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Abstract  

FOODLEVERS project focuses on how organic and sustainable food systems with long and short 

distribution chains contribute to reconnecting producers and consumers, to promote a more efficient 

resource use from farm to fork and to develop economic, environmental, social and governance 

dimensions of the system’s sustainability.   
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Despite the recent uptake of innovative production systems, food systems continue to move on 

unsustainable trajectories through a focus on “highly tangible, but essentially weak, leverage points” 

(Abson et al. 2017). Thus, interventions fail to address key problems and there is the need to focus on three 

realms of “deep leverage” in affecting change towards sustainability: “Re-connect”: reconnecting 

people to nature to encourage sustainable behaviours whilst shortening feed-backs and improving 

wellbeing; “Re-structure”: re-organising institutions and considering how institutional dynamics can create 

an enabling environment for sustainability and; “Re-think”: considering how knowledge is created and 

used, shared and validated (figure 1). Research that addresses relationships between the above areas 

can build an understanding of effective practices and how these interact with the design of and intent 

behind food systems. Better understanding of how ecology and productivity interact with social processes 

is also required to influence innovation in ways that address all dimensions of sustainability. Innovative 

organic food systems may provide models for this holistic framing, but none excel in all aspects. More 

formal research and assessment is therefore required to better understand these systems, their benefits 

and the potential for individual socio-technical practices and organisations to facilitate sustainability 

transitions. Through such an innovative scientific enquiry it is possible to identify “configurations that work” 

in specific socioecological and socio-economic contexts. To close the gap between production, 

processing and consumption it is necessary to understand the role of all parts of a food system (FS). This 

project aims to analyse different forms of organic and sustainable FSs (e.g. organic, biodynamic, 

permaculture, agroforestry) in different geographical (rural, urban) and institutional (e.g. community 

supported agriculture) contexts to understand how different layers of efficiency (e.g. actors, processes, 

technologies, forms of organisation) can contribute to improve natural and human resource use 

efficiency. The project applies a multi-disciplinary approach to understand material, organisational and 

behavioural dimensions of FSs. FOODLEVERS analyses the characteristics of FS case studies in terms of 

agro-ecological factors, the value chains related to the FSs (food cultivation, various stages of 

processing/distribution, consumption) in terms of input-output relations and the interaction processes 

between actors and the decision-making processes in consumption. In particular, the project considers 

whether the way that innovative organic and sustainable FSs are pushing the boundaries of what is 

known, what is expected and what is thought to be do-able, contribute to social theory about re-

organisation and restructuring FSs. In doing so the project identifies the leverage potential of different FSs 

to increase the performance of systems and to accelerate sustainability transitions. 

 

Figure 1: conceptual framework of potential leverage for systematic change 
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