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ABSTRACT

Transforming the ways food systems are governed is key to achieving better social, environmental, and economic outcomes, all
crucial to sustainable development. Strong multisectoral governance is critical to achieving this, but there is little evidence on the
structure and function of governance mechanisms in this context. We undertook a policy review of 197 countries globally to map
existing multisectoral food system governance institutions, develop a typology based on their characteristics, and identify their
building blocks. We identified 34 countries with a relevant institution: four established a ministry (or unit), and 30 had a formal
structure for coordination (‘governance mechanism’) in place. Ten such mechanisms only included government agencies, while
20 had a participatory approach and included non-state actors. We identified nine building blocks that define the functions that
the institutions are designed to fulfil, from tasks across agenda setting, policy making, decision making, implementation, and
monitoring and evaluation. The diverse institutions uncovered indicate that there is no single ‘one-size-fits-all’ solution.

1 | Introduction continue to pose a major threat to billions of people worldwide
(FAO, IFAD, UNICEF, WFP, and WHO 2023); small-scale
farmers remain in poverty, and the labour of women, chil-
dren, older people, and people with disabilities remains unseen
(Oxfam 2018). At the same time, food systems are among the

largest contributors to climate change (IPCC 2023).

Achieving sustainable development requires that food systems
provide healthy food for all people through equitable, resilient,
and environmentally friendly methods of production, distribu-
tion, and commercialisation (Caron et al. 2018). Food systems
also need to provide sustainable livelihoods for those employed

across the supply chain while being inclusive and resilient to An essential contributor to improving food systems outcomes

climate change, conflict, and other disruptions (FAO, IFAD,
UNICEF, WFP, and WHO 2025). However, current food sys-
tems fail to deliver these social, environmental, and economic
outcomes (Fanzo et al. 2022). Food insecurity and malnutrition

across social, environmental, and economic dimensions is
greater coherence and coordination between the different
actors and policy sectors that play a role in the food system,
from food production, processing, distribution, and trade to
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consumption (UN 2021b). Policy incoherence, when the ob-
jectives and activities of the different actors and policy sec-
tors are not aligned, often results in unintended negative
consequences because of wasted resources and duplication of
effort, and trade-offs that are not desirable (Bojic et al. 2022;
UN 2021b). For example, agricultural policies that encourage
unsustainable intensification of crop cultivation might result
in deforestation and loss of biodiversity, and thus, contribute
to long-term food insecurity (D Patay and Gonzalez 2023).
However, when policies are aligned and several sectoral min-
istries work in a coordinated manner, it can generate efficiency
with regard to implementation and can reinforce shared aims
and all-of-government goals (Schneider et al. 2025). For ex-
ample, measures that discourage the consumption of ultra-
processed foods and encourage healthier options may increase
demand for fruits and vegetables and thus, may contribute to
greater producer profits as well as environmental benefits
(Gautam et al. 2022).

Transforming the ways in which food systems are governed is
key to achieving better social, environmental, and economic out-
comes, and the United Nations (UN) Sustainable Development
Goals (Farmery et al. 2025; Leeuwis et al. 2021; UN 2021a).
Siloed food system governance is a critical contributor to policy
incoherence and current food system failures (Bojic et al. 2022;
UN 2022). Traditional (public) policy sectors relevant to food
systems include agriculture (with livestock), fisheries, forestry,
environment, trade, industry, finance, infrastructure, health,
education, gender, Indigenous affairs and others. However,
this siloing makes it difficult for governance to account for
the interdependent nature of food system components fully
(Hammelman et al. 2020).

Effective food system governance is key to strengthening pol-
icy coherence, as it defines how food system sectors and ac-
tors (from ministries to non-state stakeholders) engage with
each other and consolidate conflicting interests, mandates,
and ideas, and the ways power asymmetries are addressed
(D Patay et al. 2025). Governance refers to ‘how societies
are steered and how power and resources are distributed’
(Kickbusch and Gleicher 2013). It influences societal values
and norms and determines who holds the power to define
priorities, frame problems, propose solutions, and implement
them (Kickbusch and Gleicher 2013). This perspective high-
lights the role of state and non-state actors, including com-
mercial and market actors, civil society, and international
organisations, such as UN agencies, in shaping governance
(Ayres and Braithwaite 1991). In this study, food system gov-
ernance is defined as the ‘tailored process by which societies
negotiate, implement, and evaluate collective priorities of food
systems transformation while building shared understanding
of synergies and trade-offs among diverse sectors, scales, and
stakeholders’ (UNFSS 2021). Inadequate food system gover-
nance structures may exacerbate and institutionalise existing
power asymmetries between stakeholders, which can render
prioritisation of health, social, or environmental interests dif-
ficult and, thus, undermine efforts to deliver equitable food
system outcomes (Béné 2022; Fanzo et al. 2021).

Understanding the prevalent paradigms about who should gov-
ern and how is critical for any efforts to strengthen food systems

(Leeuwis et al. 2021). Since the 1990s, the dominance of neo-
liberal ideologies related to the power of free markets has been
growing, leading to the increasing role of market and commer-
cial actors in governing societies (Navarro 2007; Zerbe 2019).
This is well observable today in the ways that large multina-
tional agri-business and food manufacturer corporations shape
global food systems (J. Clapp 2023; Howard et al. 2021; Severova
et al. 2011) and how voluntary approaches to regulation are
widely accepted (Ralston 2021). The strong presence of multi-
national commercial and market actors at the UNFSS has also
raised concerns about the extent and ways in which commercial
and market actors should be involved in food system governance
(Canfield et al. 2021; J. Clapp et al. 2021; Montenegro de Wit
et al. 2021). Although the concept of good governance suggests
that a range of stakeholders needs to be involved in governance
(Grindle 2017), food system governance by the public sector
must consider the need to manage potential conflicts between
commercial, private, and public interests or the implications for
equity (Patay and Gonzalez 2023; Patay, Ralston, et al. 2023;
Patay, Schram, and Friel 2023).

Following the 2021 UN Food Systems Summit (UNFSS),
governments around the world have developed their strate-
gic plans for food system transformation (the National Food
System Transformation Pathways), many of which include
commitments to new country-level food system governance ar-
rangements and to embrace whole-of-food system approaches
(Farmery et al. 2025; D Patay et al. 2025; UNFS Coordination
Hub 2025b). However, it has become clear that strengthening
multisectoral food system governance—the ways different gov-
ernment ministries and agencies work together on food system
issues—is a difficult endeavour; thus, a focus on governance
was central to the UNFSS+4 Stocktake event in 2025 (UNFS
Coordination Hub 2025c).

However, there has been little systematic analysis of the gover-
nance institutions that countries establish to facilitate coher-
ence in food system policies. This study aims to fill this gap by
undertaking a country-level policy review of multisectoral food
system governance institutions worldwide.

We drew on governance theories, such as the administrative
process theory (Croley 2008) and the theory of institutional col-
lective action (Feiock 2013), which offer valuable perspectives
for addressing two key questions that underpin debates on food
system governance: which actors should be involved, and how
can they be brought together for meaningful action (D Patay
et al. 2025). While a range of non-state actors participate in
national-level food system governance, from commercial and
market actors to communities, international grassroots organ-
isations, and civil society, governments maintain a central role:
they have the legitimacy to create rules and uphold the rule
of law as institutions elected by the public as part of the social
contract (at least in democratic societies) (Seabright et al. 2021).
Thus, seeing the government as the foundational agent for food
system governance, this study focused on state-led, national-
level governance institutions. While evaluating the effectiveness
of the identified institutions exceeds the scope of this study, this
practical overview will provide a useful guide for policymakers,
researchers, and other stakeholders in their efforts to strengthen
national-level food system governance.
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DEVELOPMENT OF
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

DATA COLLECTION

Drawing on governance
theory to develop research
questions and analytical
constructs:

Informed by the administrative
process theory (Croley, 2008)
and the theory of institutional
collective action (Feiock,
2013), theoretical and research
questions, and analytical
constructs were developed to

Targeted document searches
in 197 countries
to establish the existence of a
relevant whole-of-government
institution for food system
governance (Google, food
system policy databases,
Perplexity.ai searches)
502 relevant documents
identified and reviewed, of
which 163 were related to the
identified institutions

VALIDATION

DATA ANALYSIS

VALIDATION

In-country policy makers
and experts
were asked to confirm the
existence (or the lack) of a
relevant institution
923 people were asked, 423
responded

Analysis of 34 identified
institutions

Data extraction from the

identified policy
documents;
analysis of institutions
variables by form, source
of authority, and function

Development of
typology of multisectoral

Inter-rater reliability
checks
Research team members
conducting the analysis
reviewed a subset of each
other's work, discrepancies
discussed and resolved,
analytical criteria refined

Preliminary results
shared with in-country

guide data collection and
analysis

FIGURE1 | The methodological process.

2 | Methods

This study followed a qualitative design and adopted a policy
analysis (Bromell 2024) of country-level food system governance
institutions, informed by governance theories (Croley 2008;
Feiock 2013). Our methodological process is summarised in
Figure 1. The term ‘governance institutions’ addresses both
(a) ministries, that is, stand-alone organisational units of gov-
ernance (which in some countries, like Australia, are called
Departments rather than Ministries), and (b) the institutional
mechanisms that provide formalised interaction between these
agencies, such as committees, councils, or forums. We had three
objectives: (i) to map existing national-level multisectoral food
system governance institutions globally, (ii) to develop a typol-
ogy of multisectoral food system governance institutions, and
(iii) to identify institutional ‘building blocks’ related to institu-
tional arrangements and non-state actor engagement.

2.1 | Theoretical Framework

Governance theory offers alens for thinking about food system gov-
ernance that considers conflicting interests and power asymme-
tries between different actors. The administrative process theory
suggests that governments should create governance mechanisms
that are able to ensure equitable access to all relevant stakeholders
to shape how societies are steered (Croley 2008). When examining
food system governance and the role of state actors, it is essential to
appreciate that ministries across policy sectors have different man-
dates and priorities (also shaped by influences from various non-
state actors), which tend to contribute to policy incoherence across
food system policies (Bojic et al. 2022; D Patay et al. 2025). Hence,
the cornerstone of any multisectoral food system governance ap-
proach is to increase alignment between government ministries
(Bojic et al. 2022; D Patay et al. 2025). Furthermore, as the calls
for more equitable and transparent food system governance grow
louder (Canfield et al. 2021; J. Clapp et al. 2021), governments
are under pressure to make sure that stakeholders other than the
powerful agribusiness and food industry actors, such as commu-
nities, grass-root organisations, and civil society, are also heard.
Therefore, understanding the type of actors involved in the iden-
tified governance institutions and the extent of their engagement
will be useful to show the current state of play in terms of who
governs food systems at national levels (Table 1)—at least through
formal mechanisms, as this study does not capture the influence

policy makers and
experts and were asked to
provide feedback if an
institution was incorrectly
categorised

food system governance

of non-state actors through informal channels. The administrative
process theory was also used to explore the role of collaborative
and participatory institutions in food system governance (Table 1).

Governance theory also helped us understand how countries
worldwide approach institutional collective action in food sys-
tem governance. The theory of institutional collective action
explains that the risk of collaboration between government
agencies breaking down is high when the involved actors' de-
cisions and actions might negatively impact the others' efforts,
or when these actors are driven by widely different ideas, for ex-
ample, about how food systems should work or what they need
to deliver (Feiock 2013). This theory also suggests that the more
actors involved and the more complex issues need to be resolved,
the higher authority needs to be delegated to the multisectoral
institution to be able to steer the interaction between the parties
successfully (Feiock 2013; Kim et al. 2020). This theory explains
why so often multisectoral noncommunicable disease commit-
tees led by health ministries struggle to generate meaningful
engagement with ministries of trade, economy, or agriculture:
health sector agencies often lack the authority needed to bring
these usually powerful actors to the table (Patay, Schram, and
Friel 2023), and sectoral ministries cannot govern or coordinate
other ministries unless specifically designated by the President
or Prime Minister. Finally, this theory also explains that it is
vital for the parties involved to perceive the potential benefits
arising from the collaboration to be higher than its estimated
costs (Feiock 2013). Multisectoral collaboration often requires
that financial resources, which otherwise would be channelled
through one ministry only, are shared among several ministries,
which may encounter resistance from the ministry that is losing
funds. Additionally, collaborative structures may incur high ad-
ministrative costs, from financial to human resource burdens,
which might deter state and non-state actors from participating
in a collaborative initiative. In summary, the theory of institu-
tional collective action can be useful to analyse how multisec-
toral food system governance institutions are constructed and
how these structures may address collaboration risks (Table 1).

2.2 | Data Collection

Between January and May 2025, we searched for policy doc-
uments, reports, and other relevant grey literature from na-
tional, regional, or international/global agencies that provide
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information on national level whole-of-government institutions
to foster policy coherence among food system sectors and ac-
tors in 197 countries. The searches were undertaken in Google,
using search terms such as ‘multisectoral food system gover-
nance’, ‘ministry of food’, ‘food system committee’, ‘food system
council’, ‘whole-of-government food system’ in combination
with country names. We reviewed the first 100 search results
for each country, as this threshold typically captures the most
relevant and accessible documents while maintaining feasi-
bility across 197 countries. In addition, we conducted targeted
searches in food system policy databases, such as FAOLEX
(FAO 2025a), the UN Food System Coordination Hub database
(UNFS Coordination Hub 2025a), and the One Planet Network's
Sustainable Food System Programme database (One Planet
Network 2025). We also searched government websites, focus-
ing on ministries of agriculture, health, environment, and oth-
ers that seemed relevant in the given country context. Finally,
to locate any further documents or websites that might have
been missed, we used Perplexity.ai—an Al-powered search and
information synthesis tool that aggregates and summarises in-
formation from multiple online sources (Perplexity AI 2025).
Once a relevant institution was identified, we conducted addi-
tional Google and Perplexity.ai searches with the institution and
country name. We entered the following prompts: ‘Does X coun-
try have a multisectoral food system governance approach in
place?’ and ‘What do you know about X mechanism/institution
in Y country?’ Then, the references provided by Perplexity.ai
were examined and collected if they provided information about
a potentially relevant institution. Thus, we used this AI tool only
to locate additional data sources; we have not applied it for data
analysis (Fabiano et al. 2024). We identified and reviewed 502
documents, of which 163 were directly relevant for the whole-of-
government institutions for food system governance.

The relevant documents were screened to identify any references
to multisectoral food system governance institutions (Objective
1), according to the criteria presented in Table 2. When neces-
sary, Google Translate was used for translation. To increase the
validity of screening (Patton 1999), three researchers discussed
the relevance of the identified institutions as required. We
also collected information about country income levels (World
Bank 2025), types of government (CIA 2025), and types of food
system (Marshall et al. 2021).

The screening was validated by in-country policymakers and
experts (Patton 1999). Altogether, 968 representatives of coun-
try governments, development partners (i.e., UN agencies, the
World Bank, international or local non-governmental organi-
sations), and academics were contacted by email and asked to
confirm the relevant institutions found or lack thereof in their
country. Representatives of government agencies and devel-
opment partners were identified through online searches and
snowball sampling from previously identified in-country con-
tacts. Academics and other experts were identified by search-
ing Google Scholar for relevant publications in that country.
During validation, in-country contacts were asked to provide
references to the relevant multisectoral food system governance
institutions, including policy and legal documents, reports, gov-
ernment websites and other official documents. In addition, a
results brief was shared with all in-country contacts, requesting
that they flag any potentially relevant institutions that may have

been missed. However, no data was collected directly from the
country contacts. The purpose of their involvement was to en-
sure that we had not missed any relevant institutions during our
policy analysis informed by documentary data. As this valida-
tion process involved only verification of publicly available insti-
tutional information and no collection of data from participants,
human research ethics approval was not required.

2.3 | Data Analysis

We undertook a content analysis of the documents that met the
inclusion criteria (Kleinheksel et al. 2020). A customised screen-
ing and data extraction spreadsheet was created to extract and
compare relevant variables across the identified food system
governance mechanisms. The main themes and variables were
informed by the theoretical framework (Table 1), but additional
variables were added inductively. The themes included form
(with the variables ‘structure’ and ‘origin’) (i.e., whether it was
built on existing mechanisms or established new); source of au-
thority (with the variables ‘mandates’, ‘sectoral or suprasectoral’,
‘lead agency’, and ‘establishing authority’), function (with the
variables ‘members’, ‘participants’ seniority level’, ‘type of non-
state actors involved’ ‘operating mechanisms’, and ‘accountabil-
ity structures’).

After data extraction was completed, a descriptive analysis was
conducted to consolidate characteristics against each coun-
try approach, grouping into a classification system (Bradshaw
et al. 2017). The countries were also analysed by income level
(World Bank 2025), type of government (CIA 2025), and type
of food system (Marshall et al. 2021) to help reveal any poten-
tial relationship between these factors and the type of institu-
tion chosen. To understand whether the UNFSS might have
influenced countries' decisions to adopt the identified insti-
tutions, their date of establishment relative to the UNFSS was
assessed. Moreover, where available, the National Food System
Transformation Pathways (UNFS Coordination Hub 2025b)
were reviewed to identify which countries already had a multi-
sectoral food system governance approach in place or had made
commitments to establish new institutions.

A typology of multisectoral food system governance institutions
(Objective 2) was developed based on the identified institutions.
Informed by the theoretical framework (Table 1), the institutions
were first classified based on their form: ministries or mecha-
nisms. Ministries were assessed by their exclusivity of mandate:
the extent to which the ministry (or other distinct government
unit) is mandated to focus only on food system governance or if
it is tasked to undertake other roles (Figure 2). They were also
categorised by multisectoral convening authority: the extent to
which the ministry has the authority to bring all relevant policy
sectors together (Figure 2).

Mechanisms were classified based on the type of actors involved,
the ways they were engaged (approaches to multisectoral and
participatory engagement), and their structures. To reflect on
who is involved in food system governance, the identified mech-
anisms were organised across the continuums of multisectoral
and participatory governance (Figure 3). The continuum of
multisectoral governance illustrates the range of state actors
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involved; the continuum of participatory governance indicates
the number (and type of) non-state actors that are involved in
the mechanism. Whole-of-government mechanisms fall into the
lower right quadrant: they primarily involve government agen-
cies. Whole-of-food system mechanisms (D Patay et al. 2025),
which aim to align state and non-state actors’ priorities and ac-
tions on food systems and thus used mixed multisectoral and
participatory approaches, fall into the right upper quadrant.
Those mechanisms that sit in the left upper and lower quadrants
are led by non-state actors and focused on engaging a variety of
stakeholders or are led by state actors and focused on engaging
selected government agencies. Since this study aimed to solely

Authority to convene actors
across all relevant policy sectors

Suprasectoral agency with

other tasks receives
additional mandate

Exclusivity of mandate

<

identify government-led institutions, only the mechanisms in
the right lower and upper quadrants were examined.

The institutions were then analysed based on their functions
across the policy cycle, from agenda setting, policy formulation
and decision making, to implementation, and monitoring and
evaluation (Objective 3). These policy cycle functions were bro-
ken down into building blocks based on the mandates and func-
tions identified across the relevant institutions.

To further strengthen the analysis, the research team members
conducting the extraction and analysis performed inter-rater

Dedicated agency with
suprasectoral
authority

»

<

Food system governance/
coordination is just one of
the many tasks

Sectoral agency with
other tasks receives
additional mandate

Multisectoral convening
authority

»
No other tasks other than food
system governance/
coordination

Dedicated agency with
sectoral authority

Authority to convene actors
within its own policy sector only

FIGURE2 | Agencies by exclusivity of mandate and multisectoral convening authority.

High number and type of
non-state actors receive
decision making power

Non-state-led
multistakeholder
mechanisms

Multisectoral
engagement

Mixed multisectoral
and participatory
mechanisms

Whole-of-food
system approaches

No government agencies
involved

Extent of
participatory
governance

Engagement
between
selected state
actors

OUT OF STUDY SCOPE

A—

Whole-of-government approaches
All relevant government agencies are
involved

Multisectoral
mechanisms

STUDY FOCUS

FIGURE3 | Food system governance mechanisms by multisectoral and participatory governance.
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reliability checks by reviewing a sample of each other's analy-
sis (subset of 30%-50% of the identified institutions) to assess
consistency in data extraction and classification. Discrepancies
were identified and discussed until consensus was reached,
and the extraction criteria were refined as needed to improve
the reliability of the analysis (Patton 1999). Additionally, brain-
storming discussions were held among the authors about the
themes and structure of the typology. Furthermore, the draft ty-
pology was presented and discussed with 14 experts, including
representatives from Australian state governments, the World
Health Organization and the United Nations Development
Programme. The feedback focused on clarifications of the ap-
plied criteria, the terminology used, and visualisation.

3 | Results

3.1 | Multisectoral Food System Governance
Institutions Worldwide

Of the 197 countries surveyed, we identified 34 (17%) with a
national level multisectoral food system governance institution
(Table 3). These countries are highlighted in Figure 4. It is im-
portant to note that, among countries that did not meet our in-
clusion criteria, (i) several in-country contacts indicated during
validation that their government is in the process of establishing
a multisectoral food system governance approach, or that (ii)
there was a multisectoral food system governance mechanism
but it did not include certain government sectors, such as health
or environment, and thus failed to meet the inclusion criterion of
having a whole-of-government approach for this study.

Multisectoral food system governance institutions were more
frequently found in countries with lower income levels. Of the
31 low-income countries globally, 10 (32%) had established such
institutions, compared with 7 of 54 lower middle-income coun-
tries (13%), 11 of 56 upper middle-income countries (19%), and
6 of 75 high-income countries (8%). The data did not suggest
any relevant association between the type of government and
the chosen multisectoral approach. According to food system
types, 12 institutions were found in countries with predomi-
nantly ‘rural and traditional’ food systems, 3 in ‘informal and
expanding’ food systems, 10 in countries with ‘emerging and
diversifying’ food systems, 3 in ‘modernising and formalising’
food systems, and 6 in countries with ‘industrialised and consol-
idated’ food systems. We could detect no relevant pattern associ-
ated with food system types.

Apart from in Bangladesh, where there was a long-standing
ministry for food governance (the Ministry of Food, established
in 1971), the formation of multisectoral food system governance
institutions appeared to be a more recent initiative, with an in-
creasing number of institutions put in place in the past 10years
globally. Approximately half of the identified institutions (n =17)
date from before 2021—the year of the first UNFSS—nine of
which were established in the 5years prior to 2021. The other
half (n=16) were adopted in the last 4-5years.

We compared the commitments in national pathways for food
systems with those countries that have already established
an approach. Around half of the countries (n=61) that have a

publicly available Food System Transformation Pathway (pub-
lished around UNFSS 2021) refer to strengthening current mul-
tisectoral food system governance institutions or establishing
new ones. Ten of the 61 countries already had a multisectoral
food system governance institution. To date, another 11 coun-
tries have followed through with their commitment, raising the
number of countries with realised efforts to 21. We also identi-
fied several countries that were in the process of establishing
new food system governance institutions (i.e., Cameroon or
Malta) or had an approach that only partially met our inclusion
criteria but reflected on UNFSS. Moreover, 13 of the 16 coun-
tries established a new institution despite not making such com-
mitments in their National Pathway (or did not have a pathway
published or participate in the UNFSS events).

Several of the identified institutions were adopted as multisectoral
food security and nutrition initiatives. In some cases, the name of
the institution was changed to reflect a shift to the ‘food systems’
lens, such as in Sierra Leone, where the Scaling Up Nutrition Unit
wasrenamed to Scaling Up Nutrition & Food Systems Coordination
Unit in 2024. While repurposing existing governance structures
might incur fewer costs than creating new ones, establishing new
structures has been the preferred option in at least 11 countries
since the UNFSS 2021. In most of these countries, a suprasectoral
mechanism or agency was created; the policy documents in many
of these countries confirm that a suprasectoral authority was pre-
ferred to a sectoral authority with an expanded mandate.

3.2 | A Typology of Multisectoral Food System
Governance Institutions

Out of the 34 national-level multisectoral food system gover-
nance institutions identified, 30 are formal mechanisms, includ-
ing multisectoral food system committees, councils, or working
groups; and 4 are ministries or dedicated food systems coordi-
nation units. As mechanisms are more common, we started the
typology with this approach, followed by agencies.

3.2.1 | Mechanisms

Ten countries have mechanisms that primarily involve gov-
ernment agencies, while 20 countries established mechanisms
that use mixed multisectoral and participatory governance ap-
proaches (including non-state actors). While all mechanisms
investigated involved a wide range of government agencies work-
ing across food system-relevant policy areas, there are different
structures in place for coordinating and connecting these gov-
ernment agencies (Figure 5). Furthermore, there is great varia-
tion in the type of non-state actors involved, the extent of their
involvement, and the decision-making power granted (Figure 5).
The establishment of a supporting unit, such as a secretariat, to
assist with day-to-day coordination and administrative tasks,
was common. In some cases, such as in the Dominican Republic,
these are also tasked with providing technical advice.

3.2.1.1 | Multisectoral Mechanisms Without or With
Limited Non-State Actor Engagement. Certain mech-
anisms appeared to mainly focus on creating alignment
between government agencies. Among single-level multisectoral
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mechanisms, there is a sole institution dedicated either to polit-
ical or technical coordination. For example, in Cape Verde,

° ] g =)
-0 S g = - S & L . .
g g R S = = Z the Interministerial Council for Sustainable Food Systems
o = = = S g . . .
8 g 53 3 g s 2 = brings together state agencies to create alignment among
22 g g @ & g g X § § executive-level government officials, such as ministers, on
B ol = = = . . . . . :
% S5 E S, g g § £ g i high-level policy directions. In Thailand, the National Food
g g = g § 55 § & g g Committee focuses on technical coordination between the rel-
72} - Q - . P
S22 4o s B g o2 o @ evant government actors, where the details of policies and pro-
° S Q.8 T = L &=
2 _g 2 = 8= s 2 grams are discussed in the presence of mid-level bureaucrats.
o S 2 3 £ = 2 & g In Sudan, however, both are in place, creating a dual multisec-
ha S 5 S toral mechanism, where separate high-level, strategic (polit-
ical) and technical mechanisms are structured to operate
g 3 together: the Higher Council for Food Security and Nutrition
5 g @ @ N 9 o = and the Technical Secretariat for Food Security.
0 = g IR <} <} o
>~ D = | N 3\ S\ S\ . X
2 2 As part of these multisectoral mechanisms, non-state actors
- o might be engaged for consultation or technical advice, but these
2o g actors are carefully selected and do not take part in decision-
o 2 < % 2 5 making or constitute regular members. For example, in Chad,
B -8 5 § § ‘E i E the Technical Committee for National Coordination for the
] ==Y . . .
& g a § ;113 0z g s 3 preparations for the UNFSS (which continued to operate post
— = P . . . .
s ‘g‘ SE 32 g 8 g A g 5 the first UNFSS in 2021) engages selected NGOs in an advi-
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= £ 8 = 50 2 § = 3.2.1.2 | Multisectoral Mechanisms With Participatory
=} E =5 & S = & .
g g|g s 3 SET ~ g 73 Approaches. In 20 of the multisectoral food system gover-
S S| S S g § £ g = nance mechanisms, non-state actors are involved in setting
g gl 8 & L@ 5 8 z fc.; strategic or policy priorities, designing and/or implement-
= > . . L .
:2 % © E =l 2 é &= ing policies or programs, or delivering services, as part of a
o UEJ 235 é whole-of-food system approach. However, the type of non-state
2 @ S actors engaged varies greatly and may or may not follow princi-
ples around conflicts of interest or consider power asymmetries.
- = s 3 s s In some countries, like Ecuador, only small and medium-sized
= i =l 8 27T 8 S enterprises operating across the food supply chain are invited
£ ::° ‘E" % = =3 2 2 to participate. In Ethiopia, several farmers' associations
< . . .
§ g <= g =i :?:3 g are included. Large food industry actors are excluded in some
?’: N g 2= é g = = countries, like Mexico. The involvement of development part-
A ‘i 5 g ° 5 5 ners, such as UN agencies and development agencies of foreign
@ ~ . . governments, for example, the German Agency for Interna-
tional Cooperation (GIZ) or the Japan International Coopera-
- o = tion Agency (JICA), seems to be particularly common in low
g 2 = o L . . . . .
2 3 % g = and middle-income countries that often rely on technical assis-
g e % 2 2 g qé; tance. File S1 presents the type of non-state actors engaged by
§ S|~ I= 3 K each mechanism.
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<0 g S35 £ S In terms of structure, we differentiated one single-level, four
g 2 _q;, E 'g dual, and two tri-modal mechanisms that have a mixed mul-
g’ & 2 ] & tisectoral and participatory approach (Figure 5). The single-
A level, integrated multisectoral and participatory mechanism
encompasses both state and non-state actors within one struc-
T ol e g ® ® ture, as seen in the case of the Food System Steering Committee
GE» g a g 3 g g in Nepal. The simple dual participatory mechanism features a
Q aes . .
- S E : é’ g é’ é’ separate political and technical mechanism structured to op-
§ s E 5 2 < 2 2 erate together, both involving state and non-state actors. For
@] o o =] . . . .
g QA3 T — = example, in Gabon, the National Multisectoral Committee for
S Food and Nutritional Security provides a platform for political
= < decision-making, and the Multisectoral and multistakeholder
- . = 2 - platform for Food and Nutrition Security plays a role in tech-
E]] = 'g E § 5 S nical coordination. In contrast, the dual delineated mecha-
: 8 g}; % g % § nism separates state and non-state actors but is structured so
) © e N that they operate alongside. Jordan adopted this approach with
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FIGURE4 | Countries with a multisectoral food system governance institution (Map created with Mapchart.net).

There are numerous types of multisectoral mechanisms in different countries, with different

types of involvement from government agencies (state actors) and non-state actors.

Mechanisms without  Single level:
or with limited Only state actors are involved, at

STATE NON-STATE
ACTORS ACTORS

Dual:

" Only state actors are involved, "
non-state sector either political or technical levels. ‘ ‘ with separate high-level (political) ‘ ‘
engagement v v and mid-level (technical)
mechanisms, structured to ' v
“ operate together. “

Mechanisms with Integrated participatory:

Dual participatory:

participatory A single mechanism that includes " Separate high-level (political) and "
approaches state and non-state actors. a mid-level (technical)

mechanisms, structured to

" " operate together, both including v v
state and non-state actors.

Dual delineated:

Dual state-centric:

Separate mechanisms to engage ‘ ' An integrated multi sectoral and A‘ "
state and non-state actors, participatory mechanism with

structured to operate together. 'I I‘

another for multisectoral v
coordination, structured to

operate together.

Dual stakeholder-centric: Tri-modal: ‘~
An integrated multi sectoral and ‘ ' Separate high-level (political) and
participatory mechanism with ‘ mid-level (technical) mechanisms, " "‘

another for non-state actor
coordination, structured to
operate together.

with a mid-level (technical) state A/ [\ /
' ‘ actor only mechanism. ‘ “ '
‘ b >

FIGURE5 | Multisectoral food system governance mechanisms by multisectoral and participatory engagement.

a Higher Council for Food Security for high-level, strategic
decision-making and a National Food Security Committee for
technical coordination. The dual state-centric mechanism fea-
tures an integrated multisectoral and participatory mechanism,

as well as a mechanism for multisectoral coordination that
excludes non-state actors. For example, Somalia operates a
Council for Food Systems, Nutrition, and Climate Change that
comprises only government agencies, and a Multistakeholder
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platform for fostering dialogue between state and non-state ac-
tors. Similarly, the dual stakeholder-centric mechanism features
an integrated multisectoral and participatory mechanism,
whereas the other mechanism is dedicated to non-state actor
coordination and thus it does not involve state actors. Ecuador's
food system governance mechanism follows this approach: the
Food and Nutritional Sovereignty System brings together gov-
ernment agencies and civil society, while the Plurinational and
Intercultural Conference on Food Sovereignty serves as a plat-
form dedicated to civil society.

The tri-modal mechanism has a high-level conference where
state and non-state actors discuss and decide upon the
strategic priorities, an integrated multisectoral and partic-
ipatory mechanism, and a government-only multisectoral
mechanism. In Brazil, the National Conference on Food
and Nutrition Security meets every 4years to determine the
country's strategic directions relevant to food systems. The
National Council for Food and Nutrition Security serves as a
forum to align priorities and policies across state and various
non-state actors, while the government-only Interministerial
Chamber on Food and Nutrition Security ensures coherent
implementation.

4

Authority to convene actors across
all relevant policy sectors

Multisectoral convening authority

3.2.2 | Ministries and Dedicated Units

Four countries established a new ministry or unit or expanded
the mandates of an already existing ministry to cover coordi-
nation across food system matters. Figure 6 situates the identi-
fied multisectoral food system governance ministries (or units)
across the continuum of exclusivity of mandate and multisec-
toral convening authority.

One institution was identified as a ministry with other tasks
that received the additional mandate to coordinate food system
policies (Figure 6, lower left quadrant). When an existing min-
istry is given the role of coordinating food system-relevant work
being undertaken in other agencies, food system governance/
coordination may be just one of the many tasks that the agency
undertakes. In Israel, the Ministry of Agriculture was renamed
the Ministry of Agriculture and Food Security in 2024, and it
adopted new mandates aimed at strengthening environmental
and social food system outcomes, in addition to economic ob-
jectives. To fulfil these mandates, a dedicated unit, the Food
Security Administration, was established within the Ministry. It
is important to note that several other countries were identified
as having a Ministry of Agriculture and Food Security; however,

Dedicated ministry with supra-
sectoral authority

New agency established with the
sole task to coordinate the food
system-relevant work undergoing
in government agencies
(Coordinating Ministry of Food
Affairs in Indonesia)

Exclusivity of mandate

»

Food system governance/coordination
is just one of the many tasks

Ministry with other tasks receives
additional mandate

Already existing ministry with multiple
other tasks is given the role to
coordinate the food system-relevant
work being undertaken in other
agencies (Ministry of Agriculture
becomes the Ministry of Agriculture
and Food Security in Israel)

This sometimes results in the establishment
of a dedicated unit or an already existing
unit receive the task

»
No other tasks other than food system
governance/coordination

Dedicated ministry with sectoral
authority: New ministry established
with the sole task to coordinate the food
system-relevant work (Ministry of Food
in Bangladesh)

Dedicated unit within an already
existing sectoral

ministry (Coordination Center for
Sustainable Food Systems within the
Austrian Agency for Health and Food
Safety in Austria)

Authority to convene actors within
its own policy sector only

FIGURE 6 | Food system governance ministries by exclusivity of mandate and multisectoral convening authority.
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these seemingly lacked institutionalised approaches to address
policy matters outside of the agricultural and supply sectors, and
hence were excluded.

Two institutions were identified as belonging in the lower right
quadrant of Figure 6, having no other tasks than governing food
systems, but not having a suprasectoral mandate over other gov-
ernment ministries. As mentioned above, Bangladesh has had a
Ministry of Food since 1971; however, it has only recently begun
to adopt new strategies that consider environmental sustainabil-
ity and nutrition outcomes beyond the narrow interpretation
of food security associated with ensuring the supply of staple
foods. In Austria, a health sector agency accepted this responsi-
bility. Within the Austrian Agency for Health and Food Safety,
a dedicated unit was established: the National Coordination
Centre for Sustainable Food Systems.

One ministry was identified to be in the upper right quadrant:
in Indonesia, a new suprasectoral agency was established with
the sole task of coordinating food system-relevant work across
government agencies. Since 2024, the Coordinating Ministry
of Food Affairs has been coordinating the food system-related
activities of ministries responsible for agriculture, forestry, fish-
eries, environment, as well as the National Food Agency and
National Nutrition Agency (Figure 6).

3.3 | The Building Blocks of Multisectoral Food
System Governance Institutions

We identified nine building blocks that define the functions that
the institutions described above are designed to fulfil, from tasks
related to agenda setting, policy making, decision making over
those policies, implementation, and monitoring and evaluation
(Figure 7). The 34 institutions contain a wide variety of com-
binations of these building blocks, possibly reflecting the spe-
cific local context, including already existing structures. None
of the institutions identified contains all nine building blocks,
and there was no indication in the data of whether a multisec-
toral food system governance institution is made better or worse
by incorporating fewer or more of these blocks, or whether any
specific building block/s improved the success or otherwise of a
multisectoral food system governance institution.

The following presents the building blocks in the order of pol-
icy cycle functions, from agenda setting to monitoring and
evaluation (Buse et al. 2012). Within the functions, the more
frequently used building blocks are presented first. File S2

POLICY FORMULATION

presents in detail what building blocks the identified institu-
tions comprise.

3.3.1 | Agenda Setting

A main priority for some governments was to create a space for
dialogue among a range of state and non-state actors to share
information and discuss preferences. These governments estab-
lished national multistakeholder platforms or networks, which
could be set up to enable joint decision-making on strategic pri-
orities, such as the National Conference on Food and Nutrition
Security in Brazil. However, some governments wished to re-
serve this space for advocacy, dialogue, and information shar-
ing rather than decision-making, like the National Network for
Food and Nutrition Sovereignty and Security in the Dominican
Republic.

3.3.2 | Policy Formulation & Decision Making

The most common purpose of the multisectoral food system
governance institutions is to coordinate and align existing and
newly developed policies and programs relevant to food sys-
tems. When the goal is to align government agencies, the single-
level and dual multisectoral mechanisms provide the necessary
space. Then, depending on the extent of non-state actor engage-
ment desired, in-built processes are adopted to involve selected
stakeholders. However, when the purpose of the mechanism is to
create coherence not just among state but also among non-state
actors, participatory forums, committees, or working groups
are established. These participatory approaches could serve
as a stand-alone structure, such as an integrated multisectoral
and participatory mechanism (e.g., the National Food Security
Committee in Iraq). Alternatively, they can be part of a dual
set-up, either accompanied by a multisectoral structure (e.g., a
dual state-centric mechanism, as in the Dominican Republic) or
another participatory structure (e.g., a dual stakeholder mech-
anism, as in Ecuador). Participatory structures to coordinate
policy and program development and planning across state and
non-state actors are also part of the tri-modal mechanisms iden-
tified in Brazil and Timor-Leste.

A second purpose is to develop policies drawing on multidisci-
plinary and multisectoral knowledge and experience. To pool
technical expertise for policy design, relevant actors are brought
together in committees, councils and working groups. In some
countries, these mechanisms are stand-alone, such as the Food

AGENDA SETTING IMPLEMENTATION MONITORING &
& DECISION MAKING EVALUATION
Advocacy & dialogue: Providing technical Developing
understanding the advice to inform policies for Coordinating policy and Monitoring,

robust policy
development

priorities and preferences
of the different actors

Coordinating the
policy development
and planning
process

Decision making on goals
and strategic priorities

consideration by
relevant authorities

Deciding and
enacting policies

program implementation | | evaluation, reporting

Coordinating financial
resources, managing the
budget needed to implement
policies and programmes

FIGURE 7 | The building blocks of multisectoral food system governance institutions.
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System Steering Committee in Nepal. In others, such a mech-
anism is coupled with a high-level (political) body where deci-
sions are made on which policy alternatives to adopt, as seen in
Gabon, Sudan, Jordan, and Yemen. Again, in some countries,
certain non-state actors, like United Nation agencies, are in-
volved in the policy development process through participatory
mechanisms, while in others, policy development remains in the
domain of the government via single-level or dual multisectoral
mechanisms.

Some multisectoral food system governance mechanisms are
structured to provide technical advice but not necessarily to
design the policies themselves. These technical-level mecha-
nisms often take shape as a working group or working com-
mittee when the purpose is to actively involve a range of (state
and sometimes non-state) actors, or simply as supporting units
within an agency where resources are not pooled by partici-
pants but gathered by a designated team. Ethiopia adopted the
former approach, where the Food System Multisectoral Core
Team serves as an integrated multisectoral and participa-
tory mechanism. A similar approach was adopted in Mexico,
where working committees were established under the
National Intersectoral System of Health, Food, Environment,
and Competitiveness to bring in the necessary technical ex-
pertise. In other countries, a supporting unit is in place, as
seen in Yemen, where the Food Security Technical Secretariat
provides technical advice to the National Food Security
Committee.

As mentioned above, in those cases where decision making over
the policies was part of the mandate of the multisectoral food
system governance institution, sometimes a separate, high-level,
more strategically oriented mechanism was set up in addition
to the more technical mechanism responsible for policy for-
mulation. For example, in Jordan, the National Food Security
Committee formulates policies, and the Higher Council for Food
Security makes the final decisions. However, the decision mak-
ing and policy formulation functions can also be merged, as it
happened in Gabon with the National Multisectoral Committee
for Food and Nutritional Security.

3.3.3 | Implementation

The aims of several multisectoral food system governance
institutions include coordinating policy and program imple-
mentation. Not surprisingly, these rely heavily on facilitating
communication and alignment between government ministries,
as seen in Cape Verde, where the Interministerial Council for
the Sustainable Food System serves as a single-level multisec-
toral mechanism. In some countries, this was coupled with
coordinating the program implementation of non-state actors,
such as UN agencies and NGOs. For example, in Uganda, the
National Food System Coordination Committee represents an
integrated multisectoral and participatory approach.

A few institutions aim to coordinate financial resources to
support implementation. Multisectoral mechanisms, such as
the Interministerial Council for the Sustainable Food System
in Cape Verde, naturally focus on coordinating govern-
ment resources and external support (Overseas Development

Assistance). Participatory approaches were likely to seem useful
in facilitating funding from development partners as well, as it is
part of the mandates of the Multisectoral and multistakeholder
platform for Food and Nutrition Security in Gabon.

3.3.4 | Monitoring and Evaluation

Monitoring and evaluation, as well as supplying reports, were
frequent roles attached to the multisectoral food system gov-
ernance institutions, regardless of structure and the extent
of non-state actor involvement. For example, in Mexico, the
National Intersectoral System of Health, Food, Environment,
and Competitiveness has mandates to monitor food production
and supply chains, as well as socioeconomic factors and envi-
ronmental impacts across the food system. It reports annual
evaluations of compliance and mitigation actions, and social
and environmental impacts. In Timor-Leste and the Dominican
Republic, civil society actors are tasked with overseeing how
governments, and market and commercial actors, deliver on
their commitments.

4 | Discussion

This study mapped existing multisectoral food system gover-
nance institutions around the world, offered a typology based
on their characteristics, and identified the building blocks of
these institutions. Out of 197 countries, we identified 34 with
a governance institution that met the inclusion criteria, namely
applying a whole-of-government approach to food system gov-
ernance aimed at delivering environmental, social, and eco-
nomic outcomes simultaneously. Of these, 10 countries had
multisectoral mechanisms, and 20 had mixed multisectoral and
participatory governance mechanisms, while 4 had ministries
or dedicated units. We analysed these governance institutions
using a theoretical framework, focusing on the type of actors in-
volved, their modes of participation, the purpose, mandates, and
functions of the institutions, as well as their convening authority
and institutional and historical structures. To our knowledge,
this is the first comprehensive study conducted to understand
the institutions countries adopt to improve multisectoral food
system governance.

The results indicate that the establishment of multisectoral
food system governance institutions has become increas-
ingly common over the past decade, in conjunction with ris-
ing global attention to food systems. In the last 20years, we
have witnessed a shift from a focus on narrow food security
perspectives emphasising the need to increase agricultural
production and food safety to a broader ‘food systems lens’
that recognises the need to integrate considerations around
nutrition and healthy, equitable, and sustainable diets, so-
cial inclusivity, environmental resilience and impact, and
sustainable livelihoods across the supply chain (Kraak and
Niewolny 2024). This study's findings may suggest either one
or both of the following: (i) the UNFSS has generated mo-
mentum for governments to strengthen multisectoral food
system governance, and/or (ii) the UNFSS manifested to re-
flect the growing global interest in food system governance.
Established governance institutions were more frequently
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found in low and middle-income countries compared to
high-income countries. This finding reflects the results of
prior studies investigating multisectoral food policy making
(FAO 2025b; GAIN 2025; Reeve et al. 2024, 2021). However,
our study has been the first to systematically report on whole-
of-government institutions for food system governance around
the world, and the current food system governance literature
does not reveal enough evidence about patterns of establish-
ing food system governance institutions across country de-
velopment levels. Country income levels are often associated
with different types of food systems. Lower income countries
often have less input-intensive food systems, such as rural
and traditional food systems, and tend to have higher rates
of food insecure population and lower institutional capacities.
Alarcon et al. (2021) suggest that low income countries are
more in need of enhanced multisectoral food system coordi-
nation because of their often higher food and nutrition secu-
rity gaps and the high employment rates in food producing
sectors. More acute resource constraints in low income gov-
ernments also make greater coordination a necessity (Bennett
et al. 2018; Vince et al. 2024). Moreover, often a range of inter-
national development partners and civil society organisations
deliver services besides government agencies in lower income
countries; hence, it is understandable why multisectoral food
system governance institutions were established more often
to create greater alignment between this diversity of actors.
Accessing donor support also often requires the demonstra-
tion of multisectoral collaborative structures (Dodlova 2020).
Another reason for more multisectoral food system gover-
nance institutions in low- and middle-income countries might
be that these mechanisms have been developed to address
food insecurity, which is a complex problem that requires
a whole-of-system approach. On the other hand, countries
with more industrialised and globalised food systems and
more complex national governance processes and inflexible
instructional structures might face greater challenges with
aligning diverse actors, which increases the perceived neces-
sity for a multisectoral food system governance institution.
It is important to note that although low and middle income
countries might have multisectoral food policy mechanisms
in place, these might not necessarily generate meaningful en-
gagement between sectors (Grace 2015; Mumah et al. 2025;
Reeve et al. 2021). Thus, it will be essential to conduct fur-
ther research to investigate how impactful and effective the
identified whole-of-government institutions for food system
governance are.

4.1 | Insights on the Design of Multisectoral Food
System Governance Institutions

This study found that a range of different institutions is being
applied to food system governance, in terms of form of institu-
tions (ministry or mechanism), type (consultative, executive),
and non-state actor engagement (agenda setting, decision mak-
ing, accountability). This demonstrates that there is no ‘one size
fits all’ solution when strengthening food system governance,
which is very dependent on the make-up of state and non-state
actors. Ten mechanisms included only government agencies
as core members, while 20 mechanisms were set up with some
level of participatory governance and thus included selected

non-state actors. The type of non-state actors engaged varied
across countries, and in some instances, it was guided by con-
siderations of conflicts of interest and power asymmetries. The
fact that more than half of the mechanisms involve non-state
actors suggests that governments have been adopting a whole-
of-food system approach to food system governance, recognising
the need for dialogue and connection across food supply chain
actors (D Patay et al. 2025). The wide variety in non-state actor
involvement (CSOs, UN agencies, bilateral donors, big food cor-
porations, private sector actors, etc.) might also reflect, first, the
absence of a global consensus on who should be involved in food
system governance and how; and second, the possibility that dif-
ferent institutions are better suited for other national contexts.
Evaluating the effectiveness of the identified mechanisms and
comparing them to multisectoral-only mechanisms would pro-
vide insights into which institutions are more likely to support
effective and transformative food system governance.

4.1.1 | Approaches to Non-State Actor Engagement

Itis encouraging that several countries have recognised the need
for differentiated engagement of non-state actors in food system
governance. Rather than involving all actors uniformly, these
countries have set rules specifying which actors are engaged
and at what stages of the policy process. Involving a greater
number or wider variety of non-state actors is not necessarily
beneficial (Frank 2021; McKeon 2017; Patay and Gonzalez 2023;
Patay, Ralston, et al. 2023; Patay, Schram, and Friel 2023). On
the contrary, formalised involvement of non-state actors who
already have considerable undue influence on policy makers
(i.e., big food corporations) can exacerbate existing power asym-
metries and potentially increase the risk of regulatory capture
or corruption (J. Clapp 2023; Jennifer Clapp et al. 2025; Fanzo
et al. 2021; Parker et al. 2019). It is therefore essential that pol-
icy makers consider the purpose (i.e., functions) of engage-
ment mechanisms and assess potential conflicts of interest and
undue for-profit advocacy. Tools such as the draft World Health
Organization approach for the prevention and management of
conflicts of interest in the policy development and implementa-
tion of nutrition programmes at country level (PAHO 2021) can
be valuable in this regard.

The degree of formal decision-making authority granted to
non-state actors can also be carefully chosen, as it has been
done in Chad, where only selected NGOs are included in the
Technical Committee for National Coordination for the prepa-
rations for the UNFSS. Encouragingly, it is possible to incor-
porate non-state actor engagement and adopt whole-of-society
approaches to food system governance without granting more
power to large food industry or agribusiness actors (Gilmore
et al. 2023). For instance, some countries, such as Mexico,
have explicitly excluded large food industry actors, and others,
like Ecuador, have opted to include only small and medium-
sized enterprises. The latter offers a compelling example of
how typically less powerful, smaller actors can be empowered
through formal inclusion in food system governance processes
(Fraser 1990; Mann 2019).

The inclusion of civil society actors to oversee the governments'
and market and commercial sector action in food systems, as
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we see in Timor Leste or the Dominican Republic, resonates
with calls for greater accountability (Covic et al. 2021; Garton
et al. 2022). Civil society organisations may have legitimacy to
participate in food system governance arising from their role in
directly representing communities or the public. However, these
actors often have fewer opportunities to engage with or influ-
ence policymakers, especially in comparison with large food
industry actors who tend to find informal ways to ensure that
their interests are met (Mann 2019). Hence, providing formal
roles to civil society organisations in governance mechanisms
might help close the gap of power between civil society and mar-
ket and commercial actors (Covic et al. 2021; Garton et al. 2022;
D Patay et al. 2025).

In lower-income level countries, development partners, such as
UN agencies, are frequently included in the food system gov-
ernance mechanisms. These agencies might be seen as natu-
ral partners as they have already been supporting government
agencies on food system-related initiatives with technical or
financial assistance. However, including them in the national
governing mechanisms could compromise their neutrality as in-
terlocutors of multiple constituencies by being associated with
the ruling party. Academic institutions were also involved in
the governance mechanisms of some countries, such as Timor
Leste, due to their role as a source of evidence and technical
information.

4.1.2 | Custom-Fitting Governance Institutions: The
Use of Building Blocks

Nine building blocks were identified that reflect the purpose and
function of the established institutions. However, it is worth not-
ing that the inclusion of more building blocks in a governance
approach does not necessarily indicate greater effectiveness or
transformative potential. A higher number of building blocks in-
creases complexity, and thus, it might potentially lead to higher
administrative costs and a greater need for strong convening
authority to ensure effective implementation. Hence, some gov-
ernments may have strategically opted for more streamlined in-
stitutions with fewer functions.

When a government seeks to integrate all policy cycle func-
tions under a single structure, establishing a stand-alone
agency, such as the Ministry of Food in Bangladesh, might
seem warranted. However, this monocentric governance ap-
proach (Candel and Pereira 2017; Wisniewski 2013) may cre-
ate challenges by reassigning responsibilities from existing
sectoral ministries that are often best positioned to plan and
implement policies in their respective areas. Thus, consolidat-
ing all these mandates into a new ministry may not be the
most effective approach. An alternative institution has been
implemented by Indonesia, which adopted a polycentric ap-
proach (Boukharta et al. 2024; Candel and Pereira 2017): a
Coordinating Ministry of Food Affairs. This approach retained
existing responsibilities across the food system within sector-
specific agencies, while providing a coordination mechanism
to enable oversight and facilitate coherence.

Such suprasectoral governance institutions, when an agency
receives the mandate to oversee or coordinate other sectoral

ministries and actors across policy sectors, often with a man-
date by the head of government (such as Prime Minister or
President), seem to be common. This aligns with the theory
of institutional collective action, which suggests that the
more complex a collaboration is, the higher convening au-
thority is needed to bring all government agencies together
(Feiock 2013; Kim et al. 2020). Studies on multisectoral col-
laboration have shown that suprasectoral agencies are more
likely to successfully engage with usually influential minis-
tries, such as Finance or Trade and Industry, alongside typi-
cally less influential ones, like Health or Environment (Patay
and Gonzalez 2023; Patay, Ralston, et al. 2023; Patay, Schram,
and Friel 2023; Reeve et al. 2021).

Potentially, a suprasectoral ministry with a more exclusive man-
date has more resources to fulfil its food systems coordinating
role. Its position at the suprasectoral level, overseeing the work
of sectoral ministries, can increase its ability to meaningfully
bring the relevant ministries together. Future research could
explore whether such configurations in practice lead to more ef-
fective coordination and better outcomes in countries that have
adopted this model.

4.2 | Strengths and Limitations

This is the first study to systematically describe food systems
governance institutions globally. By drawing on documen-
tary information verified by in-country experts, we were able
to document and typologise a wide range of structures and
mechanisms. Policy documents were often not available pub-
licly; many of them were only found as grey (unpublished) pa-
pers, which made the identification of relevant multisectoral
governance institutions difficult in the case of some countries.
This was mitigated by validation by in-country contacts who
shared policy documents or referred the team to the relevant
sources. Furthermore, the use of the AI-powered search tool
(Perplexity.ai) supplemented our traditional search methods
and helped capture data sources that traditional database
searches might have missed. However, the results presented
by Perplexity.ai had to be carefully checked and verified by
the research team to screen out potential inaccuracies. All in
all, the validation with country contacts has helped to prove
that our data collection approach was effective, as only a few
additional institutions were pointed out. Finally, in-country
contacts had sometimes limited time or resources to respond
to enquiries, and there might have been communication or
cultural barriers while engaging across 197 countries, which
potentially resulted in misunderstandings about the type of
institutions the researchers were looking for or the criteria for
their inclusion. These were mitigated by contacting several in-
country contacts across state and non-state agencies. Finally,
our analysis is based on enacted or written institutional set-
tings that may or may not be implemented in practice or not
fully implemented.

5 | Conclusions

This study comprehensively investigated national level institu-
tions to multisectoral food system governance worldwide and
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found that 34 countries have a whole-of-government or whole-
of-food system governance institution in place. Our findings
provide new insights to support governments worldwide in de-
veloping or strengthening their existing governance structures
and expanding institutional mandates to govern food systems
beyond the ministries of agriculture (Farmery et al. 2025). The
identified institutions demonstrate great diversity across the
types of actors involved, the ways they are engaged, the purpose,
mandates, and functions of the institutions, as well as conven-
ing authority and institutional structures. The recognition that
not all non-state actors should be engaged in the same way in
whole-of-food system approaches is a particularly welcome de-
velopment (D Patay et al. 2025).

There is a significant opportunity for future research to extend
this analysis by examining the effectiveness of different institu-
tions in addressing critical issues of food system transformation
and policy coherence. This study also provides useful founda-
tions for future research aimed at deepening understanding of
how country characteristics and other contextual factors, such
as the local political economy, types of food systems, or the in-
fluence of non-state actors, shape the design of multisectoral
food system governance institutions.

The present study may thus inform policymakers and non-state
actors by presenting a range of options governments have in
terms of the purpose, functions, structure, membership, and
roles, encouraging ‘custom fitted” institutions to food system
governance reflecting country context and needs and profit-
ing from the use of existing institutions. Policymakers may
also decide to explore certain countries’ institutions in greater
depth, particularly those that align with their country income
level, characteristics of the food system, or type of government.
Country-to-country exchange experiences (such as those under
the UN-led South-South and Triangular Cooperation schemes)
may be relevant to learn from each other’s institutional settings.
Given the wide variety of social, economic, and political con-
texts, it is unlikely that a single ‘best practice’ multisectoral gov-
ernance approach will emerge in the coming years to steer food
systems transition pathways (Schneider et al. 2025). However,
there is great value for governments in learning from each other
and continuing to develop and refine their approaches to whole-
of-food system governance.
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