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Introduction

Food system development (FSD) work describes a broad range of efforts
toward building and strengthening local and regional food systems by
working with farmers, businesspeople, government agency staff, local
residents, or other persons or entities. A key goal of FSD is creating or
strengthening the viability, equity, and sustainability of food systems.
While Cooperative Extension and other national nonprofits and agencies
have been working in this area for a long time, FSD is relatively new as a
recognized area of practice, and the focus of the field has lacked
coherence and comprehensiveness. In addition, FSD is new territory for
many organizations and their staff or volunteers. Thus, the emerging

field of FSD lacks solidly established foundations for practice.

We in the North American Food Systems Network (NAFSN) see vibrant
local and regional food systems as critical components of productive,
viable, and resilient communities that generate social well-being. We
believe that improving practitioners’ knowledge and skills can lead to
more effective and efficient programs and policies for fostering the kind
of food system development that is needed. Therefore, we ask, “What
are the challenges and training needs of current and prospective food

system development practitioners?”

Any errors or omissions in this report are the sole responsibility of the authors, not NAFSN.

The North American Food Systems Network (NAFSN) is sponsored by the Thomas A. Lyson
Center for Civic Agriculture and Food Systems, a fiscally sponsored project of the Center
for Transformative Action (a nonprofit affiliate of Cornell University).
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In 2012, in collaboration with numerous partner organizations, the Thomas A. Lyson Center
for Civic Agriculture and Food Systems conducted a survey of FSD practitioners on behalf of
NAFSN. In that survey we targeted “food system development practitioners,” defined as
anyone who, “as a significant portion of their work, uses community development
strategies in working with farmers, businesspeople, government agency staff, local
residents, or other persons or entities to create or strengthen the viability, equity, and
sustainability of food systems.” The survey asked respondents about their work situations
and needs for networking, information, and training. The resulting study of the 1,321
responses to that initial survey was published as the foundational NAFSN White Paper in
2014.

In spring 2019, NAFSN conducted a second survey using essentially the same questionnaire
to discern how the field had developed and to ascertain trends in the professional
development needs of FSD practitioners. The results reported here indicate emerging
needs for the kind of information, training opportunities, and networking that can enable
FSD practitioners to be effective in the important work of building and strengthening local
and regional food systems. The 2019 results also show that many of the needs identified in
2012 remain relevant as opportunities to strengthen the field.

Overall, the data from the two surveys indicate some positive trends in FSD work as a
profession, including expanding career opportunities (as evidenced by respondents who
reported increased work hours and more full-time employment). It should be noted,
however, that the 2012 baseline survey was conducted at the end of the Great Recession, a
time when funding was particularly difficult to secure. Furthermore, the 2019 survey was
conducted before the COVID-19 pandemic. A survey today might yield considerably
different results. We strongly encourage food system scholars and professionals to read
the JAFSCD special Issue on “The Impact of COVID-19 on the Food System”
(https://doi.org/10.5304/jafscd.2021.102.054).

In any case, our results suggest that the practice of FSD has yet to become solidly
established, with respondents expressing vulnerability to the economy, dependence on
grants, and having to respond to what is sometimes viewed as less-informed whims of
employers and funders. Coupled with these concerns is increased demand for more
convenient, self-paced training and professional development opportunities.
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Summary of Key Findings
Below are some highlights of the 2019 survey results as they compare with the 2012
baseline survey results.

e Working with socially disadvantaged groups was reported as the #1 need for
training in 2019 (Figure 6). Need for training in value-adding strategies was tied
with need for training related to food hubs (an item not included in the 2012 survey)
for second in 2019.

e The challenges of racial and cultural divides and of addressing the underlying
causes of problems as opposed to symptoms of problems were more much
more commonly cited as challenges in 2019 than in 2012 (Figure 7).

e Interest in networking with professionals within their specific technical fields
continued to be the top desired professional development opportunity. However, in
2019, respondents more commonly cited interest in online training, an online
portal with distance learning, and a food system development certification
program, while the interest expressed in more conventional training opportunities
like conferences, live scheduled programs (e.g., webinars), and e-newsletters was
lower (Figure 10).

e Larger shares of the 2019 respondents expressed desire for increased funding,
salary, benefits, and better utilization of their food systems expertise than in 2012
(Figure 8).

e A notably larger share of the 2019 respondents were staff members of nonprofits,
institutions, and public agencies than in 2012, while the share who were farmers or
businesspersons was smaller (Figure 1).

e Alarger share of respondents reported working full-time in 2019 (Figure 2).

e A significantly larger share of respondents reported having more than 10 years of
experience in 2019 (Figure 3).

e Despite disproportionately impacted communities of color, highly educated
white women continued to dominate the responding professionals.

e Responses to the item on the geographic focus of their work suggests a slight trend
toward a focus on larger geographic scales as opposed to local and more on rural
areas (Figure 4).
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e The primary foci of food system development professionals continued to be
related to fostering knowledge, vision, and/or leadership, and increasing food
security and access to healthy food (Figure 5).

e Two-thirds of 2019 survey respondents considered themselves to be food justice
activists, an item that was not included in the 2012 questionnaire. Of these, almost
all expressed interest in participating in a paid leave-of-absence program for food
justice activists.

Methods

In 2012, in consultation with a group of national agriculture and FSD leaders, staff, and
volunteers gathered by the Lyson Center for Civic Agriculture and Food Systems, NAFSN
developed a questionnaire to discern the key needs of FSD professionals. The 2012 survey
was put into SurveyMonkey and beta-tested, revised, and tested a second time. Because
we were interested in how the field was changing, the 2019 questionnaire was essentially
the same as the 2012 questionnaire. Responses to both surveys were anonymous unless
individual respondents chose to share their contact information. We note that in 2012 the
questionnaire was translated into French (for Quebec respondents), tested, and
implemented, but that in 2019 we lacked the resources to implement the French version of
the survey. For that reason, we use only the data from the 2012 English version in this
report.

In both surveys we targeted self-identified “food system development practitioners” using a
screening question in which an FSD practitioner was defined as someone who “as a
significant portion of their work, uses community development strategies in working with
farmers, businesspeople, government agency staff, local residents, or other persons or
entities to create or strengthen the viability, equity, and sustainability of food systems.”
This makes FSD practitioners a broad category that includes paid staff, consultants,
volunteers, and activists working in agriculture and other kinds of food production,
processing, distributing, marketing, and retailing, as well as in food security and food waste
management.

In both surveys, we recruited participants through multiple postings on major national
listservs, including NAFSN, COMFOOD, SANET, FOODPLANNING, and URBANAG. Due to a
lack of resources in 2019, our outreach to national organizations for recruiting survey
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participants was more limited than in 2012. We believe that this explains, in part, why we
received fewer responses in 2019 (664) than in 2012 (1,321).

Our goal for the 2019 survey was to assess how the FSD practice was changing. To
accomplish this, we described basic trend changes using means, standard deviations, and
percentages. To compare the responses to the same questions across the two surveys, we
used cross-tabulations and Chi-square statistical tests to assess whether any observed
response differences were large enough to be statistically significant. When Chi-square
tests indicated that observed differences were large enough to be actual differences 95%
of the time, as opposed to having a different mix of the same population responding, we
interpreted the differences as showing change. Not surprisingly for a seven-year period in
a newly emerging field of practice, we found only a modest number of notable changes.
Nevertheless, we are confident we received sufficient responses in both years to explore
and analyze the situations and needs of practitioners as well as to discern new trends.
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Results

Food System Development Employment

In 2012 we sought to gain an understanding of the employment situations of FSD
professionals, so in that survey we asked a series of questions about types of employers,
hours worked per week in FSD, length of employment (tenure), geographic area of their
work, and topics on which they focused. To learn how the occupation of FSD professionals
has been changing over time, we asked the same questions in our 2019 survey. As our
results presented below indicate, while the field is changing in some positive directions,
much remains the same, and this indicates a need for continued support of those working
in the field.
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Occupation Classification

Our results show that nonprofit organizations, educational institutions, and public agencies
continue to be the primary employers of FSD professionals (see Figure 1). However, the
share of respondents reporting they served as staff of nonprofit organizations grew from
30% to 37% between 2012 and 2019, a statistically significant increase (p=0.002). During
the same period, the share of respondents identifying themselves as a “farmer or
businessperson who is active in local or regional food system projects” dropped by 3

percentage points.

Figure 1. Which ONE of the following best describes your current food system
development situation? (2012 N=1,207; 2019 N=625)

Staff member of a nonprofit organization
P g 37%
: - e N 20%
Staff or faculty in a education/research institution 0%
0
11%
Staff member of a public agenc _
p gency 13%
N %

Other (please specify)

Farmer or business person who is active in local or _ 8%
regional food system projects 5%

Self-employed consultant working in food system - 6%
development 7%

Volunteer with an agency or organization

College student studying food system development

Concerned citizen, passionately interested in food and - 3%
farming issues 2%

B %

Staff member of a for-profit business
3%

Exploring new career opportunities in food system . 2%
development 1%

| 0%

Trainee in food system development program 0%
0

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40%

m2012 2019
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Level of Employment

The results presented in Figure 2 show that the share of respondents reporting that they
work 1 to 10 hours declined between 2012 and 2019, while the share reporting 31 or more
hours increased significantly, from 37% in 2012 to 45% in 2019 (p<0.001). These results
suggest that food systems work may be evolving into a more stable occupation.

Figure 2. About how many hours per week do you currently spend on food system
development work? (2012 N=1,207; 2019 N=625)

50%

45%

40%

35%

30%

25%

20%

15%

10%

5%

0%

45%
37%

30%

23%
7% 17%
° 15% 15%

1to 10 11to 20 21to 30 31 to 40 or more

1%
—
0

Hours per Week
m2012 m®m2019
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Tenure as a Food System Development Professional

We were also interested in discerning the extent to which FSD work was providing career
opportunities, as evidenced by trends in the length of time that respondents reported
doing FSD work. Figure 3 shows that the 2019 survey respondents with three or fewer
years of work in the field represented a smaller share than in 2012, while the 2019 share
with four years or greater experience was significantly larger. As with the increase in hours
worked per week on food systems, the increase in the number of years worked supports
the idea that FSD work may be maturing as a profession. Overall, the difference between
2012 and of 2019 is statistically significant (p< 0.001).

Figure 3. How long have you been doing food system development work?
(2012 N=1,207; 2019 N=625)

45%

40% 39%
0

37% 36%
35%
30% 2%
25%
25%
20%

20%
15%
10% 8%

59 4%

[
1% 0%
0% ||
Haven't started yet Less than one year 1 to 3 years 4 to 10 years More than 10 years
m 2012 2019
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Geographic Area Working In

Figure 4 shows that respondents’ work foci were widely distributed across the range from
local to international, with a city being the most common focus. Larger proportions of the
2019 respondents indicated rural area(s), region, and town or village than in 2012. The
slight increases in almost all categories suggest that FSD practitioners are working across
more geographic boundaries, and this may indicate that their work is coming to better
reflect the reality that food systems can simultaneously engage communities across a
rural-urban spectrum. This idea is also supported by the largest increase in focus being the
“region” category.

Figure 4. Check the boxes of the geographic area(s) you work in. (2012 N=1,207,;
2019 N=625)

. 58%
o _ 58%
Region (including two or more of the above 39%
community types) 46%
Rural Area(s)
State/Province

27%
Town or Village

County/Parish

20%
Suburb
o - 23%
16%
Nati id
s [ o
8%
International

Other (please specify) =

0% 25% 50% 75%

m2012 ®2019
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Food System Development Issues Worked On

FSD encompasses a wide range of issues spanning the food system'’s three principal
domains: production, distribution, and consumption. We wanted to ascertain the extent to
which the foci of FSD professionals might be changing over time. Over the seven years, the
percent of issue focus and the rank order of focus stayed remarkably stable (see Figure 5).
The one notable exception was promoting the interests of food system workers, which
increased 5 percentage points.

Figure 5. Please select the PRIMARY issues on which you personally work. You may
choose more than one. (2012 N=1,207; 2019 N=625)

66%
68%

Fostering knowledge, vision, and/or leadership around
food system challenges and opportunities.

63%

Increasing food security and access to healthy food. 65%
0

40%

Promoting conservation and environmental sustainability. 38%
0

38%
38%

Developing value chains, including marketing, processing,
and distribution infrastructure.

33%
34%

Teaching and/or training future food system development
practitioners.

Stemming the loss of farms, farmers, and Developing
value chains, including marketing, processing, and
distribution infrastructure.farmland.

23%
23%

Promoting the interests of food system workers (including 16%
farm and food-service workers). 21%

14%

Other (please specify) 199
()

13%
16%

Reducing conflict and disenfranchisement among food
system stakeholders.

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80%

m2012 w2019
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Training Needs

Those interested in supporting FSD professionals with training and other support need to
be informed about their changing training needs. Clearly the training needs identified in
2012 still persist with mainly minor changes in both the percentage and rank order of the
needs (see Figure 6, below). The level of need actually declined across all given topics,
except for “working with socially disadvantaged groups” and “regional cuisine and culinary
tourism.” Curiously, the reported need for training in Good Agricultural Practices (GAP) was
notably lower, by 11 percentage points. We did not ask about food hubs in 2012, but its
rank was near the top in training interest in 2019.
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Figure 6. Select all of the food system development activities that you feel you need
additional training in (percentages). (2012 N=1,180; 2019 N=611)

Value-adding strategies (e.g., co-packing, farmstead,
regional slaughterhouses)

Marketing and value chain development

Working with socially disadvantaged groups

Food policy councils
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Farmland preservation strategies

Farm transfers (e.g., from a retired farmer to a younger
farmer)

Food-related health and wellness

Farm recruitment (e.g., attracting new farmers to the
community)

Beginning farming training
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Current Challenges Faced

Organizations working in challenged communities often experience challenges themselves.
To develop training opportunities for FSD professionals that also build the capacity of the
organizations in which they work, we wanted to know more about the challenges that their
organizations face. While “attaining financial viability” and “balancing multiple interests”
continue to be the leading challenges, “addressing racial and/or cultural divides” and
“increasing our focus on underlying causes as opposed to symptoms of problems” were
both notably higher in 2019. See Figure 7.
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Figure 7. Select all of the CHALLENGES your project, program, organization, or
business faces at this time (percentages). (2012 N=1,148; 2019 N=600)
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Changes Desired for Professional Satisfaction

We also wanted to know more about the types of changes in current work situations that
our respondents thought would improve their personal and professional satisfaction.
“More resources or funding earmarked for my work” continued to be the leading change
desired for professional satisfaction, while, notably, “More opportunities for professional
development training” declined by 7 percentage points. This information should be helpful
in developing training programs that address concerns for personal and professional
growth. Figure 8 shows little change between 2012 and 2019.

Figure 8. Percentage of respondents who indicated they desired moderate to
significant change in their current work situation. (2012 N=1,021-1,054;
2019 N=535-558)

78%

More resources or funding earmarked for my work 829
0

More opportunities for professional development
training 61%

68%

63%

Increased salary 65%
(o]

Greater understanding by others of my food system
development work

61%
63%

More stable employment or livelihood in this line of 58%
work 52%

52%
57%

Better utilization of my food system expertise

52%

Fewer distractions from main focus of work
53%

. ) 50%
Expanded job benefits 51%
49%

Increased opportunities for advancement
PP 49%

37%

More clearly defined job description, goals, and projects 38%
(]

35%

More recognition for my accomplishments
gniti y pli 36%

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

m2012 =2019
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Technical Skills Training Desired

In addition to the training needs identified in Figures 6, we wanted to know more about the
technical training needs respondents felt they needed to become more highly skilled FSD
practitioners (see Figure 9). While training in economic impact analysis and project
benchmarking remained the top technical skills training sought, the levels of interest in
training opportunities in food system mapping (GIS), asset mapping, and shareholder
engagement of disenfranchised groups were higher in 2019.

Figure 9. Select the technical skills you believe you need training in. (2012 N=1,084;
2019 N=565)

0,
Economic impact analysis (e.g. IMPLAN, RIMS II) — 5512(/’
(]
Project benchmarking, measuring progress, impact 50%
metrics 49%
Food system mapping (geographic information 42%
systems (GIS)) 48%
Stakeholder engagement (especially 40%

44%
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0,
Fundraising and grantsmanship 18%

43%

41%

Community food assessments 1%

39%
40%

Community asset mapping

0,
Conducting feasibility studies 41%

m
.\'|

3

w
[}
X

Survey design and basic statistical analysis 31%

0,
Preparing business plans 3%

29%

Lo . . 34%
Optimizing the use of social media 28%

0,
Curriculum development 29%

22%

17%

Computer-aided design (e.g., AutoCAD) 17%
0

22%

Online presentation technology 16%
0
7%

Other (please specify) 6%
(]
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Professional Development Needs and Interests

It is one thing to provide training opportunities and another to have such opportunities
organized to appeal to those who could make use of that training. Thus, we wanted to get a
sense of how FSD professionals would like to receive training and to share their knowledge
with others in the field. Figure 10 shows that interest in networking with professionals
within their specific technical fields continues to be the most popular professional
development opportunity sought, but that respondents preferred a wide range of
approaches. This reinforces a need to tailor programs to make them compatible with their
target audiences and/or to provide different avenues for program participation. It is worth
noting that, while interest in conferences declined modestly, interest in online training
increased—a shift that is likely to continue in post-pandemic North America.
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Figure 10. Select the following professional development forums and opportunities
you would likely participate in if they become available. (2012 N=1,093; 2019 N=568)

Networking with professionals WITHIN my specific
technical field

Conference of food system and agriculture development
practitioners

Online training modules that can be completed on my
own time (e.g., distance learning modules)

E-newsletter featuring case studies, best practices, and
training opportunities

Networking with professionals from DIFFERENT technical
fields

Regional communities-of-practice networks

Portal with links to free online distance learning available
on food system development

Live, scheduled interactive online training programs (e.g.,
webinars)

A Food System Development Practitioner Accreditation
Program

Keyword-searchable jobs bank

Keyword-searchable skills database of your colleagues

Other (please specify)*

52%

47%

53%
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6%
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5

60%
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56%

56%
57%

55%

75%

* In the 2012 survey, there was a twelfth response option: A paid leave of absence program for food system
professionals and activists who are working on social justice issues. This would include support in documenting
their front-line expertise and knowledge. (See more on this below.)
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Interest in Paid Leave-of-Absence (Sabbatical) Program

In the 2019 survey (but not in the 2012 survey), we asked if FSD professionals who
considered themselves “food justice activists” might be interested in a paid leave-of-
absence (sabbatical) program. This program, proposed by Christine Porter of the University
of Wyoming, would allow activists to participate in professional development activities such
as writing and publishing reflective essays, program materials, guides, and strategic plans.

Nearly two-thirds of the 2019 respondents responded affirmatively to the item “Do you
consider yourself a food justice activist? That is, someone who works on issues related to
racial equity and inclusion?” (59.6% of the valid n of 653 on the item). Of the 389 who
identified as food justice activists, about two-thirds (65.8%) responded affirmatively to the
item “As a food justice activist, would you be interested in a paid leave-of-absence program
(sabbatical) that includes support in documenting your front-line expertise and
knowledge?” Of course, taking a leave could be disruptive or inconvenient, and so in an
open-ended question we asked respondents to comment on what their organization would
need to support a sabbatical for them (see Figure 11). Money to support the sabbatical,
replacement staff, training, and time were the top needs reported, but the wide range of
responses suggest that sabbaticals would need to be structured to fit specific situations.
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Figure 11. Please describe what you and (if relevant) your organization would need
for you to succeed in creating knowledge products (e.g., papers, videos, guides) while
taking a break from front-line work. Feel free to add any additional comments or

questions. (N=157)

Response Codes No. |Percent
Money 49 31%
Staffing (Fill missing roles and replace other areas of work) 33 21%
Training (Support organization with guidance creating knowledge products) 21 13%
Time 18 11%
Network (Community of practitioners to start discussion on what’s been done, what needs to 14 9%
be done, and how these resources can be best delivered)

Resources (Technical equipment to streamline information, produce videos, distribute content, 11 7%
etc.)

“I don’t know” 11 7%
Total responses 157
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Demographics of Respondents
To better design and target potential programs, we wanted to know more about the
demographic characteristics of the FSD professionals who responded to our survey.

Race and Ethnicity

The percentage and rank order of racial and ethnic categories in 2019 remained about the
same as in 2012 (see Figure 12), with the majority of respondents identifying as non-
Hispanic white. Given the disproportionate impact of food system issues on communities
of color, this suggests the need for more diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) initiatives in
recruitment and hiring practices throughout the nascent profession.

Figure 12. How do you identify your race or ethnicity? (2012 N=1,072; 2019 N=554)

100%
90%
80% 76% 77%
70%
60%
50%
40%
30%

20%

6%
10% AT S
o o
0% | [ [ [ [ - CT
White (Not Black or Would rather Hispanicor Two or more Other (please  Asian (Not American Native

Hispanic or African not say Latino races (Not specify) Hispanic or Indian or Hawaiian or
Latino) American (Not Hispanic or Latino) Alaska Native Other Pacific
Hispanic or Latino) (Not Hispanic Islander (Not
Latino) or Latino) Hispanic or

Latino)

m2012 2019
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Gender

Similarly, the responses to the question “Please tell us your gender” (2012 N=1,077; 2019
N=550) yielded the same gender distribution of respondents in 2012 and 2019, with 73%
identifying as female, 24% identifying as male, and 3% preferring not to say. With women
outnumbering men as respondents three to one, this raises several questions about the
FSD field, including whether the work appeals more to women than to men and whether
men were simply less willing to respond to the survey. In any case, it suggests a need to
tailor training opportunities to meet the particular needs of women, such as providing
childcare support and examining concerns about gender-related income gaps in FDS wor
compared to other professions.

Location

Survey respondents came from all over North America. Not surprisingly, some of the U.S.
states with larger populations had more respondents, but in 2012 the highest share of
respondents (10%) hailed from Michigan, while in 2019 Minnesota generated the most

k

respondents (11%). (See Figure 13.) A potentially fruitful topic of future research would be

to get a better handle on where FSD professionals are located and to investigate what state

or provincial policies and conditions might be related to the practice of FSD.
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Figure 13. What state or province are you located in? (2012 N=1,077; 2019 N=555)
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Education
FSD professionals are highly educated overall, with a growing share of respondents having

reported receiving a master's degree (see Figure 14). Of course, it is possible that

professionals with higher degrees were more likely to respond to the surveys.

Figure 14. What is your educational attainment? (2012 N=1,076; 2019 N=552)
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Conclusions

The results of our 2012 and 2019 surveys were remarkably consistent overall, suggesting
that many challenges continue to hamper FSD professionals’ work. However, with the
baseline and a second set of data points, we now have a better understanding of what
types of trainings and other professional development support would advance FSD as a

profession and aid its practitioners in their work and career development.

Both topical skills (e.g., food hubs, working with socially disadvantaged groups) and
technical skills (e.g., economic impacts analysis and project benchmarking) are in highest
demand. However, issues related to racial equity are growing in importance. Our surveys
also suggest that many practitioners want increased convenience and flexibility in the way
they receive professional development training—including the more privileged
respondents who already had the time and access to information and resources needed to

complete these surveys.

We acknowledge that a significant limitation of our study is our limited base of information.
As a relatively new profession, FSD covers a wide range of subject matter foci and
organizational contexts. We recognize that perhaps thousands of individuals who might
have qualified as FSD professionals did not complete our surveys for unknown reasons.
These individuals may not have the time or resources to participate; they may not be
engaged in national networks and listservs that would have brought the surveys to their
attention; or perhaps they were not motivated to participate—not convinced that their
effort would help them. As the field of FSD matures, a better grasp of its characteristics and
practitioners will be needed. We think our surveys will contribute toward achieving those

insights.

Individual FSD practitioners and organizations with less bandwidth (e.g., time or funding) to
participate in national conferences and scheduled live training webinars will become less
competitive in employment and in securing grants for their communities unless new, more
flexible training approaches and pedagogy are used. In light of the COVID-19 pandemic
that resulted in stay-at-home orders in 2020-2021, we are likely to find that there is greater

willingness and capacity among FSD practitioners to participate in virtual trainings. With the
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shift to working remotely, many workers and their employers have increased their
technological capacity and become comfortable with—or even embraced—new ways of
learning and networking. Nevertheless, NAFSN, its founding partners, governments, and
allied programs must explore creative outreach and “in-reach” strategies to amplify the
voices and needs of these practitioners, and especially those working and living in
disinvested communities, to make sure that knowledge and skills gaps in food systems

development do not continue to widen. %
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