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Overview

There’s a common saying that when one door closes, an-
other opens. The story behind the founding of the now 
twenty year old Canadian Association for Food Studies 
(CAFS) is emblematic of this. As one founding member 
Professor Emeritus Mustafa Koç aptly shares in his re-
flections, CAFS emerged from an April 2005 meeting of 
university and community-based researchers at Toronto 
Metropolitan University (then called Ryerson University). 
The meeting was organized to discuss next steps after 
an unsuccessful grant application to the Social Sciences 
and Humanities Research Council (SSHRC) to create a 
Canadian University Research Alliance (CURA). While 
unsuccessful in the initial application for CURA, the 
process had revealed agreement and recognition within 
this early network of food studies scholars of the need 
for research to examine social concerns and implications 
arising from the food system. Issues such as the causes 
of hunger, the impacts of industrial farming, and climate 

change, were becoming more pertinent (Koç, 2025). 
At the time, these research areas were not topics or 
issues mainstream funders or journals were necessarily 
interested in, which necessitated the establishment of 
a stand-alone association now known as the Canadian 
Association for Food Studies (Koç, 2025). 

Much has been accomplished since its initial 
founding (see Figure 1)—from formalizing its role as 
a scholarly association and joining the Federation for 
Humanities and Social Sciences, to incorporating as a 
non-profit organization, and creating the journal,  
Canadian Food Studies / La Revue canadienne des 
études sur L’alimentation (CFS/RCÉA). Since CFS/
RCÉA’s initial publication in May 2014, there have 
been twelve volumes, including over four hundred 
distinct articles about food studies in Canada.

Through the annual conference and CFS/RCÉA, 
CAFS’s flagship programs, the field of food studies has 
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evolved into a distinguished space known for its inherent 
interdisciplinarity, systems approach, and critical inquiry. 
The nature of and home disciplinary backgrounds of the 
CAFS membership has evolved over time to reflect and 
include broadening representation from across the social 
sciences and humanities. This, in turn, has unlocked and 
expanded perspectives on food systems issues. Today, 
food studies researchers doing work in Canada and 
Indigenous territories are well equipped with a nuanced 
and critical understanding of food systems, including 
how they are informed by and contribute to societal 
issues of our time. 

The 20th year anniversary of CAFS presented a 
timely opportunity to reflect on its organizational ac-
complishments, assess the current state of operations, 
and establish future directions. 2025 was not only a year 
that marked this significant milestone, it also reflected 
a period of transition out of a global pandemic. Within 
an ongoing climate crisis and a rising tide of geopo-
litical conflicts, the period revealed deep fractures in 
the food system globally and domestically. Many food 
system challenges that had been studied and known 
for decades took centre stage as the cracks in Cana-
da’s highly industrialized and globalized food system 
were felt nationally. This was seen in skyrocketing food 
prices, rising rates of household food insecurity, use of 
food banks (Dalhousie University et al., 2025), atrocious 
working conditions of migrant farm workers (Allahdua & 
Dunsworth, 2023), a mass exodus of hospitality work-
ers (Metcalf Foundation, 2023), and the continuing 
ecological impacts of a heavily corporatized food system 
(te Wierik et al., 2025). Importantly 2025 also marked 
the tenth year anniversary of the publication of the find-
ings of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission's final 
Report, along with the report’s 94 Calls to Action (Truth 
and Reconciliation Commission, 2015). Many of these 
above themes were integral to CAFS members' concerns 
and ongoing works.

 Within CAFS, there were also some internal chang-
es and pressures that presented a need for a deeper look 
at the association's functioning. The Board’s adoption of 
a non-hierarchical governance model, ongoing volunteer 
burnout and imbalanced workloads, Board turnover, 
and a desire for greater organizational continuity and 
institutional memory are some examples. It was within 

this context that the CAFS Board established a Strategic 
Planning Committee in 2024 to undertake a review.

 Through this report, the Committee presents the 
findings from the first phase of work undertaken from 
October 2024 to March 2026. This phase draws on three 
primary research components: a survey, interviews, and a 
World Café conducted with the CAFS community. First, 
we present our guiding research questions and method-
ology. Second, we present the findings from our analysis. 
Finally, we discuss strategic insights and recommend direc-
tions and priorities for future phases of strategic planning.

Research Questions

At the onset of the process in October 2024, there was 
consensus from the Strategic Planning Committee that 
developing a baseline understanding of the association's 
history, accomplishments, membership, and internal 
and external strengths and challenges, would be crucial 
to developing a strategic plan relevant and useful to 
CAFS. As such, the purpose of the first phase of strate-
gic planning was to undertake research to develop this 
understanding. 

The guiding research questions were:

1.	 Who is the CAFS community, and how does it 
engage with the association? This includes under-
standing membership composition, areas of interest 
in food studies, patterns of engagement, motiva-
tions for participation, and barriers to involvement.

2.	 How is CAFS experienced and perceived by its 
members and potential members? This includes 
perceptions of membership value and benefits, the 
perceived impact of CAFS, communication and out-
reach practices, and feedback on the association's 
current work and role.

3.	 How do CAFS’s structures, activities, and 
resources shape its current and potential impact? 
This includes governance and decision-making 
processes, organizational strengths and challenges, 
finances, human/labour, alignment on priorities, 
and opportunities for improvement in delivering 
value to members.
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Methodology

The Committee used a mixed-methods approach 
designed to engage members in multiple ways. Three 
complimentary methods (illustrated in Figure 2) were 
used between January and June 2025:

•	 member Survey (67 responses) to capture broad 
perspectives across the country

•	 follow-up Interviews (5 participants) to explore 
key themes in greater depth

•	 world Café Sessions (45 participants) held at the 
annual CAFS conference to facilitate collabora-
tive dialogue and priority setting

 
Together, these approaches allowed members from 
across the country to contribute at different levels of 
engagement—from accessible survey input to in-depth 
conversations and collaborative discussions. 

 
The following sections describe each purpose and process.

 

Survey
 

Purpose: The survey gathered initial feedback on 
members’ experiences with CAFS and ideas for its 
future development. Key ideas explored:

•	 experiences with CAFS activities and offerings
•	 membership benefits and communications
•	 suggestions for improving the association
•	 member roles, affiliations, and food study area 

research interests 
 

Process: The survey included 30 questions with an 
estimated completion time of 20 minutes. It was open 
from January 28 to February 27, 2025 and received 67 
responses. It was distributed through:

•	 the CAFS listserv
•	 direct emails to current and former board members
•	 outreach to individuals engaged in CAFS activities
 

At the end of the survey, participants were asked if they 
wanted to opt-in to a follow-up interview. Five respon-
dents opted to participate. 

Figure 2: Graphic Summary of Research Methods
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To encourage participation, respondents could enter 
a draw for a $30 prize. A winner was randomly selected 
on February 28th, 2025.

 
Interviews

 
Purpose: The interviews provided an opportunity to 
explore survey themes in more detail, while also allowing 
for the inclusion of additional themes and reflections 
that the original survey did not capture on the future of 
food studies and the role of CAFS.

 
Process: Five one-hour semi-structured individual in-
terviews were conducted virtually through Microsoft 
Teams in April 2025. Participants were asked six guiding 
questions exploring:

•	 their connection to food studies
•	 how they thought the field may evolve in the 

next five years
•	 the role CAFS might play in that evolution
•	 how CAFS can remain relevant to members
•	 the association's current strengths and areas for 

improvement
•	 additional insights for the strategic planning 

process (optional)
 

All interviews were recorded, anonymized and tran-
scribed for analysis, to highlight similarities and addition-
al post survey themes. Interviews were later re-analysed 
in relation to findings from the World Cafés.

 
World Café Sessions 

 
Purpose: World Café sessions provided an opportunity 
for collective dialogue and collaborative in person idea 
generation amongst members during the CAFS annual 
conference.

Process: The first session was held immediately after the 
Annual General Meeting and included some food and 
refreshments. The second session was held during lunch 
on the last day of the conference. Each session lasted 
approximately 1.5 hours.

 

The World Café began with a short presentation out-
lining the strategic planning process and preliminary 
findings from the survey and interviews. 

Participants then broke out into separate facilitator 
supported discussion groups organized around five key 
themes, which explored:

•	 CAFS future impact and role in food studies 
(over the next five years)

•	 strengthening member engagement and 
broadening participation

•	 expanding the value and impact of CAFS 
activities and benefits

•	 fostering stronger connections and collaboration 
among members

•	 advancing CAFS’ work within existing resources 
and constraints

 
Each group focused on a single theme. Facilitators used 
discussion prompts and recorded key ideas. After twenty 
minutes of discussion, each facilitator shared their 
group's ideas with the larger plenary.

 The first session was attended by 38 participants 
and concluded with a ‘dotmocracy’ exercise where par-
ticipants were each given five stickers and ten minutes 
to identify the ideas that resonated most strongly with 
them across the theme areas. This exercise allowed the 
committee to quickly visualize collective priorities and 
identify ideas which had the strongest support.

 The second session was attended by seven partici-
pants. Due to lower attendance, the second session was 
hosted as a single group discussion. 

 
Data analysis 

 
Survey and interview responses were analyzed using 
a hybrid (deductive-inductive) thematic approach. 
Responses were first reviewed according to the the-
matic areas included in the survey (deductive analysis), 
while leaving room for emerging content-driven codes 
(inductive analysis). 

 Open-ended comments from interview transcripts 
and emerging themes from the World Café were then 
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reviewed and coded to identify additional themes and 
ideas that emerged from the participants’ input. Inter-
view themes were reviewed independently by at least 
two committee members to ensure consistency and to 
confirm that the interpretations accurately reflected the 
participants' input. Facilitators took notes during the 
World Café, capturing key themes across groups. Results 
from the dotmocracy exercise were tallied by aggregat-
ing participant sticker votes assigned to each theme, 
generating a ranked indication of collective priorities.

Action-oriented comments and ideas (see Appen-
dix A) were aggregated from the survey, interview, and 
World Café, coded thematically and examined using 
frequency analysis to identify which ideas, topics, trends, 
or recommendations appeared most often across all 
methods. Together, these hybrid methods allowed the 
committee to identify commonly shared priorities, as 
well as less frequent and emerging perspectives. 

Results 

The results section is organized into three parts. First, it 
presents findings from the survey, which capture broad 
patterns in member perspectives. Second, it presents 
findings from the interviews, which provide more in-
depth insight into key themes. Finally, it outlines the 
results of the World Café sessions, highlighting collec-
tively generated priorities and areas of emphasis. 

Survey Results

Who is the CAFS Community? 

A total of 67 individuals responded to the survey. Most 
were current or former CAFS members or had served in 
official roles (e.g., Board members, founding members, 

journal contributors), with only 12% identifying as list-
serv-only subscribers. Nearly half (48%) reported sub-
stantial involvement in CAFS governance or program-
ming, including Board service (n = 22), working groups 
or committees (n = 10), and roles such as founding 
member (n = 8), conference co-chair (n = 8), or journal 
editor (n = 8).Respondents were predominantly tenured 
faculty (25%), followed by PhD students, practitioners, 
and researchers; no undergraduate students participat-
ed. Overall, the sample was largely academic, though 
the institutional location of practitioners was unclear. 
Geographically, respondents were concentrated in 
Central Canada (Ontario 55%; Quebec 13%), fol-
lowed by British Columbia (10%) and Alberta (10%), 
with smaller representation from Saskatchewan (3%) 
and Nova Scotia (3%). No respondents were based in 
the Territories, Prince Edward Island, New Brunswick, 
Newfoundland and Labrador, or Manitoba. Most (79%) 
were affiliated with post-secondary institutions, and 9% 
with not-for-profit or community-based organizations.

What are the Areas of Interest in Food Studies of the 
CAFS Community? 

 
Respondents identified food sovereignty, food systems, 
food security, food justice, and sustainability as the top 
five areas of interest in food studies (see Figure 3 for 
the full list of the top 10). Emerging trends and pressing 
concerns included food sovereignty, climate change, 
food insecurity, and Indigenous rights and decoloniza-
tion. Table 1 summarizes the top 20 trends and concerns 
identified by participants.

 Figure 3: Topics of Interest
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How Does the CAFS Community Engage with CAFS?

CAFS currently facilitates a range of activities that sup-
port scholarly exchange and community engagement 
in food studies. These include an annual conference 
that brings together members and others interested in 
the field; webinars and online sessions; the open-access 
journal Canadian Food Studies; a biannual newsletter; ad 
hoc committees and working groups addressing issues 

relevant to CAFS and its community; and an active listserv 
with over 1000 users as of 2025, which supports ongoing 
communication among members.

 The vast majority of respondents participated in read-
ing the journal (88.1%) and CAFS newsletter (88.1%). 
Many respondents have attended the annual conference 
(73.1%) or other online events (58.2%). A smaller, but 
still large number, engage with CAFS through the email 
listserv (65.7%), and contribute to the journal (52.2%). 

Table 1: Top 20 Emerging Food Trends/Concerns

Figure 4: Activities respondents have participated in
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Priority Areas for CAFS Community and Membership

The annual conference emerged as the top priority, 
highlighting its central role in networking, learning, and 
community building (See Figure 6). The journal was also 
frequently cited as an important resource for scholarly 

Figure 5: Barriers to Participation in CAFS

Figure 6: Priority Areas for Community and Membership

Barriers to Participation

The most frequently cited barrier 
to participation was lack of time 
and competing priorities, includ-
ing work, research, teaching, and 
seasonal commitments. Limited 
capacity and energy, particularly for 
unpaid labour (e.g., conference 
planning, workshop facilitation, 
coordination and administration 
on behalf of the association), 
were also common constraints. 
Financial and travel costs restricted 
conference attendance for some 
to once every few years. Concerns 
about relevance and accessibility were noted by 14% 
of respondents, who questioned the alignment of their 
work with CAFS, expressed interest in more applied 
content, or identified limited opportunities to engage 
in French. Additional barriers included lack of childcare, 
perceptions of insularity within Canadian scholarship, 
and simple forgetfulness or limited awareness of oppor-
tunities (see Figure 5 for Key Barriers to Participation).
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exchange. Other priorities included online events and 
webinars, student support initiatives such as scholar-
ships, career forums, and workshops, and expanded 
networking opportunities through local meet-ups and 
collaborative or field-based activities. Responses empha-
sized strengthening community connections, enhancing 
accessible professional development opportunities, and 
increasing support for students through a combination 
of in-person and virtual formats.

Motivations for Participating in CAFS 

The most commonly cited motivations for participating 
in CAFS activities were networking with other food 
scholars and practitioners (79.1%), access to infor-
mation and knowledge (77.6%), and advancing food 
studies scholarship in Canada and on Indigenous terri-
tories (70.1%). See Figure 7 for a detailed breakdown 
of motivations.
 
CAFS Membership and Benefits

Of the 67 respondents, approximately half reported be-
ing current paid members of CAFS. The majority (73.1%) 
of respondents reported that the fee was accessible. 
To understand members’ capacity to provide additional 
revenue to CAFS, respondents were asked about their 
ability or willingness to make a donation. Most (68.7%) 
indicated they are not currently able to contribute. 
Among those who could or would consider donating 
(21%), 28% were unsure of the annual amount they 
could provide. Only nine respondents elaborated, 
emphasizing the importance of transparency in how 

funds would be used, support for part-time positions, 
tax deductibility, and ensuring CAFS activities remain 
accessible to all members.

 Respondents also identified additional benefits they 
would like CAFS to offer, which clustered into four key 
areas: professional development and member support; 
connections and partnerships; advocacy and policy 
engagement; and journal development and knowledge 
exchange.

Within the category of professional development 
and member support, respondents emphasized men-
torship opportunities, practical guidance for implement-
ing food studies initiatives, and greater recognition of 
volunteer contributions. Within the category of connec-
tions and partnerships, they highlighted the importance 
of fostering interdisciplinary networking, establishing 
collaborative memberships with related associations, 
developing provincial or regional groups, and support-
ing coalition-building for advocacy. Within the category 
of advocacy and policy engagement, respondents 
underscored the value of direct engagement with 
policymakers and contributing to systemic responses to 
food insecurity and inequities. Finally, within the cate-
gory of journal development and knowledge exchange, 
respondents pointed to expanding open-access initia-
tives, developing joint special issues, and facilitating the 
sharing of best practices.

Respondents also expressed general satisfaction with 
existing CAFS initiatives, particularly the annual confer-
ence, journal, and listserv, while highlighting the poten-
tial for dialogue sessions with policymakers to connect 
research with real-world impact.

Figure 7: Motivations
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Impact of CAFS Membership 
 
The primary benefits reported by 
respondents with higher levels of 
CAFS engagement were network-
ing and professional connections 
(n = 13), followed by learning 
and skills development (n = 8), re-
search visibility and dissemination 
(n = 5), and career advancement 
(n = 4). A smaller number of 
respondents noted mixed or neu-
tral impacts (n = 3) or no/minimal 
impact (n = 2). These findings 
highlight the central role of CAFS 
in fostering community, providing 
professional development opportunities, and supporting 
scholarly visibility within the field (see Figure 8).

 
Communication and Outreach

Respondents generally rated CAFS communications 
positively: 45% indicated that communications are 
effective and 33% rated them as somewhat effective, 
while 15% expressed neutral views, suggesting some 
room for improvement (see Figure 9). Strengths includ-
ed the listserv, which was widely described as informa-
tive and well-used; the newsletter, valued for keeping 
members updated on publications and opportunities; 

and the website and journal. Several respondents also 
noted recent improvements in social media.

When asked about areas for enhancement, mem-
bers highlighted a desire for greater transparency and 
more regular updates on CAFS operations, as well as 
more engaging visual content on social media and 
increased opportunities for dialogue, user-generated 
content, and policy-related engagement. At the same 
time, respondents recommended reducing email volume, 
avoiding repetitive visuals, and limiting overly long or 
detailed communications. Figure 10 shows the commu-
nication channels CAFS members currently engage in.

Figure 8: Impact of CAFS

Figure 9: Views on Effectiveness of Communications
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CAFS Governance and Decision-Making

Strengths and Challenges

Analysis of board member responses revealed sever-
al strengths and challenges in CAFS governance (see 
Table 2). Members were generally positive about the 
energy, commitment, and willingness of participants 
to collaborate. However, recurring challenges included 
lack of clarity around roles and responsibilities, limited 
onboarding, reliance on a small group of active mem-
bers, and insufficient strategic focus. Role ambiguity was 
frequently noted, with respondents reporting inefficien-
cies, unrealistic expectations, and limited opportunities 
for strategic engagement, though some also valued the 
learning experience associated with these roles.

 Respondents raised concerns about knowledge 
transfer and organizational continuity. Frequent turnover, 
combined with the absence of formal mechanisms to 
retain and transmit institutional memory, contributed to 
duplicated efforts across successive cycles of work and a 
perception of “reinventing the wheel.” They also iden-
tified labour imbalances and burnout as ongoing issues, 

particularly where responsibilities—such as conference 
organization—were concentrated among graduate 
students or a small number of highly active members. 
Some respondents further critiqued the board’s collec-
tive, non-hierarchical structure, finding it confusing or, at 
times, silencing.

 Despite these challenges, members highlighted pos-
itive experiences, including collegiality, skill development, 
and opportunities to build community, especially among 
newer or first-time board members.

Figure 10: Engagement with CAFS Communications

Table 2: Strengths and Challenges in Board Governance
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Areas for Improvement for CAFS Governance

Board member respondents identified several areas for 
improvement in CAFS governance, programming, and 
community engagement. They frequently highlighted 
equity, diversity, inclusion, and accessibility (EDIA) con-
cerns, calling for increased engagement with under-
represented groups, including Indigenous and Black 
communities, grassroots activists, and international 
voices. They also emphasized the need for improved 
communication and transparency, noting unclear 
governance structures and calling for more consistent, 
professional communications across newsletters, web-
site content, and social media platforms.

Respondents further prioritized programming and 
engagement, recommending more workshops, webi-
nars, and virtual networking opportunities, along with 
expanded content on topics including food security, 
academic freedoms, and food systems advocacy. Com-
munity building and membership development emerged 
as another key theme, with suggestions for mentorship 
programs, targeted recruitment efforts, and stronger 
collaboration with practitioners and grassroots organiza-
tions. They also raised concerns about financial sustain-
ability and organizational capacity, particularly the need 

for funding to support paid positions and reduce reliance 
on volunteer labour, in order to mitigate burnout. Finally, 
respondents offered recommendations to enhance the 
conference experience, including improving food provi-
sioning, reducing no-shows, and better showcasing local 
food systems and field-based work (see Figure 11). Many 
respondents also shared positive feedback noting that 
CAFS is doing well with its limited resources. 

Feedback for CAFS

Participants shared feedback highlighting both appre-
ciation and areas for improvement. Many recognized 
CAFS’ role in fostering a supportive food studies com-
munity and connecting students and researchers. Chal-
lenges included sustaining a primarily volunteer-run 
association and clarifying the association’s focus, with 
some suggesting that CAFS should prioritize research 
that informs advocacy rather than engaging in advo-
cacy directly. Respondents also emphasized continued 
attention to food justice, global perspectives, and 
long-term solutions to food insecurity. One respon-
dent positively acknowledged CAFS’ efforts to address 
anti-Black racism and broader social issues.

Figure 11: Feedback on Areas for Improvement
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Interview Results
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World Café Results
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Discussion of Findings

Several interrelated themes emerged across the survey, 
interviews, and World Café sessions. These findings ad-
dress CAFS’s perceived role, its potential contributions to 
food studies and food systems change, and the organi-
zational conditions that shape its capacity to act. Togeth-
er, they highlight CAFS as a valued scholarly community 
that functions primarily as a connector and convener, 
while also operating within significant structural and 
resource constraints. Taken together, these findings 
respond directly to the research questions by clarifying 
CAFS’s current role, its potential for impact, and the key 
challenges shaping its future direction.

How is CAFS perceived by current and poten-
tial members?

CAFS is consistently perceived as a welcoming, inclusive, 
and intellectually generative community. Respondents 
described the association as an “intellectual home,” 
particularly for scholars whose work is interdisciplinary or 
marginal to their home institutions. This sense of belong-
ing is reinforced through CAFS’s core activities, including 
its conference, journal, listserv, and webinars, which 
together form a central infrastructure for knowledge 
exchange and professional connection.

The annual conference and Canadian Food Studies 
journal emerged as the most valued institutional pil-
lars. The conference, in particular, plays a central role 
in networking, mentorship, and informal knowledge 

exchange, while also serving as a key site for com-
munity-building across disciplinary, geographic, and 
career-stage differences. Early-career participants high-
lighted the importance of pre-conference activities and 
informal spaces for feedback and professional develop-
ment.

At the same time, perceptions of CAFS are shaped 
by uneven participation and accessibility. While many 
members emphasized the association’s inclusivity, others 
identified barriers related to geography, language, time 
constraints, and financial costs. These findings suggest 
that CAFS is widely valued as a scholarly and relational 
space, but access to its benefits is unevenly distributed 
across its membership base.

What roles could and should CAFS play in 
food studies research, policy, and community 
engagement?

A central finding across the study is that CAFS is ex-
pected to play a dual role: as a scholarly convener and 
as a more active contributor to food systems change. 
Respondents consistently expressed a desire for CAFS to 
increase its policy relevance and knowledge mobilization 
activities, particularly in relation to food insecurity, corpo-
rate power, and systemic inequities.

However, the findings also reveal ambiguity and 
divergence regarding the extent and form of this role. 
While there is strong support for greater engagement 
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with limited and unstable revenue streams, primarily tied 
to membership fees and conference-related income.

These constraints contribute to several interrelated 
organizational challenges. Governance structures are 
often described as unclear, particularly following the shift 
toward a non-hierarchical model, which has created ambi-
guity in roles, decision-making processes, and accountabil-
ity. Respondents also identified heavy reliance on a small 
group of active members, uneven distribution of labour, 
and recurring issues of burnout, particularly in relation to 
time-intensive activities such as conference organization.

Knowledge transfer and institutional continuity repre-
sent another structural challenge. Frequent turnover with-
out formal mechanisms for documentation or onboarding 
has led to inefficiencies and duplicated efforts across time, 
reinforcing perceptions of limited organizational memory.

At the same time, respondents consistently empha-
sized that CAFS has achieved a substantial amount given 
these constraints. This recognition suggests that current 
limitations are not viewed as failures of intent, but rather 
as structural conditions that shape what is feasible within 
the association.

with policy and public discourse, respondents differ on 
whether CAFS should directly engage in advocacy or 
instead focus on enabling research, partnerships, and 
knowledge translation. This indicates an ongoing tension 
between CAFS as a neutral scholarly association and 
CAFS as a more explicitly engaged actor within food 
systems transformation.

Despite these differences, there is broad consensus 
that CAFS is well positioned to strengthen its role as a 
bridge between academic research and applied prac-
tice. Interview and World Café participants highlighted 
opportunities to expand engagement through policy 
dialogues, practitioner collaborations, and more accessi-
ble dissemination formats.

How do CAFS’s current structures and re-
sources shape what it is able to deliver?

The findings highlight a strong awareness among mem-
bers of CAFS’s structural and financial constraints and 
how these shape its capacity to deliver programming 
and sustain organizational continuity. CAFS is widely 
recognized as a volunteer-driven association operating 

Recommendations for Future Directions

Based on the findings from the first phase of work, the following strategic directions and priorities are recommended 
for the CAFS Board to consider in the development of a Strategic Plan. These directions aim to strengthen CAFS’s 
role as a connector, convener, and contributor to food systems change, while addressing organizational capacity and 
sustainability. In some areas, the association is already undertaking work to implement some of the priorities, which 
are discussed in the next section.
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communities.
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Recommendations Implemented to Date
Work in several priority areas is already underway. 
 
Board Governance

In 2023, the Board adopted a non-hierarchical model, 
which included re-framing the president and vice-pres-
ident roles as co-chairs. This change was intended to 
denote distribution of decision-making influence and 
power across the Board with the co-chairs functioning 
as facilitators of working groups and committees. In 
Spring 2025, governance changes were  introduced to 
address concerns about unclear roles and decision‑making 
processes following the transition to this model. Particu-
larly, the Board adopted a formal committee structure 
and introduced a requirement for all board members to 
participate in at least one committee, helping to clarify 
responsibilities and strengthen accountability. Additional 
steps have been taken to improve financial sustainability, 
including the incorporation of budgeting best practices 
and the creation of a reserve fund to support multi‑year 
planning. The development of an MOU with Canadian 
Food Studies also reinforced a financial commitment to 
food studies scholarship. This helps ensure the long-term 
stability of an important knowledge mobilization and 
exchange asset for Canadian research and community 
practice.

 
Conference Structure

CAFS is exploring models to ensure ongoing national 
food studies exchange and collaboration. For 2026, 
CAFS is working alongside three other Canadian food 
networks to deliver a collaborative Food Forum. This 

creates an opportunity to foster more participatory, 
and relationship-based exchange among members 
and partners. CAFS is continuing to explore models 
and strategies to support long-term sustainability while 
strengthening cross-sector and community engagement, 
and networking. One such approach is the development 
of local chapter events to help advance these goals.

Local Chapter Pilot Initiative

The association has begun piloting more place‑based 
approaches to engagement. In 2026, local chapter pilots 
were launched in the Greater Toronto Area (GTA) and 
Edmonton to test models for building regional networks. 
These chapters are entirely volunteer‑led and operate 
without dedicated financial resources. While resource 
constraints were broadly understood across the commu-
nity, contributors identified a range of tools and supports 
that could nonetheless strengthen local engagement and 
benefit members. These ideas and suggested actions are 
documented in Appendix 1 of this report.

 
Membership Model and Fees

To address concerns about equity and accessibility, the 
membership model was changed in Spring 2025 prior to 
the Assembly. Membership fees were restructured using 
income‑based levels in order to reduce financial barriers 
to participation and better reflect members’ varying 
financial circumstances. This shift was intended to make 
engagement with the association more accessible and to 
support broader, more inclusive participation across the 
CAFS’ community.
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Concluding Remarks

This strategic planning process brought together the 
perspectives of 67 survey respondents, 45 World Café 
participants and additional insights from a handful of in 
depth interviews. Together these offer a grounded snap-
shot of members’ current priorities, concerns, and hopes 
for the organization's next phase. Overall this process 
reflects a membership that is engaged, thoughtful and 
looking for ways to strengthen both connection and 
impact in food systems work. 

As CAFS enters its next decade of work, one thing 
is clear: there is a growing appetite for food systems 
change. Canada’s adoption of a National Food Policy 
Framework in 2019 and more recent examples like 
tri-government investments in a National School Food 
Program, and Toronto City Council’s recent decision to 
explore the feasibility of four public grocery stores are 
steps in this direction. George Brown Polytechnique’s 
recent launch of Canada’s first ever Bachelors of Food 
Studies program is also indicative, signaling alignment in 
post-secondary institutions and industry on the contin-
ued need for future generations to engage in critical 
inquiry about our food systems. 

As an association, CAFS has been part of this 
movement, whether it be through building greater 
awareness of issues through its open-access journal or 
the facilitation of knowledge exchange and network-
ing opportunities through the annual conference. The 
work of CAFS members has individually and collectively 
pushed for changes and programs for a more just and 
sustainable food system for all. 

The insights gathered from our membership over the 
last year serve as the foundation for CAFS’ next chapter, 
and the strategic directions and priorities provide a frame-
work for our future. The doorway to the next decade has 
emerged and the pathway is full of opportunity.  
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Appendix: List of Ideas and Actions from Community Engagements

The following table captures a range of participant-generated, preliminary ideas for transformative action. Ideas were 
identified by individuals and groups through the strategic planning community engagement processes. 
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# Suggested Idea or Action Source (Survey, 
Interview, or 
World Café) 

e Fee structure should have an even lower tier- graduate students don’t make 
anywhere near $50k. 

Survey Raw Data 

f Look for partners beyond social sciences and academia to access mutual aid 
opportunities and increase organizational visibility 

World Café 
Theme Area 5 

g Leverage resources available within CAFS - rotate responsibility for conference 
planning among faculty members who have access to institutional resources 

World Café 
Theme Area 5 

h Invest in Ethical Partnerships: Prioritize funding and frameworks for equitable 
community and Indigenous partnerships. 

Interviews 

8 Relating to CAFS Role in Broader Food System Impact 

a Move beyond foundational principles and values, to embody them through action. World Café - 
Theme Area 1 

b Deepen Policy Engagement and Influence: Food studies should evolve to have 
stronger policy relevance by actively engaging with decision-makers and policy 
processes. Scholars and practitioners are calling for food studies to move beyond 
academic critique and position itself more centrally in shaping public policy, 
especially on issues such as food security, corporate power, and systemic 
inequities. 

Interviews and 
World Café 
Theme 1 

c Create a policy brief or working group that translates food studies research into 
policy recommendations. 

Interviews, World 
Cafés 

d CAFS as a force for policy change to transform food systems: Participants raised 
points that reflected a desire for CAFS to move from theory to action through work 
that advances policy-level changes. Examples include releasing statements on 
current issues and events, policy briefs with recommendations, participating in 
legislative processes through deputations, petitions, and in forms of protest. 

World Café 
Theme 1 

e Expand Knowledge Mobilization: Develop policy briefs, plain language summaries, 
and targeted outreach efforts to government and advocacy groups. 

Interviews 

f Act as a bridge between academic and decision makers Interviews 

g Influence systemic change through policy advocacy and application through CAFS 
activities. 

World Café - 
Theme Area 1 
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