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Supporting collective food buying groups  

requires a double strategy  
 

 

Collective buying groups are food distribution activities that establish a direct relationship between 

consumers and one or several farmers in order to provide regular food baskets to participants. If Community 

Supported Agriculture is the most prominent example of food buying groups, these can take different forms, 

from farm -consumers cooperatives to consumer associations or internet based social enterprises.  

A survey carried out by a research team from Leuven University and the Université Libre de Bruxelles unveils 

the two facets of these groups. On the one hand, they belong to the wider social movement advocating 

ecological transition and are seeking to contr ibute to wider system changes. On the other hand, they are 

doing so through a very specific type of activism, that of creating concrete alternatives  instead of 

protesting or lobbying. These two sides of their activity call for a different kind of support. One of the most 

important challenge ahead for these groups will be that of professionalization in order for them to fully deliver 

their potential.  

 

Working towards social change  

Collective buying groups share a common aim: going beyond the mere delivery o f sustainable food. Indeed, 

they are seeking broader sustainability impacts, for instance, sharing value more equally with farmers or 

reducing foodɅs environmental footprint.  

These groups belong to a wider social movement for ecological transition . Indeed , groups that were 

interviewed in the survey developed specific  actions to contribute to this transition on top of food delivery:  

¶ First, by networking with organisations (such as Transition Towns) advocating for social change.  
¶ Second, by creating spaces ( members meeting, convivial events...) where participants can share 

informally, learn about the food system and get involved in the governance of the organisation.  

Here, collective buying groups have an Ɉeducationalɉ work to do, as Tom Dedeurwaerdere , who co -authored 

the article, puts it. They contribute to changing the social norm about what good food is and how it should 

be produced.  

 

The danger of overlooking the social enterprise side of the activity  

Such broader social aims should not make participants overlook the business side of their activity. Indeed, 

collective food buying groups bring food to people, and this has very concrete implications: production, 

packaging, transportation, distribution. This means finding producers, ensuring that the transportation 

happens on time, etc. Logistics is key, and such groups need to overcome the still weak infrastructure, low 

economies of scales and not so efficient distribution c hannels that their activity is facing.  

What is different, however, from a Ɉnormalɉ company, is that they are a social enterprise, i.e. an organisation 

that puts social objectives before profit. ϥn nowadaysɅ food markets where foodɅs environmental and social 

impacts are not reflected in the final price paid by consumers, these groups are not competing on equal 

grounds with Ɉfor-profitɉ companies that Ɉjustɉ sell local food. If they want to maintain, or further, their 

social and environmental benefits, they n eed to rely on specifics organisational settings. For instance, yearly 

contracts that consumers agree to sign with the farmers, or the fact that participants give some of their time 

to take part in day -to -day tasks (for instance, food delivery).  

In other words: they need to innovate while placed in an unfriendly environment. For Tom Dedeurwaerdere, 

this Ɉsocial enterpriseɉ aspect is where the challenge lies for the Belgian food buying groups they studied. This 

is crucial as their activity, if not strengthe ned, could be threatened by other actors entering the Ɉresponsible 

food marketɉ but without their social enterprise component. Collective food buying groups would therefore 

be forced out of the market.  

 

Towards a professionalization of collective food buy ing groups?  

For collective food buying groups to fully contribute to social change, they therefore need to carry out both 

Ɉeducationalɉ and business activities. The challenge is to be able to do both at the same time as they require 

http://biogov.uclouvain.be/staff/dedeurwaerdere/tom.html
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different competencies , activities, partnerships... Public policies and local authorities willing to support such 

groups should therefore be aware that they need two very different kind of support:  

¶ First, supporting the business side of the activity. This means bringing them t echnical and 

administrative support, and places to incubate new ideas. Here, according to Tom Dedeurwaerdere, 

training of social entrepreneurs is key. This could also mean providing support to umbrella 

organisations, as the survey showed that these groups rely to peer -to -peer learning. Action is also 

required at the national level, for instance, to internalise food impacts into food prices, in order to 

help these groups compete on an equal footage with other food businesses.  

¶ Second, supporting the more Ɉeducationalɉ side of the activity, i.e. help strengthen the 

governance settings that will allow the people who take part in these initiatives to link with other 

transition initiatives. And help these groups contribute to wider social changes.  

 

 

 

 

Albane GASPARD - January 2018 

NB: the author would like to thank Tom Dedeurwaerdere  for his inputs and comments.  
Source  

Dedeurwaerdere et al. 2017. " The Governance Features of Social Enterprise and Social Network Activities of 

Collective Food Buying Groups", Ecological Economics  140 (2017): 123ɀ135 
Picture credits: Pixabay 

You can find this article on the URL below:  
http://www.urbanfoodfutures.com/collective-food-buying-groups 

 

  

http://biogov.uclouvain.be/staff/dedeurwaerdere/tom.html
http://biogov.uclouvain.be/staff/dedeurwaerdere/2017-art_Governance%20Features%20of%20Social%20Enterprise%20and%20Social%20Network.pdf
http://biogov.uclouvain.be/staff/dedeurwaerdere/2017-art_Governance%20Features%20of%20Social%20Enterprise%20and%20Social%20Network.pdf
https://pixabay.com/fr/légumes-panier-de-légumes-récolte-752153/
http://www.urbanfoodfutures.com/collective-food-buying-groups
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The diversity of food sharing in the city  
 

 

Buying food is part of everyday life, and seems a normal way to gain access to food. In contrast, food sharing 

as a means to secure sustenance is somewhat less common in developed cities, at least beyond our friends 

and family. However, sharing is a fundam ental form of cooperation that existed in human societies long 

before the supermarket. Over the last few years, with the rise in awareness of food waste and its 

environmental implications as well as emerging discourses around a Ɉsharing economyɉ, there has been 

renewed interest in food sharing practices and particularly the role that information and communication 

technologies (ICT) can play in extending the spaces and sites in which food sharing can take place.  

Such ICT-mediated food sharing initiatives ho ld many promises, not least reducing food waste, increasing 

food security and forging new social relationships, but do they deliver on such promises? Up until now there 

have been no inventories of food sharing activities that could answer this question, bu t the European 

Research Council project SHARECITY is seeking to change all this. Examining the practices and potential 

impacts of initiatives that use ICT to facilitate sharing beyond friends and family networks, researchers have 

produced a useful typology of food sharing  for any city willing to map existing sharing activities within its 

territory and an interactive open access database ɀ the SHARECITY100 Database - of more than 4000 

initiatives across 100 cities around the world.  

In a new publication the  researchers explore the characteristics of these food sharing initiatives with the goal 

of making them more visible to stakeholders keen to support the development of more sustainable urban 

food systems; a fundamental pre -requisite for understanding what they do and the impacts they create.  

 

Food sharing is not only about food  

The SHARECITY team analysed what was shared in these initiatives. Food, of course, comes first. This can take 

several forms, from the unfortunately all too familiar features of emergency food relief such as soup kitchens 

and food banks (where food is given or sold at a very low price to lower -income households) to novel Apps 

that share the location of untapped urban harvests or connect people who want to experience new food 

cultu res, share meals and meet new people.  

The redistribution of surplus food is at the core of many food sharing initiatives (although not all). New 

technologies have allowed new initiatives in this space to emerge, such as  FoodCloud , which is a web platform 

matching businesses with surplus food to local charities and community groups in Ireland and the UK.  

Technologies have also made often informal practices of gleaning and foraging easier, as they enable 

information (a bout places where food may be found, for instance) to circulate amongst a greater amount of 

people. However, whether this leads to more sustainable food systems is not clear with fears around over -

exploitation of our urban food resources.  

Interestingly, th e initiatives gathered by the researchers showed that food sharing was not only about the 

material ɄstuffɅ of food. ϥnitiatives are also often involved in a great array of interactions such as:  

¶ Sharing spaces and kitchen devices : some initiatives pool com mon resources in the preparation 

of food. For instance, Capital Kitchens in Austin  (USA), provides commercial co -working spaces 

with a commitment to zero waste. Meanwhile, in Portland  (USA), Kitchen Share provides a public 

library of kitchen utensils that Ɉstrives to build community through the sharing of tools, traditions, 

skills and foodɉ. ϥt aims to be a place where community members can borrow equipment and share 

in the joy of processing, preserving, and serving food.  

¶ Sharing knowledge and skills . For instance, The PeopleɅs Kitchen in Detroit (USA) aims at sharing 

cooking skil ls (making cheese, preserving food, etc.) and at enabling people to cook together. 

Community kitchens, which can, for instance, teach children to cook healthy meals, are also a way to 

bring people together around food. Falling Fruit, provides  a global, collaboratively developed map 

of urban harvests. The map already points to over a half million food sources.  

Analysis of the database showed that initiatives usually share several things, with more than half sharing 

some kind of knowledge or skills beyond food items.  

Therefore, this project unveils the breadth of this Ɉsharing infrastructureɉ that enables urban dwellers to 

access food or food -relat ed activities beyond mainstream monetary exchanges.  

http://sharecity.ie/wp-content/uploads/2017/09/Davies-et-al.-2017-Geoforum.pdf
http://sharecity.ie/research/sharecity100-database/
http://sharecity.ie/wp-content/uploads/2017/09/Davies-et-al.-2017-Geoforum.pdf
https://food.cloud/
http://www.capital-kitchens.com/
https://kitchenshare.org/locations/northeast
http://www.peopleskitchendetroit.org/
https://fallingfruit.org/
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Gifting, bartering, selling, collecting  

Echoing the diversity of what is shared is that of how sharing is taking place. This can take four main forms:   

¶ Gifting : i.e. giving without expecting a return. Researchers found that nearly half of the initiatives 

they surveyed had adopted this form of sharing. Gifting is about giving food, but also peoplesɅ time, 

for instance when people volunteer in food surplus redistr ibution.  

¶ Bartering : i.e. exchanging food or food -related items against other good and services, without the 

use of money. This encompasses, for example, the time given by collective food buying groups 

participants to work on the farmerɅs land or by people involved in community supermarkets.  

¶ Selling : some initiatives sell food with the goal of making a profit, while others adopt a not -for -profit 

model that still involves monetary exchange.  
¶ Collecting: i.e. gleaning, skip -surfing  and dumpster diving  

How ar e new technologies affecting this sharing infrastructure? They can allow organisations to extend their 

activities, for example to reach more people, quicker through their website or to recruit participants (through 

Facebook events, newsletters etc.). ICT are also allowing specific, Ɉonline onlyɉ services through Apps. Only 

10% of the initiatives identified were Apps, but given the recent development of this particular on -line 

technology this is clearly an emergent slice of the food sharing sector. Two -third s of the Apps identified were 

for profit, making them very much part of the emergent Ɉsharing economyɉ. One explanation for the decision 

to opt for a for -profit model in these cases could be that such hi -tech start -ups require considerable up -front 

investment to be developed, or it could be that the initiatives have fundamentally different value systems. 

However, there also are examples of non -for profit Apps. A good example is the Byhøst App in Copenhagen 

(Denmark) that supports urban foraging. Whether such for -profit food sharing activities will experience similar 

challenges as other sectors of the for -profit sharing economy certainly needs further examination.  

 

Towards a food -sharing ecosystem?  

The SHARECITY100 database provides an important landscape level view of the food sharing in cities and to 

complement this the team have recently completed in -depth ethnographic data collection with thirty -eight 

initiatives i n nine case study cities. Their next step is to interrogate the current goals and reported impacts 

of these initiatives and begin the process of co -designing a toolkit to encourage greater transpa rency around 

the sustainability potential of ICT -mediated food sharing initiatives.  

However, according to Anna Davies, who is leading the project, some advice can already be provided to cities 

willing to give more space to sharing in their food policies:  

¶ First, cities can map existing initiatives on their territory . This creates greater visibility of activities 

and it can also identify opportunities for new sharing initiatives to be developed.  

¶ Second, city managers could think about how such initiatives c ould be better connected into a 

food -sharing ecosystem to optimise their impacts . There is scope for creativity! For instance, Anna 

Davies could well see how an equivalent of the League of Urban Canners, a Boston-based 

organisation that harvest fruit from private yards to make jams and preserves, could complement 

FoodCloudɅs activities in ϥreland if it were to reach limits in its capacity to redistribute fresh food with 

a limited shelf -life.  
¶ Third, city managers could learn from successful food sharing cities . Some cities have a high rate 

of food sharing per capita, pointing to local environments that are more supportive to food sharing, 

and this suggests a key role for local authorities. Cities c an look at the SHARECITY database for 

inspiration.  
¶ And finally, the SHARECITY project will produce a tool for initiatives, and cities that work with them, 

to improve the assessment and  communication of their impact. A Beta version of the tool will be 

available in 2019.  

 

THE SHARECITY PROJECT 

 

ά{I!w9/L¢¸Υ ¢ƘŜ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǳǊōŀƴ ŦƻƻŘ ǎƘŀǊƛƴƎέ ƛǎ ŀƴ Horizon 2020 research project (Project Number: 646883) and an 

affiliated project of the Systems of Sustainable Consumption and Production Knowledge Action Network (SSCP KAN) of Future Earth. 

Its objectives are to establish the significance and potential of food sharing economies to transform cities onto more 

sustainable pathways the project by: 

https://twitter.com/byhoest?lang=fr
http://sharecity.ie/research/city-profiles/
http://www.leagueofurbancanners.org/
http://sharecity.ie/research/sharecity100-database/
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¶ Developing deeper theoretical understanding of contemporary food sharing  

¶ Generating comparative international empirical data about food sharing activities within cities  

¶ Assessing the impact of food sharing activities  

¶ Exploring how food sharing in cities might evolve in the future  
The project has also developed the first, international an open-access interactive database of more than 4000 food sharing initiatives 

from across 100 cities around the world providing a platform to inspire new initiatives, to foster learning between initiatives and to  

begin the process of classifying and categorising different practices; a fundamental pre-requisite to conducting any impact analysis.  

A Special Issue documenting the findings from the case studies will be published in the journal Geoforum in 2018. 

City officials can get in touch to share their experience about working with food sharing initiatives.  
 
More information at:  
http://sharecity.ie/ 

 

 

 

 

Albane GASPARD - January 2018 

NB: the author would like to thank Anna Davies for her inputs and comments.  

Source  
5ŀǾƛŜǎΣ !Φ Σ 9ŘǿŀǊŘǎΣ CΦ aŀǊƻǾŜƭƭƛΣ .ΦΣ aƻǊǊƻǿΣ hΦ wǳǘΣ aΦΣ ²ŜȅƳŜǎΣ aΦ όнлмтύΣ άaŀƪƛƴƎ ǾƛǎƛōƭŜΥ LƴǘŜǊǊƻƎŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 

ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŦƻƻŘ ǎƘŀǊƛƴƎ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ млл ǳǊōŀƴ ŀǊŜŀǎέΣ Geoforum, Vol. 86, pp. 136-149 

Picture credits: Pixabay 

You can find this article on the URL below:  
http://www.urbanfoodfutures.com/food-sharing 

 

 
 
  

http://sharecity.ie/about/team/anna-davies/
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S001671851730266X
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S001671851730266X
https://pixabay.com/fr/orange-alimentation-juteux-fruit-188082/
http://www.urbanfoodfutures.com/food-sharing
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When urban agriculture meets food justiceɎ 
 

 

Urban agriculture is fashionable in developed countries and its boasts a rather positive image of community 

development. But how do these promises hold? In order to answer the question, researchers from Portland 

State University and the University of Michi gan carried out a review of existing evidence in the United States 

and Canada. Their objective was to better map out the relationships between urban agriculture and food 

justice, defined as Ɉthe right of communities everywhere to produce, process, distribute, access and eat good 

food regardless of race, class, gender, ethnicity, citizenship, ability, religion or communityɉ.  

Their work shows that scientific evidence remains patchy and that urban agriculture is such a diverse 

phenomenon that it is difficult to draw clear cut conclusions. However, the review unveils opens up two areas 

for action for any city: that of protecting urban agriculture, and that of using it as a stepping stone for 

empowerment.  

 

How does urban agriculture benefit disadvantaged people ?  

In a nutshell, for urban agriculture to yield positive outcomes, it needs to be part of a wider array of 

policies that enable disadvantaged people to access land and find the time to cultivate it. In other 

words, urban agriculture is not a silver bullet .  

On the one side, urban agriculture can increase food access, and therefore, food security, for disadvantaged 

people. For instance, one case study in Seattle showed that participants in community gardens usually 

produce up to 40% of the fresh produce the y need, hence saving the money they would have otherwise spent. 

Gardening can also yield health benefits, as it is easier to access fresh and healthy food, and it reduces stress, 

increases mental well -being, and even offers some form of exercise.  

On the o ther side, existing evidence also points to factors that can limit such benefits. These are, for example, 

the fact that growing your own requires land, time, and gardening skills, and that for some households, it can 

be very difficult to access land or fin d the time to garden in tight schedules. Moreover, it is not clear if the 

health benefits associated with urban agriculture can override the structural factors (such as, for instance, 

income inequalities) that explain health differences between social grou ps.  

 

What does urban agriculture bring to disadvantaged communities?  

If we zoom out from the people to look at their communities, here again, the evidence about the links between 

urban agriculture and food justice has two facets.  

Some research show positive links between participation in urban agriculture projects and wider community 

benefits such as lower crime rates or increased voter registration. In the same vein, some initiatives show that 

urban agriculture can be a relevant d evelopment strategy for low -income neighbourhoods. A good example 

of this is the Growing Power project , in Milwaukee and Chicago (USA), that employs local people to grow food. 

But these examples remain scarce , and urban farms usually face difficulties to generate a steady income, 

making it difficult for them to create good -paid and secure jobs.  

However, at the same time, analysis points out the risks of gentrification that comes along with urban 

agriculture p rojects, as they attract young, higher -income households to low -income neighbourhoods.  

 

If it is to contribute to food justice, urban agriculture needs to be protected  

Taking stock on this somewhat contrasted evidence, the researchers then reflect upon t he ways in which 

urban agriculture could better contribute to food justice. A central point for them is that for urban agriculture 

to play a bigger role in food justice, it first needs to be strengthened.  

Indeed, urban agriculture is very fragile. A great  number of gardens rely on non permanent tenure rights, and 

they are only welcome in the city while waiting for other urban developments. Great urban agriculture 

projects (such as community farms) producing positive social impacts can disappear very quickl y. 

Urban planners should therefore seek to create a secure environment, by protecting land in lower -income 

neighbourhoods for urban agriculture activities. The city of Seattle, for instance, has made  public land 

available for urban agriculture.  

http://www.growingpower.org/
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Urban agr iculture as a stepping stone for empowerment?  

If urban agriculture cannot by itself tackle all structural barriers to food poverty, it can at least be used as a 

stepping stone to empower disadvantaged communities.  

There is one structural barriers that ci ties can help alleviate, though, through urban agriculture policy. That is 

the lack of voice of the disadvantaged people in policy. Cities should create opportunities for food justice 

organisations to take part in urban agriculture policy making.  This woul d enable their voice to be heard. 

This could take the form of an Urban Agriculture Advisory Board that would gather representatives from very 

diverse backgrounds, including food justice organisations, to advise the city on strategic orientations for its 

urban agriculture policy. This could contribute to targeting funding and resources to those who have less. It 

would also allow cities to design support schemes that support urban agriculture and, at the same time, social 

progress. And avoid developing tax re duction schemes that favour property owners, or, even worse, could 

contribute to gentrification. The City of Seattle is now using a systematic equity lens on all its food actions in 

order to assess who benefits from the money it invests in such projects.  

Therefore, although it will not by itself solve food justice issues, urban agriculture has a role to play in 

contributing to a fairer future.  

 

 

 

 

Albane GASPARD - February 2018  
NB: the author would like to thank Megan Horst  for her inputs and comments.  

Source  

Horst, M., McClintock, N., Hoey, L. (2017) ɈThe ϥntersection of Planning, Urban Agriculture, and Food Justice: A 

Review of the Literatureɉ, Journal of the American Planning Association, 83:3, pp.277-295 
Picture credits:  

Pixabay 
You can find this article on the URL below:  

htpp://www.urbanfoodfutures.com/urban -agriculture -and-food -justice  
 

 

https://www.pdx.edu/profile/meet-professor-megan-horst
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/01944363.2017.1322914
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/01944363.2017.1322914
https://pixabay.com/fr/fraise-berry-été-appétissant-rouge-2801868/
htpp://www.urbanfoodfutures.com/urban-agriculture-and-food-justice
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How fast can urban food policies go?  
 

 

Anyone looking at the urban food policy field would be astonished at how fast food issues have entered the 

urban scene. However, actors that are working on the ground have the feeling that things take a lot of timeɎ  

An article from the French academic journal La revue des Annales de Géographie raises the question of the right 

pace for change. Given the actors, their interests and representations on a given territory, how fast can food 

policies go? The analysis of foo d policy in a French department (La Sarthe) from the 2000Ʌs onwards highlights 

the importance of territorial coordination as a catalyzer for change.  

 

From the various meanings of Ɉlocalɉ foodɎ 

When the concept of «  local and sustainable food  » first appea red in Sarthe, the French law did not define it 

precisely. Therefore, actors interpreted it differently. Such differences reveal a variety of representations and 

interests, making it difficult for all actors to come together into a local dynamics.  

For some actors, of which some farmers, Ɉlocalɉ only referred to the number of kilometers that food traveled . 

For them, t his new interest for local food was good news. They saw  it as an opportunity to renegociate good 

purchas e terms, get stable prices and  improve  their working condi tions thanks to planned orders, without 

changing their production practices.  

Such a point of view did  not take into account issues such as increasing food quality, reducing the number of 

intermediaries or decreasing the environmental i mpact of food. These were  precisely the issues that other 

actors, including other farmers, were  willing to include in the discussion around Ɉlocalɉ food.  

The territory was therefore facing diverse, and somewhat diverging, views on what Ɉlocal and 

sustainableɉ meant. How could  it build on this diversity to bring about change?  

 

Ɏ to action 

Researchers highlight that change can happen through two different possible strategies:  

¶ The first one is that of breakthrough innovation . In Sarthe, this translated into a project that was 

ideal on paper  as it cumul ated  environmental and social benefits. The idea was to set up a social 

enterprise that would grow organic fruit and vegetables through a back -to -work scheme and sell 

them to local canteens.  However, it had to face several setbacks when accessing the land to produce 

food, or when negotiating with clients  (local authorities) . The social enterprise went bankrupt only a 

few years after it was created. In the end, according to Amandine Gatien -Tournat,  who co -authored 

the article, this initiative probably came too soon for this territory. Around the same time, i n other 

places in France where actors were more ready for change, similar initiatives succeeded.  

¶ The second strategy is that of step -by -step co nsensus . In Sarthe, this happened through the 

participatory elaboration of a Quality and Proximity Charter. The Charter set requirement for the 

supply of food to public schools. The participation process was large enough to encompass all 

representations of  Ɉlocalɉ and Ɉsustainableɉ. It was too large, however, to compel actors to  really get 

to the core of the matter and open a debate, on, for instance, organic vs conventional agriculture. On 

the one hand, the participatory process did not pr oduce a robust Ch arter that acted  as a true quality 

signal. However , on the other hand, it managed to bring actors together and get them to know each 

other. And today, it is this initiative that goes on and has some impact  on the territory.  

 

Local authorities should inves t in timeɎ and territorial coordination 

Should one conclude that slower, multi -stakeholders processes are better than breakthrough innovations? It 

would be delicate to draw general conclusions from a single case study. However, what the history of the 

Sarthe territory tells us is that food policy should adapt to the degree of maturity of any given territory . 

Depending on how much actors know and trust each other, some territories will probably be able to go faster 

than others.  

The good news is that maturity  is something local authorities can work on . According to Amandine Gatien -

Tournat, one of the key lies in territorial coordination. This means investing time and resources in activities 



15 
 

that bring actors together on a very small scale . For instance , in addition to the Quality and Proximity 

Charter, encounters between canteen cooks and producers were organized to discuss how canteens could 

better accommodate raw materials.  

Territorial coordination takes time, and its results are sometimes difficult to materialize. However, it could be 

the missing link between the scale of challenges ahead and the actorsɅ ability to change!  

 

 

 

 

Albane GASPARD - February 2018  

NB: the author would like to thank  Amandine Gatien -Tournat  for her inputs and comments.  

Source  

Fortunel, F., Gatien-Tournat, A., & Noël, J. (2016, December). Qualité et proximité dans lɅapprovisionnement de 

la restauration collective en Sarthe (France): Jeux dɅacteurs entre volontés et réalités territoriales. In Annales 

de Géographie (Vol. 712, No. 6, pp. 666-691) 

Picture credits:  

Pixabay 
You can find this article on the URL below:  

http://www.urbanfoodfutures.com/how-fast 

 

 

  

http://www.auxilia-conseil.com/experts/amandine-gatien-tournat
http://www.revues.armand-colin.com/system/files/numeros_de_revues_pdf/annales_712-666.pdf
http://www.revues.armand-colin.com/system/files/numeros_de_revues_pdf/annales_712-666.pdf
http://www.revues.armand-colin.com/system/files/numeros_de_revues_pdf/annales_712-666.pdf
https://pixabay.com/fr/temps-horloge-montres-moment-de-2798564/
http://www.urbanfoodfutures.com/how-fast
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Business models offer key insights  

into urban food access initiatives  
 

Sustainable food is often associated with upper -middle urban classes. Some organizations, however, are 

working for a better access to good food for all. As part of the FRUGAL research project, researchers from 

Saint-Etienne and Lyon Universities (in France) have developed a typology of the business models of these 

organizations. This  helps to better understand challenges for their development and get prepared for them.  

 

Why does your business model  matter?  

Researchers studied six initiatives in the region of Lyon (France), each of them working towards  food justice 

by pursuing one or several of these goals :  

¶ Reduce all types of inequalities in access to food (spatial, economic, practical, socio -culturalɎ); 

¶ Act upon th e causes of food insecurity, i.e. ensure the environmental, social and economic 

sustainability of food systems;  

¶ Address the structural causes of inequalities through food -related activities (such as back -to -work 

schemes). 

These initiatives are interesting because they come from private (non -for profit) organizations that give 

themselves the mission to contribute to the public good. In doing so, they face a double challenge:  that of 

generating income (without which they cannot survive), and, at the same tim e, social value (which 

corresponds to their mission).  

This is why it is important to study the way these initiatives generate economic value and redistribute it.  In 

other terms: their business model. According to the authors, the concept of business model (that comes from 

management sciences and the private sector) can be uncomforting for some actors such as NGOs. However, 

this tool can be strategic for organizati ons. Indeed, it helps better understand the way they work, the 

challenges they meet, and the solutions they can implement to succeed.   

The typology elaborated by the researchers is based on recent work in management science . It is structured 

around two questions that any organization should ask itself .  

 

First, is your social impact directly generated by the commercial relation with your clients?  

The first axis of the topology (and he nce the first question) deals with the way social impact is generated. This 

can be:  

¶ Directly, when social benefits are created by the commercial relation itself. This is what happens, for 

instance, in food basket schemes that operate a reduced rate for lo wer -income households.  

¶ Indirectly, when another activity needs to be developed  to reach the social goals. For instance, when 

subsidized grocery stores give their beneficiaries advice on how to manage their food budget.  

 

Second, are your clients and your beneficiaries the same people?  

A second element to take into account when analyzing business models is the nature of clients (i.e. the people 

who pay for the service) and of beneficiaries (i.e. the people who directly benefit from the organizationɅs social 

impact). Depending on the init iatives, this will vary:  

¶ Clients and beneficiaries can be the same people.  This is the case in food basket schemes with 

reduced prices, or in subsidized grocery stores that manage to make the majority of their sales with 

lower -income households.  

¶ Clients can differ from beneficiaries. This happens when the organization  generate income with 

an activity that does not pursue any specific social impact and then invest in social actions. A good 

example is the Lyon -based caterer Marmite Urbaine  that sell s to private companies and then uses 

its income to finance  urban agriculture activities in deprived areas. Another example ? O rganizations 

that get founding from social housing companies to develop activities such  as collective buying 

groups. Here, the social housing compa nies can be considered as the Ɉclientsɉ as they are the ones 

who pay for the act ion .  

http://projetfrugal.fr/
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1525/cmr.2015.57.3.36
http://www.marmite-urbaine.com/


18 
 

 

Four type of structures, each with specific challenges  

In the end, the typology presents four business models, each with specific challenges when it comes to 

developing their activity:  

¶ Organizations whose beneficiaries and clients are the same people, and that generate social impact 

directly (like food basket s with reduced prices for low -income clients). For such organizations, the 

risk is to fail to reach their clients/ beneficiaries . Indeed, price is not the only dimension of 

accessibility, and they have to tackle at the same time the physical, organization and symbolic factors 

that prevent food access.  

¶ Organizations whose beneficiaries and clients are the same people, and that generate social impact 

indirectly, as, for instance, subsidized  groceries. Here, the risk is failing to achieve the right level 

of s ocial diversity to ensure that the organization access es a diverse revenue stream .  

¶ Organizations whose beneficiaries are not the clients, and that generate social impact directly (as the 

aforementioned Marmite Urbaine, or the Légumerie, that manages urban  food production spaces ). 

For them, the risk is that one activity stream, the one that generates more revenue, takes over 

the one that creates social benefits . To address this, it is important that representatives from the 

beneficiaries are included in the  organization Ʌ governance.  

¶ Organizations  whose beneficiaries are not the clients, and that generate social impact indirectly, such 

as enterprises reintegrating workers by economic activity. Here, the risk is that of competition 

between the different dimen sions of the activities (job creation, trai ning, food -related 

activitiesɎ).  

 

Supporting these initiatives entails understanding their business model  

The analysis of the business model is therefore useful  for the organizations themselves. In order to help them 

understand better where they stand, the researchers have developed an online questionnaire (in French only) 

tha t organizations can self -administer.   

The analysis can also help organizations that support such initiatives  (such as local authorities, government 

departments or foundations) to better understand the logics of the projects  they support  and develop  a 

coher ent support policy.  

The analysis also invites to differentiate between organizations that need support on a one -off basis to 

develop their activity and reach a healthy profitability rate, and those that need ongoing support. Indeed, 

when society as a whol e benefits from an activity, then providing public funding for it is legitimate.  

 

The FRUGAL Project  

FRUGAL is an action-research project that analyses the systemic challenges linked to the food supply of metropolis in France. It studies 

in particular:  

¶ Metropolitan food flows.  

¶ Actors and food governance.  

¶ Urban food forms.  

To know more:  

http://projetfrugal.fr/  

If you want to know more about the questionnaire for organizations, you can contact Emilie Lanciano:  emilie.lanciano@univ -st-etienne.fr  
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You can find this article on the URL below:  

http://www.urbanfoodfutures.com/food -access 

  

https://milina.ish-lyon.cnrs.fr/SurveyServer/s/frugal/diagAAQT/index.htm
https://milina.ish-lyon.cnrs.fr/SurveyServer/s/frugal/diagAAQT/index.htm
http://projetfrugal.fr/
mailto:emilie.lanciano@univ-st-etienne.fr
http://coactis.org/staff/lanciano-emilie/
http://coactis.org/staff/lapoutte-alexandrine/
http://coactis.org/staff/saleilles-severine/
https://hal.archives-ouvertes.fr/hal-01567027
https://hal.archives-ouvertes.fr/hal-01567027
https://hal.archives-ouvertes.fr/hal-01567027
https://hal.archives-ouvertes.fr/hal-01567027
https://pixabay.com/fr/fourche-ustensiles-cuisine-973901/
http://www.urbanfoodfutures.com/food-access
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