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Abstract
In order to foster a transition of the food system toward more sustainable outcomes, scholars have increasingly pointed at 
the need for organizing strengthened food democracy. By increasing the participation of citizens and food system actors, 
democratic innovations, such as food policy councils, are believed to promote the quality and legitimacy of food policymak-
ing. However, the question of whether and how food democracy initiatives do indeed contribute to more democratic modes 
of governance largely remains unexplored. This study addresses this gap by performing a systematic literature review of 
the existing scholarship on food democracy, assessing democratic innovations for their contributions to four democratic 
goods: inclusiveness, popular control, considered judgment and transparency. The analysis shows that food democracy 
initiatives tend to be dominated by organized interests, have more influence on agenda-setting and implementation com-
pared to decision-making, and generally aim for some form of deliberation or knowledge exchange. The precise selection 
mechanisms, processes and quality of deliberation, and transparency of democratic innovations remain important research 
gaps. The paper ends with a plea to better connect food democracy scholarship with the broader political sciences, as well 
as various suggestions for future research.
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Introduction

The global food system is under great pressure for reform. 
Current ways of producing and consuming food drive some 
of the most pressing challenges society faces. Globally, the 
food system contributes around a third of anthropogenic 
greenhouse gas emissions (Crippa et al. 2021) and is a key 
driver of biodiversity loss and land-use change (Spring-
mann et al. 2018), the depletion of groundwater resources 
(Wada et al. 2010) and pollution (Diaz and Rosenberg 2008). 
Unhealthy diets have resulted in a rapid increase of non-
communicable diseases (Branca et al. 2019), endangering 

citizens’ welfare, as once more corroborated during the 
COVID-19 pandemic (Butler and Barrientos 2020), and 
putting a strain on public budgets (Candari et al. 2017). 
Additionally, many people living below the poverty line 
still lack access to sufficient and nutritious food (FAO et al. 
2020). Meanwhile, labor conditions in the food chain are dis-
tressing, as illustrated by frequent farmer protests across the 
globe and ongoing concerns about the food system’s reliance 
on cheap and illegal labor (ILO 2020). It is for these reasons 
that governments, academics, civil society movements and 
numerous business leaders have called for a transition of 
the global food system toward more sustainable outcomes.

Arguably, the quest for more sustainable food systems is 
first and foremost a political challenge: realizing a transi-
tion of the food system requires effective governance mecha-
nisms across policy sectors and levels, which to date remain 
lacking in most contexts (Barling et al. 2002; Candel and 
Pereira 2017). Moreover, success will be conditional on the 
willingness and ability of millions, if not billions, of people, 
from farmers and fishermen to consumers, to adjust every-
day practices (Spaargaren et al. 2012). So far, the views and 
experiences of food system actors have hardly been incor-
porated into formal decision-making processes. Food policy 
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scholars have been highly critical of the concentration of 
power in the hands of well-organized private interests and 
policy elites (McKeon 2015; Clapp 2021).

For these reasons, civil society movements, scholars and 
(some) governments have increasingly questioned how to 
better involve citizens and food system actors in food poli-
cymaking, in order to develop more effective and legitimate 
interventions. Both the development and study of new forms 
of participation and (co-)decision-making have come to be 
labelled as the quest for food democracy, referring to the 
degree of control that individuals and communities have 
over the functioning of local, national or transnational food 
systems. Whereas food democracy scholars have identified 
a broad range of innovative democratic practices emerging 
within civil society and food value chains (e.g., Hassanein 
2003; Renting et al. 2012), this study is primarily interested 
in those food democracy initiatives that qualify as ‘demo-
cratic innovations’, i.e. innovative arrangements designed to 
mitigate democratic deficits of the policy process in tradi-
tional democratic institutions. Examples of such initiatives 
in the realm of food include the development of urban and 
regional food policy councils (Schiff 2008; Rocha 2009), the 
International Monsanto Tribunal (Busscher et al. 2020), and 
the use of deliberative citizens’ summits at national level.

Despite the high hopes surrounding these and other food 
democracy initiatives, they have remained ad-hoc and frag-
mented, raising doubts about their lasting impacts on the 
quality of democratic decision-making. Relatedly, while 
recent years have witnessed a burgeoning literature on food 
democracy, these studies have remained largely discon-
nected from larger debates on democratic innovation within 
political science. As a result, the evidence base about how 
food democracy initiatives have affected democratic goods 
remains absent. This is not to say that no valuable insights 
have been obtained, but to date these have not been inte-
grated into a systematic and comparative research agenda. 
This study aims to address this gap by performing a sys-
tematic literature review that synthesizes existing studies 
of food democracy initiatives through a ‘democratic goods’ 
lens. The central question the study aims to answer is: to 
what extent and how have democratic innovations within the 
realm of food contributed to democratic goods? The demo-
cratic goods on which the analysis focuses are: (i) inclusive-
ness, (ii) popular control, (iii) considered judgment and (iv) 
transparency (Smith 2009). Obtaining a better understanding 
of these contributions is vital for both scientific and societal 
debates on the (de)merits of food democracy innovations.

The paper proceeds with setting out the conceptual 
approach, further elaborating the food democracy and dem-
ocratic innovation concepts. Subsequently, the systematic 
literature review methods used are discussed. The fourth 
sectoin presents the synthesis, providing insights into the 
types of democratic innovations and associated outcomes 

emerging from the food democracy literature. The paper 
ends with a critical reflection on the state-of-the-art and 
various suggestions for future avenues of research.

Conceptual approach

Food democracy

Originally coined by food policy scholar Tim Lang (1999; 
2005), the concept of food democracy has rapidly grown 
into a key avenue of debate and research within the food 
governance scholarship (e.g., Hassanein 2003; Hamilton 
2005; Johnston et al. 2009). In their editorial accompanying 
a recent special issue on the topic, Bornemann and Weiland 
(2019a, p. 4) explain this interest by the concept’s poten-
tial to allow for “new insights into the democratic condi-
tions and consequences of recent developments in the food 
system”, while, conversely, it can “shed new light on the 
consequences of recent democratic transformations for 
the governance of contemporary food systems.” Despite 
this growing interest, the concept remains characterized 
by diverging interpretations and considerable ambiguity. 
Behringer and Feindt (2019), in this respect, distinguish 
between two distinct articulations of food democracy dis-
course that have developed over time. A first articulation 
they refer to as “liberal food democracy” and has its roots in 
political consumerism, emphasizing the steering role con-
sumers can adopt through their daily consumption choices 
(see also: Lorenzini 2019). The second articulation, labelled 
“strong food democracy”, departs from this market-based 
orientation and focuses on the emergence of citizen-led 
processes and initiatives through which participation and 
agonism are organized in alternative ways (see also the work 
on deep food democracy, e.g., Carlson and Chappell 2015). 
This perspective draws attention to the broad range of inno-
vative food governance arrangements that have emerged in 
recent years, which are the prime interest of this study. One 
could add that despite the concept’s anti-hegemonic roots, 
such innovations are not exclusively initiated by citizens but 
may also be government-led (Griend et al. 2019). Moreover, 
questions of food democracy could, in principle, also relate 
to the functioning of traditional representative institutions 
themselves, although this has remained largely ignored to 
date (Baldy and Kruse 2019).

Apart from food democracy, various related concepts and 
discourses with a strong democratic dimension or connota-
tion have emerged. The most resonating of these are ‘food 
sovereignty’ and ‘food justice’. The food sovereignty con-
cept was originally developed by farmer movements in the 
Global South, notably La Vía Campesina, and has diffused 
as a counter-discourse to the dominant, and allegedly neolib-
eral, food security discourse. Proponents of food sovereignty 
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call for the inclusion of small-scale producers in collective 
decision-making arrangements and, more generally, propel 
the sovereignty of local communities in shaping their food 
systems (McMichael 2014; Dekeyser et al. 2018). Like-
wise, food justice activists and scholarship draw attention 
to inequalities of race, class and gender in the current food 
system, and call for the development of alternative models 
and practices (Glennie and Alkon 2018). Both concepts have 
been used by civil society movements to legitimize novel 
democratic practices, because of which they are included in 
this study’s review (see methods section).

Building on the above, this study does not aim to provide 
an exhaustive account of all interpretations and manifesta-
tions of food democracy, but is primarily interested in those 
initiatives and arrangements in the realm of food systems 
that can be qualified as ‘democratic innovations’, i.e. novel 
ways of organizing citizen participation in the formal demo-
cratic process (see below). The most prominent example of 
such innovations is the emergence of ‘food policy councils’, 
i.e. civil society organizations which aim for food system 
transformation through influencing existing political pro-
cesses and institutions (Schiff 2008; Prové et al. 2019). Other 
types of democratic innovations within the realm of food 
include the emergence of citizen tribunals (Busscher et al. 
2020), hackatons (Termeer and Bruinsma 2016), or citizen 
summits at national level, such as France’s ‘National Food 
Conference’ (Candel et al. 2020). Whereas the academic 
corpus about such initiatives, food policy councils in par-
ticular, is rapidly growing, relatively few systematic and 
comparative assessments going beyond single-n thick case 
descriptions have been undertaken to date. In addition, while 
the democratic potential of these initiatives in fostering new 
forms of participation and more inclusive institutions have 
been widely acknowledged and propagated, they have hardly 
been connected to and approached from the broader politi-
cal science scholarship on the functioning and impacts of 
democratic innovations. This study aims to take a first step 
in that direction.

Democratic innovations and democratic goods

The quest for food democracy resonates with recent 
debates in political science about the broader need for 
democratic innovation in liberal democracies. Theorizing 
democratic innovation has its roots in various branches 
of democratic scholarship, most notably on participatory 
and deliberative democracy (Fung 2006; Saward 2006). 
Scholars in this tradition generally presume that liberal 
democracy is in hot water, as growing economic inequal-
ity (Schäfer 2012), increased levels of false information 
circulating through social media (Bennett and Living-
ston 2018), a worsening quality of deliberation (Gora 
and Wilde 2020), and a re-emergence of identity politics 

(Börzel and Risse 2018), have challenged the effective-
ness and legitimacy of traditional democratic institutions 
in governing society towards desired directions (Mounk 
2018). To mitigate these challenges and revive citizens’ 
commitment to and participation in the democratic pro-
cess, governments, civil society movements and academics 
have initiated and tested a wide variety of democratic inno-
vations in recent decades. The commonality of these inno-
vations is that they aim for improved democratic processes 
and outcomes through increasing and deepening citizen 
participation in political decision-making (Smith 2009). 
Moreover, many of these innovations, particularly also in 
the realm of food (Moragues-Faus 2017), aim to go beyond 
post-political practices of managerialism and technocracy 
by providing new spaces for dissensus, particularly for 
those who previously lacked a voice in political decision-
making (O’Flynn 2019). As such, democratic innovations, 
when carefully designed and operating in synergy with 
representative institutions (Fung 2006), are expected to 
play an important role in addressing the pressing chal-
lenges that liberal democracies face.

This paper’s review of food democracy initiatives focuses 
on both the type and outcome of democratic innovations. 
Regarding the former, democratic innovations come in dif-
ferent types, ranging from referenda and mini-publics to par-
ticipatory budgeting and e-participation tools (OECD 2020). 
Different types of democratic innovations also differ in the 
schools of thought that underlie them, resulting in variation 
in whether they, for example, favor direct democracy or the 
strengthening of existing representative models, or whether 
they are rooted in deliberative or more agonistic approaches. 
A commonality is that most initiatives are concerned with 
strengthening participatory democratic innovation, while 
other types of, non-participatory, improvements to repre-
sentative institutions have largely been ignored within this 
literature (Smith 2019). Additionally, a key defining char-
acteristic is that these democratic innovations are intended 
to mitigate shortcomings of traditional democratic institu-
tions and therefore, in a direct or looser way, engage with 
formal policy processes. Consequently, self-organizing, 
market-based, or other types of innovative democratic prac-
tices without such an explicit link to the policy process fall 
outside of the scope of this study.

There can also be considerable variation within the same 
type of democratic innovation. There has, for example, 
been a vivid academic debate on what constitutes a ‘mini-
public’, which are commonly understood as ‘institutions in 
which a diverse body of citizens.. reason together about an 
issue of public concern’ (Smith and Setälä 2018). Whereas 
some scholars have argued that a mini-public is defined by 
a random selection of participants and the presence of neu-
tral process facilitators, others allow for more variation in 
designs (Ryan and Smith 2014).
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Regarding the outcomes of democratic innovations, a 
common approach is to study the extent to which they con-
tribute to so-called ‘democratic goods’. The most common 
conceptualization of these democratic goods is provided by 
Smith (2009), who distinguishes between inclusiveness, 
popular control, considered judgment and transparency, 
which are summarized in Table 1. These criteria cover both 
aspects of input and output legitimacy, i.e. procedural fair-
ness and the ability to produce effective outcomes (Scharpf 
1997).

Whereas the state-of-the-art on democratic innovations 
show promising findings for individual cases in contribu-
tions to these four democratic goods, most democratic inno-
vations have not yet lived up to their potential in terms of 
mitigating the systemic challenges to democracy. So far, 
initiatives have largely been applied randomly and ad-hoc, 
with little integration into existing representative institutions 
and processes (Geissel 2019). This fragmentation is reflected 
in research on the topic, as many studies have remained lim-
ited to one or few exemplary cases, with little attention to 
more mundane forms of enhancing democracy (Smith 2019). 
Moreover, scholars have pointed out that, despite their post-
political ambitions, many democratic innovations in practice 
tend to depoliticize conflict (Meriluoto 2021), as such having 
system-reinforcing rather than transformative effects (Goetz 
et al. 2020).These observations have resulted in calls for 
more systemic designs, taking the interconnections between 
sub-entities and governance levels into account (Owen and 
Smith 2015), as well as more comparative research designs 
(Ryan 2019). The present study contributes to the latter by 
providing a first comparative assessment of democratic inno-
vations within the realm of food policy.

Methodological approach

To examine current insights into food democracy initia-
tives’ contributions to democratic goods, a systematic 
review of the state-of-the-art was performed. Compared 
to traditional reviews, systematic review methods reduce 
researcher bias in the identification, selection and analysis 

of relevant publications, allowing for greater transparency 
and reproducibility of the research steps taken (Petticrew 
and Roberts 2006). A broad search query, consisting of: 
(i) the term food democracy, or (ii) specific types of food 
democracy initiatives such as food policy councils, citi-
zen tribunals, participatory and collaborative governance 
arrangements, or (iii) the related concepts of food sover-
eignty and food justice mentioned within a distance of 
20 words from democracy, was applied (Online resource 
1). An initial search of titles, abstracts and keywords in 
Scopus, which is the most comprehensive database of 
scientific journal publications, in May 2021 resulted in 
193 results. Applying the inclusion and exclusion criteria 
(Online resource 1) to the abstracts, titles and keywords 
resulted in a preliminary selection of 71 publications. 
Subsequent application of the criteria to the full articles 
resulted in a final database of 33 publications. Importantly, 
only studies published in English were included, possibly 
resulting in a geographical bias. No methodological qual-
ity assessment of these publications was performed.

All articles were read and relevant passages were 
extracted into a data extraction matrix (Online resource 2). 
The data extraction matrix for each publication provides: 
(i) the geographical locus and period of the democratic 
innovation(s) described, (ii) the type of democratic inno-
vation, (iii) the conceptual and methodological approach 
of the paper, and (iv) any relevant insights into initiatives’ 
impacts on the four democratic goods of inclusiveness, 
popular control, considered judgment and transparency.

Subsequently, the data extraction matrix was coded 
using a codebook and the coding software Atlas.ti. Codes 
were developed deductively, based on Smith’s (2009) 
volume on democratic innovation, complemented with 
Camilla Adelle’s (2019) research on the role of knowledge 
in food democracy to further specify the various types of 
knowledge under the dimension of considered judgment. 
Additionally, inductive codes that emerged from the data 
were added, particularly regarding the different types of 
actors involved. Table 2 provides an overview of the codes 
used (see Online resource 3 for the full codebook). After 
coding, all quotations were compared for common patterns 

Table 1   Overview of democratic goods, adopted from Smith (2009)

Democratic good Explanation

Inclusiveness The ability of citizens from across different social groups to evenly participate in political decision-making. Includes both 
formal characteristics of selection mechanisms and the extent to which in practice institutional inducements motivate 
the engagement of citizens from across groups, so as to avoid marginalization or exclusion

Popular control The degree in which participants are afforded increased influence and control within the decision-making process, cover-
ing problem definition, option analysis, option selection and implementation

Considered judgment The capacity of citizens to make thoughtful and reflective judgments, including understanding of both the technical 
details of the issue under consideration and the perspective of other citizens

Transparency The openness of proceedings to both participants and the wider public
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and (dis)similarities, resulting in the synthesis presented 
in the results section.

Results

Description of the dataset

Table 3 provides an overview of the food democracy initia-
tives covered in the review. A large majority of the studies 
included focus on local or regional food policy councils in 
North America and Europe. It is not clear whether this is 
due to the increasing popularity of this type of democratic 
innovation, or due to a bias in the food democracy scholar-
ship. Limited attention to citizen tribunals, other types of 
collaborative arrangements, indigenous practices and gov-
ernance initiatives in the Global South suggest that the latter 
plays some role at least.

Studies varied considerably in terms of their concep-
tual and methodological approaches, ranging from studies 
providing thick empirical case descriptions without clear 
conceptual focus, to studies addressing specific conceptual 
questions on themes such as collaborative governance, fram-
ing or the role of advocacy coalitions. The latter shows that 
studies of food democracy initiatives have been relatively 
well connected with broader theorization in political science, 
although hardly with democratic theory, or the scholarly 
debate on democratic innovation more specifically. Method-
ologically, most studies made use of interviews, field obser-
vations or surveys. There were no studies directly assessing 
food democracy initiatives’ impacts on democratic goods, 
e.g., through experimental set-ups or before-after assess-
ments. Given the large amount of anecdotal and indirect 
evidence, the synthesis presented in this section should be 

considered as a first attempt at theory-building, providing a 
starting point for more systematic and comparative studies.

Inclusiveness

The meta-analysis shows that there is considerable diver-
sity in which type of actors are reported to be involved in 
food democracy initiatives. Actor groups that were mostly 
observed to be (largely) included in democratic innovations 
were (both urban and ‘conventional’) farmers (16 publica-
tions), government officials or politicians (16), NGOs and 
civil society (16) and food chain actors other than primary 
producers and consumers, e.g. local businesses or retailers 
(13). Other groups, such as citizens (8), researchers, academ-
ics and students (6), schools and educational institutes (6), 
healthcare and public health actors (7), and labour unions (1) 
were mentioned less frequently. Most likely, the involvement 
of some of these groups, such as citizens, is underreported, 
as researchers may consider their inclusion as evident and 
not requiring explicit reflection. The overall image that 
arises, however, is that those governing or working in the 
food system, as well as organized interests, tend to be more 
often involved than other types of professionals and citizens.

The latter particularly applies when looking at those 
groups which were explicitly referred to as being (largely) 
excluded. Various studies reported a lack of inclusion of 
citizens in general (3), citizens from low SES groups (3), 
or from specific ethnic backgrounds (2). In a discussion of 
the Baltimore Food Policy Initiative, Bassarab et al. (2019), 
for example, drawing on earlier work of Swartz et al. (2018, 
p. 33), argue that those choosing to participate in the city’s 
Food Policy Action Coalition “do not reflect the majority of 
Baltimore’s population and are generally not people directly 
affected by food system problems”. In a fierce critique of the 

Table 2   Code categories used per democratic good

Inclusiveness 1. Groups that were (largely) included or excluded; separate codes for specific groups
2. Selection mechanisms; separate codes for specific selection mechanisms
3. Presence of institutional inducements to engage citizens from across groups
4. General reflections about inclusiveness

Popular control 1. Agenda-setting
2. Policy formulation
3. Decision-making
4. Implementation
5. Evaluation
For each of codes 1–5 specific sub-codes for large influence/ control, some influence/ control and no or 

hardly any influence/ control
6. General reflections about popular control

Considered judgment 1. Types of knowledge and information considered; separate codes for specific types of knowledge
2. Process of deliberation; separate codes for presence or absence of various deliberative good practices
3. General reflections about considered judgment

Transparency 1. Efforts taken to open proceedings to participants (or lack thereof)
2. Efforts taken to open proceedings to wider public (or lack thereof)
3. General reflections about transparency
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food policy council in Birmingham, Alabama, Henson and 
Munsey (2014) state that the local food movement is “deeply 
racialized” due to the lack of involvement of the city’s black 
community, which makes up the largest population group. 
Borrowing from the work of Bourdieu (1977), they argue 
that these exclusionary practices are not purposeful, but 
rather “the result of the more or less automatic operation 

of the habitus, produced in White space, and functioning in 
White fields.” (p. 1015) Other groups that were found to be 
excluded in a number of studies were farmers (4), govern-
ment officials (2) and NGOs and civil society (5). Regarding 
the latter, Koski et al. (2018) found that a lack of capacity 
and resources can be a major constraint to non-profits’ par-
ticipation in a food policy council.

Table 3   Overview of democratic innovations covered in the dataset

Author(s), (year) Type of democratic innovation(s) Place and period of study

Andreola et al. (2021) Food policy council Trento, Italy; 2019–2020
Baldy and Kruse (2019) Civil dialogues and expert dialogue Two smaller cities in Southern Germany 

(anonymised); years unknown
Bassarab et al. (2019) Food policy councils United States; 2018
Blay-Palmer (2009) Food policy council Toronto, Canada; 1990–2009
Boossabong (2017) Collaborative governance network on urban agri-

culture
Bangkok, Thailand; 2010–2012

Calancie et al. (2018) Food policy councils United States, Canada and Tribal & First Nations; 
2015

Calancie et al. (2017a, b) Food policy councils United States, Canada and Tribal & First Nations; 
2015

Calancie et al. (2017a, b) Food policy council Adams County, Pennsylvania, United States; 2014
Clancy et al. (2008) Food policy councils North America
Clark et al. (2017) Food policy council Franklin County, Ohio, United States; 2012–2015
Clayton et al. (2015) Food policy councils United States; 2011–2012
Fridman and Lenters (2013) Food policy council Toronto, Canada; 2011
Giambartolomei et al. (2021) Food policy councils Cork, Ireland & Bergamo, Italy; 2016
Godek (2021) Community networks; SSAN (Law of Food and 

Nutritional Sovereignty and Security) commit-
tees: COMUSSANs

Nicaragua; 2007–2018

Hasson (2019) Food policy council London, United Kingdom; 2017–2019
Henson and Munsey (2014) Food policy council Birmingham, Alabama, United States; 2010–2011
Horst (2017) Food policy council Puget Sound region, Washington, United States; 

2010–2015
Koski et al. (2018) Food policy council A Western region of the United States (anonymised); 

2013–2014
Lange et al. (2021) Food policy councils United States; 2014
MacRae (1994) Food policy council Toronto, Canada; 1990–1994
Mah and Thang (2013) Food policy council Toronto, Canada; 2010–2011
Mangnus et al. (2019) Food policy council (game) Kyoto, Japan; years unknown
Mooney et al. (2014) Food policy councils United States; 2006–2013
Pothukuchi and Kaufman (1999) Food policy councils United States; years unknown
Prové et al. (2019) Food policy councils Ghent, Belgium & Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, 

United States; 2013–2015
Roberts (2010) Food policy council Toronto, Canada; years unknown
Sadler et al. (2015) Food policy council (in the making) Flint, Michigan, United States; 2011–2012
Santo and Moragues-Faus (2019) Trans-local food policy networks United States and United Kingdom; 2016
Schiff (2008) Food policy councils United States and Canada; years unknown
Siddiki et al. (2015) Food policy councils United States; years unknown
Sieveking (2019) Food policy council Oldenburg, Germany; 2016–2018
Thompson et al. (2020) Food policy council Oktibbeha County, Mississippi, United States; 

2016–2019
Zerbian and De Luis Romero (2021) Food policy platform Madrid, Spain; 2019
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Membership matters, as the types of actors participat-
ing in food democracy initiatives have been found to have 
a large influence on the types of issues that are discussed 
and ultimately acted upon (Siddiki et al. 2015; Bassarab 
et al. 2019). Calancie et al. (2017a, b), for example, refer 
to a study by Hays et al. (2000) to argue that greater racial 
diversity is associated with community coalitions’ ability to 
influence public policy. At the same time, overall participa-
tion rates do not tell the fully story, as even when there is a 
large diversity of actors on paper, degrees of participation 
may vary considerably. Koski et al. (2018) in this respect 
speak of a “council within a council” to denote that a small 
group of actors’ influence within the food policy council was 
enhanced by their consistently high attendance at meetings. 
Limited time and human resources proved major constraints 
for citizens and civil society groups in cities such as Ber-
gamo, Cork (Giambartolomei et al. 2021), and Oldenburg 
(Sieveking 2019).

In terms of selection mechanisms, relatively few stud-
ies reported how participants to food democracy initiatives 
got selected. In those that did, the selection mechanism that 
was found to be most common was the invitation of partici-
pants by governmental actors (7 studies). In a comparative 
study of food policy councils in North America, for example, 
Clancy et al. (2008) found that in most councils members 
were appointed by either the mayor, county or state legisla-
tures. Similarly, participants of the London Food Board had 
to be appointed by the mayor (Hasson 2019). Three studies 
reported participants to be selected by non-governmental 
actors, e.g. food policy council organizers originating from 
civil society, and two studies indicated that there was no 
selection mechanism, meaning that participation was open 
to all who were interested. Sortition, generally considered a 
good practice for mini-public style democratic innovations, 
was used as selection mechanism in none of the food democ-
racy initiatives under study.

Relatively few studies (6) mentioned the presence of insti-
tutional inducements to engage citizens from across diverse 
groups. Exceptions included two anonymous southern Ger-
man cities, where citizens were actively invited through dif-
ferent media (Baldy and Kruse 2019), the use of supportive 
working groups in Austin, for which citizens were actively 
invited (Bassarab et al. 2019), or the use of ‘communicative 
fora’ that were opened to peri-urban farmers and slum com-
munities in Bangkok to share their knowledge and concerns 
after being affected by flooding (Boossabong 2017).

Popular control

The state-of-the-art shows that there is considerable varia-
tion in the degree of popular control that participants of food 
democracy initiatives (can) exercise over the various phases 
of the policy cycle. The overall image that arises is that—in 

their relation to public policy—food democracy initiatives 
play relatively large roles in agenda-setting (17 studies indi-
cating large influence or control, 2 studies medium influ-
ence) and policy formulation (8 vs. 4), a more modest role 
in implementation (4 vs. 3), and hardly any role in actual 
decision-making and policy evaluation.

In terms of agenda-setting and policy formulation, many 
food democracy initiatives, notably food policy councils, 
have been found to play an important role in translating food-
related concerns and ideas within the community to policy 
agendas, as various studies for example find for the much-
studied food policy council of Toronto (MacRae 1994; Mah 
and Thang 2013). In many cases, local governments actively 
reach out to food policy councils to receive policy advice. In 
some cities, such as Philadelphia, food policy councils are 
even integrated within the administration to foster collabora-
tion across sectoral departments (Prové et al. 2019). Various 
studies found that participants were also closely involved in 
policy implementation. Schiff (2008), for example, observes 
that government-initiated food policy councils after their 
first years often shift from a focus on policy development 
to the implementation of programs once recommendations 
have been made.

On the contrary, the influence on decision-making is 
found to be very limited. This was often due to the simple 
fact that in most democratic systems decision-making pow-
ers are reserved for elected politicians (e.g., Baldy and Kruse 
2019). In some cases, however, this lack of involvement 
resulted from a disinterest from the side of government. 
In the extreme case of the Food and Nutrition Sovereignty 
Committees in Nicaragua, Godek (2021) found that the gov-
ernment intentionally used these committees as “vehicles for 
state co-optation” by filling them with people loyal to the 
ruling party. Also, some food policy councils deliberately 
choose not to focus on policy, or even outwardly oppose 
formal policymaking, even when they often prove to implic-
itly do policy-relevant and -influencing work (Schiff 2008; 
Mooney et al. 2014). The latter suggests that despite limited 
direct influence on decision-making, through their agenda-
setting and policy formulation roles, food democracy initia-
tives do affect policy adoption in more indirect ways. Lange 
et al. (2021), in this respect found that having a food policy 
council is associated with the presence of (more) municipal-
level policies or practices to improve access to healthy foods. 
For policy evaluation, hardly any participation of citizens 
or food system actors has been described. However, it is 
unclear whether this is due to limited scholarly attention to 
such processes, the absence of participatory processes, or 
limited evaluations of food policies in the first place.

Within these overarching patterns, notable differences 
between the (experienced) efficacy of food democracy ini-
tiatives are observed, for which various explanatory con-
ditions are provided. First, there are notable differences in 
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the competences that different layers of government may 
exercise over food system issues, whereby local governments 
often have limited influence over bigger questions (Bassarab 
et al. 2019). Second, resources and capacity are key. Sid-
diki et al. (2015) found that food policy councils that lacked 
stable funding from local or regional governments gener-
ally had fewer and narrower outputs. Third, the more gen-
eral willingness on behalf of government, including elected 
politicians, to engage with democratic innovations and adopt 
their outputs into decision-making proves crucial (Bassarab 
et al. 2019). Negative experiences with government com-
mitment result in stakeholder fatigue and low expectations 
about efficacy (Baldy and Kruse 2019).

Considered judgment

Compared to inclusiveness- and popular control-related 
aspects, relatively few insights have been obtained on the 
extent to which interactions within food democracy initia-
tives contribute to the democratic good of considered judg-
ment. To start, few studies included in the review explicitly 
reported on the types of knowledge and information being 
exchanged within democratic initiatives. The type of knowl-
edge that is mentioned most often is experiential knowl-
edge of food system actors and stakeholders (5 studies), 
such as farmers. Andreola et al. (2021), for example, show 
how experiential knowledge of producer representatives, 
small-scale producers and food activists was used in heated 
debates about the potential of cooperative agricultural mod-
els in Trento’s food policy council. Scientific and cultural or 
indigenous knowledge were both observed to be included 
by two studies; policy or political knowledge in none of the 
studies. The views and perspectives of marginalized groups, 
e.g. those suffering from food insecurity, were found to be 
included by in Bangkok’s collaborative governance network 
on urban agriculture (Boossabong 2017), while largely 
excluded in the food policy council of Birmingham, Ala-
bama (Henson and Munsey 2014).

Similarly, few studies have reported on whether or not 
good practices of deliberation, which many food democ-
racy initiatives explicitly or implicitly aim for, have been 
applied. Ten studies reported that, indeed, some sort of 
deliberation or knowledge exchange has taken place in the 
democratic innovations under study. For example, MacRae 
(1994) shows how in the early days of the Toronto Food 
Policy Council representatives of different sectors engaged 
in discussions to understand each other’s views, resulting in 
decisions that went beyond the lowest-common-denominator 
position. Two studies reported the absence of such delib-
eration. Both in the cases of Trento (Andreola et al. 2021) 
and Madrid (Zerbian and de Luis Romero 2021), interac-
tions between stakeholders were found to lack depth and 
genuine exchange. Only two studies mentioned the presence 

of neutral process facilitators (Fridman and Lenters 2013; 
Calancie, Stritzinger, et al. 2017a, b). Findings on whether 
participants of food democracy initiatives have equal oppor-
tunities to engage in deliberations or share their perspectives 
are mixed (3 studies indicating they do, 4 they don’t). The 
same applies to participants’ willingness to reflect on their 
own and others’ frames and come to a shared understanding 
of problems and/or solutions (3 versus 3). Whether or not 
participants engage in deliberations without instruction from 
or consultation with any principals was reflected upon in 
only three studies (2 studies yes, 1 no). Siddiki et al. (2015, 
p. 544), for example, found that the involvement of govern-
ment officials in North American food policy councils can 
slow down decision-making, as these “served as proxies 
for agency heads”, having “to take all issues back to their 
administrators for approval or disapproval”. Only two stud-
ies reported on the actual language being used in the interac-
tions within the initiatives under study (Henson and Munsey 
2014; Baldy and Kruse 2019). Both these studies found the 
language to be insufficiently inclusive, as such not allowing 
for equal participation. Henson and Munsey (2014, p. 1013), 
for example, state that in Birmingham’s food policy council, 
“[t]he language used was technical and focused on how to 
package food movement ideology—the importance of local 
food and farmers, the benefits for health (specifically child-
hood obesity)—in ways that would be palatable to middle- 
and upper-class Whites.”

Transparency

Of the four democratic goods, transparency proved the one 
least reported on in the reviewed studies of food democ-
racy initiatives. Only one study included observations about 
transparency toward initiatives’ participants, i.e. the efforts 
taken to open proceedings. In her study of the Oldenburg 
food policy council, Sieveking (2019) finds mixed evidence 
for these efforts. On the one hand, she observes that minutes 
of meetings were always being taken, so that people were 
able to follow what had been discussed. On the other, she 
states that “as time went on, it became increasingly difficult 
for the members to monitor their activities” (p. 53). As work 
committees did not report consistently, proceedings became 
less clear to newcomers.

Regarding transparency toward wider publics of non-
participating actors, five studies observe efforts taken to 
open food democracy initiatives’ proceedings. In his com-
parative study of food policy councils in North America, 
Schiff (2008), for example, found that councils communi-
cate their ideas and information through a number of out-
lets, including information booths, events, published and 
online materials. In two studies, a lack of such transparency 
was found. Clancy et al. (2008), for example, describe that 
whereas some North American food policy councils invest 
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considerably in their exposure, others deliberately opt for a 
low public profile, as they believe a behind the scenes way of 
working is more effective in influencing policy. For similar 
reasons, many food policy councils evade media exposure 
(Schiff 2008). In the case of two anonymous Southern Ger-
man cities, Baldy and Kruse (2019) observed that informa-
tion about the selection processes through which participants 
to expert dialogues were invited was not transparent.

On the overall importance of transparency for the suc-
cess of food democracy initiatives, Baldy and Kruse (2019) 
reflect that an openness of exchanges toward wider audi-
ences is an important prerequisite for true deliberation and 
dialogue. At the same time, efforts to open up proceedings 
on behalf of food democracy initiatives might in themselves 
not be sufficient, as little awareness among (potential) ben-
eficiaries may make that these efforts do not find fertile 
ground (Zerbian and de Luis Romero 2021).

Conclusions and discussion

This study started from the objective of synthesizing the 
state-of-the-art on the extent to which democratic innova-
tions aimed at mitigating the democratic deficits of tra-
ditional democratic institutions in the realm of food have 
proven to contribute to the democratic goods of inclusive-
ness, popular control, considered judgment and transpar-
ency. The meta-analysis presented in the previous section 
shows that scholarship on these type of food democratic 
innovations (in contrast to political consumerism) is limited 
yet nascent. In this respect, the food democracy scholarship 
mirrors the practice of food governance, as many govern-
ments have only recently started to explore notions of food 
democracy and related concepts (Smaal et al. 2021). This 
also explains why scholars so far have mainly concentrated 
on food policy councils, which—at least in North America 
and Europe—have been the most common type of demo-
cratic innovation in food-related policy processes. It would 
be interesting to complement and compare these insights 
with other types of emerging democratic innovations, such 
as citizen summits and citizen tribunals.

Despite the small corpus of evidence, some cautious 
conclusions regarding food democracy initiatives’ contri-
butions to the four democratic goods can already be drawn, 
especially for inclusiveness and popular control, which 
have received most attention so far. For inclusiveness, par-
ticipation in food democracy initiatives proves to be highest 
among food system professionals, such as farmers, govern-
mental actors and non-profit organizations. Whereas there 
seems to be some underreporting of the participation of citi-
zens, there is ground for concern about the limited involve-
ment of citizens from marginalized groups, e.g., with low 
socio-economic status or with specific ethnic backgrounds. 

However, participation rates do not tell the full story, as the 
scope and depth of participation differs along the resources 
that groups have available, again favouring better organized 
interests. The selection mechanisms that are used remain a 
bit of a black box; participation by governmental invitation 
being observed most often. Similarly, the presence of insti-
tutional inducements to engage citizens from across diverse 
groups has hardly been reflected upon.

Contributions to popular control are clearest for the 
phases of agenda-setting, policy formulation and, to a lesser 
extent, implementation. Participants of food democracy 
initiatives prove to have much less influence on ultimate 
decision-making and evaluation. These findings suggest 
that food democracy initiatives have primarily contributed 
to translating societal views and ideas into policy processes, 
as well executing specific programs. It should be noted, how-
ever, that considerable differences exist between initiatives, 
partly explained by the competences, resources and political 
buy-in available. The precise mechanisms through which 
these factors and broader political contexts shape democratic 
outcomes would be an important future avenue of research 
(cf. Biesbroek and Candel 2019).

Levels and processes of considered judgment proved to 
have attracted relatively little scholarly attention to date. 
Many food democracy initiatives do indeed seem to involve 
some sort of deliberation and/or exchange of knowledge, but 
the precise interactions, types of knowledge included, use of 
deliberative good practices, and use of language all remain 
virgin territory. The same applies to the democratic good of 
transparency: so far, the efforts that food democracy initia-
tives’ organizers have taken to open up proceedings toward 
both participants and broader publics remain a blind spot. 
Future comparative studies will have to establish to what 
extent such efforts exist.

The range of gaps this study identified shows that much 
additional research is needed to arrive at a more compre-
hensive understanding of the conditions under which food 
democracy initiatives (may) contribute to democratic goods. 
In unrolling such a research agenda, it is imperative to (bet-
ter) connect food democracy scholarship with broader politi-
cal science, drawing on and contributing to democratic inno-
vation theory, as well as making use of recent advancements 
in methodological approaches (Elstub and Escobar 2019). 
This body of scholarship also provides a plethora of design 
principles, which food democracy researchers can use when 
advising governments or designing democratic initiatives or 
experiments of their own.

Following from the above, it is still too early to tell how 
food democracy initiatives compare to democratic innova-
tions in other domains, such as climate change or medical-
ethical issues. To date, there has been little comparative 
research of similar type of democratic innovations across 
different domains, which would allow for assessing whether 
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the topic of deliberation plays a role in the first place. In 
theory, food-related issues may have a considerable mobi-
lizing potential among citizens (cf. Bornemann and Wei-
land 2019b), making food system governance a promising 
experimentation ground for broader democratic innovation. 
As such, food democracy initiatives may provide lessons and 
insights that could help to mitigate the larger crisis liberal 
democracies find themselves in.

A related question deals with the expediency of investing 
in food democracy initiatives in non-democratic societies. 
On the one hand, it could be argued that such initiatives 
could grow into seeds of broader transformative change (cf. 
Bennett et al. 2016). At the same time, however, Godek’s 
(2021) study of Food and Nutrition Sovereignty Committees 
in Nicaragua shows that democratic innovations can be pow-
erful tools for state co-optation and result in the further mar-
ginalization of vulnerable groups. As the current evidence 
base of food democracy initiatives in non-democratic socie-
ties is very thin, future research will have to show whether 
and how the latter mechanisms can be prevented.

Importantly, food democracy initiatives are not the Holy 
Grail for addressing the democratic deficit in global food 
systems. The democratic innovation literature has shown that 
while individual initiatives may yield promising outcomes, 
repairing the wider deficit requires a systemic turn, improv-
ing the democratic quality of political systems at large. 
Such a turn would involve connecting democratic innova-
tions across levels and contexts (Owen and Smith 2015), as 
well as complementing and connecting these participatory 
arrangements with democratic innovations in traditional rep-
resentative institutions (Smith 2019). What such a systemic 
turn would entail for food systems governance should be a 
central question in a future research agenda.

More generally, it remains an open question to what 
extent, and under what conditions, democratic innovations 
actually manage to move beyond the post-political dynamics 
of technocracy and managerialism they seek to overcome. 
Moreover, it would be worth further exploring and debating 
the very foundations that underly most of the democratic 
innovation movement, as some argue its liberalist assump-
tions may actually be at the root of many societal woes. 
Connecting democratic innovation scholarship with alterna-
tive schools of political philosophy, such as communitari-
anism or environmentalism, could result in a larger variety 
of problem analyses and democratic experiments, possibly 
enlarging their potential to mitigate food system challenges. 
In this respect, it would be worth adding a fifth dimension to 
Smith’s typology, focusing on the basal question of whether 
participants think ‘democratic innovation’ as such lies at the 
heart of their concerns, what their concerns are, and how 
they see those concerns relating to the societal woes identi-
fied. Broadening the current study’s focus to a wider array 
of innovative democratic practices in the food system, such 

as community-supported agriculture or buying groups, could 
be a fertile entry point for such exploration.

Despite the many open questions, governments and other 
organizers of food democracy initiatives can already draw 
lessons from the meta-analysis presented in this study. More 
careful consideration of selection mechanisms, investing in 
efforts to involve marginalized groups, ensuring sufficient 
resources and political buy-in, adopting good practices 
of deliberation, and enhancing transparency, are all ways 
of increasing the impact of existing and future initiatives. 
Many types of democratic innovation, such as participatory 
budgeting, e-participation and genuine mini-publics, have 
hardly been used in the food domain and would merit further 
experimentation. Given the urgency of the food system crisis 
and the need for rapid behavioural change, there is little time 
to loose in fostering more effective and legitimate govern-
ance arrangements.
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