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Abstract

Food loss and waste throughout the food supply chain is a growing issue with significant eco-
nomic, social and environmental implications. Wasted food represents lost profits for the food
industry, increased food insecurity in communities and the unnecessary production of green-
house gas emissions, among many other detrimental consequences. Due to the large number
of stakeholders involved in the food supply chain and the complexity of their relationships,
there is increasing interest in addressing food waste issues through collaborative governance
approaches, such as food policy councils (FPCs). Assessing how FPCs engage diverse stake-
holders and organizations in food waste reduction efforts can provide important lessons for
improving local food systems governance more broadly and contribute to the creation of
more sustainable food systems. To do this, we leverage the theoretical concept of ‘collaborative
advantage’ to analyze how FPCs foster collaboration, both internally and with external part-
ners, to achieve policy and programmatic goals that individual stakeholders could not achieve
alone. Drawing on plan documents and semi-structured interviews with members of five FPCs
across the USA, we find that FPCs can foster collaborative advantage by establishing compre-
hensive food system plans, systematically measuring progress toward objectives, and transpar-
ently communicating the evidence of their progress to the communities they serve.

Introduction

Food waste is a problem with wide-ranging social, environmental and economic impacts (Hall
et al., 2009; Barrera and Hertel, 2021). When measured by weight, roughly one-third of all
food produced globally is wasted throughout the food supply chain, with that figure increasing
to 40% in developed nations (Gustavsson et al., 2011). Moreover, 22% of global freshwater
withdrawals and 14.9% of farmable land are dedicated to growing food that goes uneaten
(Poore and Nemecek, 2018). Simultaneously, 10.8% of the global population, or about 821.6
million people, are undernourished (FAO, 2019). These trends will likely be exacerbated by
the disparate impacts of climate change and continued population growth, making food
waste a particularly grave injustice. Reducing food waste can therefore play a critical role in
enhancing environmental and social sustainability and public health across the globe in the
years to come (Anderson et al., 2020). Achieving this is challenging, however, due both to
the large number of stakeholders involved throughout the food supply chain and in
food-adjacent sectors (e.g., healthcare, government, etc.) that must be included in food
waste reduction efforts, as well as the many steps at which resources are wasted (Cattaneo
et al., 2021).

While several national governments have begun to implement top–down strategies related
to food waste reduction and food governance broadly, scholars and government agencies alike
increasingly highlight the need for more collaborative and integrated approaches to solve these
complex problems (Halloran et al., 2014; Aschemann-Weitzel et al., 2017; de Mores et al.,
2020). Food policy councils (FPCs) have emerged as one type of mechanism to realize collab-
orative approaches to food systems governance, including food waste reduction (Schiff, 2008;
Siddiki et al., 2015). Exemplary of a global trend toward collaborative environmental govern-
ance, FPCs are groups of diverse stakeholders who work together to address food-related issues
in their communities (Harper et al., 2009). While FPC members may engage in direct food
waste reduction efforts, much of their work involves connecting with and coordinating
among various partner organizations in their community, including those directly related to
food industry interests, such as farms and food banks, and those outside of the food industry,
such as government agencies and schools (Gupta et al., 2018). Understanding how FPCs struc-
ture their own efforts and leverage partnerships with external groups to achieve successful col-
laboration can provide actionable insight into the development of effective food waste
reduction efforts, as well as recommendations for designing better food systems governance
institutions.
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In this study, we investigate how FPCs foster collaboration in
their local food systems to reduce food waste through the lens
of a theoretical concept called collaborative advantage. In contrast
to building a ‘competitive advantage’ over other organizations,
collaborative advantage describes the outcomes of interorganiza-
tional collaboration that enable organizations to achieve things
together that they could not alone (Huxham and Macdonald,
1992). In the ‘Theory’ section, we further discuss the complexity
of governing food systems, the need for enhanced collaboration to
address issues such as food waste, and the concept of collaborative
advantage. In the ‘Research design and methodology’ section, we
describe the research design used to gather data on the activities
of FPCs with food waste reduction goals in the USA. Drawing
on policy documents and in-depth interviews with members of
five FPCs, we assess (1) whether and how FPCs are structured
to build collaborative advantage, and (2) evidence for collabora-
tive advantage in practice through FPC partnerships (‘Results
and discussion’ section). From our findings, we glean lessons
for how FPCs and similar groups can build collaborative advan-
tage to improve local food systems broadly (‘Conclusion and
recommendations’ section).

Theory

Governing complex food systems

Food systems are highly complex in that they are composed of
many actors, including producers, governing entities, distributors,
consumers and others who intersect with the food system along
the way, from industry groups to healthcare providers. These
actors often have diverse priorities and varying levels of resources,
authority and relative autonomy in their actions. However, there
is also a critical element of interdependency among these actors,
particularly because food systems involve the utilization of shared
natural resources. For instance, growing food requires immense
inputs of land, energy and water, and the outputs are critical to
survival and well-being for all. Reducing food waste thus necessi-
tates a collaborative approach wherein diverse actors work
together to achieve common goals (HLPE, 2014).

One way to improve governing performance in complex sys-
tems is through the use of collaborative governance (CG). CG is
an approach to creating and implementing public policy that
engages diverse stakeholders in consensus-oriented decision-
making processes, often under the guidance of a government
agency or office (Ansell and Gash, 2008; Emerson and
Nabatchi, 2015). While CG processes use a variety of structures
and decision rules, they generally incentivize stakeholders to
deliberate about their values, beliefs and preferred solutions,
with the goals of building trust, enhancing learning and ultimately
locating opportunities for mutually beneficial action (Koebele,
2020). CG is also a particularly well-suited approach for govern-
ing problems that span traditional political or administrative jur-
isdictions as well as physical boundaries (Guerrero et al., 2015).
As such, CG can help actors coordinate across different policy-
making forums to improve overall system governance (Lubell,
2015).

This is a somewhat rosy view of the potential of CG to solve
coordination problems in complex systems, however, since they
are often fraught with inertia and suffer from a lack of leadership
and resources. Indeed, CG can be time- and resource-intensive
and may become mired in conflict or generate ‘lowest-common-
denominator’ solutions (Koebele, 2020). Moreover, the outcomes

of CG are often incremental (Huxham, 1996a), making it difficult
to measure and attribute social or environmental changes to spe-
cific collaborative efforts (Koontz and Thomas, 2006). As such, it
is often necessary for the leaders of a collaborative process to cul-
tivate ‘shared motivation’ in order to achieve ‘capacity for joint
action’ to promote genuine and effective collaboration (Emerson
and Nabatchi, 2015; Kossmann et al., 2016). In short, organiza-
tions must surmount various barriers to achieve something col-
laboratively that provides greater benefits to all—a concept
known as collaborative advantage.

Building collaborative advantage

The term collaborative advantage, introduced by Huxham and
Macdonald (1992), suggests that through effective interorganiza-
tional collaboration, organizations can achieve things together
that they would not be able to alone (Huxham and Macdonald,
1992; Emerson and Nabatchi, 2015). This can be contrasted
with ‘competitive advantage’, from the organizational strategy lit-
erature, wherein organizations seek to cultivate some unique char-
acteristic(s) in order to cope with and prevail over competitive
market forces (Porter, 1985). In the theory of collaborative advan-
tage (TCA), ‘the advantage need not, of necessity, be an advantage
over other organizations; it may simply be an advantage over the
situation which would pertain if there were no collaboration’
(Huxham and Macdonald, 1992, p. 51; emphasis in original). In
other words, when parties to the collaboration think construct-
ively and strategically about how they may work together, there
is the potential for net benefit to all.

To build collaborative advantage, Huxham and Macdonald
(1992) first suggest developing and implementing a meta-strategy
—or an agreed-upon set of rules and procedures under which all
participants operate within a collaborative arrangement. A
meta-strategy outlines which responsibilities belong to the collab-
orative group’s members and which belong to individual organiza-
tions with whom the group interacts. It also details the group’s goals
and proposes ways to achieve them. Clearly articulating the struc-
ture and rules of collaboration through a meta-strategy can help
members better achieve individual and collective goals by identify-
ing avenues for coordination (Huntjens et al., 2012; Pahl-Wostl and
Knieper, 2014; Sullivan et al., 2019).

Collaborative advantage is unlikely to be built if the
meta-strategy is not actually followed by members of the CG pro-
cess, however. Indeed, the ‘rules-in-use’, or how rules are followed
in practice, also impact the group’s ability to build collaborative
advantage (Ostrom, 2005). Thus, Huxham and Macdonald
(1992) also suggest that there must be a way of monitoring the
activities of the collaborative to ensure that they align with the
agreed-upon ‘rules-in-form’ (Ostrom, 2005). Monitoring is
expected to work most effectively when it is performed by indivi-
duals that are either separate from, or includes all of, the collab-
orating organizations to prevent the perception that the
monitoring favors or disadvantages any party (Huxham and
Macdonald, 1992). In either case, the monitoring mechanism
should be developed with input from the individuals being mon-
itored in order to increase trust, transparency and ideally, compli-
ance (Ostrom et al., 1961; Ostrom, 1990). Similar to the
meta-strategy, both the rules for and practice of monitoring can
impact a group’s ability to build collaborative advantage and
achieve desired outcomes.

While the TCA literature suggests ways to build collaborative
advantage, the concept itself remains understudied empirically
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and is largely absent from use in the food policy domain
(Kiminami, 2016). The bulk of the literature on TCA exists in
the business management literature and is aimed at private indus-
try actors (Huxham and Macdonald, 1992; Huxham, 1996b;
Huxham and Vangen, 2013); however, TCA provides guidance
for answering questions that arise in CG arrangements across
issues and sectors. Whether a stakeholder or group belongs to pri-
vate industry, a public regulatory body or a non-governmental
organization, they often face challenges to building trust, main-
taining accountability and building legitimacy in a collaboration
(Ansell and Gash, 2008; Emerson and Nabatchi, 2015; Cristofoli
et al., 2021). In this vein, Huxham and Vangen (2013) have writ-
ten of the potential value of TCA across contexts, so long as it is
interpreted and applied appropriately. We thus argue that TCA is
a useful conceptual tool for informing and evaluating how actors
collaborate to solve problems in local food systems. Specifically, it
provides a simple and practicable framework based on two pri-
mary components (i.e., meta-strategy and monitoring) that help
stakeholders navigate CG processes to increase their likelihood
of producing mutually beneficial outcomes. Applying TCA
empirically, however, requires a closer look at existing CG efforts
in the food policy domain.

Collaboration in the food policy domain: food policy councils

As introduced above, there is a need for increased collaboration to
solve a variety of complex problems in the food policy domain
(Halloran et al., 2014; Aschemann-Weitzel et al., 2017; de
Mores et al., 2020). Since the 1980s, FPCs have emerged as a
type of CG arrangement across North America, Europe and
Australasia that facilitates collaboration among diverse public
and private stakeholders within complex food systems (Schiff,
2008; Siddiki et al., 2015). FPCs (1) serve as forums for discussing
food systems issues, (2) coordinate activities across sectors, (3)
evaluate and effect policy change and (4) implement and/or facili-
tate programs to address local food system problems (Harper
et al., 2009). In short, FPCs serve as collaboration-oriented venues
through which information is shared, problems are defined, solu-
tions are considered and resources are pooled to implement pro-
grams and recommend policy changes.

While many FPCs share common, overarching goals (e.g., cre-
ating environmentally and socially sustainable food systems),
individual FPCs have unique structures, rules and priorities,
which are often dictated by their membership and local context.
For instance, some FPCs seek to support the economic success
of farmers and other food-related businesses, while others focus
on increasing food security or reducing food waste (Scherb
et al., 2012). The diversity of FPCs is reflected in the variety of
names they are given, including ‘food and farm councils’, ‘food
systems committees’ or, more simply, ‘food councils’ or ‘food pol-
icy groups’ (FPN, 2020). However, because these groups are most
commonly identified in the literature as ‘food policy councils’, we
maintain this terminology.

FPCs may be classified as various types of organizations, such
as (1) embedded in a non-profit; (2) embedded in a university,
such as through a cooperative extension program; (3) embedded
in government; (4) an independent grassroots organization or
(5) an independent non-profit (CLF, 2019). A key distinction
between these organizational structures is their relationship to
government (Schiff, 2008). FPCs embedded in government agen-
cies, which are often created by a government mandate, are gen-
erally expected to focus on recommending and enacting policy on

topics dictated within their mandates (Schiff, 2008; Ambrose
et al., 2022). Conversely, those that emerge organically from com-
munity interest or maintain less direct governmental connections
may emphasize on-the-ground implementation of programs or
advocacy for policies developed by others (Schiff, 2008).
Additionally, the nature of the relationship between an FPC and
the government may have implications for the group’s access to
resources. For example, an FPC that is initiated and directed by
a local governing body may have a full-time paid staff member
dedicated to advancing the FPC’s mission, whereas grassroots
FPCs tend to be exclusively run by volunteers with less capacity.

Collaboration among FPC members as well as partnerships
between FPC members and community organizations are both
foundational to an FPC’s ability to achieve its goals. We differen-
tiate FPC members from partners on the basis of the longevity
and formality of one’s relationships with the FPC. Membership
entails an organization or individual committing to consistent
involvement in FPC administration and governance activities,
potentially for a specified period of time or in an official position.
Partnership, in contrast, can be defined as a relationship between
FPC members and ‘external’ individuals or organizations that are
not formal members of the council, developed with the intent of
achieving shared food systems-related goals. According to Clayton
et al. (2015), different types of partnerships may provide different
benefits to the FPC. For instance, partnerships with government
officials may offer visibility and legitimacy to an FPC’s policy
work by raising awareness of food systems issues among decision
makers. Other partnerships may help steer an FPC’s program-
matic agenda, provide access to key resources and garner broader
stakeholder buy-in. While such roles have been well articulated,
little empirical evidence exists about how FPCs structure and
leverage external partnerships to achieve their goals. Moreover,
there is scant literature (Clayton et al., 2015) regarding the ways
in which an FPC’s external partners contribute to or benefit
from collaborating with the FPC—or, in other words, how they
contribute to building collaborative advantage. The next section
describes our empirical approach to addressing these gaps.

Research design and methodology

Research questions

As FPCs grow in popularity across the globe, it is necessary to
understand how they can maximize achievement of positive
food systems outcomes through collaboration. As such, the over-
arching research question of this study is as follows: How do FPCs
build collaborative advantage in their local food system? Our ana-
lysis is guided by the following sub-questions:

• RQ1a: To what extent are FPCs structured in line with the key
tenets of collaborative advantage (i.e., meta-strategies and mon-
itoring mechanisms)?

• RQ1b. What evidence exists for the development of collabora-
tive advantage by FPCs via their partnership activities?

Critically, we narrow the scope of our empirical inquiry to FPC
activities pertaining to food waste reduction in order to enhance
specificity and comparability across FPCs. Although it is beyond
the scope and intent of this study to estimate actual reductions
in food waste as a result of FPC activities, we analyze how
FPCs structure and leverage partnerships in service of reducing
food waste. As described above, reducing food waste inherently
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requires broad collaboration across sectors and may be more obvi-
ously improved in food systems with greater collaborative advan-
tage. However, we expect our findings to be generalizable to other
related FPC priorities, such as increasing community food
security.

Research design and case selection

To answer our research questions, we conducted an exploratory
case study (Yin, 2009) of five FPCs in the USA with food waste
reduction goals. To understand the current landscape of FPCs
in the USA and select FPCs to analyze, we utilized the Johns
Hopkins Center for a Livable Future (CLF) Food Policy
Networks dataset, which was made available to the authors
upon request (CLF, 2019). This dataset reflects the results of an
annual survey of FPCs in the USA and Canada conducted by
the CLF. In 2019, the year of the most recent complete dataset
at the time of this study, the CLF collected responses from 241
FPCs. We selected FPCs from this dataset to study in depth in
order to understand their structure, internal dynamics and exter-
nal relationships. Given that our study was limited to FPCs with
food waste reduction goals, we used the following steps to narrow
our list of potential FPCs from the CLF dataset:

(1) Food waste must be listed as a top-three priority (n = 54/241).
(2) FPC must have active status (i.e., met at least once in the past

year).
(3) FPC has a member focused specifically on food waste

reduction.
(4) FPC must be in the USA.
(5) FPC must have contact information in the CLF database.

We found that 27 FPCs met all criteria for inclusion. To fur-
ther narrow our cases for in-depth analysis, we examined the
organizational type of each of the 27 councils. We then contacted
all of the FPCs in the two most common organizational types in
the FPC dataset—those housed in a non-profit (8/27) or embed-
ded in government (6/27)—to request participation in the study, a
selection criteria which enhances the generalizability of our
results.

The FPCs ultimately included in the study (n = 5; Table 1) are
those who (1) consented to participate, and (2) could connect us

with a chair of the FPC and an FPC member focused on food
waste, as will be described in more detail below. The five included
councils were established between 2006 and 2018, and are located
in Kansas, North Carolina, Pennsylvania, Rhode Island and
Wisconsin. They are not identified by name to protect interviewee
confidentiality. Data on each FPC were collected in two ways, as
described in the following sections.

Document data collection and analysis

First, we collected and analyzed written formal documents for
each selected FPCs, including the FPC’s mission and goal state-
ments listed on their websites, as well as any food system plans
they had created and made publicly available. A food system
plan is a collaboratively developed document that details the
goals of the FPC and other participating entities (e.g., city or
county governments) and how these goals are meant to be
attained. We analyzed these documents to (1) gather background
information on each council, and (2) to assess the relative extent
to which they articulated attributes align with the two key tenets
of collaborative advantage: meta-strategy and monitoring (RQ1a).
Drawing on Huxham and Macdonald (1992), we assessed two
attributes of meta-strategy for each FPC as they were articulated
in the FPC’s documents: (1) the presence and specificity of a mis-
sion or goals statement, and (2) the presence and level of detail of
a food system plan. We also assessed two attributes of monitoring:
(1) the frequency of meetings, and (2) the articulation of strategies
for tracking/publishing progress toward goals. We assume that the
presence and strength of these attributes in FPC documents is
related to, but not wholly indicative of, an FPC’s ability to build
collaborative advantage.

We compared the document-derived data on the tenets collab-
orative advantage across FPCs using a method similar to qualita-
tive comparative analysis (QCA), which aims to provide in-depth
insight into the mechanisms driving outcomes in particular cases
while enabling some level of generalization in a medium-n sample
(Ragin, 1987; Byrne and Ragin, 2009). Akin to the ‘fuzzy set’
approach to QCA, we measured the presence and extent of each
attribute to understand which FPC demonstrated stronger or
weaker formal articulations relative to one another. Each attribute
was ranked as ‘high’, ‘medium’ or ‘low’ for each FPC. However,
because there is no systematic measure of collaborative advantage

Table 1. Cases and interview participant information

Council (age) Participant code Professional occupation Organization type

1 (Youngest) W1 University research analyst Embedded in Gov

C1 FPC full-time staff Embedded in Gov

2 C1 FPC full-time staff Embedded in Gov

C2 Non-profit vice president Housed in non-profit

3 W3 Non-profit program coordinator Housed in non-profit

C3 Community organization director Housed in non-profit

4 W4 Community organization director Housed in non-profit

C4 Non-profit program coordinator Housed in non-profit

5 (Oldest) W5 Non-profit program coordinator Embedded in Gov

C5 Produce farmer Embedded in Gov

Note: In the participant codes, ‘C’ denotes an FPC chair and ‘W’ denotes an FPC member focusing on food waste (i.e., W1 is the participant code for the waste-focused member interviewed
for FPC 1).
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(i.e., the dependent variable or ‘outcome’ measure), we were
unable to conduct a formal QCA. Despite this limitation, our
comparative analysis makes a critical contribution to the TCA
and GC literatures: we develop discrete measures of theorized dri-
vers of collaborative advantage and measure them in a way (i.e.,
via document analysis) that can be easily replicated by future
researchers and in larger-N studies.

Interview data collection and analysis

To examine how the theorized drivers work in practice and tri-
angulate information found in the documents, we also conducted
semi-structured interviews (Rubin and Rubin, 2005) with two
members of each FPC: the chair or coordinator of the FPC, and
a member focused specifically on food waste reduction (n = 10;
Table 1). This method allows for the collection of data on
FPCs’ collaborative activities, both within the council (i.e.,
among members) and within the community (i.e., through part-
nerships), to assess evidence for collaborative advantage in prac-
tice (RQ1b). This method of data collection is necessary given
that such information is not often fully documented nor publicly
available. When combined with the document analysis, these data
facilitate an assessment of the patterns between articulated FPC
structures and partnership activities that provide insight into
how FPCs build collaborative advantage.

Interviewees were identified through discussion with the main
FPC contact listed in the CLF dataset, who were then invited to
participate via publicly available email addresses. The interviews,
which lasted 30–90 min each, were conducted via Zoom video
conferencing software in the fall and winter of 2020.
Interviewees were first asked general questions about their FPC,
such as when the council formed and how meetings are con-
ducted, followed by more specific questions related to food
waste reduction priorities, activities and achievements, including
engagement with community partners (see Supplementary
Appendix 1 for interview questions). All interviews were audio
recorded and, to encourage participants to speak openly and
truthfully, we promised to remove participant names and other
identifying information from our research products. The data col-
lection protocol, including a consent form, was approved by the
Institutional Review Board at the corresponding author’s
institution.

To analyze the interview data, the interview audio was tran-
scribed verbatim, and the transcripts were coded in NVivo 12
Pro qualitative analysis software. Coding is a process by which
statements in the transcripts are sorted into broad thematic cat-
egories (‘codes’) that house more specific sub-categories in

order to streamline the analysis of complex textual data. The
codes used for this analysis were developed a priori based on
the research questions and extant literature on collaborative
advantage, which strengthens their validity because they are con-
stantly in conversation with theory, as well as consistency in cod-
ing compared to more iterative grounded theory approaches (see
Supplementary Appendix 2 for the codes used in this analysis and
illustrative quotes assigned to each code). Two coders coded a full
transcript together to promote reliability in coding, and one coder
coded the remaining transcripts while regularly conversing with
the other coder about their content and any confusion that
arose. The coded data were then analyzed for patterns across dif-
ferent subsets (e.g., differences in activities across councils by
organizational type, different perceptions of priorities from chairs
vs food waste members, etc.) (Boyatzis, 1998). All quotations from
the interviews presented in the ‘Results and discussion’ section are
cited using the interviewee’s participant code from Table 1 to
demonstrate that data were drawn from a variety of interviews.

Results and discussion

Building a foundation for collaborative advantage

First, we present the results of our comparative analysis of each
FPC’s meta-strategy and monitoring mechanisms in Table 2
(RQ1a), as they were articulated in the FPC’s formal, written
documents. We contextualize our document analysis results
using insights from the interview data when discussing each
tenet and its attributes.

Meta-strategy
As discussed in the ‘Theory’ section, meta-strategies promote col-
laborative advantage by allowing groups to create shared defini-
tions of their goals and the ways in which they might reach
them. In essence, a meta-strategy helps structure and justify the
types of things that the collaborative group will do together and
with external partners. While FPCs might not explicitly call this
information a meta-strategy, they often articulate it through (1)
a published mission and goals statements on their websites and/
or county or city websites and/or (2) in their comprehensive
food system plans. Table 2 displays the results of our evaluation
of the presence and extent to which each of these attributes is
articulated by each FPC in their written documentation.

All of the FPCs studied here have some version of mission and
goals laid out on their public websites. These were evaluated first
for their availability (i.e., ease of access and number of websites on
which they are published), and then for their specificity. Three of

Table 2. Simplified comparative analysis of tenets and attributes of collaborative advantage for five food policy councils

FPC

Tenet 1: meta-strategy Tenet 2: monitoring

Attribute 1: mission/goal Attribute 2: food system plan Attribute 1: meetings Attribute 2: progress tracking

1 High Not detected High Not detected

2 Medium High High High

3 Low Not detected Medium High

4 Low High High Medium

5 Low Low Medium Low

Note: Lighter gray shading represents a comparatively less robust example of a given attribute, while darker gray shading demonstrates a comparatively more robust example of the attribute
across FPCs. White boxes indicate that no evidence of the attribute was found.
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the FPCs (3, 4 and 5) had relatively broad mission and goal state-
ments available only on their own website, which was evaluated to
be ‘low’ for this criterion because it may have less reach to other
key community organizations. FPC 2’s mission and goals are also
fairly broad but are stated on both their council website and the
county’s website, reflecting ‘medium’ availability and specificity.
Lastly, FPC 1’s mission and goals are replicated identically across
the FPC, city and county websites. Moreover, some of their goals
are broad (e.g., supporting nutrition education), while others are
somewhat more specific (e.g., reducing heart disease, diabetes,
etc.). As such, FPC 1 was rated as ‘high’ on availability and spe-
cificity of mission and goals.

We then assessed the presence and comprehensiveness of a
food system plan for each FPC. FPCs 1 and 3 had no publicly
available food system plan document that could be located. All
other FPCs had published some version of a food system plan,
so these were evaluated for level of detail, specificity of content
and recency of updates to the publication. FPC 5 had a one-page
document on their website that listed four goals along with sub-
goals and intended activities to achieve them. Due to its brevity
and lack of updates since 2014, this was evaluated as ‘low’.
FPCs 2 and 4 had much more robust food systems plans, which
were developed with the city in one case and the county in the
other. Both of these food system plans were published in 2017
and had comparably higher levels of detail, including proposed
activities to achieve overarching goals and suggestions for measur-
ing progress, leading them to be ranked as ‘high’ on this criterion.
For example, FPC 2’s plan included the overarching goal of devel-
oping a sustainable food supply with a related recommended
action of implementing community gardens at food banks and
pantries. They also articulated a metric to assess this goal: the vol-
ume of food grown and distributed from these gardens.

Our interview data emphasized why such elements of
meta-strategy could foster the development of collaborative
advantage in FPCs. For example, establishing a meta-strategy,
especially as a collective, can help FPCs gain buy-in from diverse
members and lay out pathways for achieving their goals. The chair
of FPC 1 discussed an inaugural retreat where all the members
spent a day working together to determine the council’s shared
priorities and how subgroups would work toward achieving them:

The first year, we had a retreat where we brought all our [members]
together from the three [subgroups], and it was a full day retreat with
breakouts, and it was so well-attended…That’s when the [subgroups]
developed their action plans (C1).

Similarly, the waste member from FPC 2 described how setting up
an internal strategy for their group allows for collaborative and
deliberative reflection and goal-setting:

One thing that’s exciting for us right now is that as a council we’re going
through the strategic planning process and sort of trying to figure out
‘What are we doing? What are we doing right? What do we need to do
differently? How do we get more people to this table?’ (W2).

Members of FPCs 3 and 4 described how members are prompted
in such processes to propose their priorities as individuals, and
then the FPC as a whole collaboratively decides which of these
will be the focus for each period of the FPC’s work:

…they send out this survey, so of course, we all have our priorities, and
then they’re in the process of compiling those goals and then just really

siphoning down to take a look at like three or four main things that
we’re going to focus on for the year (W3).
…we nominate ideas for where we’d like to focus, then we have a follow
up meeting where we have a discussion, usually, about why or why not we
might want to support a particular area, how we want to exactly define
that area, what are the caveats (C4).

Given the interview data, it is clear the FPC’s public documents
and websites alone do not fully demonstrate the extent or depth
of their meta-strategy development, making these interview
insights particularly useful. However, to assess FPCs’ ability to
build collaborative advantage, it is also critical to understand if
and how they implement their articulated meta-strategies.

Monitoring
Next, we assessed how FPCs monitor themselves to ensure their
actions taken are in accordance with their meta-strategy, regard-
less of its level of specificity or visibility. Given that FPCs are
designed as participatory stakeholder groups, they are well-
positioned to serve a monitoring function that includes the
majority of stakeholders in a local food system. To understand
how each FPC collectively monitors progress on its activities—
the second tenet of collaborative advantage—we evaluated two
attributes: (1) the frequency of meetings held by each council,
and (2) the ways in which they track progress toward their articu-
lated goals (Table 2).

Regular meetings allow FPC members to communicate about
actions across different priority areas, monitor the progress
being made by others in the group and identify gaps in achieving
their objectives. In all of the FPCs we studied, meetings occurred
at least monthly, depending on the structure of the council.
Councils that met just once per month (3 and 5) were evaluated
as exhibiting a ‘medium’ level of meeting frequency because this
was the standard frequency of meetings across all studied coun-
cils. In addition to regular monthly meetings, FPC 2 holds semi-
annual ‘progress meetings’ to assess how they are meeting the
goals identified in their food system plan. Moreover, FPCs 1
and 2 established subgroups (e.g., committees or task forces) to
target specific priority areas, for which members attend additional
meetings each month. The FPCs that exceeded the standard level
of meetings, both in quantity and specificity of meeting goals
(FPCs 1, 2 and 4), were thus evaluated as exhibiting a ‘high’
level of meeting frequency because they provided more opportun-
ities for monitoring.

In addition, the ways in which FPCs track and report pro-
gress toward their stated goals is a key attribute of monitoring.
This attribute was evaluated based on the presence of some
mechanism for tracking progress and the frequency and specifi-
city of reporting. FPC 1 had no apparent mechanism in place
for tracking progress. FPC 5 published a cumulative list of
accomplishments (e.g., initiated a particular program or hosted
an event), but they did not include details or indicate how
often the list is updated, which was evaluated as ‘low’. FPCs 2,
3 and 4 each had unique and more robust ways of tracking pro-
gress, which were all evaluated as ‘high’. As mentioned above,
FPC 2 uses progress meetings to reflect on their priority areas
and metrics to determine whether their actions are effective in
moving toward their goals. FPC 3 keeps an up-to-date online
dashboard of their progress and accomplishments based on 50
indicators, such as the number of people fed via a food rescue
program. FPC 4 produces a digital annual progress report and
publishes it on their website.
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The interview data helped to further explain that monitoring
mechanisms create both a sense of urgency in each FPC member
and a sense of mutual assurance that the work assigned to others
would be completed. In this way, monitoring can contribute to
building collaborative advantage because members can be confi-
dent that others will be accountable for their assigned tasks and
can therefore diversify their activities and partnerships. One inter-
viewee in particular from FPC 4 mentioned the strong system of
mutual accountability in their council:

There’s a good structure, there’s expectations that are set, and then there
are people checking in with you if it seems like you’re confused. And it’s
clear—you need to show up to these meetings, you need to do this work. If
you don’t, someone’s going to check in with you (C4).

FPC 2’s waste member also indicated a clear link between their
FPC’s food system plan and the meetings in which they monitor
progress toward the plan’s goals:

…all of [the FPC] meets two or three times a year, and that’s a chance to
share updates about the food [system] plan and also to help newcomers
understand how [the council] as a whole works (W2).

Partnership activities as evidence of collaborative advantage

Next, we present our analysis of evidence of the potential develop-
ment of collaborative advantage by FPCs via their partnership
activities (RQ1b). We asked all interviewees about the activities
they undertook with partners in the broader local food system,
especially those specific to achieving food waste reduction goals.
The FPCs studied here collaborated with diverse partners, includ-
ing churches, food pantries, individual citizens, non-profit

organizations, governing bodies, corporations and many others.
The FPCs developed these partnerships by recruiting individual
volunteers, working with institutions and government agencies
to initiate programs, and obtaining funding to make certain pro-
grams or activities possible, among other approaches. Based on the
interview data, Table 3 summarizes the three most commonly dis-
cussed types of partnership activities—community education, creat-
ing food donation resource guides and increasing access to rescued
food—along with illustrative quotations from interviewees.
Critically, the specific activities undertaken by each FPC and their
partners within these categories were often unique to their council
and their local context. Except for FPC 4, each FPC studied here
engages in one of the three most discussed activities.

Interviewees articulated several benefits related to partnering
with community organizations to undertake such diverse food
waste reduction activities. Specifically, all FPCs noted that their
partners contributed unique skills, resources and capacity beyond
what could be provided by the FPC alone. For instance, FPC 3
partners with nearly 1000 community volunteers to operate an
extensive and highly productive gleaning program, in which left-
over post-harvest produce is collected, or rescued, from farms:

Currently we have close to 1000 volunteers that we work with. It’s just me,
so I can go and pick for a couple, but I need like 25 people, and then whoa,
I can get a truckfull of food to bring back to the produce stand (W3).

The food is then distributed to over 50 partner organizations, such
as food pantries, senior housing and churches in the community.
This program, which directly increases community access to res-
cued food—and thereby reduces food waste—would simply not
be possible on such a large scale without the FPC’s external
partners:

Table 3. Most common partnership activities reported by FPCs

Activity (FPCs reporting this) Illustrative quotation

Community education (FPCs 1, 3 and 5) ‘…one of our strategies is we’re partnering with a middle school here and a couple of teachers…We’re going to
work with them to write PSAs, to do some video education, and to do some printables that are about simple
ways to reduce your food waste…brought to you by seventh and eighth graders in your community’ (C1).

‘We’re actually creating a video right now that [the director of an economic equality non-profit] agreed to let us
show it to her board of directors, and then hopefully get in front of some other boards, like the Chamber. More
business-related organizations in the community’ (C3).

‘The year after that we held the second [waste reduction summit], and this one was…held in conjunction with [a
non-profit]…so, we did a combined thing, and it was really more focused on businesses. Not the receiving
agencies, but the agencies that might be creating this excess. Another whole-day conference, really good
discussion, got some new businesses that signed up to participate in food recovery, just kind of getting people
to think about the issue’ (W5).

Creating food donation resource guides
(FPCs 2 and 5)

‘…one thing we did achieve as a [subgroup] is that we worked with the Food Bank…to update their guidance to
food donors, or would-be food donors about donating items that were out of date’ (W2).

‘we created an online guide for food recovery in [our] County… I wanted to make sure that when somebody
clicked into it, they could get immediate resources. Like, “Hey, I’m at a restaurant, and I have these two cases of
cilantro that we’re not going to use, and I don’t want to see them rot and thrown away. What should I do with
them?” So, the guide then could quickly give them the best option for who to call’ (W5).

Increasing access to rescued food (FPCs
1 and 3)

‘[the council] got together the content and some grant funding to build out a website that is a communications
hub. You can go to that website now, and if you’re hungry, if you need food, you can click on the “I Need Food”
box, and you can see a bunch of different resources, and one of those is a map of the city, and it says, “[a
meal-providing non-profit] will be here on this night of the week…” and it has the whole schematic, and then it
has bus route information’ (W1).

‘[A meal-providing non-profit] program also lent itself to that food waste [effort], where they were repurposing
food that was donated from many different sources in the community, and they were repackaging the food
and… they used part of it for meals, they added another meal to [a program] for seniors, and then they also
were feeding some families, but they were coordinating with other programs through the Center for Public
Service. They were also providing food for…a program to get families out of poverty’ (C3).
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The most important thing is that ongoing relationship [with community
partners]… because the more I connect with them, the less waste there
is… (W3).

Similarly, FPC 5 noted how funding provided through a part-
nership with their municipality, as well as another FPC, has
assisted them on a continual basis in engaging in food waste
reduction activities. For instance, interviewee W5, who operates
a non-profit small business incubation kitchen that obtains
much of its food from donations in order to reduce waste,
cited funds from the local government that helped them weather
a challenging time:

…the City…did give us a grant two years ago, primarily because there was
a major flood that went on…in August, right as harvest season was in full
swing. So, there was a lot of farm crop that was lost (W5).

Churches, food pantries and other community organizations were
also often credited with assisting the FPCs in the collection and
distribution of recovered food and therefore food waste reduction,
as exemplified by the following quote from interviewee W3:

We have, at our location, a huge produce stand. In addition, what we do is
we will box it and send it out to about 52 of our community partners. And
community partners with Backpack Programs, Senior Housing, Housing
Authority, other food pantries throughout [the] County… Interfaith pan-
tries, churches, so a variety of different people we send it out to (W3).

These data make it clear that the FPCs studied here engage in a
wide variety of partnership activities to gain resources and cap-
acity that allow them to reduce food waste on a larger scale
than they could alone, providing evidence that partnership activ-
ities directly support the development of collaborative advantage
in their food systems. Indeed, one of our participants practically
named collaborative advantage as the reason they started the
FPC that they now chair: ‘our purpose is to do together what
we can’t do independently’ (C1).

Conclusion and recommendations

Food systems, which are complex by nature, necessitate effective
collaboration among stakeholders. Two crucial tenets—develop-
ing a meta-strategy and participatory monitoring mechanisms—
can help FPCs create a structure for developing collaborative
advantage in their local food systems (Huxham and Macdonald,
1992). In this study, we used multiple sources of data to assess
whether and how five FPCs structure themselves according to
these tenets, as well as whether their activities with local commu-
nity partners provide evidence of collaborative advantage-
building in practice.

Regarding RQ1a, we found that FPCs exhibited varying levels
of the attributes associated with meta-strategy and monitoring in
their planning documents and websites. Regarding meta-strategy,
FPC members emphasized the importance of articulating goals
and action plans as a collective, suggesting that FPCs may largely
rely on informal norms to guide the development of their
meta-strategy and that formal documentation of such efforts
may be more sparse or vague (Ostrom, 2005). Additionally, des-
pite the differences in meta-strategy, all of the FPCs studied here
engage in some form of monitoring. They each hold regular meet-
ings, and the majority of the councils either specify metrics for
measuring progress or actively track and report progress to the
public. Looking across the two tenets, FPCs 2 and 4 ranked

particularly highly on three of the four attributes of collaborative
advantage examined, whereas FPC 5 did not rank highly on any
of the attributes. Two attributes were not detectable for FPC 1, but
they ranked highly on the other two that were observed. However,
as will be discussed next, the interview data also indicated that all
FPCs built some level of collaborative advantage in their commu-
nities, suggesting the potential for different approaches to be
successful.

Regarding RQ1b, we found that food waste reduction activities
with partners were seen as highly valuable and, critically, as things
that the FPCs simply did not have the capacity or resources to do
alone. Indeed, the importance of FPCs’ external partnerships was
emphasized explicitly in some interviews and implicitly in all of
them. In other words, these data provided preliminary evidence
that all FPCs built some level of collaborative advantage through
partnerships. These findings are consistent with other literature
on FPCs that characterizes their role as networkers and facilitators
within complex food systems, rather than an entity that acts indi-
vidually to meet its members’ desired goals (Schiff, 2008; Harper
et al., 2009). However, the diversity of partnership activities
undertaken by the five FPCs studied here also signifies a potential
challenge for developing a systematic measure of collaborative
advantage, even for one type of group in a single governance sec-
tor, reinforcing the need to develop more systematic outcome
metrics for CG processes broadly (Koontz and Thomas, 2006).

Taken together, our findings suggest that there is not a single
attribute of meta-strategy or monitoring that guarantees that an
FPC can or will build collaborative advantage. Instead, combina-
tions of attributes, such as implementing a robust monitoring sys-
tem to track progress toward FPC goals, even if they are not
clearly identified in a public document, may still facilitate the
development of collaborative advantage. While this is a challenge
for systematic comparative analysis, it can also be viewed as a
strength of FPCs in practice: being able to creatively structure
one’s organization to address context-specific problems in a
highly complex system may indeed be an FPC’s greatest marker
of success (Gupta et al., 2018).

Moreover, collaborative advantage may look different depend-
ing on the context of the local food system as well as an FPC’s
organizational type (e.g., embedded in government or housed in
a non-profit), which can impact its access to authority and
resources. For example, of the two FPCs directly connected to
local government, one (FPC 1) has a full-time staff member,
while the other (FPC 5) has received consistent funding from
their local government. None of the FPCs housed in non-profits
mentioned these direct financial resources; however, several did
mention having substantial access to volunteer networks and
other community connections, which contributed to building col-
laborative advantage. Moreover, even FPCs housed in non-profits
often have government actors who participate (e.g., FPC 2) and
may bring additional or more stable resources to the table.
Although it is not possible to detect a relationship between FPC
organizational type and access to resources in this sample, this
analysis should be taken up in future research on factors contrib-
uting to the development of collaborative advantage.

Recommendations for practice

Based on our novel application of TCA in the food systems con-
text, we suggest three recommendations for improving the func-
tioning of FPCs and similar collaborative groups, which can, in
turn, improve the sustainability of local food systems more
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broadly. While these recommendations were derived from an
empirical analysis of FPCs in the USA, we argue that they are
more broadly applicable, as FPCs with similar missions and
approaches are proliferating across the globe (Siddiki et al.,
2015; Schiff, 2008). Moreover, our findings emphasize that the
specific policy and programmatic actions of FPCs are highly
dependent on their local context and membership, among other
factors; thus, broader recommendations about how FPCs can be
structured to maximize collaborative advantage, regardless of
their specific goals and activities, are likely to have more practical
value for existing FPCs, as well as for policymakers who desire to
tackle food systems issues using CG approaches.

First, FPCs should collaboratively create a comprehensive food
system plan as a form of meta-strategy. We observed two FPCs
that had developed and published a food system plan. Some of
the FPCs were so new that they had yet to develop an official
plan but had set this as a priority for the following months.
Others developed vague plans or did not provide a plan at all
beyond their overarching goals. However, all FPCs emphasized
the importance of collaborative and deliberative goal setting to
create a structure for effective partnerships. Valuable insight
may be gained by further investigating how the food system
plans function differently than high-level goal statements in help-
ing FPCs to reach their goals.

Developing a comprehensive and actionable food systems plan
with explicit goals can also support the second tenet of collabora-
tive advantage, which is carefully monitoring and tracking pro-
gress on goals. Hence, our second recommendation is that FPCs
should consistently and systematically track and measure progress
toward goals. While there is notable difficulty in accurately meas-
uring certain issues, such as wasted food (Cattaneo et al., 2021)
and its reduction, FPCs should make all reasonable efforts to
measure progress toward their core goals in order to better evalu-
ate whether the collaboration is effective. For example, FPCs could
leverage the Availability-Surplus-Recoverability-Waste (ASRW)
model proposed by Garrone et al. (2014) to categorize and quan-
tify potentially wasted food in their communities. Alternatively,
FPCs may develop their own metrics and apply them systematic-
ally. FPC 2, for instance, specified indicators for each of their
goals in their comprehensive food system plan. According to
their food system plan, two indicators for reducing food waste
were ‘pounds of food recovered for […] County distribution’
and ‘pounds of food waste composted’. Although there is variabil-
ity in the directness of these metrics, using some combination of
them can provide clarity as to whether and how FPC activities are
reducing the amount of food sent to the local landfill.

Using the ASRW model or other indicators to measure food
waste and its reduction, in addition to providing feedback for
the CG process, enables FPCs to report their progress to their
community. Thus, our third and final recommendation is that
FPCs should consistently and transparently communicate the evi-
dence of their progress to the community. The benefits of transpar-
ently communicating progress to governing bodies, funding
agencies and the public are twofold: it helps external stakeholders
understand the value of the FPC’s work, which may extend the
FPCs network, while also providing an additional monitoring
mechanism since the reports are available for scrutiny and feed-
back from the community. By establishing specific food system
plans, developing metrics for progress and applying them consist-
ently and communicating the resultant evidence with the commu-
nity, FPCs can create a strong foundation for collaborative
advantage.

Limitations and future directions

A notable limitation in this study is that it was developed in
January and February of 2020 just before the COVID-19 pan-
demic reached the USA. The data provided from the CLF that
we used to identify cases for this study were collected in 2019
and showed an increase over prior years in FPCs listing food
waste as one of their top three priorities. By the time interviews
began in the fall of 2020, all of the FPCs we spoke with had
deprioritized food waste, at least to some extent, in favor of emer-
gency food access. While necessary, this decision likely impacted
our discussions with participants about food waste reduction. At
the same time, many news reports showed the coinciding events
of long lines at food banks and perfectly good food rotting on
fields or being dumped due to food supply chain disruptions
from the pandemic. These issues highlight the critical role that
FPCs might play in improving their local food system by working
across complementary issues, such as food security and food
waste, in order to more efficiently leverage time and resources.
Further research should thus examine how FPCs address these
types of complementary issues and whether such an approach
can further build collaborative advantage. Additionally, this
research was limited in its focus on FPCs’ food waste reduction
efforts. Future research should examine other common FPC
goals to better understand how existing meta-strategy and moni-
toring mechanisms translate into effective collaboration and out-
comes. Finally, future studies should expand the number and
breadth of FPCs evaluated and better articulate the specific
rules they use for both internal decision-making and external col-
laborations to better specify the mechanisms underlying the
development of collaborative advantage.

Supplementary material. The supplementary material for this article can
be found at https://doi.org/10.1017/S1742170523000285.
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