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Abstract

Food hubs create a range of economic, social, and
environmental impacts through a wide variety of
activities and programs. Evaluation of these
impacts is important; however, many hubs lack the
capacity (including time, resources, knowledge, and

expertise) to do effective, ongoing evaluation work.

This lack of capacity is exacerbated by the difficul-
ties inherent in capturing the kinds of complex,
multidimensional, context-specific impacts and
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outcomes that many of these businesses and
organizations strive to achieve. This paper reports
on a participatory research project designed to
develop a resoutrce to support food hub evaluation
efforts. It presents highlights from the guide that
was created and discusses associated insights
regarding the tensions and opportunities of food
hub evaluation. We argue that food hubs need to
be engaging in evaluation efforts, even in the face
of significant resource constraints, as a means of
strengthening individual entities and the sector as a
whole. These efforts must be carefully aligned with
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a hub’s stage of development and context-specific,
multifunctional goals. They should also account for
food hubs’ emergent, dynamic, and adaptive
nature. To that end, participatory evaluation
methodologies that take a flexible, collaborative,
action-oriented approach are especially relevant.
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Introduction

Much has been written in recent years about the
problematic nature of the conventional global food
system. From an ecological standpoint, food pro-
duction and transportation are two of the most
significant sources of greenhouse gas emissions
(Vermeulen, Campbell, & Ingram, 2012). Further-
more, ovetuse of agrochemicals contributes to the
contamination of soil and water resources (Food
and Agriculture Organization of the United
Nations [FAO], 2011), and extensive monocrop
production threatens the biodiversity of ecosys-
tems around the world (FAO, 2019). At the same
time, small- and medium-scale farmers increasingly
struggle to maintain the viability of their liveli-
hoods (Berti & Mulligan, 2016), while food security
remains a serious problem even in the world’s
wealthiest nations (FAO, IFAD, UNICEF, WFP,
& WHO, 2017). To make matters worse, a lack of
food skills and knowledge contributes to high
levels of food waste as well as diet-related disease
(Allen, FitzSimmons, Goodman, & Warner, 2003).
One of many responses to challenges such as these
has been the emergence of food hubs, which serve
as a model for developing a kind of “infrastructure
of the middle” (Stahlbrand, 2017) that can increase
the viability of more localized food systems and, in
the case of some hubs, also work toward broader
goals related to social justice and ecological sustain-
ability (see Blay-Palmer, Landman, Knezevic, &
Hayhurst, 2013; Clark et al., 2019).

The growing body of literature on food hubs
highlights the diversity that exists within the sector,
as a wide variety of actors employ different
approaches, with considerable variation in the
extent to which they challenge (or not) the con-
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ventional food system paradigm (see Berti &
Mulligan, 2016, Blay-Palmer et al., 2013; Cleveland,
Miiller, Tranovich, Mazaroli, & Hinson, 2014;
Levkoe et al., 2018; Perrett & Jackson, 2015). This
diversity produces some tensions, particularly as
many food hubs grapple with how or if to engage
in programs that may not be directly or immedi-
ately profitable, such as those that focus on social
justice objectives (see Clark et al., 2019; Hoey, Fink
Shapiro, & Bielaczyc, 2018; Levkoe et al., 2018)
and/or pursue environmental goals (see Cleveland
et al., 2014; Franklin, Newton, & McEntee, 2011).
In spite of debates regarding the precise role that
food hubs can or should play in a transition toward
more sustainable food systems, it is clear that they
are playing some role, as they create a range of eco-
nomic, social, and environmental impacts through
a wide variety of activities and programs (see
Colasanti, Hardy, Farbman, Pirog, Fisk, & Hamm,
2018; Jablonski, Schmit, & Kay, 2015; O’Hara,
2017; Schmidt, Kolodinsky, DeSisto & Conte,
2011). As we will elaborate upon in this paper,
measuring such impacts is important; however,
doing so effectively requires substantial resources
(including time, money, knowledge, and expertise)
that hubs often do not possess. This lack of capac-
ity is exacerbated by the difficulties inherent in
capturing the kinds of complex, multidimensional,
context-specific impacts and outcomes that many
food hubs strive to achieve.

The disconnect between the importance of
evaluating food hub efforts and the challenges
inherent in doing that work created the impetus for
the project presented in this paper. With funding
from Ontario’s Ministry of Agriculture, Food and
Rural Affairs (OMAFRA), we conducted participa-
tory research with food hubs in Canada and the
United States with the goal of creating a resource
that would support their ability to conduct evalua-
tions of their businesses or organizations. This
paper presents the results of that project, including
highlights from the guide that we developed as well
as insights we gained regarding the tensions and
opportunities associated with food hub evaluation.
We begin with a brief overview of the food hub
sector, some explanation regarding why evaluation
is so important for its future development and suc-
cess, and an outline of relevant ideas drawn from
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the evaluation literature. Following that introduc-
tion, we describe our project methodology. We
then present our research results organized into
three main themes: (1) capacity considerations that
food hubs should take into account when thinking
about evaluation; (2) evaluation as a necessity for
food hub success; and (3) the importance of going
beyond basic financial metrics to capture more
holistic stories about the multifunctional work that
food hubs are doing and how that work is tied to
the creation of more sustainable food systems.
Finally, we discuss a number of tensions as well as
opportunities associated with food hub evaluation.
We argue that food hubs need to be engaging in
evaluation efforts, even in the face of significant
resource constraints, in order to improve their own
operations and also garner continued public sup-
port for their work. These efforts must be carefully
aligned with a hub’s stage of development and
context-specific, multifunctional goals and should
also account for food hubs’ emergent, dynamic,
and adaptive nature. As such, one-size-fits-all
templates and more traditional evaluation frame-
works have somewhat limited applicability. Instead,
participatory evaluation methodologies that take a
flexible, collaborative, action-oriented approach
offer especially significant potential for food hub
evaluation.

Background: What are Food Hubs and

Why do They Need to be Evaluated?

A recent literature review by Berti & Mulligan
(2016) discusses two broad approaches to food
hub work: values-based agri-food supply chain
management and sustainable food community
development. The values-based supply chain end
of the spectrum is primarily categorized by for-
profit businesses and tends toward a supply-side
approach. It is well-articulated by the much-used
Barham, Tropp, Enterline, Farbman, Fisk & Kiraly
(2012, p. 4) definition of a food hub as “a business
or organization that actively manages the aggrega-
tion, distribution, and matketing of source-
identified food products primarily from local and
regional producers to strengthen their ability to
satisfy wholesale, retail, and institutional demand.”
By contrast, Berti & Mulligan’s (2016) sustainable
community development model type is generally
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the domain of nonprofit organizations, and is more
consistent with a definition of food hubs as “net-
works and intersections of grassroots, community-
based organisations and individuals that work to-
gether to build increasingly socially just, econom-
ically robust and ecologically sound food systems
that connect farmers with consumers as directly as
possible” (Blay-Palmer et al., 2013, p. 524). Irre-
spective of where on this typology a food hub
might fit, Rose (2017) stresses the multidimen-
sional character of the sector as a whole, arguing
that food hubs generally
understanding of food and farming that values its
multidimensional and multi-beneficial character”
(p. 233).

While establishing a precise, uniform definition
of a food hub is challenging, one thing that is clear
is that food hubs are on the rise. In the United
States, the number of documented food hubs
increased 300% between 2007 and 2014 (NGFN,
2015 cited in Rose, 2017), and by 2017 almost 400
hubs were identified and targeted for the third
iteration of a national food hub survey (Colasanti
et al., 2018). The results of that survey found that
119 respondent hubs had gross annual revenues
totaling US$235 million and employed almost 2000
people, with 67% indicating that their operations
were breaking even or making a profit (Colasanti et
al. 2018). That same year, a food hub survey con-
ducted in Ontario was completed by 125 respond-
ents (Blay-Palmer, Nelson, Mount & Nagy, 2018),
again demonstrating the vibrancy of the sector in
the North American context, and Rose (2017) sug-
gests that, while in Australia food hubs are cur-
rently less prevalent, there is growing interest in
adapting and adopting the model as part of grow-
ing that country’s local food movement.

In the United States, the vast majority of food
hubs include a combined focus on promoting
human health, market access for small- and
medium-scale farmers, fair prices for farmers, and

<«

embrace a systemic

sustainable agriculture within their mission state-
ments, while more than half also work towards a
vatiety of other goals, including racial equity and
fair wages (Colasanti et al., 2018). Similarly, food
hubs in Ontario reported top operational values to
be locality, sustainable agriculture, profit, social
justice, and community and civic engagement, and
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the benefits of their work ranged from increasing
market access and employment opportunities for
youth, to providing food education and food
donations (Blay-Palmer et al., 2018). There ate
tensions inherent in working towards these varied
goals within a system that remains largely governed
by market principles, and this can push food hubs
to priotitize economic concerns above social or
ecological ones (see Clark et al., 2019; Hoey et al.,
2018). However, while food hubs do need to
maintain financial viability to survive, and not all
hubs seek to challenge the conventional food sys-
tem to the same extent, it is still clear that a signifi-
cant degree of multifunctionality is a key charac-
teristic of the food hub model (see LeBlanc,
Conner, McRae, & Darby, 2014).

The highly multifunctional nature of most
food hubs does not lend itself well to simple
assessment of impacts. Indeed, in spite of the
sector’s rapid growth in recent years, there has
been relatively little work done to track the multi-
dimensional impacts that food hubs are having on
the communities and food systems within which
they are embedded. Part of the challenge is that it
can be difficult to determine what indicators
should be tracked. As Matson & Thayer (2013)
explain: “Because of their adaptability in function,
a variety of metrics might be applied to determine
whether a particular food hub is a ‘success’. No
single measurement can be applied to all food
hubs, as each must be measured by its success or
failure in achieving its own underlying goals” (p.
47). This issue is echoed in a Brislen, Barham, &
Feldstein (2017) report examining case studies of
food hubs that have failed, as they highlight the
logistical complexity inherent in trying to evaluate
several different types of activities that may exist
within one hub. However, although the multi-
dimensional nature of the food hub sector presents
a particular challenge, evaluating even one aspect
of a hub’s operation can also be difficult. For
example, although food hub finances may be one
of the most conventional indicators of viability or
success, there have been few economic impact
assessments of the sector (Jablonski et al., 2015)
and there is no agreed-upon method for conduct-
ing such work (O’Hara & Pirog, 2013). In addition
to methodological challenges, food hubs also face
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capacity challenges that can constrain their ability
to engage in effective (or any) evaluation work.
Discussing food movement organizations more
generally, Freedgood, Pierce-Quifionez, & Meter
(2011) note that “food system professionals may
not use assessment tools or may shun food systems
planning as an unnecessary step in creating on-the-
ground projects” (p. 98). Because many food hubs
suffer from resource scarcity (see Stroink &
Nelson, 2013), they can find it difficult to dedicate
resources to evaluation, preferring instead to invest
in their “on-the-ground” efforts.

In spite of these challenges, a number of
important efforts have been undertaken to evaluate
the impacts of specific food hubs, and of the sector
as a whole. Most notable has been a series of three
surveys conducted in the United States that has
tracked the progress of the food hub sector there
(Colasanti et al., 2018; Fischer, Hamm, Pirog, Fisk,
Farbman & Kiraly, 2013; Hardy, Hamm, Pirog,
Fisk, Farbman & Fischer, 2016). The most recent
iteration of that survey found that food hubs are:
(1) contributing to the economy, for example by
creating jobs; (2) supporting small- and medium-
scale farmers in accessing markets and securing fair
prices; and (3) supporting the triple bottom line,
for example through programs that aim to improve
human health and increase food access for margin-
alized populations (Colasanti et al., 2018). A survey
conducted in Ontatio yielded similar results, find-
ing that food hubs allowed producers to diversify
their production, access new markets, and hire
more people, while also creating opportunities for
youth employment, food donations, and food edu-
cation programming (Blay-Palmer et al., 2018). In
addition to these examples of larger-scale projects
that assessed multiple food hubs across a wide
jutisdiction, many individual food hubs also con-
duct at least some internal evaluation work, ena-
bling them to participate in surveys such as those
just mentioned. A number of resources have been
made available in recent years to support these
efforts, notably a Business Assessment Toolkit
published by Wholesome Wave (Moraghan &
Vanderburgh-Wertz, 2014) and a series of publi-
cations from the U.S. Department of Agriculture
(Matson, Thayer and Shaw 2015a; 2015b; Matson,
Thayer and Shaw, 2016; McFadden et al., 2017).
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However, while useful, these resources have a
heavy focus on business planning and financial
assessment, leaving a gap with respect to measures
of social and/or ecological impacts.

A salient example of an individual food hub
evaluation that looked beyond financial indicators
is presented by Schmidt et al. (2011) in their discus-
sion of research conducted with Vermont’s Inter-
vale Food Hub. Of particular interest in this case
study is the participatory methodology employed
by the researchers, who explicitly sought to facili-
tate learning and action to contribute to the
organization’s development through their work
(Schmidt et al., 2011). Such an approach is con-
sistent with arguments regarding the complex,
adaptive and emergent nature of food hubs
(Stroink & Nelson, 2013) and food systems more
generally (Meter, 2010), and the related limitations
of trying to assess their impacts in more traditional,
linear, outcome-oriented ways. As Meter (2010)
puts it: “What if we examined [food systems’]
underlying dynamics, rather than limiting ourselves
to measuring only performance or impact? What if
we embraced the complexity of the moment, and
moved beyond linear models?” (p. 23).

Notwithstanding the efforts outlined above to
capture some sectoral as well as individual food
hub impacts through a range of more conventional
as well as participatory methods, the recent litera-
ture examining the food hub sector clearly commu-
nicates a need for increased attention to research
and evaluation (see LeBlanc et al., 2014; Levkoe et
al., 2018; Matson & Thayer, 2013). For example, in
discussing the results of a roundtable discussion
with food hub researchers and practitioners from
the U.S., Canada, and Australia, Levkoe et al.
(2018) conclude that one of three key lessons
learned is that there is a need for future research to
help make the case for food hubs. Similarly,
Matson and Thayer (2013) call for more systematic
data collection on food hub impacts, and LeBlanc
et al. (2014) argue that work is needed to “docu-
ment, test, and share keys to [food hub] success in
order to begin to develop a roadmap for develop-
ment from nascence to maturity” (p. 134). This is
consistent with findings by Stroink and Nelson
(2013) that some food hubs are more able than
others to adapt to changing circumstances and

Volume 10, Issue 1 / Fall 2020

survive over the longer term, but further investi-
gation is needed to understand why this is the case.

While research and evaluation are important
for the food hub sector as a whole, tracking
impacts and outcomes is also critical for the long-
term viability of individual food hub operations.
Without a strategic understanding of core compe-
tencies and capacity, it is easy for food hubs, pat-
ticularly in their earlier stages, to stretch themselves
too thin (Feldstein & Barham, 2017; Stroink &
Nelson, 2013). As a result, it is imperative that
food hub staff have the knowledge and capacity to
track financial as well as other metrics (Feldstein &
Barham, 2017) and that they use these metrics to
guide planning and decision-making regarding their
own development (Brislen et al., 2017). The impli-
cations of a lack of clarity regarding a food hub’s
core activities and how to evaluate success (ot lack
thereof) have directly contributed to the failure of
some operations (Brislen et al., 2017). Even if it
does not directly contribute to a food hub’s failure,
a lack of evaluation makes it difficult to optimize
efforts. Hoey et al. (2018) cite a food hub manager
grappling with how challenging it is to ensure an
organization does its best work: “Are there ways to
morph so that I can actually do the work of the
hub even better? That’s a huge struggle...” (p. 53).
As will be discussed below, effective implementa-
tion of robust evaluation strategies can help allevi-
ate at least some of that struggle.

Using evaluation as a means to improve opera-
tional efficiency and efficacy is particularly neces-
sary because, although it is sometimes assumed
that food hubs will be financially self-sustaining
within the first several years of operation, the real-
ity is that many continue to rely on at least some
degtree of grant funding for longer periods of time
(Colasanti et al., 2018; Rysin & Dunning, 2010).
Given the wide range of economic, social, and
environmental benefits that food hubs create, there
is a strong argument for public and/or foundation
funding to be made available for their continued
functioning (Hoey et al., 2018; Rysin & Dunning,
2016). As Hoey et al. (2018) explain, grants and
other debt-free capital “allow food hubs to experi-
ment, take chances, and ... with flexibility ... time
and space to make mistakes, to figure things out
slowly” (p. 54). While this may be central to their
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long-term success, maintaining external funding
without clear demonstration of impacts and out-
comes is difficult if not impossible. Rather, it is
essential “to ensure that governments recognize
that public support for food systems interventions,
such as food hubs, is likely to yield economic,
public-health, environmental, and social returns on
investment” (Hoey et al., 2018, p. 57, citing
Roberts, 2014). Similarly, it is important for food
hubs to be able to realistically assess their specific
funding needs and timelines (Rysin & Dunning,
2010).

In thinking about the ways in which food hub
research and evaluation could or should be carried
out in practice, some useful insights can be drawn
from literature in the field of program evaluation,
which can be defined as “the systematic collection
of information about the activities, characteristics,
and outcomes of programs to make judgments
about the program, improve program effectiveness
and/or inform decisions about future program-
ming” (Patton, 2000, p. 426). While such assess-
ments are often required by funding agencies,
“beyond meeting such accountability requirements,
evaluation provides a rich and strategic opportunity
to learn more about what works and how; inform
improvements to a program or an approach; opti-
mize the use of community assets and resources;
and enable the discovery and sharing of successes”
(Newberry & Taylor, 2014, p. 5). Although the two
categories are not mutually exclusive, evaluation is
sometimes thought of as being either formative or
summative, focused more heavily on process or on
outcomes, with the former associated most directly
with ongoing program improvement and learning
and the latter with identifying and understanding
reasons for success ot failure (see Briedenham &
Butts, 2005; Newberry & Taylor, 2014).

Because of the high degree of dynamism,
complexity and multifunctionality characteristic of
many food hubs (see Blay-Palmer et al., 2018;
Stroink & Nelson, 2013), evaluation approaches
that are patticipatory, collaborative, flexible, and
process-oriented are especially relevant as they ate
explicitly designed to take into account such factors
(see Crishna, 2007a; Fetterman, 1994; Ramirez &
Brodhead, 2013). One specific example of this
general approach is developmental evaluation,
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wherein the goal is “tight integration between
evaluators and program staff and use of data for
continuous program improvements” (Fagen et al.,
2011, p. 645) rather than summative assessment of
so-called success or failure. The developmental
evaluation framework emerged as a way to support
adaptive learning in complex, innovative, and
evolving initiatives (Gamble, 2008) and is intended
to enable “a long-term, on-going process of con-
tinuous improvement, adaptation, and intentional
change” (Patton, 1994, p. 317). Another model that
is well-aligned with documented characteristics and
needs of many food hubs is Utilization-Focused
Evaluation which is a highly flexible, user-driven,
multimethod process that aims to build an organi-
zation’s capacity for data-informed decision-
making (Ramirez & Brodhead, 2013). This
methodology can contribute to both formative and
summative evaluation needs and can involve col-
lection of multiple data types (e.g., quantitative and
qualitative) for multiple purposes (e.g., attention to
process, outcomes, cost-benefit analysis), all
depending on the needs and priorities of the
intended evaluation users (Patton, 2000). Notably,
approaches such as these do not offer a uniform
set of methods; rather, they stress the importance
of developing and adapting methods to suit the
context of a particular initiative, taking into
account the perspectives and priorities of key
stakeholders (Crishna, 2007b; Fetterman, 1994;
Ramirez & Brodhead, 2013). Specific evaluation
tools can range from more traditional logic models
and quantitative measures, to in-depth mixed
methods case studies as exemplified by Schmidt et
al. (2011) in their work with the Intervale Food
Hub.

Overview of Research Project and Methods
The idea for the project presented here grew out of
an understanding of food hubs that was developed
through previous research on local food systems
and food hubs in Ontario (see Blay-Palmer et al.,
2013; Blay-Palmer et al., 2018; Nourishing Com-
munities, 2015), and ongoing communication with
actors who had participated in that work. Those
projects used the relatively expansive Blay-Palmer
et al. (2013) definition and, as such, we employed
that same definition, choosing to explicitly refer to

Volume 10, Issue 1 / Fall 2020



Journal of Agticulture, Food Systems, and Community Development
ISSN: 2152-0801 online
https:/ /www.foodsystemsjournal.org

community food hubs as a means of highlighting our
interest in hubs that included goals beyond just
profit. The project was initially conceptualized in
consultation with the Ontario Ministry of Agricul-
ture, Food and Rural Affairs (OMAFRA) as well as
representatives from a number of Canadian food
hubs, and was designed to include these stakehold-
ers as active collaborators throughout the process.

We collected data from 2013 to 2015; this
involved four main components. Firstly, the pro-
ject team conducted a literature review examining
the relationship between food hubs and evaluation.
This literature included scholarly papers along with
policy documents, evaluation design materials and
reports, and NGO as well as funder (e.g., founda-
tions) resources and documentation. Much of the
literature in the latter category was provided by
collaborating organizations. Secondly, the primary
author conducted in-depth, semistructured key
informant interviews with representatives from five
food hubs, three evaluation experts with experi-
ence working in the local and regional food sector,
and five members of OMAFRA’s local food work-
ing group. The food hubs were selected to include
a range of organizational type (i.e., distribution-
focused hubs and hubs focused on a broader range
of social and ecological issues, hubs of different
scales, nonprofit as well as for-profit hubs, and
hubs that had been operating for different lengths
of time). Topics covered in the key informant
interviews included motivations for doing evalua-
tion work; specific models and metrics used; how
these models and metrics were developed and/or
adapted; resources used for evaluation; strategies
for securing resources; evaluation results and
products; benefits and challenges of evaluation;
and, finally, strategies for addressing challenges.

In addition to the key informant interviews, we
conducted in-depth case studies of two hubs, both
of which represented more mature organizations
characterized by both a high level of complexity in
their programming and demonstrated leadership in
evaluation work. Each case study included multiple
site visits, observation of operations, interviews,
focus group discussions, and review of internal
documents. The final method used was a collabora-
tive review of the initial evaluation guide that was
drafted by the authors based on a synthesis of
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results of the literature review, interviews, and case
studies. The authors shared that draft with all
research participants via email and requested
feedback. Participants from each of the five par-
ticipating food hubs provided feedback (via email
and, in some cases, telephone call), as did a number
of the other key informants. The lead author
collated this feedback and incorporated it into an
updated draft of the guide and, again, shared that
with research participants. The authors waited until
all participants expressed satisfaction with the
guide before finalizing it.

Results

Capacity Considerations for Food Hub Evaluation
As already noted, the motivation to conduct this
project came from an understanding—based on
previous research and conversations with relevant
stakeholders—that evaluation presented a chal-
lenge for existing food hubs, and this perception
was borne out by the research process. All of the
participating hubs, even those that were most
mature and had relatively robust evaluation systems
in place, found themselves grappling with capacity
issues when it came to evaluating their work.
Specifically, research participants talked about how
limited time and funds, as well as a lack of knowl-
edge and expertise, constrained their ability to do
effective evaluation work. One hub representative
suggested he “wouldn’t even know where to begin,
or have the time and resources to dedicate to
[evaluation].” Another noted that “you just kind of
put your head down and go about your business,
but I think there’s lots of stories that can be told
about the work we do...and those stories aren’t
necessatily being told...” Yet another spoke about
wanting to track how consumer attitudes about
food might be shifting as a result of participating in
the hub but felt that “I have no idea about how to
do that.”

Although the more mature hubs that partici-
pated in our project faced challenges with respect
to their evaluation capacity, it was clear that the
extent to which a food hub will be able to engage
in evaluation work, and the kinds of evaluation it
can and should do, are closely linked to the num-
ber of years it has been operating. Our research
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results suggest that it can take seven to ten years
for a food hub to begin to demonstrate the kind of
outcomes that may be associated with its vision.
“When you’re in that early stage of things ... you’re
just thinking about things like attendance [at events
or activities] and return attendees. ... It takes a
while to have the luxury to look at other impacts.
In the beginning, our surveys were about how we
can make an event that people will like and will
come to. Now we’ve figured out that formula, so
it’s become about how is this changing your life, or
what role does this play in your life.” These in-
sights from a food hub staff member underscore
how important process-oriented (as opposed to
outcome-oriented) evaluation is for supporting
food hub development in the first several years.
Such an approach takes into account the reality
that “tracking program success is easier than track-
ing program impact. Changing people’s habits ... is
much hatrder and slower than getting them to go
out and gather some information or learn more
about something” (food hub staff).

In addition to the impact that a food hub’s
stage of development will have on its evaluation
capacity, the structure of a food hub will, to some
extent, dictate the type of evaluation that is pos-
sible and desirable. The manager of one of the for-
profit food hubs that participated in this project
summarized his perception of the difference
between a for-profit and nonprofit food hub with
respect to evaluation: “We wouldn’t have been
ready to have done any evaluation until [the seven-
year mark]. It takes a certain scale to start thinking
about big picture things, and we’re finally at that
kind of scale. Before this point, it’s just been a
grind. I was driving myself for the first three years,
whereas now I have staff that oversee that. Until
you have that luxury, for a for-profit business, it
would be very difficult [to do any evaluation work
beyond basic finances|. For a nonprofit, maybe you
could get a grant to do some evaluation, but for us
this is the earliest point at which we would con-
sider it.” As this statement indicates, evaluation
tended to be more important for nonprofit hubs, at
least in the early years, given their needs to report
to funders as well as seck continued funding
sources. That said, even the most economically
focused hubs tend to include at least some social or
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ecological considerations as part of their mandate.
The most important consideration then for devel-
oping an evaluation strategy is not what specific
areas to focus on tracking, but rather to ensure that
the information tracked is in alignment with the
hub’s specific goals and vision.

While research participants did draw some
distinctions regarding when and how food hubs
would want to engage in evaluation depending on
organizational maturity, structure, and goals, there
was consensus that it is important to make evalua-
tion as simple and resource-efficient as possible,
and to make some effort to do it in some way, even
if imperfectly. As one food expert explained, “it
doesn’t matter if you weren’t doing evaluation
from the beginning. ... It’s never too late to start.”
In some cases, food hubs were doing evaluation
without directly recognizing it as such. For
example, one food hub manager explained: “We
haven’t really formalized an evaluation process. A
lot of it is just through sort of informal meetings
with member farmers. We brainstorm ideas over a
case of beer, for example, and we gather a ton of
really valuable information. Some of that gets
recorded, though a lot of it is just in my head and
gets implemented right away.” Regardless of how
formal or informal the approach, participants
agreed that building evaluation into a food hub’s
daily operations was the easiest and most efficient
way to ensure it gets done. One staff member
suggested: “If you’re hiring people, they need to
know that 15% of their job is going to be evalu-
ation and tracking. That needs to just be built into
all positions. That expectation has to be set, and it
becomes part of all the positions, instead of having
to hire someone specifically to do it.” Another
important consideration was taking care in select-
ing the information to be tracked. “You’ve got to
pick three to five things” argued one food hub
staff member, “because if you have hundreds of
things, you’re never going to get the data you want.
And you have to stick by your decisions, so if
someone asks you ‘how many x?’, and you’re not
measuring x,” you can be open in that conversation
and say why you did the evaluation the way you did
and why you don’t have that data. You can offer to
get it if it might be useful, but you need to know
why you’d get it.”
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Evaluation as Essential for Optimizing Operations
and Communicating Impacts

All project participants clearly indicated that they
considered evaluation an important component of
their food hub’s work and felt that it would contri-
bute to the long-term success of their business or
organization. As one food hub representative put
it, evaluation “is not a want anymore; it’s a need.”
The motivations for engaging in evaluation fell into
two broad categories: optimizing operations and
telling the story of a food hub’s work.

There was a keen awareness of how
developing and implementing a strong evaluation
plan could help optimize a food hub’s work by
increasing clarity of vision and purpose, as well as
creating opportunities for course corrections. From
this perspective, evaluation was sometimes likened
to using a map for navigation, with one food hub
staff person noting: “It’s really important to ...
draw a line from where you are to where you want
to be, and try to stay on that path as much as pos-
sible.” In some cases, a strategic planning process
was viewed as an essential foundation for evalua-
tion efforts. During field visits to one food hub,
staff members repeatedly gestured to a large poster
on the boardroom wall that illustrated the organi-
zation’s core mission and goals in a very simplified
way. The manager of that hub explained how this
version of the strategic plan was used to maintain a
clarity of purpose: “I printed out the one page
because we had so many meetings [in that room]
and I wanted us to be able to keep our eyes on the
high level points.”

Research participants also stressed how evalu-
ation results can create opportunities to improve
the functioning of the food hub by demonstrating
what is working well and what is not and enabling
strategic decision-making. In the words of one
food hub staff person: “Evaluating is really about:
How do I improve the process, and how do I get
enough information so that I can make decisions
grounded in a good assessment of what’s really
going on.” All of the hub representatives we spoke
to indicated that they had, at one time or another,
made some changes to their operations as a result
of feedback received via formal or informal eval-
uation. In some cases, these changes were relatively
minor, for example the timing of an activity or the
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format for a workshop; however, in other cases,
evaluation results helped clarify the need for more
significant course corrections such as the discon-
tinuing of a particular program that was consuming
limited hub resources without achieving the desired
impact.

The second rationale that research participants
expressed for engaging in evaluation work was that
it helps them tell the story of what their food hub
does and why their work matters, enabling them to
track metrics and articulate impacts to a range of
stakeholders. One food hub staff person described
how having solid evaluation results helps her feel
confident about securing future funding: “I like
feeling confident. I like going into a meeting with a
funder, or writing a grant, and knowing that I’'m
accurately representing the work we’re doing. I like
being confident that the impact we can demon-
strate is real, and measurable, and repeatable.”
While current and potential funders are perhaps
the most immediately obvious audience for the
story of food hub impacts, they are certainly not
the only one. Research participants also spoke
about sharing evaluation results with customers,
business partners, policy-makers, program partici-
pants, community members, and the general
public. “One big benefit [of doing evaluation] is
sharing your success” explained one food hub staff
person, who went on to note: “I share our work
with a lot of other organizations, so having some
synthesis of what we do is super helpful in being
able to outline what our impacts are.”

In terms of the food hub sector’s capacity to
contribute to more systemic food system change,
research participants identified policy-makers as an
essential target audience for messaging about
impacts. One tresearch patticipant made the link
between effective evaluation and the potential to
influence policy very explicit: ““The policy window
is going to open in a discussion around food and
we’re hoping that we’ve got what we need to prove
what works and push some stuff through. We’re
starting to get into the political fray and it’s a whole
new learning curve.” With respect to this potential
to influence public policy, some food hub staff also
noted the importance of communicating their
impacts to the general public in the hopes that they
would then put pressure on elected officials to
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enact changes, for example to support local food
processing infrastructure or public procurement
programs.

Looking at the Numbers but also Beyond Them
Implicit in this discussion regarding the importance
of evaluating food hubs is the notion that impact
measurement needs to be about more than just
numbers and, specifically, about more than just a
hub’s profitability and direct economic impact.
That said, research participants from both for-
profit and nonprofit food hubs noted that tracking
basic finances can be a useful starting point for
thinking about evaluation. For example, they
explained that tracking the dollar value of local
food that is bought and sold through a hub is
relatively easy. Indeed, across the hubs, there was a
sense that “dollars are so easy to measure” (food
hub manager) and that understanding financial
viability was essential to the long-term success of a
hub, regardless of structure.

While there was strong recognition regarding
the importance of evaluating financial viability and
tracking basic numbers such as local food bought
and sold, all research participants agreed that cap-
turing the multifunctional benefits of their food
hubs was necessary in order to understand and
communicate the full picture of their work. In the
words of one food hub staff person: “if [a food
hub] is judged by its ability to be financially sus-
tainable over time and grow over time like a busi-
ness—a straight up for-profit business—then it
may not be catching all those other benefits that
aren’t captured in the bottom line but that are
invaluable to changing the culture, or getting food
to hungry people, or whatever the goal happens to
be.” Similarly, one hub staff person—who was
trained as an accountant—suggested that food
hubs would do best to measure investment-to-
output ratios as opposed to the more traditional
profits versus losses as a means of elucidating the
value achieved through public investment even in
the face of possible financial “losses.” In spite of
this recognition, most of the hubs felt that they
were falling short in these efforts to track their
impacts more holistically. The manager of one of
the most mature hubs, that had quite robust
evaluation systems in place, explained the
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challenge: “If we’re successful with the food hub
it’s not just that the food hub makes half a million
dollars in food sales and returns that to the farms,
but we’re hoping that people are making different
purchasing decisions outside of what we do. And
we haven’t really gotten all the way to [measuring]
that, though we’re starting to ...”

The specific multifunctional impacts that the
food hubs in our study were aiming to achieve, and
ideally measure, can be clustered into four general
categories: achieving economic viability and devel-
opment; increasing access to and demand for
healthy local food; improving personal and com-
munity wellbeing; and enhancing ecological sus-
tainability (Figure 1). As outlined in Figure 1, with-
in each category we identified a number of specific
goals, such as: creating jobs and increasing market
access for small- and medium-scale businesses;
increasing purchases of healthy local food and
increasing food skills and literacy; improving self-
confidence in decision-making and increasing
social connections and relationships.; and increas-
ing biodiversity and increasing use of renewable
energy. Each hub was not working towards all of
the goals presented; rather, these goals reflect the
range of desired outcomes that we encountered
across participants.

These sample food hub outcomes appear in
the evaluation guide as a menu of options designed
to help hubs identify the ones that apply to their
operations. They are accompanied by similar tables
of common food hub activities and sample metrics
to track the success of those activities (for more
formative evaluation work), as well as a set of
sample metrics to support the design of data col-
lection tools that can be used as part of more
summative evaluation efforts (Figure 2). Our initial
hope had been to develop a more concise, and
perhaps even uniform set of metrics and measures
that could significantly reduce the time and effort
required for food hubs to design and implement
evaluation work; however, research results quickly
and clearly demonstrated that the highly context-
specific nature of each hub did not lend itself well
to such a prescriptive approach, but rather to
something more flexible and process-oriented. One
drawback of this approach is that the evaluation
guide does not provide the kind of template that
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Figure 1. Common Outcomes that Community Food Hubs Want to Achieve (from Nelson & Landman, 2015)

ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT & VIABILITY

QO Increased farm/business Q Increased investment in
revenue local food businesses
Q  Jobs created Increased access to
Q Improved business financing
management Increased connections
Q Increased market access to other businesses and
for small- and medium- organizations
scale businesses Increased access to
Q  Increased community services

economic development Q Increased diversity of

customer base

ACCESS TO, & DEMAND FOR, HEALTHY LOCAL

FOOD

Q Increased awareness of Q Increased number
healthy local food and its of outlets supplying
benefits healthy local foods

Q Increased purchases of Q Increased diversity

healthy, local food
Q Increased storage potential

of healthy local foods
available

for local food Q Increased diversity
Q Increased food skills and of healthy local food
literacy customers

Q Increased access for
marginalized groups

e ss00esrs00RsOIRBOSOIBROOE

esesesr00sr0EeNBGIBOBRIOERES

ECOLOGICAL SUSTAINABILITY

trees
Reduced greenhouse
gas emissions

Improved soil quality

Q Increased biodiversity Q Increased use of
O Reduced pest and weed renewable energy
problems Q Decreased presence of
3 Increased use of cover invasive species
crops Q Increased number of
a
]

tesuonansoncaoncnsonannonsonanse COMMUNITY FOODHUB ¢*¢"scscavncencscnannonacnonncnans

PERSONAL & COMMUNITY WELL-BEING

Improved health Q Increased social
Improved emotional connections &
well-being relationships

Improved self confidence
in decision-making
Increased engagement in
community activities

Improved quality of life
Implementation of
policies supportive of
sustainable local foods

ST (ST T O
oo

some food hub stakeholders may be interested in.
Such a product would not have been applicable to
the full spectrum of food hubs that we encoun-
tered through our research, including hubs with
different organizational structures, operating at
different scales, characterized by varying stages of
development and levels of complexity, and
focusing on a wide variety of goals and priorities.
To accommodate this diversity, a collective deci-
sion was made that a process-oriented resource
guide was most appropriate.

One final insight with respect to the impor-
tance of looking beyond basic finances in evalu-
ating food hub activity is the way in which multiple
research participants referred to an element of
“magic” inherent in using evaluation results to
paint an effective picture of a food hub’s multi-
faceted impacts on society. One staff person
explained: “You have to not worry about the
societal change and proving it. From my perspec-
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tive, the connection between the stuff happening in
your boxes [i.e., your food hub’s activities] and the
bigger societal change is magic and you explain it in
a paragraph where you say ‘we did this specific
thing and these are our program numbers’ but you
don’t claim you made the big societal impact. But
then you can say ‘there is this big problem and it’s
getting better and this is how our work contrib-
utes.” You have to paint that story and demonstrate
that magic.” This notion of magic was also used to
describe the actual activities of a food hub organi-
zation, and the challenges associated with measur-
ing the impacts of those experiences. In the words
of one manager referring to a particularly success-
ful community event organized by the hub: “We
have done some things that are just a bit of magic”
and “a key question is how you capture those
things [in an evaluation].”

This concept of magic was closely related to
the importance of storytelling as part of a food
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Figure 2. Sample Outcomes and Associated Indicators for Community Food Hubs (from Nelson &
Landman, 2015)
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hub’s evaluation strategy and essential for, again, with other data to create an effective story about a
capturing the complex, multifunctional nature of food hub’s impact: “We can say ‘we planted 35 000
the work. One food hub manager explained how a trees last year’ and people nod, and then we say ‘we
compelling narrative could be created drawing had this community project whetre we planted, like,
upon relatively small numbers and combining them 200’ and it’s like that’s not a big deal. But we can
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say that people came from the local church group
or a company ot the schools and they put their
hands in the ground and really dug in, and in 2
hours we planted these 200 trees, and then people
are like ‘whoa, 200 trees!” and you’re like, ‘but no,
it’s 35 000 trees! 200 trees is nothing!” So we’re
working on how to get the stories aligning with the
data, and then when you add it all up you get what
we call magic.” The point here is that sometimes a
story can be told more impactfully using smaller
numbers as a starting point to enable an audience
to envision what an impact looks like. A number of
participants shared this perspective and clarified
that the bigger data with which the stories align
does not necessarily need to be collected by the
food hub, but instead could be drawn from other
research or existing literature.

Discussion: Tensions and Opportunities
in Food Hub Evaluation
Our research both confirmed and clarified a num-
ber of tensions with respect to evaluating food
hubs. Firstly, there is a distinct gap between food
hub stakeholders’ and advocates’ recognition of
how important, or even necessary, it is to evaluate
food hub activities on one hand and the hubs’
actual capacity to conduct robust, ongoing moni-
toring and evaluation on the other. While our work
initially set out to develop a template that food
hubs could use to ease their evaluation efforts,
results demonstrated that the significant variability
within the sector rendered this approach inappro-
priate. This was particulatly true as we utilized the
Blay-Palmer et al. (2013) definition of a food hub,
which is especially expansive in nature, allowing for
inclusion of hubs across Berti & Mulligan’s (2016)
spectrum, from more supply-chain oriented models
to those focusing more explicitly on sustainability
and community development. The challenges we
encountered in trying to develop a template of
common food hub metrics is consistent with find-
ings by Matson & Thayer (2013) that highlight the
need for context-specific—as opposed to singu-
lar—measures of food hub success, and also reflect
O’Hara & Pirog’s (2013) more general discussion
of the methodological difficulties inherent in local
food system evaluation efforts.

The tension between evaluation needs and
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capacity was evident in all of the food hubs in our
study, regardless of structure and undetlying goals;
however, the sense of urgency to evaluate was
especially acute for nonprofit hubs. Indeed,
although representatives of for-profit hubs indi-
cated a keen interest in resources that might sup-
port their ability to engage in some form of impact
assessment, they were not prioritizing evaluation in
the same way as their nonprofit counterparts.
Rather, they viewed it as something that would be
“poignant and relevant” and that they would “love
to be able to do more formally” if external
resources were available, but it was not something
they would prioritize in terms of their own invest-
ment of money or labor. By contrast, the nonprofit
hubs expressed a clear awareness of their contin-
ued dependence on external funding and, in
accordance with Newberry and Taylot’s (2012)
discussion of the relationship between program
evaluation and community food actions, viewed
effective evaluation as a kind of prerequisite for
maintaining such funding. In spite of these find-
ings, there is evidence that even many for-profit
food hubs rely at least in part on grant funding
even after many years in operation (Colasanti et al.,
2018; Rysin & Dunning, 2016), suggesting that
collecting compelling evidence of impacts to sup-
port funding applications is in fact important for
both for- and nonprofit entities. In addition, the
kinds of sectoral research and evaluation efforts
conducted in the United States (Colasanti et al.,
2018; Fischer et al., 2013; Hardy et al., 2016) and
Ontario (Blay-Palmer et al., 2018), as well as indivi-
dual food hub evaluation stories (see Schmidt et al.,
2011) help paint a picture of food hub benefits that
can be used to advocate for policy changes (e.g.,
public procurement of local food) as well as to
push for shifts in consumer purchasing behaviors,
both of which benefit food hubs across the defini-
tional spectrum. Being able to point to studies such
as these highlights the value of externally con-
ducted research on food hubs, as the resources and
expertise of research-oriented institutions can be
leveraged to fill gaps in food hub monitoring and
evaluation capacity. This reinforces existing calls to
increase research on the food hub sector to help
support its long-term viability (LeBlanc et al., 2014;
Levkoe et al., 2018; Matson & Thayer, 2013).

75



Journal of Agriculture, Food Systems, and Community Development

ISSN: 2152-0801 online
https://www.foodsystemsjournal.org

A second tension elucidated by our research
relates, not to the need to evaluate food hubs per
se, but rather to the kinds of data that are collected
or not through evaluation processes. Specifically,
there was a consensus amongst research partici-
pants that outcomes tied to the social and/or eco-
logical aspects of their work were considerably
more difficult to evaluate than financial or eco-
nomic indicators. “In terms of dollars of local food
bought and sold—that’s easy to do” explained one
participant, going on to note that “the rest of it”
(i.e., broader social and environmental outcomes,
including increasing access to healthy food, reduc-
ing food miles, and supporting ecological farming
practices) remained a bit of a mystery. The chal-
lenges inherent in measuring the social and ecologi-
cal, along with economic, impacts of food hub
work mirror the struggle that many hubs face in
actually doing activities that prioritize social or eco-
logical outcomes over economic ones and, particu-
larly, maintaining those activities over the long
term. While not every food hub includes social or
environmental goals as part of its mandate, there is
evidence that social considerations such as food
security, racial equity, access to healthy food, and
fair prices for farmers are important for many
hubs, as are environmental issues, particularly
support for sustainable agricultural practices (see
Blay-Palmer et al., 2018; Colasanti et al., 2018).
However, the literature also highlights how food
hubs’ social and/or environmental goals are often
subsumed by financial considerations (see Clark et
al., 2019; Cleveland et al., 2014; Franklin et al.,
2011; Hoey et al., 2018), as evidenced in the head-
line of a report on food hub closures: “Kentucky food
hub suffered when it emphasized social mission over finan-
cial viability” (Brislen et al., 2017). As Hoey et al.
(2018) explain, food hubs “may be one means of
increasing affordable, healthy food access in certain
scenarios, but it may be unrealistic and unsustain-
able for many to prioritize local sourcing, farm
viability, and equitable food access simultaneously
—unless they can figuratively ‘put on their own
mask before helping others,” ensuring their own
financial stability” (p. 56). At the heart of this diffi-
culty is the fact that, like other local food efforts,
food hubs continue to be embedded within a con-
ventional capitalist system that emphasizes eco-
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nomic performance above social or ecological
concerns (Cleveland et al., 2014; Hoey et al., 2018;
Stroink & Nelson, 2013).

In the face of such deeply entrenched struc-
tural issues, conducting robust evaluation of food
hubs’ multidimensional impacts is certainly no
silver bullet; however, building capacity for food
hubs to effectively identify and articulate their
impacts across economic, social, and ecological
spheres does represent an opportunity to reduce
the vulnerability of individual hubs and strengthen
the sector as a whole. For individual food hubs,
engaging in some combination of formative
(process-oriented, assessing program success) and
summative (outcome-oriented, assessing program
impacts) evaluation work (see Briedenham & Butts,
2005) creates important opportunities to clarify
vision, ensure strategic alighment between goals
and activities, and identify successes as well as areas
for improvement. When describing evaluations
with a strong process focus, one research partici-
pant explained that the results can be used as a
kind of “road map,” helping ensure that food hubs
avoid making detours that leave them stretched
beyond capacity and at risk of the kind of failure
described by Brislen et al. (2017) and Stroink and
Nelson (2013). Beyond these internal uses, food
hubs can use more outcome-focused evaluation
results to communicate a compelling story about
the complex, multidimensional impacts of their
work to a variety of audiences. This is particularly
important given many hubs’ continued reliance, at
least in part, on external funding as well as volun-
teer labor and other donated resources (Hoey et al.,
2018; LeBlanc et al., 2014; Stroink & Nelson,
2013).

While the use of evaluation results to support
organizational improvements and secure external
funding is of significant practical importance to
existing food hub operations, there is a broader
argument to be made for identifying and tracking
the impacts that food hubs have on the food
systems in which they are embedded and that, to
varying extents, they seek to transform. Specifi-
cally, evaluation has the potential to provide con-
vincing evidence regarding the kinds of public
goods that food hubs provide (see Hoey et al.,
2018), and that evidence can be used to advocate
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for changes to food system policy. Indeed, a
number of our research participants were keenly
aware that their evaluation efforts play an instru-
mental role in increasing their readiness to “get
into the political fray” by providing them with solid
data regarding the value of their work. In the Cana-
dian context, recent consultations on the develop-
ment of a national food policy have created oppor-
tunities to put this kind of evidence to good use,
thus highlighting the importance of such readiness.
While policy frameworks still overwhelmingly
support the mainstream food system, rendering
food hubs and other alternatives at a structural
disadvantage, the vulnerabilities of that mainstream
food system are becoming ever more apparent
(Stroink & Nelson, 2013), thereby creating some
hope that more opportunities to push for policy
change may emerge. If food hubs are to be ready
for these opportunities, however, it is essential that
they have access to resources that facilitate their
ability to gather evidence about their impacts.

An additional opportunity that became appar-
ent through our research is for food hubs to look
to participatory evaluation models as a means of
engaging in action-oriented, collaborative evalua-
tions that can supportt their own capacity-building,
strategic decision-making and growth. As already
noted, eatly research results indicated that develop-
ing a process-oriented guide was more realistic, and
also more desirable, than establishing a set of
common metrics and methods to serve as a one-
size-fits-all template for food hub evaluations. To
that end, the guide directs users to a variety of
resources related to different evaluation steps and
styles, including participatory methodologies such
as developmental evaluation (see Patton, 1994) and
Utilization-Focused Evaluation (see Ramirez &
Brodhead, 2013), that can be adopted and adapted
depending on a hub’s particular priorities and
capacities. These approaches allow for the flexible
application of a wide range of data collection
methods that can be employed to gather both
formative and summative information about an
organization’s programs and outcomes. They also
enable a wide range of stakeholders to participate
actively in all phases of an evaluation process and
facilitate ongoing practical application of evaluation
findings (Crishna, 2007a; Patton, 1994; Ramirez &
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Brodhead, 2013). Conceptualizing evaluation in
this way contrasts with more conventional
methods, often focused on the logic model. While
these methods certainly prove useful in some con-
texts, and are often incorporated into funding
agency requirements, they are also subject to
critique for being overly linear, noncollaborative,
and more useful to funders than to the organiza-
tions or initiatives being funded (see Butterfoss,
Francisco, & Capwell, 2001; Crishna, 2007b). The
idea that participatory evaluation approaches are
particularly relevant in the context of food hubs
builds upon Schmidt et al.’s (2011) case study of
the Intervale Food Hub, which underscored the
importance of a participatory orientation to food
hub research and evoked elements of a develop-
mental evaluation—e.g., supporting the develop-
ment of an innovative program in an adaptive
context, nurturing learning for the organization
being evaluated, situating the evaluator as patt of a
collaborative team that includes program staff
(Patton, 1994)—without explicitly defining itself as
such. It is also aligned with Meter’s (2010) call for
assessments that take into account the complex,
adaptive nature of food systems (see also Stroink &
Nelson, 2013) and “look for patterns of emer-
gence, rather than relying solely on comprehensive
counts of inputs and outputs” (p. 25).

Although we consider the use of participatory
evaluation methodologies an opportunity for food
hubs, it is also important to recognize that a hub’s
capacity to employ such methodologies is subject
to many of the same resource constraints that ham-
per any evaluation effort. Indeed, Crishna (2007a)
stresses that participatory evaluation strategies
require significant time as well as skill-building on
the part of participants, and also depend upon
availability of a highly trained, creative facilitator.
Beyond that, they tend to generate high volumes of
data that can be challenging to manage (Butterfoss
et al., 2001; Gamble, 2008; Zukoski & Luluquisen,
2002). Given that many food hubs have been
found to overextend themselves to the point of
threatening their viability, particularly in the early
years (Feldstein & Barham, 2017; Stroink &
Nelson, 2013), embarking upon a full-fledged
participatory evaluation project may not be real-
istic. However, drawing upon participatory evalua-
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tion methodologies can help hubs in their strategic
planning processes, which can in turn help them
avoid such overextension. For example, looking to
the tools and practices associated with Utilization-
Focused Evaluation can provide a road map for
how a food hub can actively involve staff, clients,
program users and other stakeholders in decisions
regarding what information should be tracked
based upon the outcomes and metrics most aligned
with its vision and goals. Involving multiple stake-
holders in this way is, again, consistent with
Meter’s (2010) discussion of effective food system
assessment, and creates opportunities for multiple
actors to buy into evaluation processes, thus help-
ing ensure such processes will be implemented
over the long term and that results will be applied
in a meaningful way (Newberry & Taylor, 2014;
Ramirez & Brodhead, 2013).

Conclusions

Our research results demonstrated that food hubs
very much need to engage in evaluation work, yet
often lack the resources to do so. With limited
supplies of time and funds and, in many cases, little
or no expertise in evaluation methods, food hub
actors often find it challenging to know how to
most effectively assess the impacts of their work.
In spite of these barriers, however, organizations
and businesses across the food hub spectrum see
clear value in building simple processes into their
operations that allow them to evaluate the multi-
faceted goods they create for people, communities,
and food systems. Evaluation results can be used
internally as a means of optimizing a hub’s opera-
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