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Abstract

Decisions about institutional food procurement take place in several pub-
lic contexts, including public K-12 schools, public universities, public prisons, 
and hunger-relief agencies. They implicate numerous values, including ani-
mal welfare, cost, accessibility, convenience, cultural appropriateness, social 
acceptability, healthfulness, freshness, quality, workers’ rights, localness, and 
environmental sustainability. Sometimes these contexts amount to demo-
cratic associations or are situated within a broader democratic context that 
makes democratic norms operative. Making institutional procurement deci-
sions more fully comply with the norms of deliberative democracy can help 
to identify value conflicts, reduce the extent of those conflicts, and find a 
path to their appropriate resolution. Principled civic engagement practices 
can create equitable and inclusive environments in which democratic delib-
eration can take place. The resulting decisions can benefit in terms of legiti-
macy, respectfulness, and epistemic soundness.

Ethical Questions Surrounding Food Procurement

Food procurement decisions—choices about what food to purchase and 
where to purchase it from—involve numerous competing values. What 
if the food that is more environmentally friendly is more expensive? What 
if the food that is the healthiest is not the tastiest and might also result in 
more waste? What if the food that is most convenient to buy or prepare is 
unhealthy? Food procurement decisions gain an additional layer of ethical 
complexity when they are made on behalf of others. We shall refer to such 
third-party procurement decisions as “institutional procurement decisions.” 
Our focus will be restricted to institutional procurement decisions made 
in public schools, public prisons, and hunger relief agencies, all contexts in 
which clients have limited agency.

An example illustrates some of the many complications that arise in insti-
tutional procurement decisions: Should a food pantry accept and distribute 
foods that are unhealthy? Studies suggest that almost two-thirds of all food 
pantry clients have (or are shopping for a family member who has) at least 
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one diet-related chronic disease.1 And food insecurity itself is associated with 
diet-related chronic diseases.2 One prime example is diabetes. People who 
are food insecure have more emotional and financial challenges related to 
managing diabetes, low self-efficacy in managing their diabetes, more ER 
visits for hypoglycemia,3 higher average blood sugars, and increased risks of 
complications compared with people who are food secure.4

Although food banks and food pantries were originally intended to meet 
emergency food needs, many individuals and families now rely on these re-
sources to regularly access food. A majority of food pantry clients reported 
using a pantry at least six times per year, one-third reported using a pantry 
every month, and those who reported using a pantry every month also re-
ported visiting a pantry for an average of approximately twenty-eight con-
secutive months.5 Food banks and pantries thus have an increasingly im-
portant role to play in the management of diet-related chronic diseases.

Recent interventions focus on providing healthy options and nutrition ed-
ucation through food banks. Hilary Seligman and her colleagues provided 
diabetes-friendly food boxes, offered screening and referrals, and conducted 
diabetes self-management training within the pantry setting.6 Daniel Rem-
ley and his colleagues describe how some food pantries have converted to 
the Rainbow of Colors choice pantry model, where clients choose their foods 
(as opposed to being given a predetermined selection) and the foods are 
organized according to MyPlate food groups with integrated nutrition edu-
cation programs.7

However, if a pantry limits unhealthy foods, the pantry is also limiting the 
autonomy of its clients. Virtually all consumers shopping at a regular grocery 
store probably place several unhealthy foods in their carts, which is the re-
sult of exercising their autonomy. It would be paternalistic and disrespectful 
to those who are food insecure to treat them as if they have less right than 
others to choose foods that they find preferable, even if those foods are un-
healthy. The mere fact that food banks constitute public assistance does not 
mean that clients should have to forfeit such choices: tax breaks are also a 
form of public assistance, but the wealthy who receive them are not prevent-
ed from using their savings on unhealthy foods. A related reason for allowing 
unhealthy foods is simply that these foods are often desired and enjoyable. 
Health is only one aspect of well-being, after all; happiness is important, too.

Moreover, choice pantries that allow both healthy and unhealthy options 
provide the opportunity to educate clients about making healthy choices on 
their own. Pantries are only one source of food for food insecure individuals, 
and, hopefully, a temporary one. Choice food pantry volunteers and staff can 
help their clients learn how to make healthy choices. Teaching label-reading 
skills, for example, will help clients make decisions in grocery stores where 
they will be barraged with unhealthy options. Thus, accepting and distribut-
ing unhealthy foods respects clients’ autonomy, makes them happy, and can 
offer important educational opportunities.

Thus, individuals responsible for making food procurement decisions for 
the pantry, and thus for the pantry’s clients, face many trade-offs between 
a variety of ethically important values, such as health, education, autonomy, 
happiness, and respect. We propose that principled civic engagement with 
local communities, especially with end users themselves, will help identify, 
reduce, and resolve the value conflicts at issue in institutional procurement 
decisions.
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Contexts of Sourcing Decisions
 
Food procurement decisions are made on multiple scales, ranging from 
households to institutions that impact large portions of specific demograph-
ics. In the for-profit environment, a plethora of suppliers use market analyses 
and sales data to inform their procurement decisions, allowing consumers to 
“vote with their wallets.” But, in the non-profit environment, decision-makers 
do not always solicit the preferences and needs of clients, and options for 
clients to be included within the decision-making process can be limited or 
absent. This is particularly true in the four kinds of institutions examined in 
our study: public K-12 schools, public universities, public prisons, and hunger 
relief agencies.

The food sourcing decisions for these institutions are fraught with external 
barriers such as directed purchases and reliance on donated food. These cre-
ate a lack of agency for the clients8 and a lack of transparency on the part 
of the institution, which can be motivated to avoid accountability and hide 
questionable or downright illegal practices.9 When food sourcing process-
es are obscure, external, or disengaged from the clients, a homogenization 
takes place with regard to both the food and the people who consume it:10 
the food is viewed through a narrow lens of caloric value and other basic 
nutritional factors, while the individual consumers are treated as voiceless 
bodies without specific needs, identities, or concerns. This devaluation of the 
individual has a pernicious impact on marginalized populations.11

Public K-12 Schools

What kind of food is on the school lunch tray? This has become a question 
of concern from individual PTA members to the United States Department 
of Agriculture.12 The sourcing of public school food is a combination of pur-
chased and provided items.13 Begun in the 1940’s, the original purpose of the 
National School Lunch Program (NSLP) was to support farmers by buying 
surplus production from America’s agricultural industry, even though the 
public believes that its purpose is to feed hungry children.14 This conflicted 
history provides a fertile ground for debates regarding the NSLP and its com-
panion, the School Breakfast Program (SBP). Currently the K-12 public school 
feeding associations (SFA) are organized at a school district level, with certain 
aspects determined at the state level. Federal regulations pertain to student 
eligibility for free or reduced status and the disposition of the commodity 
foods (agricultural products that are not differentiated by brand), which are 
twelve percent of the federal education budget for any given state.15 The 
commodity foods are determined per year, based on national food subsi-
dy programs and the nationwide productivity of specific resources. There is 
variability in form and timing of this provided resource.

School districts receive both cash and in-kind benefits (in the form of com-
modity foods) as two forms of federal support. The value of the food received 
varies based on market and supply factors. These same federal benefits can 
be used to purchase or trade for fruits and vegetables through the Depart-
ment of Defense purchasing plants.16 Federal guidelines dictate nutritional 
values and preferences that must be given to specific types of food produc-
ers.17 While some school districts opt out of the NSLP (and the SBP) to have 
greater freedom in sourcing food, this is not an option for schools in low-in-
come areas whose only alternatives are insufficient taxpayer and student 
funds. This creates situations of inequality as less financially stable districts 
must take whatever foods they are given. Meal production using these re-
sources is also an area of fiscal constraint as fewer districts are able to afford 
enough trained nutritionists and food preparation personnel. Limited kitch-

https://www.fns.usda.gov/nslp/national-school-lunch-program-nslp
https://www.fns.usda.gov/nslp/national-school-lunch-program-nslp


Public Philosophy Journal   |   Volume 1, Number 1   |   Spring 2018

Ethical Food Sourcing Decisions Streiffer et. al.

4

18. See Poppendieck, Free for All, 37, 58-59, 73, 
94, 116, 229, 242.

19. See National Association of College 
and University Food Services (NACUFS), 
“Membership Survey Task Force Report,” 
Campus Dining Today (Fall/Winter 2016), 
accessed November 17, 2016, https://www.nacufs.
org/resources-campus-dining-today.

20. See idem and Annie Massa, “Food for 
Thought, the Challenge of Healthy Eating on 
Campus,” USA Today, 13 July 2012, http://college.
usatoday.com/2012/07/13/food-for-thought-the-
challenge-of-healthy-eating-on-campus.

21. US Department of Justice, Bureau of Prisons, 
“Food Service Manual,” 13 September 2011. 
Accessed 18 August 2016, http://www.acfsa.
org/documents/stateRegulations/Fed_Food_
Manual_PS_4700-006.pdf (USDOJ-FBP 2011).

22. See Anita Eves and B. Gesch, “Food Provision 
and Nutritional Implications of Food Choices 
Made by Young Adult Males, in a Young 
Offenders’ Institution,” Journal of Human 
Nutrition and Dietetics 16, no. 3 (2003):167-79; 
Godderis, “Dining In”; and Smoyer, “Good and 
Healthy.”

23. See USDA, “Food and Nutrition Program Fact 
Sheet,” June 2016, accessed 17 October 2017, 
https://www.fns.usda.gov/sites/default/files/tefap/
pfs-tefap.pdf.

en personnel and equipment can restrict the SFA’s ability to purchase a wide 
range of items while meeting nutritional and safety guidelines.18

The conundrum of school lunches falls into the intersection of a federal 
farmer support program and a necessary corporate agenda of financial re-
sponsibility, all while facing the moral imperative to feed hungry children in 
a manner that encourages healthy cognitive and physical development. In 
this particular subset of consumers, there is additional moral complexity be-
cause parents and caregivers stand between the children and those who are 
making food procurement decisions on their behalf. This renders the stu-
dents even less empowered regarding their food choices. 

Public Universities

Public universities source food through a standard business model, purchas-
ing food or using institutional food providers.19 Both food and related services 
are purchased through a bidding process and standardized contractual ne-
gotiations. This creates a market environment that encourages commoditi-
zation over quality.20 The end consumer, the student, is not directly involved 
in the process, which enhances the disconnect between the dollar value of 
the food and the food’s nutrition, taste, or cultural value. The market demand 
for healthful foods or foods produced fairly, locally, or sustainably is distanced 
from the directly negotiating parties. Institutions can request items consid-
ered local or organic, but managing the contractual details becomes an-
other layer of market interaction, which can increase costs. The final choice 
available to the students is limited in both quantity and quality while still be-
ing difficult for many students to afford. Further, many students, especially 
freshmen and sophomores, are limited in their access to off-campus foods 
and so rely heavily on meal plans. These factors leave many students with 
minimal agency in their own food consumption.

Public Prisons

Food provisioning at state and federal prisons is largely a commercial pro-
cess. Incarceration facilities request quotes for goods and services and are 
required by law to select the cheapest qualified bidder. This bidding process 
is conducted at the facility level, but the dietary requirements are created at 
the federal level.21 The Federal Bureau of Prisons establishes a national menu, 
including alternative meals for religious requirements, dietary health needs, 
and holidays. The procurement process is highly structured and leaves little 
room for facilities or inmates to adjust meals for taste, size, or community 
identity construction.

Inmates have a minimal level of agency in their consumption habits; alterna-
tives to the cafeteria are limited to purchasing items from the commissary, 
often with high prices and limited selection, and acquiring foods in an illic-
it barter-based “gray market.” The combination of a nationally determined 
menu and consumers with severely restricted agency can increase tensions 
and violence within incarceration facilities.22

Hunger Relief Agencies

Hunger relief agencies, particularly food banks and pantries, are frequently 
sourced through USDA commodity food programs such as the Temporary 
Emergency Food Assistance Program (TEFAP) and the Commodity Food 
Supplemental Program (CFSP). Federal commodities from these programs 
are distributed to the states based on need and agricultural conditions. Par-
ticipating hunger relief agencies must follow state and federal guidelines 
related to organizational status, participant eligibility, acceptable religious 
activities, public health, and the avoidance of coercive practices.23 For ex-
ample, faith-based food pantries cannot determine clients’ eligibility based 
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Stephanie Barrientos and Catherine Dolan, 
“Transformation of Global Food: Opportunities 
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Ethical Sourcing in the Global Food System 
(London: Earthscan, 2006), edited by Stephanie 
Barrientos and Catherine Dolan, 1–34; and Michael 
J. Maloni and Michael E. Brown, “Corporate Social 
Responsibility in the Supply Chain: An Application 
in the Food Industry,” Journal of Business Ethics 
68, no. 1 (2006): 35–52.

33. See McGirr and Batterbury, “Food in the 
City” and Mark C. Navin, “Local Food and 
International Ethics,” Journal of Agricultural and 
Environmental Ethics 27, no. 3 (June 2014): 349–68.

34. See Per Engelseth et al., “Food Safety, Quality 
and Ethics in Supply Chains: A Case Study of 
Informing in International Fish Distribution,” in 
Food and Agricultural Marketing: The Crisis of 
Food Brands: Sustaining Safe, Innovative and 
Competitive Food Supply, edited by Martin K. 
Hingley, 45–63 (Abingdon, UK: Gower, 2016); Sarah 
Sim et al., “The Relative Importance of Transport 
in Determining an Appropriate Sustainability 
Strategy for Food Sourcing,” International 
Journal of Life Cycle Assessment 12, no. 6 (2007): 
422–31; and Maloni and Brown, “Corporate Social 
Responsibility.”

35. See Stephanie B. Jilcott et al., “Association 
between Travel Times and Food Procurement 
Practices among Female Supplemental Nutrition 
Assistance Program Participants in Eastern North 
Carolina,” Journal of Nutrition Education and 
Behavior 43, no. 5 (2011): 385–89.

36. Maloni and Brown, “Corporate Social 
Responsibility,” 38–39.

37. McGirr and Batterbury, “Food in the City,” 10.

38. Maloni and Brown, “Corporate Social 
Responsibility,” 39.

on their religious views. State or regional food banks usually receive federal 
commodities, and then they are responsible for distributing them to local 
relief agencies. The banks often allow each affiliated agency to select their 
own commodities, to a certain extent, and they can charge minimal main-
tenance fees per pound to cover costs. Food banks are therefore instrumen-
tal in enforcing federal guidelines for food distribution. In some cases, food 
banks influence policy. In Ohio, for example, one food bank commissioned a 
hunger council that developed a choice pantry incentive program.24

In many communities, hunger relief agencies rely on donations from indi-
viduals or corporations either to exclusively source food or to supplement 
commodity foods. Cash donations are received to purchase items directly 
from distributors to expand variety.25 Organizers, donors, administration, and 
staff frequently conceive of food distribution as waste management, and 
the motivation behind provisioning becomes less about meeting clients’ 
needs and more about using up excess food supplies.26 The perspective of 
some providers is that assistance is not intended to cover the essentials but 
rather to provide supplemental food that helps free up the client’s financial 
assets for necessities.27 The perspective of clients is often the opposite; the 
food is needed and there are little or no other financial assets. Some provid-
ers’ skewed understanding of their mission allows them to distribute food 
products with marginal nutritional value and to ignore specific needs, such 
as medically constrained diets for chronic problems such as celiac disease, 
hypertension, or diabetes. Some studies have found that a limited and un-
controllable supply results in food banks being viewed as a symbolic gesture 
rather than a practical one.28

Values at Stake in Food Sourcing Decisions

The literature on the values at stake in food sourcing decisions tends to ana-
lyze the topic from one of four different perspectives: sustainably produced 
food, local food, healthful food, or fair food. Sustainability analyses examine 
whether the food is produced in an environmentally sustainable way.29 Lo-
cal food analyses examine whether the food is sourced from a location that 
minimizes transportation miles and keeps them under an acceptable max-
imum.30 Healthful food analyses look at the nutritional profiles of food and 
how they compare, for example, to federal nutritional standards for school 
lunches.31 Finally, fair food analyses explore whether the food was produced 
in ways that fairly compensate producers and farm laborers.32 These analyses 
capture important ethical dimensions of food procurement decisions, but 
institutional food sourcing decisions implicate other values as well. The list 
below is drawn from multiple literatures, some specific to food sourcing and 
others related to local food initiatives33 and food supply chain management34 
where similar values are at stake. This literature includes both theoretical 
consideration of pertinent values and empirical studies of what particular 
communities do in fact value when deliberating about food sourcing or 
making individual purchasing decisions.35 Our intent is to highlight the plu-
rality of values at stake when institutions make food procurement decisions 
and to convey the complexity of these decisions. In the following sections we 
demonstrate that democratic deliberation and principled civic engagement 
can help address these complexities.

Animal Welfare

Concern for animal welfare is increasing with respect to meat consumption,36 
with many citing the concern as an important factor in their food sourcing 
decisions.37 Animal welfare is at stake across all stages of animal production, 
where cruelty should be avoided in animal housing, transport, and slaugh-
ter.38 Most producers deem animal welfare concerns (along with environ-
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mental concerns) less important than safety, quality, and labor standards, 
thus requiring NGOs and other civil society organizations to apply pressure 
on producers.39 When clients agree that animal welfare is an important val-
ue in institutional procurement decisions made on their behalf, institutions 
can exert pressure on producers to humanely provide animal products. If 
that pressure is found to be ineffective, institutions can seek alternative pro-
ducers who show more concern for humane care. Institutional procurement 
decisions, especially those that operate on a large scale, can be part of that 
effort.

Cost, Accessibility, and Convenience

Cost, accessibility, and convenience are commonly cited constraints on insti-
tutional procurement decisions.40 Even purely financial costs take on moral 
importance because money used to source food could have otherwise been 
used to protect and further other important values. Opportunity costs thus 
have moral implications for procurement decisions.

Accessibility and convenience are both important from any practical ethical 
perspective. A substantial body of literature attests to the challenge of the 
effects that “food deserts” (where access to affordable and healthy food is 
limited) have on lower-income communities, especially racial minorities in 
urban settings and indigenous communities.41 Even when grocery stores are 
located in these communities, they tend to charge higher prices for a small-
er selection of healthy food.42 Procurement decisions that affect communi-
ties in food deserts can thus have significant impact on healthfulness and 
affordability. Further, convenience is an important factor in individual food 
consumption choices. Feelings of “time scarcity” are increasingly widespread 
and of particular significance to employed parents and families in poverty.43 
Convenience, though, is more complicated, and involves saving time as well 
as energy in shopping for food, learning how to prepare food, preparing 
food, and cleaning up after a meal is over.44 Issues of convenience are es-
pecially urgent in the context of non-profit hunger relief agencies, where 
clients and their families may find additional time and effort expenditures 
extremely burdensome, given their other commitments. How communities 
understand and value convenience admits of multiple constructions across 
different contexts.

Cultural Appropriateness and Social Acceptability

Providing culturally appropriate food is necessary simply to avoid waste,45 
but, more importantly, it is also paramount for identity construction and 
maintenance in some populations.46 Food has long been shown to be more 
than simply nutritional intake.47 Food and the context of its consumption 
constantly reify an individual’s place within the social group. They illustrate 
social capital and express both the limits and extent of one’s power.48 Cultur-
ally appropriate food can be an identifier of faith and an individual’s relation-
ship with spirituality, and it can place them within an ethnic community. This 
component of social identity is relevant to a person’s mental stability and 
their ability to adapt to their environmental situation.49 

The cultural appropriateness of food gains greater urgency for some mar-
ginalized communities, such as for prison inmates, where the consumption 
of food is one of the few domains where inmates do have limited agency.50 
The interpersonal connections enforced by food-identity relations enhance 
intra-group cohesion.51 Increased awareness of self and empowerment for 
people within marginalized communities diminishes the incidences of ten-
sion, conflict, rebellious behavior, and violence.52 In school systems, explicit or 
implicit peer pressure can lead a young person to under-nourish or overeat 
rather than eat foods that are considered socially inappropriate by their peer 
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group.53 Culturally appropriate food sourcing decisions can thus be an im-
portant factor in the behavioral outcomes of marginalized populations.

The source of the food individuals consume is relevant to the value and ap-
propriateness of that food. Many public institutions source food through do-
nations, surpluses, or different systems of food waste control.54 As discussed 
above, sourcing for already marginalized populations, such as food pantry 
users, is currently managed through a food disposal framework rather than 
a food procurement perspective. This paradigm, while useful from a mate-
rial handling aspect, can be detrimental to the populations that receive the 
food.55 Further, leftover, cast off, and unwanted food is frequently perceived 
as less valuable. In our experience working with marginalized populations, 
these practices convey to stakeholders that they too are leftover, cast off, 
and unwanted. Consumption of non-market foods decreases the value that 
these individuals place on themselves.56 These feelings can contribute to de-
pression, anxiety, and violent behaviors.57

Environmental Sustainability

Environmental sustainability can be understood as using environmental 
resources in a way that preserves, to the best of our ability, as much envi-
ronmental value for future generations as we ourselves have.58 Sustainability 
is important from numerous different ethical perspectives, including an-
thropocentric perspectives that focus exclusively on human impacts and 
non-anthropocentric perspectives that do not.59 Because food sourcing de-
cisions (especially for food products derived from animals)60 can be respon-
sible for significant environmental impacts,61 sustainability is an important 
value implicated by those decisions.

The environmental impact of sourcing locally has been a matter of some 
controversy,62 but it is clear that the environmental impacts of transporta-
tion of at least some foods account for a significant percentage of their to-
tal environmental impact.63 But foods that are distributed locally or in other 
environmentally conscientious ways can still have significant environmental 
impacts.64 Consumers may prefer animal-based diets that pollute the envi-
ronment and contribute to climate change, or they may prefer produce that 
is not in season locally and requires environmentally costly shipping. Fresh 
produce may be healthier, but fresh produce also carries environmental 
costs when out of season, just as diets that feature more fish may be health-
ier but require further depletion of sensitive fisheries.65 Organizations can 
encourage innovations through supply-chain management decisions that 
encourage practices that produce and distribute healthy foods in a sustain-
able way.66

Healthfulness, Freshness, and Quality

Some institutions, such as public schools, are required to follow nutritional 
guidelines for sourcing if they receive federal subsidies. Others, such as food 
pantries and soup kitchens, are not. Food sourcing decisions within institu-
tions operating without guidelines are often influenced by constituent de-
mands for healthfulness, freshness, and quality but constrained by season-
ality, procurement opportunities, cost, and other logistical factors. Freshness 
of produce is a quality strongly desired by many consumer groups, especially 
immigrants.67 For example, many Central American immigrants are not ac-
customed to using canned vegetable or tomato products in a choice pantry 
setting.68 Another reason for sourcing fresh food is to accommodate clients 
who might not have, for example, can openers, microwaves, or freezers.

Although freshness might be preferred and culturally demanded, it offers lo-
gistical challenges in terms of cost and storage. If a pantry is only open once 
a week, it is pressured to give away fresh produce even if clients do not need 
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or want it. Fresh, off-season produce might be more expensive than canned 
or frozen,69 even though many experts would argue that there may be no 
nutritional difference between canned and frozen food.70 However, some 
canned fruits and vegetables, and some frozen foods, come with hidden so-
dium, fat, and sugar. Nutrition education might be necessary to help indi-
viduals read labels or learn how to prepare canned or frozen products more 
healthfully. Institutions might also have to respond to constituent demand 
for gluten-free, GMO free, organic, or locally-sourced food because they are 
perceived to be healthier or higher quality in other regards.71 

When it comes to quality, food safety is also a consideration when sourcing 
food. Although food banks that accept USDA commodity foods have food 
safety guidelines72 many independent food pantries do not. While the de-
cision not to accept and distribute high-risk food items would seem like an 
easy one, food safety is not always a black and white issue in many food in-
secure communities. Food items normally considered to be high-risk—such 
as dented or expired canned foods or custom processed game meats—may 
still have a low risk of causing foodborne illness and may be acceptable to 
clients who have few alternatives.

Finally, because two-thirds of adults and almost one-third of children are 
overweight,73 institutional sourcing decisions are often influenced by the 
moral obligation to offer more healthy choices and less junk food. However, 
as indicated above, healthfulness concerns can conflict with respecting au-
tonomy. There can also be logistical challenges to provider-community rela-
tionships when food donations are rejected, whether for health, food safety, 
or food quality reasons.

Localness

The push for locally produced foods has been a growing factor in individu-
al food sourcing decisions.74 Sourcing locally is often done for the purposes 
of “stimulating the rural economy, increasing community cohesion, linking 
rural and urban areas, … reducing food miles, … supporting healthy lifestyles, 
promoting local food culture and tourism, and improving the understand-
ing of rural economies.”75 However, the rise of “locavorism” risks harming 
poor farmers in developing countries who are dependent on export markets 
for their agricultural production. Local sourcing can thus be in tension with 
responsible and fair international trade.76

While localness is a key theme in individual purchasing decisions and a fac-
tor in some institutional contexts,77 supporting local communities and food 
cultures has not been a significant focus of responsible food supply chain 
management.78 Because public institutions often approach sourcing from 
the perspective of supply chain management, deliberations about institu-
tional food sourcing decisions implicate the values at stake in sourcing lo-
cally.

Workers’ Rights

Issues such as fair compensation for workers, the legal status of workers, 
workplace safety and sanitation, workplace discrimination, opportunities for 
education and advancement, and recognition of collective bargaining and 
other workers’ rights may all bear on food sourcing decisions.79 Multi-stake-
holder initiatives in the US and the UK have articulated certifications that 
pertain to labor standards.80 US Social Accountability International requires 
that certified organizations prohibit child labor and forced or compulsory 
labor, provide for health and safety, recognize freedom of association and 
the right to collective bargaining, prohibit discrimination in all facets of 
the workplace, and offer workers many other protections.81 The UK Ethical 
Trading Initiative encourages compliance with a code with similar require-
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ments.82 Issues of workers’ rights are a significant value raised by institutional 
procurement decisions that involve supply chain management.

Additional Values in How Decisions Are Made: Agency, Autonomy, and Em-
powerment

Though the aforementioned values can be understood as qualities of food 
(e.g. whether it is nutritious, or affordable) or food production (e.g. whether it 
is produced sustainably, or whether workers are fairly compensated in food 
production), food systems scholars have also attended to the ways that food 
sourcing decisions promote agency, autonomy, and empowerment.83 At a 
broad level, food sovereignty movements have championed communal con-
trol of food systems as vital to justice.84 These values are also at the center of 
movements that recognize dietary choices as constitutive of identity85 and 
of a “food citizenship” that goes beyond market-driven and state-dictated 
food practices to include participation in democratic food networks such as 
consumer cooperatives and buying groups organized around sustainability, 
the environment, and localness.86 Others have pointed out that the subjects 
of food systems research are frequently disempowered by the sorts of uni-
directional studies cited throughout this article and that researchers should 
employ participatory research methods to subvert this tendency.87 

As noted in the opening section, institutional procurement decisions can 
undermine autonomy when institutional actors make decisions for indi-
viduals who are unable to influence those institutions but depend on them 
nonetheless. When individuals are allowed or encouraged to produce or pre-
pare the foods they consume, there is a feeling of agency.88 There can be an 
increase in consumption of fruits and vegetables when the consumers are 
also the producers.89 

The importance of food consumption to one’s identity is heightened in situ-
ations of severely limited situational empowerment. In public schools in Italy 
and the UK, institutional actors recognize that procurement decisions should 
empower students to engage in enlightened food choices where the values 
at stake in their decisions (environmental sustainability, local production) 
are transparent.90 In intensely controlled environments, food consumption 
may be the only opportunity an individual has to exercise significant control 
over his or her body or identity. In prisons, for example, feelings associated 
with food consumption can lead to behavioral outbursts. In women’s prisons 
there is a system of non-standard cooking practices that creates cohesion 
and stability for the inmates. The women are able to form “families,” which 
allow them to increase coping strategies, providing immediate benefits to 
them and decreasing control costs within these institutions because of a re-
duction in inmate tension.91 After the period of confinement (in the case of 
inmates) or of education (in the case of students), individuals who played an 
active role in food preparation are better able to adapt to their subsequent, 
less controlled environments.92

The Ethical Importance of Public Deliberation

We propose that principled civic engagement will help identify, reduce, and 
resolve conflicts between values such as the ones articulated above that arise 
in institutional procurement decisions in the contexts of public K-12 educa-
tion, public prisons, and food relief agencies. For example, public institutions, 
such as universities, may confront value conflicts when they must choose 
between local food produced unsustainably or sustainable ingredients pro-
duced farther away, while public institutions such as emergency food pan-
tries may need to choose between healthier foods and foods that are more 
convenient for their clients. 
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Civic engagement around food system issues is widespread, assuming it is 
construed broadly to include the efforts of academics and practitioners to 
solicit the opinions and perspectives of food insecure populations through 
surveys and questionnaires.93 Such investigations are vital but they represent 
only one small aspect of a deliberative approach that truly engages the pub-
lic.

The literature on deliberative democracy provides at least four kinds of rea-
sons to value civic engagement. First, some institutions engaged in sourcing 
decisions are themselves democratic associations, understood as associa-
tions governed by the public deliberations of their members.94 Second, many 
institutions engaged in sourcing decisions, while not themselves democrat-
ic associations, are nonetheless situated within a broader democratic con-
text that makes democratic norms and principles operative. Even though 
the clients of a food bank, for example, are not literally electoral constituents 
of those responsible for sourcing decisions, the clients may nevertheless rea-
sonably feel that they are the “moral constituents” of the decision-makers; 
that is, they are the people to whom the decision-makers are morally, if not 
legally, accountable to and responsible for.95 Third, so-called secondary insti-
tutions, organizations that stand between individuals and the democratic 
state, have the potential to undermine or further the values of the democra-
cy in which they are situated.96 It can therefore be important for such institu-
tions to adopt methods of governance and decision-making that comport 
well with such democratic norms as popular sovereignty, civic engagement, 
and political equality.97 Finally, as we shall now argue, many of the reasons 
for public deliberation within a democracy also support civic engagement in 
sourcing decisions, regardless of whether these sourcing decisions are situ-
ated within a democracy or not; these reasons are important in a way that is 
not restricted to formal or even informal democratic contexts. In particular, 
by encouraging sourcing decisions to more fully comply with and exemplify 
democratic norms and values, the institutional sourcing decisions that are 
made can benefit in terms of moral legitimacy, mutual respectfulness, and 
epistemic soundness.98

The most common way of organizing arguments for (or against) deliberative 
democracy is to distinguish between instrumental and intrinsic arguments. 
Instrumental arguments appeal to the ways in which deliberative democra-
cy results in better outcomes. Such arguments are sometimes referred to as 
epistemic arguments, in the sense that deliberative democracy is more likely 
to produce decisions that track the truth about what the common good is or 
what the will of the people is, when compared to the decisions made by oth-
er modes of governance. In contrast, intrinsic arguments appeal to the ways 
in which deliberative democracy is valuable in and of itself, independently of 
the outcomes it produces.

Pure instrumentalists believe that a method of governance is justified by, 
and only by, the quality of the outcomes that it produces. Pure procedural-
ists believe that a method of governance is justified by, and only by, its intrin-
sic value. We reject these extremes in favor of an intermediate view accord-
ing to which both valuable outcomes and the procedure’s intrinsic values 
are relevant. Viewing the value of decision-making as purely instrumental 
ignores the fact that, in these contexts, decisions are being made that place 
constraints on competent, autonomous adults who reasonably value having 
a voice in the decision-making process itself, either directly or through ap-
propriate representation.99 Viewing the value of decision-making as purely 
procedural fails to recognize that the outcomes of these decisions affect the 
well-being of people other than the decision-makers themselves.

As an example, consider the value of fairness. A decision-making procedure 
can be evaluated in terms of its fairness, but so can the procedure’s outcome. 
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A procedure that systematically excludes people from decisions that govern 
important aspects of their lives merely because of their race or ethnicity has 
an unfair procedure; an outcome in which people receive less of some public 
resource merely because of their race or ethnicity has an unfair outcome. 
Including these excluded voices in the decision-making process can result in 
a more fair procedure, thus providing an intrinsic reason to prefer the more 
inclusive procedure, even if the decisions made are ultimately the same. But 
this more inclusive procedure could also, in turn, result in a more fair out-
come, for example, when the inclusion of more voices results in a more eq-
uitable distribution of resources. In this case, the fact that the more inclusive 
procedure is more fair and the fact that the outcome is more fair are both 
reasons to prefer the more inclusive procedure.

We begin by reviewing the instrumental arguments in favor of deliberative 
democracy, and the public deliberation to which it gives pride of place.

Instrumental Arguments in Favor of Deliberative Democracy

Although it is essential to theories of deliberative democracy that public 
participation goes beyond a merely aggregative conception of majoritarian 
voting, voting still plays an ineliminable role in deliberative democracy as the 
final arbiter when deliberation fails to produce unanimity. Instrumentalist ar-
guments in favor of voting include the following. Voting has the potential to 
improve the epistemic aspects of decision-making in certain contexts where 
more people are more likely to make a better decision than fewer.100 In mat-
ters of aesthetic or cultural preferences, using informal voting procedures, 
such as non-binding ballots or surveys, can help institutional sourcing deci-
sions better match client preferences. Voting also gives people the power to 
evict elected officials in clear cases of incompetence or abuse, and the pow-
er to improve the behavior of those currently in power through the threat 
of eviction.101 Even in the absence of worries about incompetence or abuse, 
giving interested parties a place at the table can have the instrumental ben-
efit of offsetting the natural tendency of people to discount the interests of 
others, especially when the others have no political mechanism by which to 
hold decision-makers accountable.102

And even supposing that decision-makers are fully motivated to take ac-
count of the interests of others, including those people in the decision-mak-
ing process can still expand the available base of knowledge about and 
understanding of those interests and how they might be affected by the 
options under consideration.103 Deliberation with clients can bring to bear 
new information about, for example, the cultural appropriateness of sourced 
food or the convenience of preparing sourced food. While traditional food 
pantries offer clients a fixed inventory of foods, choice pantries offer clients 
a direct role in deciding which of the available foods best fit their needs. Us-
ing regular surveys, or asking clients informally, a choice pantry can com-
municate with its community partners to provide food and services that 
more closely match what their clients need or prefer. This can reduce waste, 
promote the autonomy of the pantry’s clients, and lead to greater prefer-
ence-satisfaction among clients. To the extent, then, that a decision-making 
procedure should be evaluated instrumentally by how well it promotes the 
common good, which is at least partly constituted by the satisfaction of peo-
ple’s individual interests, there are several instrumental reasons for including 
those people whose interests could be affected in the deliberative process.

The above instrumental advantages apply even when taking the interests 
of affected parties as given and immutable. But the instrumental quality of 
deliberations can also be improved through its so-called “educative effects,” 
its transformative effects on people’s interests, or, at a deeper level, on their 
sense of self.104 Deliberating with others, openly and publicly, can affect one’s 
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interests and one’s understanding of oneself by exposing falsehoods and fal-
lacies in one’s own self-conception, by building social empathy, and by ex-
posing one to new perspectives. The difficulty and awkwardness of publicly 
pursuing selfish preferences in the context of a debate ostensibly about the 
common good can make one realize the selfishness of those preferences 
and subsequently disavow them; similarly, paying lip-service to the interests 
of others or to the common good can lead a greater appreciation of them 
even if initially done only for selfish or parochial reasons.105 This will, arguably, 
have a positive impact on the outcomes of deliberation, and so will be instru-
mentally useful.

Intrinsic Arguments in Favor of Deliberative Democracy

While many agree that deliberative democracy is instrumentally valuable in 
those ways, there are also good reasons to think that democratic deliberation 
is intrinsically valuable in its own right. Civic engagement is a constitutive as-
pect of what it is for a human being to live a good life: the development and 
exercise of the kinds of qualities at work in reasoned deliberation in a forum 
that expresses mutual respect for others are themselves an important com-
ponent of our good and so are themselves a part of the common good that 
the government should aim to promote.106 

After over a decade of working in marginalized communities across the US, 
the Kirwan Institute for the Study of Race and Ethnicity has identified six 
principles for guiding civic engagement that empowers communities along 
these lines: embracing the gifts of diversity, realizing the role of race, power, 
and injustice, radical hospitality, invitation and listening, trust-building and 
commitment, honoring dissent and embracing protest, and adaptability to 
community change. When practiced, these principles structure dialogue 
that can improve the efficacy of engagement and lead to transformative 
change.107 For example, the principle of realizing the role of race, power, and 
injustice in hunger relief contexts leads people to consider the role played by 
race and racial tension, policies of division (such as redlining and the use of 
racially restrictive covenants), and power dynamics in a specific community. 
This heightened appreciation can influence the civic engagement environ-
ment and enable people to expand conversations related to these issues, 
which clearly impact agency. This increased agency leads to the building of 
social capital (in the form of building and strengthening relationships within 
groups as well as among diverse groups), inclusive engagement activities, 
and the creation of knowledge.108 Civic engagement activities, even those 
performed in the pursuit of other goals, can thus help build relationships, 
both among groups and within groups, that are strategically useful in achiev-
ing other important goals but are also intrinsically valuable.109

Other intrinsic reasons to prefer that decision-making include a process of 
public deliberation stem from the relationship between public deliberation 
and issues of rights and justice. In John Stuart Mill’s view, it is a “personal 
injustice” to be denied the privilege of having a say in affairs that concern 
everyone.110 Having the right to vote is considered intrinsically valuable be-
cause it is a minimal way of giving people a voice as well a share of the po-
litical power determining the rules under which they will have to live. This 
right to democratic participation has been grounded in the individual right 
to self-government111 and in the importance of the “mutual respect and con-
cern among citizens…demanded by justice.”112 

Finally, deliberative democracy is thought to be intrinsically important be-
cause of its conceptual relationship to democratic legitimacy. As expressed 
by Joshua Cohen, “The fundamental idea of democratic, political legitimacy 
is that the authorization to exercise state power must arise from the collec-
tive decisions of the equal members of a society that are governed by that 
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power.”113 What is it, though, for a decision to be a collective decision of the 
equal members of a society? According to the deliberative conception of 
democracy, a decision is a collective decision of equal members of a society 
when it is the result of their reasoning and when that reasoning meets cer-
tain ideals of public deliberation among free and equal citizens. For example, 
decision-making should take place in conditions that promote transparency 
and appeal to considerations of values, such as the common good or justice, 
that can reasonably be accepted by everyone and that are consistent with 
the moral equality of all persons. Thus, to the extent that institutional deci-
sions are made in ways that fall short of those ideals, the decisions amount 
to one group imposing its rule upon another group rather than collective 
self-rule.

An Expanded Understanding of the Importance of 
Democratic Deliberation on Food Sourcing Decisions

The previous discussion of deliberative democracy suggests a multitude of 
ways in which principled civic engagement could be used to improve insti-
tutional food sourcing decisions. Fraud and incompetency can be prevented 
or challenged by giving clients more decision-making power. Decision-mak-
ing groups in charge of public K-12 food policies can include representation 
from parents, acting as surrogate decision makers for their children. Insti-
tutional groups in charge of procurement policies or day-to-day decisions 
for food banks, pantries, prisons or public universities can have client rep-
resentation to add to the knowledge available for decision-making, to help 
ensure that clients’ interests are understood, appreciated, and promoted, 
and to give people a voice in the decisions that govern an important aspect 
of their lives. Some seats could be allocated by voting procedures imple-
mented among the institution’s clients and some sourcing decisions can be 
made through a directly democratic process that gives clients formal voting 
privileges. Clients can be more involved in and have more of a say over pro-
duction decisions and practices in contexts ranging from public prisons114 to 
public K-12 schools.115 More broadly, principled civic engagement can help to 
empower the community and improve relationships between and among 
different populations, particularly when successfully utilized to promote eq-
uity among participants. The Kirwan principles identified above are one way 
to help promote and sustain conditions under which such principled civic 
engagement can occur.

Some institutions responsible for food procurement decisions, of course, al-
ready practice principled civic engagement in a robust fashion; in fact, there 
are food pantries that currently exist because of principled civic engage-
ment. We close with a final example of a food pantry that exemplifies many 
of the virtues of principled civic engagement we have identified. This pantry 
was founded over a decade ago by community members who were part 
of a growing, suburban Hispanic population and is run by an interfaith co-
alition out of a church. Unlike most other hunger relief agencies in its area, 
this pantry is not part of a large network of partner agencies. Excluding itself 
from this network has benefits and drawbacks. The pantry does not have the 
same access to fresh and free produce as members of the network do, nor 
does it have access to the major grocer in the area, but it consequently does 
not have to follow the requirements that the network sets for their clients 
to be eligible to receive services. For example, network pantries are severe-
ly restricted in how often they can allow clients to visit the pantry during a 
month, but clients at this pantry are able to come any or every time it is open. 

Because of the pantry’s roots as an immigrant pantry, it keeps few records 
and the records it does keep are all hand-written on paper to help protect 
its clients from possible Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) ac-

http://www.cias.wisc.edu/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/f2ssuccesstjefinal060415-web.pdf
http://www.cias.wisc.edu/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/f2ssuccesstjefinal060415-web.pdf
http://www.cias.wisc.edu/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/f2ssuccesstjefinal060415-web.pdf


Public Philosophy Journal   |   Volume 1, Number 1   |   Spring 2018

Ethical Food Sourcing Decisions Streiffer et. al.

14

116. Our thanks to Rich Hagopian and Daniel 
Brunson for their many helpful comments and 
to Kurt Milberger for his meticulous copyediting.

tions. The pantry also verifies little client information and thus avoids many 
of the burdensome regulations about which many clients of typical network 
pantries complain. For example, clients do not need to show their driver’s 
licenses when they arrive at the door. These operating procedures, including 
accessible hours of operation, use of hand written record-keeping, and re-
duced requirements for services are the results of democratic deliberation, 
which takes place in an equitable and inclusive engagement space.

The pantry has forged relationships with many of the grocery stores in the 
surrounding areas, which has enabled it to gain a reputation as always bring-
ing out something better when something runs out; the clients there do 
not need to wait in line for fear that the “good stuff” will run out, this pantry 
always seems to have “good stuff.”

While the pantry is volunteer run, it is simultaneously client run: many of the 
pantry clients work tirelessly to run the pantry operations. This merging of 
patron and client creates an environment where radical hospitality is sec-
ond nature and is a result of invitation, listening, and embracing the gifts of 
diversity. Likewise, the immigrant community roots of this pantry and the 
alternative route that it takes in its operations exemplify what it means for a 
community to understand the role of race, power, and injustice.

In summary, institutional food sourcing decisions take place in several public 
contexts—among them, public K-12 schools, public universities, public pris-
ons, and hunger-relief agencies—and implicate numerous values, including 
animal welfare, cost, accessibility, convenience, cultural appropriateness, so-
cial acceptability, healthfulness, freshness, quality, workers’ rights, localness, 
and environmental sustainability. Sometimes, these contexts amount to 
democratic associations or are situated within a broader democratic con-
text that makes democratic norms and principles operative. More generally, 
by implementing policies and procedures that make institutional procure-
ment decisions more fully comply with democratic norms, the decisions 
can benefit in terms of legitimacy, respectfulness, and epistemic soundness. 
The literature on deliberative democracy articulates numerous instrumental 
and intrinsic reasons in favor of many forms of civic engagement, ranging 
from simple majoritarian voting to robust, authoritative public deliberation 
that meets ideals of public reasoning among free and equal citizens. Deci-
sion-makers should consider the full range of values that previous delibera-
tors have countenanced and that might be identified by relevant stakehold-
er groups, even if communities must collectively agree to prioritize some 
values over others, and even though some communities may legitimately 
deem some values irrelevant to their collective decisions. Introducing more 
democratic procedures, and strengthening existing ones, can help to identi-
fy value conflicts, reduce the extent of those conflicts, and find a path to their 
appropriate resolution. Likewise, practicing principled civic engagement, 
like that described by the Kirwan Institute, can create more equitable and 
inclusive spaces for democratic deliberation to take place. Prioritizing these 
issues in institutional food procurement decisions can better realize the in-
trinsic and instrumental benefits of collective reasoning through principled 
civic engagement with the stakeholders that food providers serve.116
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1. See Anandi Mani et al., “Poverty 
Impedes Cognitive Function,” 
Science 341, no. 6149 (2013): 976-80.

A Public Holistic Response
Daniel J. Brunson

Streiffer et al. make an important contribution to an issue of vital concern: 
institutional food sourcing. They argue that a variety of institutional food pro-
curers/providers and recipients (i.e. food pantries, public schools, etc.), as well 
as a variety of values embedded in these decisions (e.g., autonomy, health, 
etc.) make this area of public life a key site for further civic engagement and 
democratic deliberation. That is, incorporating more voices, especially from 
the populations served, can improve both the instrumental value of food dis-
tribution by making it more sensitive to local conditions and needs, and the 
intrinsic value thereof by making it better embody democratic norms and 
also serving to train marginalized populations in those norms.

However, in the interest of furthering dialogue on this topic, I want to raise 
an objection to the entire enterprise—not at all a fatal one, I think, but some-
thing to consider in order to make this proposal more practical. I agree, to 
borrow terms from Albert Hirschman, that increasing the voice of stakehold-
ers is important, especially in circumstances where exit is difficult, as with 
food insecurity. However, there is a growing body of research on the impact 
of poverty on decision-making.1 In short, poverty itself is a cause of poor de-
cisions, as poverty-related concerns increase ‘cognitive load.’ A financially se-
cure person does not need to keep an exact track of their bank balance and 
calculate the consequence of a purchase on every subsequent purchase. For 
them, the choice between organic food and some generic brand is often a 
matter of mere preference, not of eating well or making rent.

My concern is this: while I recognize the value of autonomy and civic en-
gagement, asking or expecting impoverished and potentially malnourished 
populations to participate in food sourcing decisions seems like an addition-
al cognitive burden. This is especially so as these populations already tend to 
have to negotiate other forms of public assistance. Streiffer et al. do acknowl-
edge “convenience” as a value at issue with food procurement, but conve-
nience might literally make other decisions possible. Or, consider “welfare-
to-work” programs that make job-training classes an eligibility requirement. 
Do we want to make people who are already struggling take nutrition classes 
in order to have access to food?

As the saying goes, “the perfect is the enemy of the good.” Accordingly, I am 
not claiming that deliberative democratic reforms in food sourcing are de-
sirable only if the whole of society is restructured. I am also not advocating 
for some technocratic paternalism that takes food sourcing decisions away 
from people “for their own good.” Nonetheless, in light of a paper that argues 
powerfully for the benefits of greater civic engagement we should not fail to 
consider the potential costs.

Morgan State University
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Rich Hagopian
A Public Holistic Response

The authors have created a concise, clear argument for the urgent need of 
non-profit, food-providing institutions to engage in dialogue with their cli-
ents about their food procurement decisions. To do so prevents a number of 
shortcomings in the current model of institutional food distribution, which 
the authors highlight. 

They suggest solutions that are both deeply warranted and practical, the im-
pact of which will result in healthier populations and potential disruptions to 
the systems that position individuals for ill-health and food-insecurity. 

The compelling insight articulated in the authors’ discussion of food-related 
values opens a reader up to the deep societal implications at stake in how 
and why food is procured and disbursed by institutions. The positive effects 
of procuring institutional food in line with democratic values is clearly artic-
ulated and very timely considering that the question of what makes for a 
“good society” is in continual public discourse. 

Drawing from diverse areas of research, the authors make a strong argu-
ment that orienting the decisions food-providing institutions make toward 
democratic values and practices creates “health” all around: for the institu-
tion, the individual, and the family receiving the food and for our society in 
which these agents live, act, and ultimately—through their subsequent de-
cisions and actions—build. The potential scope of positive impact that could 
follow from this paper’s conclusions linger in a reader’s imagination; the 
costs associated with ignoring the human and societal benefits that come 
from principle-driven, democratic practices, and thus their incorporation 
into institutional food disbursement models, are equally powerful, though 
far more worrisome.

Columbus, Ohio
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