the challenges identified by
respondents, many FPCs reported developing
policy proposals and engaging in efforts to support
ongoing policy efforts. Although this study gener-
ated critical information not previously reported,
more research is needed to better understand how
FPCs engage in policy and what challenges they
face in their policy work.

As discussed, FPCs organized within
government agencies face particular challenges to
engaging in the policy process. Inconsistent
support for the FPC and lack of understanding of
food system issues by their host agencies were two
challenges cited by respondents who experience
this barrier. Additional research is also needed on
how FPCs are situated within the communities
they represent and serve. Similatly, it would be
helpful to know if and how nongovernmental
FPCs engage in policy and whether their independ-
ence facilitates or hampers efforts to change policy.
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Based on the challenges to policy engagement
expressed by the FPCs, a need exists for mote
training and skill development focusing on how to
participate in the policy process. Additionally, lack
of time and staff were frequently cited as barriers.
More explicit discussion within FPCs and priori-
tization of policy work could help FPCs direct time
and resources to fulfilling their mission of improv-
ing food system policy. Support for staff time from
funding agencies that is targeted at policy advocacy
may help to focus FPCs’ resources on policy.

Length of existence does not seem to indicate
significant differences in FPCs’ policy engagement.
Long-standing FPCs tend to work more on policy
at the federal level and engage in more indirect
policy activities, such as endorsing the policies of
other salient organizations. Our survey was not
designed to fully capture these differences and
future research could benefit from further explora-
tion of the influence of length of existence on FPC
policy-related activities.

Thirty-four percent of FPCs reported that they
are working on policy at the federal level. This may
reflect nationwide advocacy regarding the 2012
Farm Bill or the recent Child Nutrition Reauthot-
ization law. The CFSC organizes FPCs around
these issues and provides forums for discussion
and avenues for action. From federal food assis-
tance and zoning for urban agriculture to infra-
structure development for poultry processing and
school lunch programs, FPCs play a role in shaping
many aspects of the U.S. food system. Assutring
these efforts are effectively harnessed to maximize
the potential of FPCs is a challenge we hope this
research and future studies will help guide.

Study Limitations

These findings should be considered in light of
some limitations. Specifically, nonresponse bias
and the nature of self-report are of concern. While
we engaged in several strategies to invite a com-
prehensive response, there are FPCs that did not
participate and policy efforts that we likely missed.
FPCs form and disband routinely, making it
difficult to identify and connect with every one at
any point in time. We identified 92 FPCs that were
operational at the time we fielded our survey, of
which 56 responded. It is unclear what the reasons
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are for nonresponders, though possible causes
include lack of time, lack of interest in the topic,
lack of incentive for taking the survey, and survey
fatigue. Thus, our sample, while it includes a
majority of identified FPCs, does not represent all
of them.

The survey data provide a cross-sectional view
as opposed to an historical or longitudinal view,
which is difficult given the high turnover (short
lifespan) of some FPCs. To address some of these
limitations and further the research on policy
engagement of FPCs, we are conducting a multiple
case study of select FPCs and their policy work.
This will allow for a more in-depth examination of
the policy efforts of a small group of FPCs.

Conclusion

Most FPCs are currently working to effect policy
change at multiple levels, on multiple topics, and
through multiple activities. In part because of the
lack of resources for policy work and the need for
greater policy skills, the policy activities of FPCs
tend toward more indirect activities, such as
problem identification and education. Support for
FPC policy work, in the form of both technical
assistance and grant support, will likely be needed
in order to accomplish a higher level of direct
engagement with the policy process.

The findings of this research suggest there is a
need for more systematic, rigorous evaluation of
the processes, outcomes, and impacts of FPCs’
policy work. These results, combined with ongoing
data collection for the multiple case study, will
generate additional and important information
regarding how FPCs engage in the policy process,
the facilitators and barriers they face, and the
outcomes and impacts of their policy work.

Food policy councils have been in existence
for the past 30 years, with a noticeable surge in
activity during the past 10 years. As our food
system becomes more complex and as the public
and politicians realize the importance of food to
our nation’s health and sustainability, FPCs will
continue to emerge and serve as vehicles for
influencing food system policy. It is important that
such efforts are informed by empirical evidence,

which this research is the first to provide. =
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