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Abstract 

Introduction:  School food program (SFP) delivery that 
uses a sustainable food systems approach has the 
potential to provide comprehensive health and nutrition 
benefits for students and communities. SFPs may be best 
supported through engagement with multiple sectors 
and partners, including agriculture, health, and 
education. This study aims to understand the readiness 
and priorities of partner organizations from across the 
food system to work towards sustainable SFP 
development in Saskatchewan (SK). 

Methods: A cross-sectional outreach and engagement 
survey was conducted across food system sectors and 
partners in February 2024 to inform the development of 
a SFP knowledge mobilization and partnership plan in 
SK. The survey was distributed to 321 pre-identified 
organizational partners across 10 food system sectors 
currently involved in, or with the potential to support, 
SFPs. 
Results:  The survey had a 31% response rate 
(n=97/311). Overall, organizations prioritized improving 
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childhood/youth nutrition, health and wellness and 
providing nutrition and food-related education for 
students and staff. Support for sustainable food systems 
more broadly, including environmental sustainability 
and supporting local jobs, food production, cultures, 
and traditions, were the least selected answers. Funding 
was also a gap with more than half of organizations 
(59%) currently supporting SFPs in SK citing lack of 
funding as a challenge. Moving forward, 60% of 
organizations want to be informed about SFPs in SK, 
and 45% want to collaborate and lead towards 
improvement. 
 

Conclusion: The survey highlights the state of 
partnership support, priorities, and contributions to SK 
SFPs and helps build a case for increased SFP knowledge 
sharing, collaboration, funding, and advocacy. 
Improving the economic, social, and environmental 
sustainability of SFPs in SK requires additional funding, 
political leadership, continued engagement with food 
system organizations for multi-sector collaboration, and 
strengthening and harmonizing food systems policies 
and practices. A province-wide, universal, and 
sustainable SFP that respects local cultures, geographies, 
and concerns, and leaves the specific operations of each 
program within the control of adequately resourced local 
governing structures, is a desirable step forward.

 
 
Keywords: Food system change; partnerships; school food programs; school food system 
 

Résumé 

Introduction : La mise en œuvre de programmes 
alimentaires scolaires (PAS) fondés sur une approche 
des systèmes alimentaires durables peut avoir des effets 
bénéfiques d’ensemble sur la santé et la nutrition des 
élèves et des communautés. Les PAS peuvent être mieux 
soutenus par un engagement avec de multiples secteurs 
et partenaires, y compris l’agriculture, la santé et 
l’éducation. L’objectif de ce projet est de servir d’appui 
à une approche partenariale pour le développement des 
PAS en Saskatchewan en évaluant l’état de préparation 
et les priorités des organisations. 
 
Méthodes : Une enquête transversale de sensibilisation 
et d’engagement a été menée auprès de divers secteurs et 
partenaires en février 2024 afin d’élaborer un plan de 
mobilisation des connaissances et de développement de 
partenariats en matière de PAS en Saskatchewan.  
 

 
 
 
L’enquête a été menée auprès de 321 parties prenantes 
organisationnelles, identifiées au préalable, issues de 
10 secteurs différents. 
 
Résultats : Le taux de réponse à l’enquête a été de 29 % 
(n=97/321). Dans l’ensemble, les organisations ont 
accordé la priorité à l’amélioration de la santé et du 
bien-être des enfants et des jeunes, à l’éducation des 
élèves et du personnel en matière de nutrition et 
d’alimentation, et à la mise en valeur des aliments 
traditionnels et culturels dans les écoles. Parmi les 
répondants qui soutiennent activement les PAS, 61 % 
estiment que leur effet dans les écoles est de moyen à 
très faible. Plus de la moitié des répondants (59 %) ont 
désigné le manque de financement comme un défi. 
Pour l’avenir, 60 % des personnes interrogées souhaitent 
être informées sur les PAS en Saskatchewan, et 45 % 
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veulent collaborer et contribuer à l’amélioration de la 
situation. 
 
Conclusion : L’enquête met en évidence l’état du 
soutien et des contributions des partenariats aux PAS de 
la Saskatchewan, et aide à établir un argumentaire en 
faveur du partage des connaissances, de la collaboration, 

du financement et d’une promotion accrus. Les PAS 
sont à l’intersection de multiples disciplines et secteurs ; 
une compréhension multidimensionnelle et un 
programme commun sont nécessaires pour travailler 
efficacement à leur développement. 
 

 

Background

School food programs (SFPs) include, but are not 
limited to, lunch, breakfast, and/or snacks provided in 
schools, with or without integration into curriculum, 
and they have the potential to contribute to child, 
family, community, and environmental health and well-
being (Hernandez et al., 2018). Canada has recently 
announced a national SFP, which includes a one-
billion-dollar investment to work with provinces, 
territories, and Indigenous partners and Nations 
towards a long term SFP vision. This vision includes 
accessible, health-promoting, inclusive, flexible, 
sustainable, and accountable SFPs and invites 
“collaborative and complementary action by all levels of 
government and all sectors to advance work on school 
food in Canada” (Government of Canada, 2024, para 
9). The policy further recognizes the role for SFPs in 
developing food literacy, providing opportunities for 
local farmers and economies, promoting 
environmentally sustainable practices, and encouraging 
a high return on health, social, and economic 
investments.  

A food system encompasses all activities that bring 
food from the land to the consumer’s plate, including 
production, processing, packaging, transport, 
distribution, education, and disposal of food (FAO, 
2018). Sustainable food systems offer high-quality and 
culturally appropriate diets that meet human nutrient 

requirements while balancing the preservation and 
regeneration of natural resources such as soil, water, and 
land to produce food for future generations (Willet et 
al., 2019). Sustainable food systems are also fiscally 
viable, improve labour conditions and animal welfare, 
and ensure social and economic benefits are equitably 
distributed among food system activities, such as 
ensuring fair worker wages (FAO, 2018). Overall, 
sustainable food systems consider and monitor the 
social, economic, and environmental dimensions of 
food activities and how they intersect and balance 
(Purvis et al., 2019; Fanzo et al., 2022). 

 
Sustainable school food programs 

SFPs are intertwined with food systems and can address 
sustainability through school curriculum, gardens, 
plant-based menus, "farm-to-school" approaches, waste 
reduction systems like recycling and composting (Black 
et al., 2015; Gardner et al., 2023; Rojas et al., 2011; 
Roque et al., 2022), local economic opportunities 
(Pastorino et al., 2023), valuing local food producers 
and providers (Gaddis, 2014; Gaddis & Coplen, 2018), 
and addressing the social determinants of health (Everitt 
et al., 2020). These strategies contribute towards 
sustainable food systems while also supporting student 
food- and nutrition-related learning to enhance 
personal, as well as community, health and well-being 
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(Cullen et al., 2015). The Coalition for Healthy School 
Food, a national advocacy organization and the largest 
SFP network in Canada, imagines SFP development 
under eight guiding principles, including universality, 
health promotion, cost-shared, locally adapted and 
flexible, Indigenous control, driver of community 
economic development, promoting food literacy, and 
supported by guidance and accountability measures, all 
of which contribute toward sustainable SFPs (Coalition 
for Healthy School Food, 2024). As SFPs are 
developing in each province and territory under a new 
Canadian SFP policy, this study aims to understand the 
readiness and priorities of partner organizations from 
across the food system (agriculture, education, health, 
nutrition, etc.) to work towards sustainable SFP 
development in the Saskatchewan context. 
 
SFPs in Saskatchewan 

Saskatchewan (SK) is a western Canadian province with 
a population of just over one million. It has one of the 
lowest population densities in Canada (Statistics 
Canada, 2021a). Saskatoon is the largest city with a 
population around 337,000 (Statistics Canada, 2023). 
SK is a culturally diverse place, with Indigenous 
Peoples, primarily First Nations peoples (65.5%), 
comprising 16.3% of the total population. About half 
of the Indigenous population lives off-reserve 
(Government of Canada, 2021). The newcomer 
population in SK represents about 13% of the total 
population (Statistics Canada, 2021b). In recent years, 
immigration from the Philippines, Pakistan, India, 
China, and Bangladesh has been substantial, with most 
immigrants coming as skilled workers (Hoessler & 
Herman, 2018). SK has one of the highest overall rates 
of food insecurity among the provinces. Recently 
released data show a record increase in food insecurity 
in SK (from 20% in 2022 to 28% in 2023), leaving over 

one in four people and one in three children food 
insecure (PROOF, 2024). 

In Canada, food systems are largely profit-driven 
structures led by “big-ag” that view agriculture in 
isolation from health or sustainability (Kevany et al., 
2024; Lang, 2009; McMicheal, 2009). The operations 
of this system have altered and diminished community-
based, local, and Indigenous food systems in Canada, 
which tend to focus more on local livelihoods and 
economies, diverse food cultures, social and community 
structures, and environmental reciprocity (Wiebe & 
Wipf, 2011). European settlers to SK in the late 1800s 
established the central and southern regions of SK into 
an export-oriented agricultural economy focusing on 
wheat production (LaForge & McLachlan, 2018). The 
province now possesses more than 40% of Canada's 
cultivated farmland and wheat is a primary export 
(Government of Saskatchewan, n.d.) and cultural 
symbol (LaForge & McLachlan, 2018). The advances of 
industrial agriculture in the province have greatly 
impacted the prairie ecosystem; it is estimated that only 
12% to 21% of the original native prairie, one of the 
most endangered ecosystems in the world, remains 
intact in SK (Government of Saskatchewan, 2023). The 
continued loss of prairie habitat negatively affects 
biodiversity, carbon sequestration, livelihoods, and 
Indigenous cultures in the province (Saskatchewan 
Prairie Conservation Action Plan, 2025).  
Research examining SFPs in SK is limited. Existing 
research demonstrates some of the lowest per student 
funding (Keyes, 2024; Michnik & Engler-Stringer, 
2024) and school and student participation rates in the 
country. Research shows that about half of SK schools 
offer a SFP, reaching a quarter of students (Ruetz 
Consulting, 2024; Saskatchewan School Boards 
Association, 2024). Like other provinces in Canada, 
programs are largely delivered based on “need” and are 
made possible by volunteer time, including school staff 
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members contributing time outside of their regular 
roles, as well as local donations and grants. Schools 
struggle to meet food and nutrition provincial policy 
recommendations and have limited curriculum 
integration, where meals would be combined with 
cooking and gardening and food and nutrition would 
be taught across school subjects (McKenna, Michnik, 
Ruetz et al., in press). Further, SK government funding 
cuts, increased enrollment, and higher costs due to 
inflation have forced school boards to make tough 
financial decisions (Langager, 2024) affecting food 
programming. For example, the elimination of grade 
eight home economics in one of SK’s largest school 
divisions (Young, 2019) and the implementation of 
lunchtime supervision fees for students who eat lunch 
at school (Salloum, 2023).  
 
Sustainable school food systems change 

At a societal level, sustainable SFP development has 
been depicted as occurring over three phases, 
mimicking wider trends (Oostindjer, et al., 2017). The 
first phase began in the 1850s with the establishment of 
food welfare programs for the most vulnerable children. 
SFPs were used as an outlet for surplus food from 
industrial agriculture production, with little attention 
to food and nutritional quality. The 1970s saw a shift to 
higher food and nutrition quality as science emerged 

demonstrating connections between diet and chronic 
disease. In the third phase, which is only just emerging, 
SFPs are increasingly used to address multiple food 
systems and societal challenges, including sustainability.  
Bringing diverse partners together towards food system 
change is a multi-layered process. Drawing from 
Community Coalition Action Theory, food system 
change first occurs through engagement, recruitment, 
and mobilization of food system partners (Butterfoss & 
Kegler, 2002). Willingness to participate in change 
efforts generally relates to organizational climate and 
size, current awareness of the issue and knowledge, 
degree to which the issue and need for change align 
with current organizational values and efforts, and the 
capacity of the organization to implement change, 
including expertise, connectedness, leadership, funding, 
and staffing (Castañeda et al., 2012; Rogers, 2003). As 
food systems are complex, with multiple actors and 
interacting factors, approaches from a single area, 
sector, or discipline generally have little lasting effect in 
sustainable food system development (Juri et al., 2024). 
Awareness, education, and relationship building among 
food system partners can play a supportive role (Buchan 
et al., 2019). Given this complexity, alongside the new 
national SFP and funding, research to bring together 
food system partners and examine organizational 
readiness to support SFP sustainable development in 
SK is timely. 

 
 
Methods

Survey design  

As part of a University of Saskatchewan internship 
project for fourth year dietetic students, a cross-
sectional survey was designed to assess organizational 
readiness to participate in sustainable SFP development  

 
in SK. The survey drew from organizational change 
(Castañeda et al., 2012; Rogers, 2003) and partner 
engagement frameworks (Goodman & Thompson, 
2017; Tamarack Institute, 2017). The survey had two 
streams to gather information from: 1) organizations 
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who are not involved in SFPs but were identified as 
having a potential interest based on their organizational 
mandate; and 2) organizations already involved in SFPs 
and assessing the challenges and impacts of this work.  
The survey consisted of fourteen questions and 
included six questions regarding organizational 
characteristics, three questions about organizational 
knowledge/support of SFPs, three questions 
concerning organizational satisfaction, impact, and 
challenges with SFPs, and one question regarding 
future involvement. The survey included multiple-
choice and Likert scale questions. With each question, 
respondents had the ability to choose “other” and 
provide an open-ended response.  
A letter with the definition of SFPs and their impacts 
was provided to partners in advance of the survey:  

 
School Food Programs (SFPs) are free or subsidized 
breakfasts, snacks, or lunches offered during the 
school day to kindergarten to grade twelve (K-12) 
students. SFPs can also include land-based learning 
and teaching students about food and nutrition 
through activities like cooking and growing and 
harvesting food. SFPs impact children, youth, and 
communities in many ways, including improving 
access to healthy food, improving student wellness, 
teaching children food skills, providing local 
employment including supporting local producers, 
and supporting food cultures and traditions.  

 
Survey pilot 
 
The pilot survey was completed with fourteen 
professionals from diverse sectors and backgrounds (i.e., 
agriculture, health, nutrition, education, economics) 
and four individuals with expertise in SFP research for 
comprehension, content, design, and cultural 
appropriateness.  

Participant recruitment  
 
Partners were pre-identified by the research team 
through pre-existing relationships, partnership lists, 
word of mouth, and by searching organizational listings 
on 211 (a database of over 6,000 community, social, 
non-clinical health, and government services in SK) 
using the search terms “youth,” “children/families,” 
and “basic needs/food.”  
To participate, organizations needed to provide services 
in SK. Organizations with a mandate that addressed a 
food system service (i.e., food production, education, 
waste, policy, and nutrition, etc.) and/or addressed at 
least one of the eight SFP guiding principles (Coalition 
for Healthy School Food, 2024; Hernandez et al., 2018) 
were included. Restaurants, given their sheer number, 
were excluded. The assessment of organizational 
alignment was completed by two of the research team 
members and compared for reliability. Any 
disagreements were discussed with another member of 
the research team.  
 
Survey distribution 
 
The survey was distributed via Survey Monkey in 
February 2024 to 321 pre-identified organizational 
partners from ten sectors: community-based (youth), 
community-based (food), education, health, 
agriculture, private industry, cultural, tribal, 
environmental, and public administration/policy 
(Figure 1). Organizations were assigned into sectors 
based on their primary societal applications, according 
to the vision/goals of their organization or department 
as listed on their website or social media platform. 
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Figure 1: Number of surveys distributed by organizational sector 

 
 
 
Surveys were sent to general organizational emails and, 
when known, to specific individuals. The survey 
invitation requested an individual in a 
supervisory, management, or leadership role, and/or 
someone who supports food- and nutrition-related 
work at the organization, to fill out the survey. One 
survey was to be completed per department or 
organization. The survey was anonymous; however, at 
the end of the survey, participants could leave their 
information on a separate page for further follow up 
toward SFP partnership.  
 
Data analysis  
 
Results of the survey were exported to Microsoft Excel 
2021©. Descriptive statistics were used in data analysis 

(Ali & Bhaskar, 2016). Responses’ mean, median, and 
mode are described where applicable. Data trends and 
outliers were analyzed. For questions where 
respondents had the ability to choose “other” and type 
an open-ended response, responses were categorized 
into the prescribed survey options. If the respondent’s 
“other” response did not fit in with one of the answers 
to a question, data were kept separate.  
 
Ethical approval 
 
This research project was approved by the University of 
Saskatchewan Behavioural Research Ethics Board 
(BEH- 4396), and operational approval was received 
from the Saskatchewan Health Authority (SHA). 
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Results

Response rate 
 
Ten email addresses were unreceivable, leaving a total 
sample of 311 surveys distributed. There were ninety-
seven responses to the survey, providing a response rate 
of 97/311 (31%). However, seven responses had data 
missing and were therefore excluded (Kang, 2013), 
leaving a total number of ninety surveys. The estimated 
length of survey completion was five to ten minutes. 
 
Organizational type 
 
When asked about what type of organization the 
respondent worked for, answers included community-
based organizations/non-governmental organizations 
(NGOs) (41%; n=37/90), health care (17%; n=15/90), 
primary or secondary schools or organizations (14%; 
n=13/90), tribal or Indigenous organizations (10%; 
n=9/90), government organizations (8%; n=8/90), 
university or other post-secondary educational 
institutions (4%; n=4/90), self-employed or consultants 
(3%; n=3/90), private business (1%; n=1/90), and 
“other” (1%; n=1/90). 
 
Organizational position 
 
Regarding the positions of respondents within their 
organizations, respondents were service providers or 
staff members (27%; n=24/90), supervisors or managers 
(24%; n=22/90), directors/presidents/CEOs (24%; 
n=22/90), senior leaders or superintendents (19%; 
n=17/90), and board members, analysts, or other (3%; 
n=3/90).  

Organizational size 
 

Regarding the size of the organization, respondents 
worked in small organizations (five to ninety-nine 
employees; 43%; n=39/90); large organizations (over 
500 employees; 30%; n=27/90); very small 
organizations (one to four employees; 15%; n=13/90), 
and medium organizations (100 to 499 employees; 12%; 
n=11/90). 

 
Organizational work 
 
When asked about what type of work the organization 
does, 27% (n=24/90) of respondents selected 
health/wellness, 21% (n=19/90) food/nutrition, 17% 
(n=15/90) primary and/or secondary education, 10% 
(n=9/90) environment, 7% (n=6/90) cultural/social 
development, 7% (n=6/90) public or tribal 
administration/policy, 3% (n=3/90) post-secondary 
education, and 3% (n=3/90) agriculture. 
 
Geography  
 
Twenty-nine percent (n=26/90) of respondents’ 
organizations provided their services province-wide. 
Saskatoon made up the next highest proportion (16%; 
n=14/90), followed by Regina (13%; n=12/90), with 
representation from every part of the province except 
the far north. Full results are presented in Table 1.
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Table 1: The geographical distribution of survey respondents in SK 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Knowledge of SFPs 
 
Regarding respondents’ level of knowledge of SFPs and 
their impacts, 41% (n=35/86) had a medium level of 
knowledge, 26% (n=22/86) a high level of knowledge, 
16% (n=14/86) a low level of knowledge, and 10% 
(n=9/86) a very high level of knowledge. No one 
indicated having no knowledge of SFP impacts. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Organizational SFP alignment  
 
Organizations were asked: “what impacts of school 
food programs are best supported by the work, or 
potential work, of your organization?” Seventy-three 
percent of respondents (n=63/86) selected “improving 
access to nutritious foods for children and youth,” 72% 
(n=62/86) selected “increasing knowledge and 
opportunities for children and youth to learn about 
food, nutrition, and food systems,” and 71% (n=61/86) 
selected “improving health and wellbeing of children 
and youth.” The least selected answer was “supporting 
local jobs and community economic development,” 
with 20% (n=17/86) of responses. The full results are 
shown in Table 2. 

 
 

 

 

 

SK Geographical Location Organizational Service Area 
Urban Saskatoon(n=14) 29% (n=26/90) 

Regina (n=12) 
Far North  Central (n=0) 13% (n=12/90) 

Northwest (n=6) 
Northeast (n=6) 

North Central (n=9) 34% (n=31/90) 
West (n=11) 
East (n=11) 

Central West (n=6) 16% (n=14/90) 
East (n=8) 

South  Central (n=6) 21% (n=19/90) 

West (n=4) 
East (n=9) 

Province Wide 29% (n=26/90) 
Total Responses=128 
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Table 2: Organizational alignment with SFP impacts  

 

SFP Impact Organizational 
Agreement 

Improving access to nutritious foods for children and 
youth 

73% (n=63/86) 

Increasing knowledge and opportunities for children and 
youth to learn about food, nutrition and food systems 

72% (n=62/86) 

Improving health & wellbeing of children and youth 71% (n=61/86) 
Improving educational attendance and achievement of 
children and youth 

42% (n=36/86) 

Supporting environmental sustainability 42% (n=36/86) 
Supporting local cultures and traditions 37% (n=32/86) 
Supporting local producers and local food supply 34% (n=29/86) 
Supporting local jobs and community economic 
development 

20% (n=17/86) 

Other 5% (n=4/86) 
Total Responses= 340 

 
 
Current support for SFPs 
 
When asked, “in what ways, if any, does your 
organization currently support food and nutrition for 
children and youth in schools in Saskatchewan?,” the 
top responses were “supporting food and nutrition-
related education for students and/or school staff” 
(43%; n=37/86), “supporting access to traditional and 
cultural foods and learning” (35%; n=30/86), 
“supporting or providing food/meals to students” 
(35%; n=30/86), and “supporting advocacy for SFP 
improvements” (33%; n=28/86). The least selected 
answers were “supporting school 
landscaping/gardening” (30%; n=26/86), “supporting 
access to local foods in schools” (22%; n=19/86), 
“providing funding” (21%; n=18/86), “supporting 
school composting and food waste reduction” (15%; n= 
13/86), and “supporting evaluation of school food 
programs” (13%; n=11/86).  
 

Challenges  
 
The top challenges faced by organizations in supporting 
SFPs were “requiring additional funding” (59%; 
n=47/80), “lack of political support/funding from 
governments” (39%; n=31/80), “lack of alignment with 
organizational mandate/goals” (28%; n=22/80), and 
“staff requiring additional training and/or knowledge” 
(28%; n=22/80). Other challenges included “lack of 
knowledge related to school food programs in your 
organization” (18%; n=14/80), “lack of 
leadership/priority within your organization” (16%; 
n=13/80), and “requiring same amount of funding, but 
more stable/sustained over time” (10%; n=8/80). Only 
4% (n=3/80) responded with, “we are doing this work 
but have no challenges.” Twenty- three percent 
(n=19/80) responded with “other,” related to cost of 
food, lack of food infrastructure, staffing, time, 
community buy in and competing priorities.  
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Satisfaction and impact 
 
Seventy-four percent (n=67/90) of organizations 
indicated they were currently supporting SFPs. Of these 
organizations doing the work, 7% (n=5/67) of 
respondents were very satisfied, 51% (n=34/67) were 
satisfied, 40% (n=27/67) were unsatisfied, and 2% 
(n=1/67) were very unsatisfied with their organization's 
ability to effectively carry out food- and nutrition-
related activities with schools. When asked, “what level 
of impact do you believe your organization's food and 
nutrition activities have in positively supporting 
children and youth in schools?,” 12% (n=8/66) 
reported a very high impact, 27% (n=18/66) a high 

impact, 33% (n=22/66) a medium impact, 21% 
(n=14/66) a low impact, and 6% (n=4/66) a very low 
impact.  
 
Moving forward 
 
Regarding how respondents would like their 
organization/department to be further engaged in 
supporting SFPs in Saskatchewan, 60% (n=48/80) 
responded with “be informed,” 46% (n=37/80) 
responded with “be involved,” and 45% (n=36/80) 
responded with “collaborate and lead.” The full results 
are shown in Figure 4.  

 
Table 3: How organizations would like to be further engaged in supporting SFPs 

 
Area of Engagement  Organizational 

Agreement 
Be informed (i.e. receive school food webinar invitations, e-
newsletters, and evidence briefs) 

60% (n=48/80) 

Be involved (i.e. attend school food meetings and 
conferences/gatherings) 

46% (n=37/80) 

Collaborate and lead (i.e. join a multi-partner school food 
network/working group) 

45% (n=36/80) 

Be consulted (i.e. provide feedback on school food projects 
and research) 

44% (n=35/80) 

None- my organization is interested but does not have the 
capacity 

10% (n=8/80) 

Be a funder (i.e. provide money for school food operations 
or planning) 

9% (n=7/80) 

None- my organization is not interested 5% (n=4/80) 
Other 5% (n=4/80) 
Total Responses= 179 
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Discussion

The results of the survey provide insight into the overall 
SFP landscape in SK. Findings from this survey are 
consistent with Oostindjer et al.’s (2017) three phase 
framework for sustainable SFP development which 
situates most countries, including the province of SK, 
in the second phase of sustainable SFP development. 
Improving the economic, social, and environmental 
sustainability of SFPs in SK requires additional funding 
and political leadership, continued engagement with 
food system organizations for multi-sector 
collaboration and strengthening and harmonizing food 
systems policies and practices.  

Financial viability is one key indicator of sustainable 
SFPs (Coalition for Healthy School Food, 2024; Everitt 
et al., 2020; Hernandez et al, 2018). In the survey, 
insufficient funding was selected by more than half of 
organizations currently doing the work as the largest 
issue in supporting SFPs. Many organizations were 
unsatisfied with their ability to effectively carry out 
food- and nutrition-related activities with schools, and 
over half cited their perceived impacts in schools to be 
medium to very low. Operating on shoe-string budgets 
and without paid staff, SFPs in Canada are generally 
not able to fully integrate a sustainable SFP approach 
(McKenna et al., in press). Additional funding through 
a national SFP will help alleviate SFP funding pressures, 
but to make up for funding shortfalls, additional 
investments from other governments and partners are 
needed (Coalition for Healthy School Food, 2024). 
With some of the highest rates of food insecurity 
among the provinces (PROOF, 2024) and lowest 
funding for SFPs in the country (Michnik & Engler-
Stringer, 2024), limited funding has meant only those 
most “vulnerable” have access to SFPs in SK, and the 
demand for SFPs continues to outstrip their availability. 
Even among those who have access, program stigma 

may prevent uptake (Cohen et al., 2023). However, 
until household food insecurity is dealt with through 
economic policy and structural changes (PROOF, 
2024) and comprehensive and universal investments 
into SFPs are made, organizational dissatisfaction and 
delayed efforts toward sustainable SFPs will continue. 

Communication between food system partners is 
required for balanced change (Fanzo et al., 2022). 
Overall, organizational agreement with SFPs centered 
around improving access to nutritious foods and food- 
and nutrition-related education for school-aged 
children and youth. This was consistent between those 
currently active in supporting SFPs as well as for 
organizations identified as future partners. Support for 
sustainable food systems more broadly, including 
environmental sustainability and supporting local jobs, 
food production, cultures, and traditions, were the least 
selected answers. This may be unsurprising given that 
almost half of respondents (48%) came from either 
health/wellness or food/nutrition organizations, which 
traditionally have focused on personal responsibility 
and education through food and nutrition for better 
health, with limited focus on environmental, social, and 
economic factors in the food system (Coveney, 2006; 
Fanzo et al, 2021).  

Given the predominance of resources already 
invested in food- and nutrition-related education, 
working with food and nutrition educators in the 
province to incorporate and strengthen a sustainable 
food systems perspective in their current educational 
work may be a first and practical step forward (Buchan, 
2019; O’Brien, 2018). For example, a food systems 
pedagogical approach paired with experiential learning 
opportunities, such as working in a garden or 
participating in cultural food experiences, has potential 
for transformative learning as students and educators 
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examine their own subjective beliefs, values, and 
worldviews that shape how they understand, interact 
with, and address food systems (Davila & Dyball, 2015; 
Rojas et al., 2011; Sumner, 2016). 

In general, SFPs have largely been viewed as 
programs for preventing hunger and poor nutrition, 
and not for their holistic or food systems potential 
(Oostindjer et al., 2017). To counter this, part of 
engagement in this project was to provide a letter of 
information on SFPs to organizations, including a 
comprehensive definition of SFPs, to expand the notion 
of “school food” to a food systems perspective to 
include organizations who typically may not have seen 
themselves as connected to the food system, such as 
those related to environmental conservation. Still, 
almost a quarter of organizations surveyed did not see 
the relevance of SFPs to their organizational mandate, 
and, as the survey showed, this was not due to a lack of 
“knowledge” about SFPs and their impacts. 
Preconceived notions of SFPs as responses to hunger 
and poor nutrition are likely to have limited the depth 
of responses. Further work in framing and 
communicating SFPs as a sustainable food systems 
intervention, followed up with political action and 
policy harmonization, is needed in SK to move toward 
programs that are socially, environmentally, and 
financially sustainable while ensuring health.   

The provision of culturally appropriate and 
Indigenous foods in schools is closely related to health, 
well-being, and environment (Coalition for Healthy 
School Food, 2024; Hernandez et al, 2018). SK is a 
province rich in cultural diversity, including Indigenous 
and newcomer populations. Importantly, 35% of 
organizations reported supporting access to traditional 
and cultural foods and learning through SFPs. 
Integrating diverse and culturally appropriate foods in 
SFPs promotes cultural awareness and learning, 
increases familiarity with and consumption of a wider 

variety of vegetables, and reduces stigma associated with 
traditional food consumption (Chen et al., 2014; Zhao 
et al., 2013). Nutrition and food education based in 
diverse worldviews, such as storytelling, involvement of 
family, Elders, and Knowledge Keepers, and land-based 
learning, have also been shown to increase the 
acceptability of food served and to improve cultural 
understanding and sense of identity for Indigenous and 
ethnic minority students (Gillies et al., 2020; Obeng-
Gyasi et al., 2019). Public institutions in SK, such as 
government, health, and education organizations, have 
joined calls for equitable, diverse, and inclusive 
programs, and are working to respond to the Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission of Canada Calls to Actions 
(Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 
2015). Continuing to build on this emphasis will 
require additional funding and commitment to SFPs, as 
well as education, policy, and action, to strengthen SK’s 
ecosystems, Indigenous knowledge systems, Indigenous 
food sovereignty, Treaty Rights, biodiversity, and more 
(Prairie Food Systems Vision Network, n.d.).  

Sustainable SFPs can promote economic 
development and procurement of local and sustainably 
produced food (FAO et al., 2021). Schools can procure 
food items in bulk and join with other public 
institutions to offer stable markets for small- and 
medium-sized producers, thereby reducing producer 
risk and providing opportunities for new producers 
(Mishra et al., 2022; Motta & Sharma, 2016). SK is 
known as the “breadbasket of Canada;” however, there 
was a limited response in the survey from agricultural 
organizations, potentially stemming from limitations of 
the cold email tactic used or lack of structures to serve 
local areas. Agriculture in SK has a long history of 
export that is inextricably linked with the SK economy, 
with $20.2 billion worth of agricultural exports in 2023 
(Government of Saskatchewan, n.d.; Qualman, 2025). 
Local and sustainable food systems are of interest to 
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both large and small farm operators in SK (Beingessner 
& Fletcher, 2019; Bowness et al., 2024; Campbell et al., 
2019), but they are challenged by geographical and 
climatic factors as well as by cost, access to direct 
markets, lack of local processing facilities, and limited 
education and mentorship (Campbell et al., 2019). As 
has been done in other provinces like British Columbia, 
working across public institutions to drive local food 
procurement may be a helpful step forward 
(Government of British Columbia, 2024). Further 
engagement and research with SFP partners like school 
boards, local producers and government is needed.  

Multi-sector partnerships are common in 
sustainable SFP development (Ashe & Sonnino, 2013; 
Atkey et al., 2016; Burkhart et al., 2022; UN Food 
Systems Coordination Hub, n.d). The survey 
demonstrated a high desire for active involvement 
toward building sustainable SFPs. Almost half of 
respondents (45%) indicated interest in collaborating 
and leading sustainable SFP development in SK, 
including joining a multi-partner network or working 
group. However almost half of respondents were from 
the health, wellness, and nutrition sectors, possibly 
given the precedence of a Health Promoting Schools 
Approach which emphasizes health and education 
partnerships in schools (Joint Consortium for School 
Health, 2025). Under a new Canadian SFP policy that 
supports environmental and financial sustainability, 
local farmers and economies, food literacy, and more, 
engaging additional food system partners is needed. 
However, like the wider food system, there are multiple 
contested ideas and agendas for how SFPs should 
operate, for what purpose, and who they should serve 
(Ashe & Sonnino, 2013; Poppendieck, 2010). 
Partnership engagement, coordination, and aligning 
values towards sustainable SFPs in SK will be ongoing 
work.   

In a province as geographically dispersed and 
culturally diverse as SK, coordinating sustainable SFP 
development will require working through geographical 
isolation, cultural differences, diverse infrastructural 
and economic inequities, and a changing climate. 
Universal programs have been situated as safety nets for 
families and through economies of scale, as an 
economically viable way to operate SFPs (Cohen et al., 
2023). Looking to other provinces and territories, 
regional and provincial organizations commonly share 
best practices, distribute funding, perform evaluations, 
train staff, and support food procurement and 
production (Ruetz, Michnik & Engler-Stringer et al, 
2024). A province-wide, universal, and sustainable 
SFPthat respects local cultures, geographies, and 
concerns, and leaves the specific operations of each 
program within the control of adequately resourced 
local governing structures like school boards, is a 
desirable step forward. As SFPs grow, evaluation and 
monitoring are needed to understand SFP impacts and 
carve new paths towards sustainability (Fanzo, et al., 
2022; Hartmann & Linn, 2008; Oostindjer et al., 2017). 
 
Strengths and limitations 
 
It was critical to involve various sectors in the survey, 
both for resource availability and to support a food 
systems approach. However, the distribution of the 
survey was weighted toward food-related, community-
based organizations, given their greater involvement in 
food security work in Canada in general (Martin & 
Andrée, 2014). This allowed the survey to provide a 
good picture of current SFP support and challenges in 
SK, but also likely shaped the dynamics of partnership 
and engagement more favourably. Smaller 
organizations, which also made up most of the survey 
participants, tend to be community-based and more 
adaptable towards change efforts compared to large, 
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centralized, and hierarchy-based organizations (Nordin 
et al., 2022; Rogers, 2003). Positively, survey 
respondents were primarily in leadership and 
management positions, a significant finding for 
potential willingness to commit to SFP development 
(Rogers, 2003). 

Limitations of the study included a limited response 
from the SK education sector, in part due to teacher job 
action at the time of the survey. This means that a 
highly impacted and influential partner was not well-
represented in the results. Further, although parents, 
families, and students are at the center of programming, 

they were not included in this survey given other 
ongoing research in the province to understand their 
perspectives (e.g., Engler-Stringer et al., 2021; Foster et 
al., 2024; Michnik, et al., 2025). Tribal or Indigenous 
organizations were included and represented 10% of 
survey respondents. However, this study did not 
distinguish whether organizations were operating on or 
off -reserve. Given the differences in funding, 
administration, and partnership, understanding SFP 
challenges, opportunities, and funding specifically for 
on-reserve communities is an area of needed future 
research.  

 
 

Conclusion

The results of this survey provide insight into the state 
of sustainable SFP development in SK. With the federal 
government’s initiation of a National SFP and policy in 
Canada, and a one-billion-dollar funding commitment, 
provinces and territories are working with the federal 
government to move forward on SFP growth and 
development. However, achieving the core principles of 
the National SFP policy will require significant and 
meaningful partnership along with food systems 
change. Developing sustainable SFPs in the era of a 
National SFP policy will require political leadership as 
well as bringing food system partners together to 
increase funding, discuss commonalities and multiple 

possibilities, and center and support the needs of 
communities and families, particularly those most 
affected by longstanding food system inequities. 
Developing sustainable SFPs also involves creating 
programming that respects local cultures, geographies, 
and concerns and leaves the specific operations of 
programming within the control of adequately 
resourced local governing structures. Overall, the 
outreach and survey methods of this study may be of 
interest to other provinces, territories, and Indigenous 
partners and Nations looking to assess and coordinate 
sustainable SFP development. 
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