
Discussion Guide for 
Food Systems Groups 

Considering a Regional 
Approach



2

Introduction
The purpose of this guide is to provide a set of discussion questions to support food systems groups, 
such as food policy councils, in thinking about what their region is, their reasons for working at that 
scale, and whether a regional approach is necessary to the group’s objectives. This guide intends to 
help food system actors understand what they should consider before taking a regional approach and 
how to define their regional focus.  

 

 

•	

•	

	»

	»

The questions are interconnected, so it may be important to return 
to each of them as new topics, issues, or goals are raised in other areas.

This guide is intended for any food systems actor who is either considering developing a regional 
approach or is currently working at a regional scale and looking to clarify their regional focus.

How to use this guide
This guide should be used to inform a series of discussions among members of food systems groups 
according to the steps below:

Share background materials with the team members to provide context and ideas for what a 
regional approach can look like.

Dedicate separate discussions to each of the three questions below:

What is your purpose for working at a regional scale?

What are potential stories that you and others can tell about your region?

	» How do you ensure that important interests are integrated into your work?
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Discussion Questions 

 

 
  

•	

•	

•	

•	

Question 1: What is our purpose for operating at a regional scale?

Working regionally has very different characteristics compared to working locally. A regional food 
system is larger in scale and scope than a local food system and includes many local food systems. 
This section aims to help your group decide if your geographic focus should be at a regional instead of 
local (i.e., city or county) scale based on the purpose of the group. It also identifies other actors in the 
proposed region in order to compare priorities across organizations in the region.

Anticipated outcomes of discussion: After discussing the questions below, group members should 
have a shared understanding of a) the purpose of your group and how (or whether) a regional scale is 
necessary to that purpose, b) the geographic area needed in order to accomplish your purpose, and 
c) an initial brainstorm of other actors/organizations either working at the same regional scale or on 
similar issues as your group. 

Current purpose: What is our purpose and how clear is our current purpose to others? Do others 
in the region understand what it is and recognize the value of that purpose? How well does our 
existing purpose translate to working regionally? Does our current purpose require a regional 
approach? What other factors will help us achieve our purpose?

Geographic areas relevant to our objectives: What geographic space is relevant to what we 
want to accomplish? Does every priority we want to work on apply to this geographic area, or are 
different topics relevant to different spaces, places, and/or communities within this region? 

Similar actors at the same geographic scale (See also Question 3): What other groups are 
working at the scale that we are? Is there value in us adopting the same geographic space that they 
use (e.g., the geographic area of a council of governments or other regional entity)? What are the 
needs and priorities of these other groups? How do they align with our needs and priorities? How 
could they?

Building connections (See also Question 3): How do we build connections across the food 
system that do not already exist? Are there other people or groups that are working on similar or 
related issues in our identified region? How do the objectives and motivations of these groups 
compare with our own? What kinds of relationships does our group have with these people and 
groups? Are there opportunities for collaboration? 
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Question 2: What are the stories that we and others tell about this region?
 

 

•	

•	

•	

•	

This section explores the stories that people tell about your region and the people, interests, and 
spaces included in it. In this section we describe a “story” as a narrative – implicit or explicit – that 
describes your region and/or the people/groups in it. Sharing stories are important to regional work as 
they provide a means to share knowledge, identify shared experiences, and develop greater trust and 
understanding amongst groups. They may also reveal community assets that are difficult to quantify, 
such as the culture of a community, or conversely, identify detrimental narratives to counter.

Anticipated outcomes of discussion: After discussing the questions below, group members should 
have a shared understanding of a) the stories that describe your region and the communities in it, b) 
the communities included in and/or represented by these stories, and c) how these stories support or 
hinder the work of your group.  

Identifying regional characteristics: How would we describe our region? In our view, what are its 
defining features (e.g., geographic features, population centers, etc.)? What is this region “known 
for”? What communities live in or are connected to it? 

Pride of place: Do people here describe a sense of pride about being from this place? What 
characteristics of the place do they point to? Is there a sense of a single distinct region, or multiple 
localities with distinct characteristics? 

Stories about this region: What are the stories of this place that we have or have not heard? Which 
ones are particularly dominant in the region? Where do these stories come from (as best as we can 
tell)? What do they communicate as being important about this region? What do they leave out? 
What people, groups, perspectives are included in these stories? Who is not included? Why? 

Stories and purpose: What are the stories about our food and farming system that are important 
to tell as part of our work? How do these stories support or hurt our objectives? Do they provide a 
helpful foundation for our work or are they an obstacle we need to overcome/change? Are there 
underrepresented stories that we need to try and highlight/lift up? 

•	  Revisiting purpose: Based on the stories we have discussed, do we need to revisit our purpose(s)?
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Question 3: How do we ensure that community interests are integrated into our work? 

 

 

•	

•	

•	

This section addresses the challenge of how a regional group incorporates the interests of different 
people, groups, and organizations involved in and/or impacted by the food system in a given area into 
its work. For this section, we use “interest” to refer to any group, person, organization, or institution 
that potentially impacts or is impacted by a regional group’s work. The goal of this section is to better 
identify challenges that different interests may pose and develop solutions to address them.

Anticipated outcomes of discussion: After discussing the questions below, group members should 
have a shared understanding of a) key interests and perspectives relevant to your group’s work, b) 
an initial brainstorm of other actors/organizations either working at the same regional scale or on 
similar issues as your group, c) the next steps needed to begin engaging with critical interests that are 
currently not engaged by your group, and d) how (or whether) your group can adjust its purposes in 
order to engage regional interests.

Assessing current engagement: What interests are currently engaged in our group and how? 
What interests have we already heard from/asked for input from and do we need to get their 
input again? How are we honoring the contributions of the interests we engage and how can 
we honor those interests better going forward?

Perspectives in our regional stories: What interests and perspectives in the food environment 
of this region are represented by the stories we identified earlier (see Question 2)? What 
interests and perspectives can we think of that are missing from these stories and why are they 
missing? How might including these interests and perspectives change and/or challenge the 
stories of the region that we talked about already?

Interests relevant to our objectives: What interests are important to the objectives we want 
to accomplish and what unique perspectives, resources, credibility, and legitimacy do they 
bring to these issues? Who has the power to implement/stop the implementation of our work? 
Who historically gets excluded from the issues our group is focusing on? Who is relevant to this 
work that we may disagree with and what opportunities are there for us to build alignment 
with these groups?

•	

•	

•	

Engaging missing interests: Based on the previous discussion of our current engagement, 
interests in our region, and interests relevant to our priorities, what kinds of interests are 
missing in our group? What do we hope will come from better engaging these interests and 
how will their input be used? Which interests are essential to engage and why? Which ones 
are relevant, but less important to engage in our work and why? What are potential barriers 
to engagement for all these interests (e.g., time/availability, engagement fatigue, etc.)? What 
modes of engagement are appropriate to these different interests?

Openness to changing based on new interests: How might making space for the interests 
and perspectives we identified (above) inform and/or change how we are thinking about our 
regional identity and/or geographic area? How might these interests change our priorities and 
motivations that we discussed earlier? What changes would we be willing to accept? What 
things about our group need to be maintained?

Revisiting purpose and regional stories: Based on the interests we have brainstormed and 
discussed, do we need to revisit our purpose(s) and/or stories of our region?
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Are we ready to move forward? 
The topics and discussion questions outlined in this document work best as part of an ongoing and 
routine process of group assessment and planning. For example, incorporating all or parts of these 
discussions into a routine strategic planning process can help your group consistently return to and 
evaluate these topics. There is no set endpoint at which a region is fully defined and the discussion 
processes above are complete. This is intentional. Part of the strength of regional governance lies in 
its adaptability and flexible boundaries that enable a regional group to adapt and evolve to changing 
conditions and new challenges. This intentional use of the guide will enable regional groups to ensure 
their region is clearly defined to be purposeful about working at a regional scale, tell the stories of their 
region, and ensure various interests are integrated.

Author: Aiden Irish, Project Manager, Ohio State University 

Contributing Project Members (alphabetical by last name):  Rosemarie Amaral, Yasser Aponte, 
Sarah Axe, Karen Bassarab, Natalie Caples, Michelle Caruso, Maddie Chera, Jill K. Clark, Michelle 
Draxten, Sara Elazan, Megan Gaede, Anna Haas, Noelle Harden, Becca Jablonski, Cheryl Jean, Melissa 
Jensen, Misty Jimerson, Mary Ann Johnson, Buck Jones, Madison Kase, Megan Larmer, Mary Jane 
Lyonnais, Anna Martinez, Anne Massie, Maureen McGonagle, Ryann Monteiro, Anne Palmer, Virginia 
Pleasant, Kendrick Ransome, Sandy Rodgers, Sarah Salem, Lindsay Smith, Sarah Sullivan, Tara 
Sweeney, Cedric Thompson, Katie Trozzo, Janice Tweet

Published May 2025
Photo Credit: Adobe Stock Marketplace
USDA is an equal opportunity provider, employer, and lender.


