
Political: “We can't access TEFAP (The Emergency Food Assistance 
Program), and 80% of the groups we serve can't access TEFAP. So it's not 
accessible, and it's not actually remotely equitable. But the only option 
to access it is through Feeding America.” (non-profit)
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• Equity was lacking in cultural, built and political capitals; resilience was lacking in all 
capitals except human. 

• More equity comments may reflect proactive equity planning while resilience 
planning is more often a reaction to a disturbance. 

• This study could inform changes in government policies and community initiatives to 
improve equity and resilience of the local food system in Des Moines, Iowa. 

Conclusion

Sources: [1] Flora and Flora, 2016: Rural Communities, Part 1; [2] Crowe and Smith, 2012: Influence of community capital to respond to food insecurity; [3] Glowacki-dudka
et al., 2013: Social capital within a local food system; [4] Green et al., 2019: Exploring local agri-food system resilience, development, and health in the Southern US

Urbanization and the rise in global population are creating greater demand 
for production, processing and distribution of food. Conventional food 
systems contribute to global greenhouse gas emissions, social inequalities 
and are slow to adapt to disruption. Local food systems can produce fewer 
impacts, support local farmers and improve community connections.

Figure 8: Resilience themes included sustainability, producer resilience, and consumer resilience. Comments praised the 
resilience of producers (human capital) while consumer resilience was primarily categorized as a weakness. Stakeholders 
emphasized the lack of resilience of the local food system with regards to economic, social and environmental sustainability.

Figure 3: Stakeholder organization distribution.
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Methods Results

Examine the social, economic and environmental sustainability of the local 
food system in Des Moines, Iowa through the lens of equity and resilience 
using the community capitals framework. 

Figure 4: Selected interview questions. 

Figure 2: The community capitals framework was used to examine the local food system in Des Moines, Iowa. 
Definitions were based on Flora & Flora (2016) work with adaptations and examples for the local food context. 

The community capitals framework evaluates the sustainability of 
community features by examining seven different capitals, which are 
resources that can be invested to create new resources [1]. Previous studies 
have emphasized cultural, human and social capitals in relation to local food 
systems [2, 3, 4]; we considered all capitals equally in our analysis.

• Interviewed ten local food system stakeholders 
from institutional (2), for-profit (3), and non-
profit (5) organizations in Des Moines

• Stakeholders engaged in production, 
distribution and retail of local food

• Participants were identified using food system 
network analysis and snowball referrals 

• 30- to 90-minute interviews; in person/Zoom
• Interviews were recorded, transcribed and 

analyzed qualitatively in NVivo using the 
community capitals framework 

• Study approved by ISU’s Institutional Review 
Board (IRB); participant comments presented 
in a manner that protects individual privacy. 

Objective

Community Capitals Framework

Cultural

Financial

Natural

Human

Built

Political

Social

Infrastructure and its 
accessibility for all (processing 
facilities, refrigeration, 
transportation, food deserts)

Connections or bonds 
between community 
members: mutual trust, 
reciprocity and shared 
future (organization 
interactions, 
communication)

An account of who has power 
and the ability to change 
community norms and values 
into rules and regulations 
(government food assistance 
programs, food pantry 
regulations, land leases)

Resources that exist in the natural 
world and their accessibility (land 
access, water, food waste, climate)

Habits, attitudes, beliefs, 
values, and ethnic/racial 
diversity; “majority” and 
“minority” voices (culturally 
appropriate food, farmer 
ethnicity, purchasing habits)

Money and access to 
funding that is 
internally or 
externally generated 
(food spending, 
grants, government 
spending)

Leadership capabilities, 
knowledge and skills of 
community members 
(healthy eating, education 
on local foods, passion)

Figure 5: Coding structure used to categorize stakeholder’s responses in NVivo. Responses to each question were place into a 
capital using our adapted definitions. Codes were then sorted into strengths (S) and weaknesses (W) for further analysis. 

- How equitable do you think the 
local food system in Des Moines is 
currently?

- How resilient do you think the local 
food system is currently? 
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Figure 1: Current environmental, economic, health and social crises impact equity and resilience (capacity to 
function during disturbances) of local food systems. There is no set definition of “local”, but our study focused on 
the six-county Des Moines Metropolitan Statistical Area; stakeholder’s definitions varied. 

Non-profit

For-profit

Institutional

Figure 6: Quantity of stakeholder comments on equity and resilience of the local food system coded as strengths or 
weaknesses. The absence of a bar indicates no stakeholder comments for strengths or weaknesses of that capital. In some 
cases, codes were listed as both a strength and weakness (n = 1) or neither (n = 1). Equity weaknesses were frequently noted 
in built, cultural, financial, natural and political capitals. A lack of resilience was noted in all capitals expect for human capital. 
There were fewer comments on resilience (n = 57) than equity (n = 71). 

Figure 7: Stakeholder comments highlighted three themes related to equity: land, food and power access. Culture, policies and 
transportation limit equitable access to local food. Only weaknesses for governmental power access were identified, while 
organizational power access had equal amounts of strengths (n = 4) and weaknesses (n = 4). 
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Financial: “It's not that people lack the skills or the desire or the knowledge. They lack access to, 
first, land. You're not going to invest in capital expenses if you don't have the land.” (non-profit)

Cultural: “A lot of people in the local food system have really good 
intentions and want to approach things in an equitable way but there 
still kind of seems to be this divide of who is involved or purchasing 
local foods based on class and race a lot of the time.” (non-profit)

Built: “I think we need more healthy options in communities, whether 
that's mobile and moves to those communities at certain times...” 
(institutional)

Political: “So those kinds of issues are difficult to discuss, but also really 
difficult when there's people who are supposed to be in positions of 
power … in order for some of this stuff to change, they might have to 
give up some power that they're currently holding.” (non-profit)

Social (weakness): “So we've definitely had to step in and…have 
talks with receivers at retailers if they have a personal relationship, 
we'll say, okay. But you actually are partnered with these both 
organizations, you need to distribute equally.” (for-profit)

Social (strength): “I think there's a lot more 
communication about food access in the city. The local 
food organizations have a good reputation that they're 
working hard to improve food access.” (institutional)

n = 6

n = 8

n = 15 

Resilience

Sustainability

EnvironmentalEconomic Social

Cultural: “I mean, people in 
the United States spend a lot 
less on food than in a lot of 
other countries, because 
we've been trained to think it 
should be cheap and that's 
wrong.” (for-profit)

Natural: “We are not building food 
systems that are able to respond 
to these types of disasters. And 
with climate change…. we've seen 
it already with the just weather 
events in Iowa and that has a huge 
impact too, especially on 
agriculture.” (non-profit)

Built: “The pandemic really shook up a lot of things…. 
We're like, oh, these little meat lockers and shops, 
they can't process fast enough or meet the demand. 
Well, it would have been a whole lot better if we had 
100 more of those when these large processing 
facilities shut down… So I think the pandemic shined a 
light on how this global food system isn’t actually 
feeding the world or feeding anybody.” (non-profit)

Producers Consumers

Human: “I'm always super impressed by the 
amount of hard work that local growers put 
in. And they're not in it for the money…. I'm 
just always super impressed and just what 
people are able to do when things seem to 
be kind of rigged against them in terms of 
policies and things like that.” (non-profit)

Cultural: “That only puts these really truly 
local businesses at a disadvantage, because 
you have places like Hy-Vee that consider 
local anything in their seven-state region. 
Anyone can just slap local on their brand 
and call it whatever you want, so there's no 
incentive.” (non-profit)

n = 13

n = 4 n = 8 
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