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ABSTRACT 

The modern food system, rooted in industrialized agricultural practices and corporate 

consolidation of the agribusiness sector, has contributed to numerous adverse public health, 

environmental, and social consequences. With higher education foodservice spending amounting 

to over $5 billion and leading foodservice industry trends, colleges and universities are uniquely 

positioned to challenge the power structure of the food system. The Real Food Challenge (RFC) 

is a national student movement that aims to shift 20% of existing higher education food budgets 

away from and industrial farms and highly processed food and toward the procurement of local 

and community based, ecologically sound, fair, and humane food sources, collectively referred to 

as “real food,” by 2020. This analysis employs a social movements theoretical framework to 

outline the best practices for igniting and sustaining a student-driven Real Food Movement at 

Florida State University (FSU), assesses support for the RFC among key stakeholders, and draws 

on the limitations of the RFC by identifying alternative sustainable food initiatives being 

implemented at FSU’s peer institutions.  
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 A food system can be defined as “an interconnected web of activities, resources and 

people that extends across all domains involved in providing human nourishment and sustaining 

health” (Grubinger and Chase 2014). However, food systems can also undermine population 

health and the paradoxical coexistence of widespread hunger and obesity is evidence of a food 

system in crisis. Over the late 20
th

 century the U.S. food system has become increasingly 

industrialized and consolidated, such that a handful of multinational corporations now control 

virtually all of the food that we purchase and consume. The immense production capability, 

political clout, and marketing power these corporations hold has led to a food industry that 

overwhelmingly produces commodity crops and processed foods, subordinating public health and 

environmental objectives to the interests of big agribusiness.  

 Many of the most pressing environmental, social, and health related threats to current and 

future generations are connected to the modern food system. Diminished access to healthful food 

options and increased consumption of fast food has been linked to negative health outcomes such 

as diabetes and coronary heart disease (Boone-Heinonen et al. 2011). Industrialized agricultural 

practices also contribute to climate change, pollution and the loss of fertile soils (Smith et al, 

2007; Cerda, et al 2009). According to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, laborers working in 

the food system hold some of the lowest paying and most dangerous jobs (2012). The 

implications of the food system even extend to sustaining widespread inequality as negative 

repercussions disproportionately fall on low-income and minority communities, while profits 

flow to the owners and managers of large multinational corporations (Neff et al. 2009).  

 Achieving a more socially and ecologically resilient food system requires fundamental 

changes in policy, organizational structures, and human behavior (Folk et al. 2010). Since the late 

1900s there has been a rise in diverse forms of food activism aimed at producing systemic 

changes in the U.S. food system (Ashe and Sonnino 2013). These efforts are commonly referred 

to, both individually and collectively, as food movements (Ashe and Sonnino 2013). A few 

existing food movements include the slow food movement, the food sovereignty movement, the 
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organic movement, the farm-to-school movement, the food justice movement, and the fair trade 

and values-based labeling movements (Ashe and Sonnino 2013). Despite the recent flourishing of 

food activism surrounding these movements, their fragmented and often conflicting social and 

political agendas have limited their potential to produce significant food system change. Thus, 

generating substantial reform in the face of a dominant food system will require sustained social 

pressure from strongly aligned food movements (Gimenez and Shattuck 2011).  

 College campuses in particular have become ripe with food system activism backed by 

environmental advocates, student farmers, local foodies, fair trade supporters, farmworker rights 

organizers, and more (Schwartz 2012). One campus food movement, known as the Real Food 

Challenge (RFC), was founded upon recognition of the need to unite inspiring but isolated forms 

of campus food activism into a single coordinated movement (Porter 2015). Since it’s official 

launch in 2008, the RFC has achieved great success in regard to mobilizing the seemingly 

disparate forms of student activism concerning food issues by crafting a common language, 

collective vision, and clear goals (Porter 2015).  

 It is worth noting that the RFC attempts not only to coalesce various student activist 

movements but is also fundamentally focused on using student activism to spur institutional 

commitment to more healthful, just, and sustainable a food system. The central goal of the RFC is 

to shift 20%—or $1 billion—of existing college and university food budgets away from and 

industrial farms and highly processed and towards the procurement of “real food” by 2020 (Real 

Food Challenge N.d.). Real food is defined by the categories: local/community based, fair, 

ecologically sound, and humane, each of which has specific qualifications (See Appendix A). By 

altering the purchasing patterns of higher education institutions the Real Food Challenge (RFC) 

aims to combat environmental, social, and economic problems connected to the food system 

(Porter 2015). With over 40 colleges and universities currently signed on to the RFC, national 

campaign leaders hope that purchasing real food will become the norm rather than the exception 

(Porter 2015).  
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 The large stake that students and youth in general have in the future, as well as rising 

media attention about the role of industrialization and corporate consolidation in food production 

compels them to seek change in the dominant food system (Porter 2015). The power of the RFC 

lies in the considerable influence that students have on campus dining services. Student activism 

that publicizes dissatisfaction with the quality of campus food and campus food systems can be 

damaging to the reputation of a higher education institution (Porter 2015). Thus, campus-dining 

services have a vested interest in adapting to student’s demands (Porter 2015). The significant 

impact of students pushing for real food is demonstrated by the $80 million per year in total 

reinvestment toward real food that RFC student leaders have organized and won since 2011 (Real 

Food Challenge, 2016).  

STUDY PURPOSE AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

 
 Students are the driving force behind the RFC, and its success necessitates a coordinated 

student movement for real food. Bringing about social change in the form of a Real Food 

Movement requires dedicated students effectively mobilizing resources to change the structure 

and culture of food on campus. The purpose of this thesis is to identify the best practices for 

establishing a Real Food Movement and implementing the Real Food Challenge at Florida State 

University. In order to do so I address the following research questions:  

1. What are the best tactics for igniting a student-driven Real Food Movement at 

FSU and sustaining the RFC in the long-term?  

2. Are relevant FSU stakeholders supportive of the RFC and if so, what are their 

motives? 

3. What are the limitations of the RFC and what alternative sustainable food 

initiatives are being implemented at FSU’s peer institutions?    

 To guide my exploration of my first question I utilize a social movements theoretical 

framework grounded in the four stages of social movements and resource mobilization theory. 
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This framework allows me to outline the stages of implementing the RFC at FSU by 

incorporating insights gained from documents created by RFC national staff, as well as telephone 

conversations with RFC national staff and successful RFC campus organizers at two universities 

with similar size student populations as FSU and the same contracted Foodservice provider 

(Sodexo), and one university located in the same Geographic region as FSU. I then assess my 

second research question by meeting with Sodexo staff members (FSU’s current contracted 

foodservice provider), Chapman Produce staff (a local food distributor from whom Sodexo 

purchases their produce), and a representative from FSU Sustainable Campus. Finally, to address 

the third research question in this study I draw on the limitations of and plausible alternatives to 

the RFC by conducting interviews over the phone with representatives involved in sustainable 

food programming at four of FSU’s peer universities. These interviews serve to hone in on why 

FSU’s peer universities elected not to implement the RFC and provide a more in-depth 

explanation of current sustainable food programing on their campuses. Although this 

investigation may not lead to the full implementation of the RFC at FSU, it has the potential to 

motivate an institution with over 40,000 mouths to feed (and paying customers) to begin sourcing 

more local, fair, ecologically sound, and humane food. Additionally, my evaluation of sustainable 

food initiatives at FSU’s peer Universities will provide guidance and lessons learned to students 

on other campuses.    

PROBLEMS AND OPPORTUNITIES FOR FOOD SYSTEM CHANGE 

 
 Two major developments are responsible for many of the negative health and 

environmental consequences of the food system. These fundamental changes are the 

industrialization of agricultural practices and corporate consolidation of the agribusiness sector 

(Real Food Standards Package 2017). Because the RFC aims to combat the trends of 

industrialization and consolidation within the food system, it is important to outline why these 
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fundamental changes are a problem and how altering the food purchasing of higher education 

institutions has the power to influence them.  

Industrialization 

 Traditional agricultural production practices treat farms as ecosystems that rely on 

biological-control mechanisms to safeguard production (Wezel at al. 2009). Farmers that use 

traditional agricultural practices plant a variety of crops and rotate them over time, which leads to 

higher levels organic matter, nitrogen, and nutrients that ensure fertile soil (Real Food Standards 

Package 2017). By contrast, industrialized agricultural practices rely on synthetic inputs such as 

pesticides and fertilizers to facilitate out of season growth and increase crop yields, effectively 

working against more holistic and natural biological-control systems to create a specific type of 

food product (Real Food Standards Package 2017). In addition, industrial farmers grow a single 

variety of crops on the same piece of land for extended periods of time in a practice known as 

monoculture (Real Food Standards Package 2017). Monoculture can produce massive crop yields 

for minimal labor costs, but the costs to society of environmental damage and a loss of 

biodiversity – the variety of plant and animal species in an ecosystem – are not accounted for 

(Bowler 2002). The destructive environmental impacts of industrialized agriculture, which also 

extend to livestock production and aquaculture, represent a major shortcoming of the modern 

food system in terms of population and environmental health. 

Consolidation  

 Consolidation within the agribusiness sector is the second primary development of the 

late twentieth century food system. Market concentration in agribusiness occurs largely through 

processes known as horizontal and vertical integration. Horizontal integration is the process by 

which a company acquires a similar company in the same industry. Within the beef industry for 

instance, horizontal integration, has occurred as mergers and acquisitions in the mid-1980s 

allowed for the four largest beef packers to account for about 70 percent of the industry (U.S. 

Government Accountability Office [GAO] 2009). Vertical integration occurs when a company 
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acquires another company that operates a different aspect of production usually in a different 

stage of the production process (Tarver 2017). 

 For example, using vertical integration, beef packers have ensured their control over all 

levels of production by acquiring companies that handle everything from animal feed production 

to the final packaging and distribution sectors of the industry (U.S. Government Accountability 

Office [GAO] 2009). Such forms of corporate integration make it increasingly difficult for new 

producers to break into tightly coordinated supply chains. Corporate consolidation by both 

horizontal and vertical integration increases market power, or the “ability of a firm to raise and 

maintain price above the level that would prevail under competition” (Tarver 2017:1). The 

exercise of market power anywhere in the food market chain reduces consumer welfare (Sexton 

2000).  

Implications  

 It can be argued that industrialization and consolidation have some benefits. In regard to 

industrialized farming practices, some argue that larger crop yields facilitated by the use of new 

technology may be essential for feeding a growing population (Weinronk 2016). However 

“Others counter that we can do so through organic farming and other agro-ecological approaches 

drawn from traditional growing practices that respect the environment and the people producing 

our food” (Weinronk 2016:7).  

 While production efficiency aided by corporate consolidation can create economies of 

scale that reduce food costs for producers and consumers, many health and environmental costs 

go unaccounted for (Weinronk 2016). Furthermore, the “asymmetrical power relationships 

present between farmers, firms, consumers, and communities in the agri-food system can create 

social, economic, and ecological risks” (Hendrickson 2015:420). Corporate consolidation has 

brought severe disadvantages to small-scale farmers, as market power is increasingly 

concentrated in corporations controlling trading, processing, distribution and retail. Such 

companies have been deemed “bottleneck corporations,” because of their position as 
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intermediaries who control how food moves between producers and consumers worldwide (Patel 

2007).   

Opportunity for Change  

 Despite the control that bottleneck corporations have over the food supply chain, there 

are millions of producers and billions of consumers who may have the power to challenge the 

bottleneck of corporate consolidation (Weinronk 2016). Hendrickson (2015:420) emphasizes that 

within the food system “relationships between ecology, economy and society are dynamic and 

transformation happens continuously.” This flux leaves opportunities to create change in the food 

system through activism. Thus, alongside growing trends toward continued concentration, there is 

an emerging consumer trend toward supporting a healthy fair and green food system (Kahler et al. 

2011). On college campuses specifically, there has been an upsurge of student interest in bringing 

local, ecologically sound, and ethical food to campus dining systems (Porter, 2015).  

 At a majority of colleges and universities, campus dining is contracted out to a single 

institutional foodservice provider. Just three companies, Aramark, Sodexo, and Compass Group 

control 92% of the institutional foodservice market and which includes foodservice for higher 

education institutions prisons, hospitals and more. Corporate foodservice providers systematically 

favor purchasing from large corporations with which they have longstanding industry connections 

(Schwartz 2014). Higher education represents the most profitable revenue stream for contracted 

foodservice companies, representing over 32% of their annual revenue (Shafer 2011). There is 

significant competition among these companies to secure and keep lucrative higher education 

accounts. Thus, they are incentivized to respond to the food related demands of students and 

faculty. As Figure 1 (see below) depicts, higher education, as a portion of institutional food 

service, represents only approximately $5 billion out of $1.24 trillion in U.S. food expenditures 

(USDA Economic Research Service 2014). However, because the higher education market leads 

Foodservice industry trends, changes in the purchasing patterns of colleges and universities could 

ignite a major shift in the national food landscape (Schwartz 2014). College students possess a 
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unique opportunity to fundamentally challenge the power structure of the food system by shifting 

the food purchasing decisions of higher education institutions toward alternative supply chains. 

Figure 1: Mapping FSU in the U.S. Food System 
  

            
 
Figure Modified from Porter, Jennifer. "Get Real: An Examination of the Real Food Challenge at the University of Vermont." 

2015. Graduate College Dissertations and Theses, University of Vermont. 
*USDA Economic Research Service. 2014. “Food Expenditures” Retrieved Oct. 5, 2017 (https://www.ers.usda.gov/data-
products/food-expenditures.aspx#26636) 

**Real Food Challenge, N.d. retrieved Oct 5, 2017                
(http://www.realfoodchallenge.org/about/faqhttp://www.realfoodchallenge.org/about/faq) 
***FSU 2017-2018 Food Service Budget retrieved Oct. 10, 2017 Florida State University Budget Office, personal communication 



	

	 12	

THE REAL FOOD CHALLENGE 

 
Background 

 

 The Real Food Challenge was inspired in 2006, at The Kellogg Foundation Food and 

Society Conference (Real Food Challenge N.d.). Research conducted by the foundation revealed 

that a mere 2% of the U.S. food economy was fair, healthy, green, and affordable, and they 

challenged attendees to increase that percentage to 10% over the next ten years (Real Food 

Challenge N.d.). This research and call to action sparked conversation among students from the 

California Student Sustainability Coalition (CSSC) and The Food Project (TFP) that united and 

strengthened the efforts of student food activists across the country and ultimately led to the 

creation of a national student network, which would become the Real Food Challenge (Real Food 

Challenge N.d.).  

Real Food Standards 

 After years of planning and development, the RFC launched the official Get Real! 

Campaign in 2011. Students at universities across the U.S. began campaigning on behalf of the 

RFC’s central goal to shift 20% or $1 billion of existing university food budgets away from 

highly processed food and industrial farming and towards local, fair, ecologically sound, and 

humane food sources—what they call “real food”—by 2020. The standards for real food were 

developed in collaboration with the Alliance for Local Living Economies (ALLE), Association 

for the Advancement of Sustainability in Higher Education (AASHE) and Leadership in Energy 

and Environmental Design (LEED), to ensure compatibility with current standards of 

sustainability (The Real Food Challenge N.d.). In order for a food product to qualify as “real” it 

must meet the criteria of at least one of the four real food categories, defined by the RFC as:  

• Local and Community Based: These foods can be traced to nearby farms, ranches, 

boats and businesses that are locally owned and operated. Supporting small and mid-size 

food businesses challenges trends towards consolidation in the food industry and supports 
local economies.  
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• Fair: Individuals involved in food production work in safe and fair conditions, receive 

fair compensation, are ensured the right to organize and the right to a grievance process, 

and have equal opportunity for employment.  
 

• Ecologically Sound: Farms, ranches, boats, and other operations involved with food 

production practice environmental stewardship that conserves biodiversity and ecosystem 

resilience and preserves natural resources, including energy, wildlife, water, air, and soil. 

Production practices should minimize toxic substances, direct and indirect greenhouse 
gas emissions, natural resource depletion, and environmental degradation.  

 

• Humane: Animals can express natural behavior in a low-stress environment and are 

raised with no added hormones or non-therapeutic antibiotics. (See Appendix A for the 
full Real Food Guide) 

 

Programs 

 Since the official launch of the RFC the movement has reached over 300 campuses and 

secured over $60 million worth of pledges from higher education institutions to purchase more 

real food (Real Food Challenge N.d.). The two main programs utilized by the RFC campaign are 

the Real Food Calculator and the Real Food Campus Commitment. The former is a tool that 

allows students to track institutional food purchasing over time (see Appendix C). By utilizing the 

calculator, students can obtain the percentage of real food being purchased by their university and 

identify opportunities to increase real food procurement. The Real Food Calculator also serves as 

linking mechanism that fosters collaboration among students, faculty, dining services employees 

and administrators. Currently, over 200 higher education institutions are signed up to use the 

calculator and at least 1000 student researchers have researched 570,000 unique food products, 

amounting to more than $330,000,000 in campus dining purchases (Real Food Calculator N.d.).  

 The Real Food Campus Commitment is a policy created in 2011 that university 

presidents or chancellors sign signifying an official commitment to increasing real food 

purchasing to 20% by 2020 (Real Food Challenge N.d.). The document (see Appendix B) was 

designed to hold higher administration publicly accountable for their commitment to improving 

our nation’s food system. Apart from the 20% by 2020 requirement, the commitment includes the 

establishment of a transparent reporting system using the Real Food Calculator to assess real food 

procurement and compile the results into an annual progress report. Additionally, a Real Food 
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Working Group (RFWG) must be formed, responsible for developing and coordinating the 

implementation of an official real food policy and multi-year action plan. Lastly, signatory 

campuses commit to increasing awareness about real food among the student body through 

marketing in dining halls, outreach events, educational programs or other appropriate means. A 

timeline for executing the commitment is also included within it, and pages 3-4 of the timeline 

outline an implementation plan that must be filled out by students and relevant stakeholders (see 

Appendix B).  

SOCIAL MOVEMENTS THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK  

 
Introduction to Social Movements    

 

 A social movement “can be thought of as collectivities acting with some degree of 

organization and continuity outside of institutional or organizational channels for the purpose of 

challenging or defending extant authority” (Snow et al. 2004:11). At the basic level, unrest and 

dissatisfaction with the current form of life and hopes for a new scheme or system of living are 

the motives of a social movement (Blumer 1953). These beliefs and preferences toward change 

are supported among the adherents of a social movement, however they are not widely diffused or 

considered legitimate across society (Garner and Tenuto 1997). In its nascence, a social 

movement lacks formal organization, collective action, and clear goals and objectives. However, 

as a social movement progresses it “takes on the character of a society―in short a culture, a 

social organization, and a new scheme of life” (Blumer 1953:199).  

 General social movements are constituted by gradual changes in individual values called 

cultural drifts, which commonly occur along the line of how people conceive themselves and 

others, as well as their rights and privileges (Blumer 1953). In response to cultural drifts, people 

develop new dispositions and begin to experience dissatisfaction (Lee 1953). General social 

movements that have arisen in response to cultural drifts include the labor movement, the 

women’s movement, and the peace movement. They are characterized by having only a “general 
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direction, toward which they move in a slow, halting, yet persistent fashion,” (Blumer 1953). 

Progress within a general social movement is very uneven with frequent setbacks, reverses, and a 

fluctuating impetus for movement activity (Blumer 1953). Little to no formal organization or 

established leadership and membership exists within a general social movement, however 

informal leaders act as pace-makers and “voices in the wilderness,” of the movement (Blumer 

1953).  

 Specific social movements develop from the foundation set by general social movements, 

thus they should be viewed from a temporal and developmental perspective (Blumer 1953). The 

main distinguishing factor of specific social movements is the pursuit of a well-defined goal or 

objective (Blumer 1953). Over time specific social movements take on a formal organizational 

structure, accepted leadership, defined membership, a division of labor, and a guiding set of 

values and expectations (Blumer 1953). In taking the form of a specific social movement, the 

originally dispersed and slow moving general social movement becomes solidified and 

efficacious (Blumer 1953).  

Theoretical Paradigm Shifts  

 Explanations about why social movements emerge, who participates in them, and why 

they succeed or fail have undergone significant change over the past 50 years creating paradigm 

shifts. These shifts have led to the re-definition of the concepts and theories, research 

methodologies, and sense of major problems within the field of social movements (Garner and 

Tenuto 1997). Garner and Tenuto (1997) traced paradigm shifts in the social movement field 

since the end of World War II, and have identified three distinct periods, each with their own 

linked set of leading paradigms. The first period from roughly 1945 – 1960 was characterized by 

a focus on the irrationality of social movements and was dominated by paradigms of 

psychoanalytic theory, social psychology, collective behavior, and mass society theory. A 

negative orientation toward social movements arose during this period in response to the impacts 

of Nazism, Stalinism, and race riots. A bridge to the second period began to form in the early 



	

	 16	

1960’s with the development of structural strain theories focusing on individual and collective 

responses to social problems (Garner and Tenuto 1997). 

 In the second major period lasting through the mid 1970’s, emphasis shifted from 

individual action to an understanding of movements as “organizations undertaking rational 

strategies to change structural conditions,” (Garner and Tenuto 1997:32). Emerging social 

movements such as the civil rights movement, student movements, and the movement against the 

Vietnam war, social movement theorists took a more positive view of social movements as forces 

for progress toward democracy and equality (Garner and Tenuto 1997). The three major 

paradigms characterizing this period were structural strain, resource mobilization, and structural 

Marxism (Garner and Tenuto 1997). The formation of New Social Movements with fragmented 

structures, appearing in Europe in the late 1970’s, brought the emergence of New Social 

Movement theory and a transition to the third period (Garner and Tenuto 1997).  

 A gradual shift is occurring toward the third period of social movement theory, however 

this period “is not to be seen as a rejection of the earlier work in the first and second period, but 

rather an expansion and an embedding of smaller scale theories in historical analyses,” (Garner 

and Tenuto 1997:39). The problems faced by the movements of the second period as well as the 

formation of counter movements and new movements that were not in line with liberal or 

democratic values, highlighted gaps in the theories of the second period. This led movement 

theorists back toward a more negative view of movements and a necessity to focus on ideologies, 

belief systems and the social construction of meaning left out of previous paradigms. Attention to 

long-term historical analyses of the success or failure of social movements and the paradigm of 

symbolic interactionists are instrumental in this period (Garner and Tenuto 1997). The current 

shift is still underway and is much more a subtle shift of emphasis than a rigid qualitative break 

from previous paradigms (Garner and Tenuto 1997). 

 In spite of these major shifts in social movements theoretical thought, two key similarities 

have persisted through each. Specifically, movements are consistently defined as “processes of 
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change, as purposive action (weather rational or irrational), and as non-institutionalized 

challenges to institutions,” (Garner and Tenuto 1997:47). Also, the tension between agency and 

structure is strong and explicit in the study of social movements. Human agency underlies the 

voluntary action undertaken by individuals to progress movement goals, however societal 

structures and processes limit what is possible in regard to movement creation, development, and 

outcomes. In addition, the field of social movements is increasingly interdisciplinary and 

“characterized by the need to expand beyond the boundaries of sociology,” (Garner and Tenuto 

1997:47). Overlapping with the fields of psychology, political science, history and the 

humanities, Social Movement Theory paves the way for the integration of social sciences and 

cultural studies emerging in the third period (Garner and Tenuto 1997).  

 The second key consistency in social movement theories over time is the widespread line 

of thought that movements contribute to an open and self-reflective society. Despite a single 

movement that may call for division, exclusivity, or totalization, movements taken together 

“function to promote pluralism; movements act in countervailing ways, and thus society remains 

open, fluid, self-reflective, and self-correcting” (Garner and Tenuto 1997:48). The existence of 

movements in a society allows the correction of injustices, the righting of wrongs, and the pursuit 

of new possibilities,” (Garner and Tenuto 1997). This dual perspective that social movements 

instill both openness and closure is critical for understanding whether social movements can be 

effective and how they create change.   

The Four Stages of Social Movements  

 

 The development of social movements, how they emerge, why individuals participate in 

them, and how they succeed or fail has drawn the attention of many sociologists. Social 

movements do not simply happen, they occur through a variety of processes and stages. People 

who become discontent with some aspect of social order do not suddenly form a coherent social 

movement with specific goals, powerful enough to organize mass demonstrations or challenge an 

existing power structure (Christiansen 2009). Instead, social movements are specific social 
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processes with common patterns, and emergent stages (Christiansen 2009). Herbert Blumer 

(1953) was the first to define specific social movement stages. The four stages he identifies 

include, social ferment, popular excitement, formalization, and institutionalization (Blumer 

1953). Another proposed scheme through which a social movement forms and becomes 

organized is through stages of agitation, development of esperit de corps (feelings on behalf of 

the movement), development of morale, formation of an ideology, and the development of 

operating tactics (Blumer 1953). Scholars of social movement processes have refined and 

renamed Blumer’s (1939) stages as emergence, coalescence, bureaucratization, and decline. I 

will define these four stages in the sections below, and they will serve as a framework for my 

recommendations for implementing the RFC at FSU.  

 The initial stage of social movement development is known as emergence. At this stage 

there is little to no organization within the social movement and simply a general sense of 

agitation surrounding an issue or societal structure exists. “Other scholars have characterized this 

stage as widespread discontent (Macionis, 2001; Hopper, 1950). Individuals at this stage serve as 

agitators that raise consciousness around issues and help develop the sense of discontent among 

the general population,” (Christiansen 2009:3). At this stage few potential movement participants 

have begun to act on their discontent, and their actions are individual and dispersed rather than 

collective and centralized (Christiansen 2009). Increased media attention to negative conditions 

may lead to more discussion about dissatisfaction and small actions like writing a letter to a state 

representative may occur. However, the individual and uncoordinated actions undertaken at this 

stage are not powerful forces of change (Christiansen 2009).   

 The second stage of a social movement is referred to as coalescence. Many social 

movements never reach this stage, as it is common that discontent passes and people lose interest 

before collective action or resource mobilization occurs (Christiansen 2009). At this second stage 

the general sense of unease among individuals that once seemed aimless, turns into an 

identification of who or what is responsible and how it can be addressed (Christiansen 2009). 
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Blumer’s notion of this stage as “popular excitement” falls in line with the popularization of a 

direction toward which to express discontent. In an examination of revolutionary processes, 

Hopper (1950:273) states that at this stage “Unrest is no longer covert, endemic, and esoteric; it 

becomes overt, epidemic, and exoteric. Discontent is no longer uncoordinated and individual, it 

tends to become focalized and collective.” Individuals participating in small acts, demonstrations, 

or discussions about their dissatisfaction in the previous stage become aware of one another. As a 

result, mass demonstrations may occur at this stage and a leadership structure as well as tactics 

for movement success emerge (Christiansen 2009). As prominent leaders and strategic 

demonstrations begin to draw more individuals and media attention to the movement it becomes 

an increasingly powerful force for change. 

 At the third stage in the social movement life cycle known as bureaucratization, the 

movement reaches a high level of organization and strategy (Christiansen 2009). The success of a 

movement at this stage is evident in that many social movement organizations (SMO) have 

emerged which exist to carry out the tasks necessary for the movement to reach it’s goals 

(Christiansen 2009). Enough consciousness has been raised about the issue the movement is 

trying to address that a coordinated and strategic approach to combatting this issue is pursued 

across all of the SMO’s (Christiansen 2009). Additionally, at this stage the social movement can 

not continue to rely on a volunteer base, rallies, and inspiring leaders to carry out movement goals 

and gain members (Christiansen 2009.) Instead, trained staff with specialized knowledge and 

skills relevant to the organization are hired to manage the operations of the organization and 

devote their full efforts toward advancing the movement (Christiansen 2009). The ability to hire a 

paid staff is crucial at this stage as many movements “fail to bureaucratize in this way and end up 

fizzling out because it is difficult for members to maintain the emotional excitement necessary 

and because continued mobilization is too demanding on participants” (Christiansen 2009:3). 

Access to influential political elites also follows suit in this stage because the movement has 

achieved a higher level of legitimacy due to its increased membership and formal organizational 
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structure (Christiansen 2009). This is important because it represents the power of a movement 

forming formal bureaucratic organizations in achieving recognition among elites who have the 

power to advance their goals.  

 The final stage of a social movement is referred to as decline, however it is important to 

note that decline does not necessarily signify failure for a social movement (Christiansen 2009). 

Miller (1999) posits that there are four ways in which social movements decline, including: 

repression, co-optation, failure, and success. Repression of a social movement occurs when 

authorities or other high level officials attempt to thwart a movement’s efforts through laws or 

other (sometimes violent) measures (Christiansen 2009). These actions directed at destroying a 

movement may be seen as legitimate by the state actors who commit them but never are defined 

as legitimate by movement actors themselves (Miller 1999:305). Once repressive actions are 

taken against a movement it is exceedingly difficult for the movement to maintain a member base 

and survive (Christiansen 2009). 

 The second mechanism by which a movement can decline is by co-optation. Movements 

dependent on inspirational leaders or a centralized authority are particularly vulnerable to co-

optation, which occurs when “movement leaders come to associate with authorities or social 

movement targets more than with the social movement participants” (Christiansen 2009:4). The 

reason for movement leaders being co-opted by authorities or movement targets may be a 

financial or status related incentive (Christiansen 2009).  

 Outright failure of a social movement is often due to strategic failings of a social 

movement organization, identified by miller (1999) as factionalism and encapsulation. 

Factionalism occurs when groups involved in the social movement have disparate views about 

how the movement should progress and function, causing internal strife that leads to the 

movements demise (Christiansen 2009). While encapsulation is “marked by an inability for 

movements to grow because close knit, highly dedicated activist groups become difficult for new 

adherents to penetrate” (Christiansen 2009:6).  
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 Not all movements reach an eventual demise as of course some decline because they have 

achieved success. Movements with clearly defined and specific goals are most likely to achieve 

success and thus decline. An example of this process depicted by Miller (1999) includes a town 

that mobilizes individuals to prevent the construction of an airport in their area (Christiansen 

2009). One common tactic of a movement that achieves its central goal that defines success is to 

re-orient and mobilize the member base toward a new goal. Additionally, a movement that 

experiences rapid growth and expansion (characteristic of success) at a rate that outpaces the 

ability of the movement to maintain order may experience decline by success (Christiansen 

2009). Established acceptance of social movement ideals within the mainstream occurs when 

prominent movement ideologies are adopted by the mainstream or well integrated into the 

political and economic system, thus eliminating the need for a continued movement.  

Resource Mobilization Theory 

 

 As previously mentioned, a major social movements theoretical paradigm shift occurred 

with the departure from an approach focused on the social psychologies of collective behavior, 

and toward an emphasis on the dynamics and tactics of social movement growth, change, and 

decline (McCarthy and Zald 1977). A new perspective driving this shift was the resource 

mobilization approach, which “examines the variety of resources that must be mobilized, the 

linkages of social movements to other groups, the dependence of the movements upon external 

support for success, and the tactics used by authorities to control or incorporate movements” 

(McCarthy and Zald 1977:3). Several concepts are integral to this perspective, which has 

developed into a prominent component of social movements theoretical thought. First, crucial to 

the underpinnings of social movement activity is the aggregation of resources such as money, 

labor, access to elites and more (McCarthy and Zald 1977). Second, because some form of 

organization is a necessity in the accumulation of resources, resource mobilization theory focuses 

on the inner workings of social movement organizations (McCarthy and Zald 1977). Third, in 

attempt to understand why social movements succeed or fail, this approach explicitly recognizes 
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and emphasizes the influence of individuals and organizations outside the social movement 

collectivity (McCarthy and Zald 1977). Similarly, in their analyses of social movement 

perspectives Rohlinger and Gentile (2017) found three key dimensions of resource mobilization 

including the kinds of resources relevant to the movement, the advantages and disadvantages of 

organizational forms, and the implications of movement dynamics among opponents, 

competitors, and allies (Rohlinger and Gentile (2017).  

 Primary resource mobilization theorists McCarthy and Zald (1977) view social 

movements as preference structures directed toward social change. As such, the resource 

mobilization approach focuses on the organization of individuals within a population that share 

preferences, in order to predict collective action and social movement activity (McCarthy and 

Zald 1977). The organizational forms spawned by social movements are referred to as social 

movement organizations (SMO), which associate with the goals and preferences of a social 

movement and attempt to implement them (McCarthy and Zald 1977). All the SMO’s that serve 

to support the attainment of goals aligned with a social movement’s preferences comprise a social 

movement industry (SMI) (McCarthy and Zald 1977). The distinction between the social 

movement, the SMOs and the SMI serves to analytically separate elements of preference from 

organized action for change within a social movement (McCarthy and Zald 1977).  

 The aggregation of resources is the key mechanism by which a social movement works 

toward goal achievement (McCarthy and Zald 1977). Three categories of resources that are 

critical for movement emergence and success are material resources, human resources, and moral 

resources (Rohlinger and Gentile 2017). Material resources are crucial for sustained movement 

success and include money, physical space, supplies and equipment (Rohlinger and Gentile 

2017). Competent leaders and reliable members are the key human resources that are necessary 

for movement success (Rohlinger and Gentile 2017). While leaders can frame demands, 

formulate strategic organizational tactics and motivate movement members toward action, 

movement participants serve to carry out movement goals on the ground and mobilize uninitiated 
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members they encounter such as friends, family, and co-workers to action (Rohlinger and Gentile 

2017). According to resource mobilization theory human resources within a movement are 

distinguished as adherents (members and participants), constituencies (the source of resources) 

and beneficiaries (Garner and Tenuto 1997). Finally, moral resources include explicit supports 

from individuals outside of the movement (Rohlinger and Gentile 2017). Moral backing from 

celebrities and political leaders provide the movement with legitimacy and can instill sympathy or 

emotional connection to the movement (Rohlinger and Gentile 2017). Media support and the 

molding of favorable public opinion often coincide with moral resources (Garner and Tenuto 

1997). The mobilization of key resources will be crucial at each stage of the Real Food 

Movement at FSU and as such will be addressed within each stage in this analysis.  

 METHODS 

 
My central research aim is to identify ideal strategies for igniting meaningful and 

sustainable change in the FSU food system through implementation of the RFC. Drawing on 

social movements theory, stages, and resource mobilization discussed above, I outline the stages 

and processes involved in implementing the RFC at FSU. To determine ideal strategies campus 

environment, structure, and culture are taken into consideration at each stage. Recommendations 

for each stage are supported by insights from documents serving as organizing guides created by 

RFC national staff, as well as telephone interviews with the RFC Southeast Regional Coordinator 

Katie LeBlanc. Additionally, telephone conversations with successful RFC campus organizers at 

two Universities with similar size student populations as FSU (41,867 students) and the same 

contracted Foodservice provider (Sodexo), and one of only 3 Universities in the same geographic 

region as FSU (Southeast) to sign on to the RFC, also inform my recommendations for launching 

a Real Food Movement at FSU. I will refer to these universities as U1, U2, and U3.  

Next, I analyze information gathered in meetings with representatives from Sodexo’s 

executive, sustainability, and culinary team (FSU’s current contracted foodservice provider), a 
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sales manager from Chapman Produce (a local food distributor from whom Sodexo sources their 

produce), and a representative from FSU Sustainable Campus to assess stakeholder motives and 

support for establishing the RFC. I chose to set up meetings with these three specific stakeholders 

because each plays a vital role in the success of the RFC at FSU. The involvement of Sodexo 

staff will be crucial in working with students to track real food purchasing and increase real food 

procurement. With Chapman Produce being the sole produce supplier to FSU’s major dining 

locations, their dedication to procuring local foods and providing information on the source of 

each local food product is essential for increasing and accurately calculating real food 

procurement. The support of the FSU Sustainable Campus is essential to legitimize and market 

the Real Food Movement on campus among students, faculty and higher administration. Without 

the support of these stakeholders the RFC cannot be implemented at FSU. Thus, identifying the 

presence of these essential social movement constituents is critical for creating change in the food 

system at FSU. 

 Finally, to understand the limitations of and plausible alternatives to the RFC I conducted 

telephone interviews with individuals involved in sustainable food programming at four of FSU’s 

peer universities (FSU Office of Institutional Research 2015). I will refer to these universities as 

U4, U5, U6 and U7. This analysis will not only provide an in-depth view of alternate sustainable 

food programs to the RFC, but also will depict where FSU stands in regards to sustainable food 

among its peers, and help pinpoint key areas for improvement. This comparison is of high 

importance because it underscores that implementing the Real Food Challenge or other 

sustainable food initiatives reflective of our peer universities could bolster the prestige of FSU as 

well as boost student satisfaction with campus life.  

 

 

 

 



	

	 25	

 

Table 1: Methods Overview 

Research Question Source   Description 

 

1. What are the best tactics for 

starting a student-driven Real 

Food Movement at FSU and 

sustaining the RFC in the 
long-term?  

U1 

• A University in the Northeast U.S. with 

a similar size student population size as 
FSU and the same contracted 

foodservice provider (Sodexo).  

• Telephone interview conducted with a 

RFC organizer.  

U2 

• A University in the Northeast U.S. with 

a moderately similar student population 
size as FSU and the same contracted 

foodservice provider (Sodexo). 

• Telephone interview conducted with a 

RFC organizer. 

U3 

• One of few Universities in the 

Southeast U.S. that has signed the Real 

Food Campus Commitment, about ½ 

size student population as FSU.  

• Telephone interview conducted with a 

RFC organizer. 

Katie LeBlanc 
• RFC Southeast and Midwest Regional 

Coordinator  

• Two telephone interviews conducted  

2. Are relevant FSU 

stakeholders supportive of the 

RFC and if so, what are their 
motives? 

Sodexo / Seminole 

Dining  

• FSU’s current contracted foodservice 

provider.  

• Support assessed through meetings 

with members of the Sodexo / 

Seminole Dining executive, culinary, 
and sustainability team.  

Chapman Produce 

• FSU’s current major provider of fresh 

produce.  

• Support assessed by meeting with 

Nathan Protheroe, sales manager 
leading local food procurement efforts 

at Chapman Produce. 

Sustainable Campus 
• Campus sustainability program. 

• Support assessed by meeting with 

Sustainable Campus executive staff. 

3. What are the limitations of 
the RFC and what alternative 

sustainable food initiatives are 

being implemented at FSU’s 
peer institutions?    

U4, U5, U6, U7 

• Universities found to be FSU’s 

institutional peers by the FSU Office of 
Institutional Research (2015).  

• Telephone interviews conducted with a 

food sustainability representative from 

each.  
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SOCIAL MOVEMENT APPLICATIONS FOR THE RFC AT FSU 

 

The RFC and the Food Movement  

 

 The Real Food Movement can be thought of as a subset of the broader food movement. 

As is previously discussed, a social movement represents unrest and dissatisfaction with the 

current form of life, and hopes for a new scheme or system of living. The food movements that 

have arisen largely in the past two decades have united individuals under the recognition that the 

industrial food system is in need of reform because of it’s high social, environmental, public 

health, economic, animal welfare, and gastronomic costs (Pollan 2010). The multi-dimensional 

issues that are a product of the modern food system have led food movement participants to 

tackle the issue from many different directions.  

These include but are not limited to: “school lunch reform; the campaign for animal 

rights and welfare; the campaign against genetically modified crops; the rise of organic 
and locally produced food; efforts to combat obesity and type 2 diabetes; “food 

sovereignty” (the principle that nations should be allowed to decide their agricultural 

policies rather than submit to free trade regimes); farm bill reform; food safety 

regulation; farmland preservation; student organizing around food issues on campus; 
efforts to promote urban agriculture and ensure that communities have access to healthy 

food; initiatives to create gardens and cooking classes in schools; farm worker rights; 

nutrition labeling; feedlot pollution; and the various efforts to regulate food ingredients 
and marketing, especially to kids” (Pollan 2010:10). 

Thus, since its emergence the food movement has been fragmented in its efforts to address 

divergent food related concerns. As is true of a general social movement, progress within the food 

movement has been very uneven with frequent setbacks and informal leaders such as Michael 

Pollan, Marion Nestle, Dan Barber, Carlo Petrini and the like serving as informal leaders. Despite 

it’s disjointed nature, sociologist Troy Duster concludes that “the food movement coalesces 

around the recognition that today’s food and farming economy is “unsustainable”—that it can’t 

go on in its current form much longer without courting a breakdown of some kind, whether 

environmental, economic, or both” (Pollan 2010:13).  

 Numerous SMO’s exist working to mitigate problems associated with the industrial food 

system that range from political advocacy groups, non-profit organizations, farming coalitions, 
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community organizations, student groups, and more. The RFC is an SMO operating to carry out 

the goals of the Real Food Movement. The initial goal of the organization was to involve as many 

students as possible interested in a component of the food movement to see their goals being 

carried out by the RFC, making it a uniquely inclusive SMO. By defining real food as 

local/community based, fair, ecologically sound, and humane, the RFC addresses many of the 

primary concerns expressed by food movements participants, while the overarching food 

movement goal of reforming the industrial food system is targeted by the RFC’s 20% real food by 

2020 benchmark.  

 Due to its pursuit of well-defined goals and objectives, the Real Food Movement can be 

considered a specific social movement that has developed from the foundation set by the general 

food movement. The push for higher education purchasing of real food that has spread across the 

U.S. since the RFC’s creation is representative of the movement becoming solidified and 

effectual as a result of its developed organizational structure, division of labor, and guiding set of 

values. Each college or university campus that seeks to implement the RFC must essentially 

ignite its own Real Food Movement among the student body and form a real food SMO. The 

following sections serve to outline the best practices for initiating each social movement stage 

within this process at FSU and identify key resources mobilized at each stage (summarized in 

Table 3). 

Stage 1 emergence 

 

 The current status of the Real Food Movement at FSU can be though of as being in the 

emergence phase. Existing campus organizations expressing some form of discontent related to 

the modern food system include RAW FSU, NOLEtrition, two of the FSU Office of Student 

Sustainability’s affiliate groups including the Ethical Food Association and the Environmental 

Service Program as well as three of Sustainable Campus’s affiliate groups including Eco Reps, 

the Food Recovery Network, and the Seminole Organic Garden (see table 1 for descriptions). 

Students within these organizations serve as agitators raising consciousness around food systems 
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issues that they advocate on behalf of. NOLEtrition, and RAW FSU advocate for healthful food 

and eating habits, which are not explicitly aligned with any real food category, however, local 

food is often fresher and thus higher in nutrient content or “healthier,” as is organically grown 

food. Additionally, given the extreme environmental impacts of industrialized agriculture, the 

sourcing of food on campus plays a huge role in sustainability. Thus the student groups and 

programs affiliated with Sustainable campus and the Office of Student Sustainability have a great 

stake in FSU procuring food from less ecologically damaging supply chains. The Ethical Food 

Association is certainly aligned with the RFC’s Humane criteria, while the Environmental 

Service Program, Eco reps, the Seminole Organic Garden and the overall goals of Sustainable 

Campus and the Office Student Sustainability are more aligned with the ecologically sound and 

local/community-based real food criteria. The Food Recovery Network at FSU focuses on 

fighting food waste and reducing food insecurity among students, which again is not an explicit 

goal of the RFC, however food waste reduction is a common form of food activism on college 

campuses that can serve as a link to other realms of food activism.  

 

Table 2: FSU Organizations Participating in Food Activism 

 
RAW FSU RAW FSU strives to create a community of individuals who have 

an interest/passion for natural medicine and/or holistic lifestyles. 

NOLEtrition NOLEtrition is club created in order to provide students the ability 

to achieve their individual health goals by creating a supportive and 

informative community of health and fitness enthusiasts while also 
serving the Tallahassee community.  

Sustainable Campus  We introduce the three pillars of sustainability to the FSU 

community: environmental, economic, and social justice The 
environmental pillar focuses on renewable energy, waste 

management, sustainable agriculture (new Seminole Organic 

Garden), & reducing deforestation.  

Office of Student 

Sustainability 

The Office of Student Sustainability (OSS) is a bureau of the 
Student Government Association dedicated to representing the 

student voice on sustainability issues. 

Ethical Food Association This group was created to inform FSU students about the 

consequences of western food culture and to advocate proactive 
behavior that is conducive to the wellbeing of the planet, animals, 

and humans, such as becoming involved with local agriculture, and 

choosing ethical food options. 
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Environmental Service 

Program 

The ESP will spread knowledge and concern for local 

environmental problems in the North Fl. area, and encourage 
sustainable lifestyles that connect humans with the environment. 

FSU Food Recovery 

Network 

Food Recovery Network unites students on college campuses to 

fight waste and feed people by taking the surplus unsold food from 

their colleges and donating it to hungry Americans. 

Eco Reps The Eco-Reps are student ambassadors charged with increasing 

sustainable behaviors at Florida State University through peer-to-

peer outreach and leadership 

*Organization descriptions retrieved Nov. 18, 2017 (https://nolecentral.dsa.fsu.edu/) 

 
 As is characteristic of a social movement in the emergence stage, the actions of these 

organizations are not strategic and collective, but individual and disparate. Students within these 

organizations may hold events or speak with their peers about dissatisfaction with some aspect of 

the food system, but their actions are not tactical or coordinated with other groups that may have 

overlapping goals. RFC Southeast and Midwest Regional Coordinator Katie LeBlanc noted that 

strategic student activism fighting for real food is the key to igniting the initial movement. 

Accordingly, the formation of a real food student group aligning the diverse food activist efforts 

of student organizations at U1, U2, and U3, is what catalyzed the Real Food Movement on their 

campuses to transition to the next stage – coalescence. In order for a to be ignited similarly at 

FSU, the formation of a Real Food Student group, “Real Food FSU,” would be crucial to 

centralize the food activist efforts being carried out by multiple student organizations and provide 

a clear direction to divert their goals toward. Key resources to be mobilized at this stage include 

the material resource of physical space to begin to hold informal meetings, and human resources 

in the form of members of current FSU student organizations interested in forming a Real Food 

FSU group and taking on leadership roles.   

Stage 2 - Coalescence 

 The coalescence stage of the Real Food Movement at FSU is when a true movement 

begins as students craft a common vision, specific goals, and strategies for success. As previously 

noted, the formation of a “Real Food FSU” group will be the driving force behind meaningful 

collective action at this stage. Gaining a member base for this group would occur through 
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mechanisms of “bloc recruitment” whereby cells, branches, or simply significant groups of 

members of existing organizations are recruited as a whole to a new movement, or contribute to 

the start of new campaigns (De la Porta and Diani 2006:120). The RFC guidelines for starting a 

campaign recommend that newly established student groups reach out to their RFC Regional 

Coordinator and learn as much as possible about the campaign by utilizing their online resources.  

 Student groups at U1, U2, and U3, exhibited a number of tactics directed toward the goal 

of having their university presidents sign the Real Food Campus Commitment. First, several 

measures must be taken to prove that students support the RFC and demand real food. To prove 

this, real food student organizations at both U1 and U3 received over 1,000 signatures from 

individual students and student organizations on a petition in support of the implementation of the 

RFC. Additionally, all three schools campaigned on behalf of the RFC by holding informational 

tables on campus and at outreach events, as well as utilized social media to ignite interest and 

education about the benefits of real food. A representative from U1 emphasized that in igniting 

student support for the RFC through conversation, it is best to tell stories, for example, comparing 

a chicken raised on a local pasture to a chicken that comes from a controlled animal feeding 

operation, in order to put the RFC into a real life context. Similarly, Katie LeBlanc emphasized 

that building students investment into the issue is a key way to gain their support. She mentioned 

explaining to students, “If eating at your campus dining hall is mandatory, you are implicit in 

investing in the power structure of the food system,” and encouraging them to question if their 

university is  “supporting dominant narratives or supporting justice oriented ones.” These 

strategies for student mobilization and proof of support for the RFC including petitioning, in-

person informational outreach, and social media marketing should all be carried out within the 

coalescence stage of the Real Food Movement at FSU. 

 Apart from student support, in order to get the Real Food Campus Commitment signed, it 

is crucial to gain backing from dining leadership. Representatives from all three Universities as 

well as the RFC “Start a Campaign!” webpage referenced gaining dining staff support and 
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willingness to collaborate with students to carry out the RFC as absolutely necessary for its 

implementation (RFC N.d.). When U3’s foodservice contract with Aramark was up in 2015, 

students involved with the RFC on campus attended deliberative meetings with potential new 

foodservice vendors and were able to have the requirements of the RFC written into their current 

foodservice contract with Chartwells. Additionally, a representative from U1 discussed the 

importance of establishing a relationship with Sodexo leadership early on, and Katie LeBlanc 

mentioned that often if a campus dining director is on board with the RFC the commitment is 

much more likely to get signed by university leaders. It is clear that support of the RFC in the 

eyes of current Sodexo employees at FSU would be critical to implementation, thus this is 

discussed in detail in the Stakeholder involvement section of this paper.   

 Finally, approval of the RFC from campus faculty and administration is the final 

component of coalescence necessary to get the Real Food Campus Commitment signed. Katie 

LeBlanc suggested that the best way to accomplish this is to find out who key faculty and 

administration in power are and strategize ways to put constant pressure on them so that you can 

not be ignored. She mentioned RFC student groups, which have organized sit-ins in president’s 

offices, students partaking in persistent phone calls and emails to higher administration, and 

attending public meetings to hold individuals accountable. Similarly, the RFC “Start a 

Campaign!” webpage suggests holding one on one meetings with administration involved in 

campus decision-making as well as gaining support from student government and the faculty 

senate (RFC N.d.). At U1 both faculty and student support for the RFC was gained by allowing 

students to pitch the RFC at the start of class sessions, particularly in the environmental studies 

department. Additionally, U1’s success in the ultimate signature of the Real Food Campus 

Commitment involved proposing the commitment to the dean of students, then higher-level 

deans, and finally the president. A reflective process at FSU would include gaining support 

among faculty members interested in food systems activism, then academic deans, the Vice 

President of Student Affairs, the Provost, and finally the University president.  
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 Key resources that must be mobilized to achieve success at the coalescence stage include 

material resources, for instance paper and pens to gain petition signatures as well as tabling and 

marketing materials. Human resources will be drawn upon in much greater density to distribute 

petitions, pitch the RFC to administration and dining providers, and participate in marketing and 

outreach on campus. Finally, moral resources in the form of backing from dining staff, faculty 

and administration as well as favorable media coverage from sources like the FSView or 

Tallahassee Democrat resources will be the final push necessary to get the Real Food Campus 

Commitment signed. Upon the signature of the Real Food Campus Commitment, the Real Food 

Movement at FSU would advance to stage 3 – bureaucratization.  

Stage 3 - Bureaucratization  

 

 A high level of organization accompanies a high level of change making power at the 

bureaucratization stage of a social movement. At this stage of the Real Food Movement at FSU, 

the RFC will become institutionalized within the university and have the power to ignite major 

change in the purchasing patterns of campus dining services. Many social movements fizzle out 

at this stage due to difficulties sustaining a member base and maintaining the excitement among 

members to continue to mobilize toward the movement’s goals. Thus, the continued mobilization 

of material, human, and moral resources must not falter at this stage. A RFC representative from 

U1 and Katie LeBlanc reiterated that just because the commitment is signed does not mean that 

change will happen. Student activism must continue to be the driving force behind the Real Food 

Movement at this stage, however the formalization of the movement requires the creation of a 

Real Food Working Group (RFWG) as well as student interns and potentially a paid full-time 

staff member all working strategically to accomplish movement goals.  

 The establishment of a RFWG is a requirement of all colleges and universities that sign 

the Real Food Campus Commitment. This group is comprised of students, staff, faculty, food 

service managers, food service workers and relevant local stakeholders responsible for 

developing and coordinating the implementation of an official real food policy and multi-year 
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action plan. For example, at U2 the RFWG group includes up to nine students, up to three 

university administration and staff members, up to three dining staff members and up to three 

interested faculty. All members must apply to the group and one or two students are elected as 

chairs/co-chairs of the group. This is a reflection of the overwhelming interest in and support for 

the RFC at U2 and as well as the academic programs offered relevant to food systems and 

sustainable agriculture.  

 Conversely, at U1 and U3 RFWG members were informally recruited from like-minded 

student groups and no strict selection process was employed for faculty, staff, or community 

stakeholders. A representative from U2 mentioned that the RFWG meets once monthly and 

essentially holds a brainstorming session on meeting action plan goals. Insights gathered from 

these meetings guide the real food interns in reach out to new real food vendors, increase 

education about real food on campus, and drafting annual progress reports. Advice from a 

representative at U1 encouraged not to let the RFWG get too large, as the initial group at U1 fell 

apart after just three meetings because students were unable to coordinate scheduling and 

motivate continued participation between students, faculty, dining staff, and community 

members. Taking these recommendations and RWFG structures into consideration, the RFWG at 

FSU should be comprised, similar to at U2, of up to ten students, up to four Sodexo staff 

members, up to three university administrators, up to three faculty members, and up to three 

relevant stakeholders if they are consistently available during meeting times. Given the lack of 

widespread interest or academic programs relevant to food systems and sustainable agriculture at 

FSU, an informal recruiting process should be utilized to ensure adequate participation.    

 This formalization of movement participation is reflected in that at U1, U2, and U3 

student interns are hired to run the Real Food Calculator, find real food vendors for real food 

procurement, and serve as leaders of the RFWG. These interns (commonly 1-3) are recruited 

from the real food student group or through social media marketing and are being compensated 

with stipends provided by the university, course credit, or compensation through the universities 
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foodservice provider. A representative from U1 emphasized that building the internship in the 

right place with an advisor who is passionate and knowledgeable is crucial to ensure intern 

productivity. This advisor is commonly the sustainability coordinator for campus dining services, 

an individual working in the university’s office of sustainability or a new staff member hired 

specifically to work to carry out the RFC. Both human resources in the form of interns and a staff 

supervisor as well as the material resources of money to pay these employees are critical for the 

movement to bureaucratize at this stage.  

 U2 provides an excellent example of the formalization of Real Food Movement 

leadership as they have hired a paid staff member solely devoted to working with real food 

vendors across the state, improving the RFC’s marketing efforts and supervising the real food 

interns. Additionally, Sodexo-managed dining services at U2 employ student interns that audit 

dining purchases utilizing the Real Food Calculator, provide partial tuition reimbursement for two 

graduate student fellows engaging in in-depth research on the RFC, and pay the student chair of 

the RFWG an hourly wage. Finally, each year students in two courses (Sustainable Food 

Purchasing and Applied Research Methods) assist with auditing dining purchases at all local 

subcontractor dining locations on campus to help identify potential new real food product shifts.  

 After having spent the summer in the location of U2 and being able to sit in on a U2 

RFWG summer meeting, it became clear to me that the campus and community culture was 

highly supportive of sustainability, particularly local and sustainable agriculture. Countless 

restaurants within the community source local food, a bustling farmers market with over 100 

hundred local vendors seemed to be the most popular Saturday outing, several students I met 

were members of community supported agriculture (CSA) programs, as well as were involved in 

urban gleaning and gardening, and so much more. This widespread support among students and 

the greater community can be seen as highly influential in the institutionalization of the Real 

Food Movement on campus. Similarly, Katie LeBlanc also referenced that backing and 

involvement in the RFC from the greater community in which a university is located can be 
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essential for its long-term success. Although not anywhere near the level of community support at 

U2, there is a significant amount of food activism occurring in the local Tallahassee community. 

Specific examples include the Frenchtown Heritage Hub, Lake Ella Growers Market, Red Hills 

Online Market, New Leaf Co-op, Tallahassee Farmers Market (Timberlane Road), Sustainable 

Tallahassee’s newly established local foods committee, the Florida Food Policy Council, the 

Tallahassee Fruit and Nut Exchange, and several local farms and community gardens such as 

iGrow and Ripe city. Informing and involving these organizations in increasing purchasing of 

local sustainable agriculture at FSU is a key way to formalize the movement in the eyes of the 

greater Tallahassee community and ensure its continued progress. This represents a moral 

resource that could truly bolster the legitimacy of the movement and ensure the involvement of 

more human resources in the form of community members.  

 Another principal component of the bureaucratization stage of the Real Food Movement 

at FSU would involve auditing 1 major dining hall’s food purchases for at least 2 months, as per 

the requirements detailed in the Real Food Calculator researcher instructions (Real Food 

Calculator N.d.). Steps one through nineteen involved in setting up and running the Real Food 

Calculator can be found in Appendix C. According to the Sodexo at FSU dining team’s senior 

culinary director, the dining hall at FSU serving the largest volume of students daily is the 

Suwannee Room, therefore the calculator assessment should be conducted in this dining hall. 

This decision is reflective of both U1 and U3, which both chose to audit purchasing in their 

largest major dining hall, while U2 audits purchasing at all campus dining locations. Two to three 

undergraduate interns or graduate students would complete the bulk of the calculations, and 

Sodexo or the University would compensate them if possible. The new InternFSU program 

offering 100 on-campus paid experiential learning opportunities at $10/hour for 10 hours per 

week beginning in Spring 2018, could be a great way to begin auditing dining purchasing through 

student internship positions. Alternatively, students interested in running the calculator could do 

so as part of a Direct Individual Study course or Honors in The Major Thesis for credit. Ideally, 
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Sodexo’s sustainability coordinator would supervise the interns or a new staff position would be 

created within Sustainable Campus to assist with real food procurement and intern oversight. One 

additional funding source could be the Green Fund, which provides FSU students the opportunity 

to apply for funding to develop and implement a project supporting conservation, cost reduction 

and climate action in one or more of the following areas: Water, Energy, Recycling, 

Transportation, Food. Apart from the human resources of interns and a supervisor needed to 

complete the calculator assessment, material resources in the form of computers and office space 

as well as some form of monetary or academic incentive for interns will be necessary to 

accomplish the assessment.  

 In 2013, Sodexo signed a supply chain transparency agreement with the RFC allowing 

students to access purchasing data directly from Sodexo’s corporate purchasing management 

software, The Market Connection. Students can upload excel reports generated from The Market 

Connection directly into the Real Food Calculator, which means a much less labor intensive data 

entry process for students at FSU and other Sodexo contracted institutions. However, The Market 

Connection does not necessarily record all purchases from every food vendor a dining location 

may be purchasing from, which may particularly apply to informal purchases from local vendors 

that may qualify as real. In order not to miss out on accounting for purchases made outside of The 

Market Connection, relationships must be established with Sodexo employees in charge of 

purchasing for the Suwannee Room. Thus, the Suwannee Room’s executive Chef was 

interviewed for the stakeholder involvement section of this paper.  

 Once the initial Real Food Calculator assessment is completed and the baseline 

percentage of real food being purchased by the Suwannee Room is calculated, the real food 

interns and RFWG’s efforts would be directed toward increasing real food procurement. Finding 

and integrating new real food products into institutional foodservice comes with many barriers, 

namely high quality assurance standards difficult for small producers to meet. Additionally, I 

learned from Katie LeBlanc that corporate food service providers systematically favor corporate 
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food vendors through exclusivity contracts in which foodservice companies agree to purchase 80 

– 90% of their food from a specific corporate food vendor. Foodservice companies are 

incentivized to participate in these agreements because when they promise to purchase a majority 

of a product (e.g. chicken) from a single company (e.g. Tyson) they receive a large financial 

kickback or rebate at the end of the year. Katie LeBlanc emphasized the severity of this issue 

noting, “The overarching decade after decade preference for agriculture that says get big or get 

out, forces a continued concentration of power that is an overwhelming threat.” 

 Despite these many barriers, several tactics utilized at other universities can be employed 

to increase real food procurement at FSU. At U2 real food procurement began starting with ‘low 

hanging fruits’ such as apples from local orchards. While U1 has also had great success in the 

local food procurement category because with U1 being in a large dairy producing state, all milk 

currently being served is local and real, as well as all chicken being sourced from a local Amish 

chicken vendor. Difficulties finding local food vendors that could meet the volume and quality 

assurance standards necessary for foodservice purchasing at U3, led them to have more success 

procuring food in the other three real food categories (fair, ecologically sound, and humane) 

based on certifications. Examples of product swaps they have made include switching to fair 

trade bananas, coffee, and honeydew, as well as purchasing organic snack food products from 

natural foods distributor United Natural Foods Inc. (UNFI). This again highlights the influence of 

the structure of the local food environment in which a university is situated and the strength of 

their relationship with local farms (again, a moral resource), in relation to their success carrying 

out the RFC. In regard to increasing real food procurement at FSU, simple swaps to local citrus, 

berries, and other abundant seasonal produce unique to Florida could be a key source of real food 

procurement, while purchasing from a natural or foods distributor like UNFI would be an easy 

way to increase procurement of fair trade, organic, and humane certified products.  
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Stage 4 - Decline 

 

 Of the four means by which a social movement can decline (repression, co-optation, 

failure, and success), the RFC and subsequent Real Food Movements on college campuses are 

most susceptible to repression or failure. While it is certainly possible for real food student 

leaders to be co-opted by movement targets due to coercion or financial incentives, no presence 

of this was exhibited within my findings. Decline by outright success or establishment within the 

mainstream would not truly be accomplished unless all or a majority of higher education 

institutions signed the Real Food Campus Commitment. Even so, they would only be committing 

to purchasing 20% real food, thus it is possible that the requirement would continually increase 

toward a goal of 100% real food, which would essentially involve a complete overhaul of the 

modern food system. U2 for example has achieved the 20% real food goal three years early and 

the student movement for real food is well established and growing with no sense of decline on 

the horizon.  

 Unfortunately, according to Katie LeBlanc, repression of the RFC by university 

administration and even authorities is common, particularly at institutions in the south. When 

students choose to utilize antagonistic organizing tactics such as sit-ins, protests, and radical 

displays, consequences can be drastic. On multiple campuses students have been arrested, and/or 

tried for university misconduct (Katie LeBlanc, personal communication). Even when students do 

not use extreme tactics to demand real food, university administration and dining staff on many 

campuses chose to continually ignore student’s demands and avoid engaging with them in 

meetings or at press events (Katie LeBlanc, personal communication). Although such forms of 

repression do not only occur at schools in the south, many southern schools have longstanding 

ties to corporate agriculture and again a culture that is only beginning to widely support and 

understand the need for food system change. A key point to emphasize to administrators at FSU 

who may be concerned about alienating corporate partners is that the Real Food Campus 

Commitment is only an agreement to 20% real food purchasing, thus leaving 80% to continue to 



	

	 39	

devote to big corporations. Additionally, students must get an overwhelming amount of support 

from peers, dining staff, and community stakeholders, which represent moral resources, in order 

for the movement to be legitimate and unable to be ignored in the eyes of higher administration. 

Given that most campuses that engage in radical displays are unable to get the commitment 

signed, such practices are not recommended at FSU. Previously discussed diplomatic organizing 

tactics such as tabling, on campus outreach, social media marketing, and community relationship 

building should instead continue to be employed.  

 Rather than traditional failure by factionalism or encapsulation, the most common threat 

of outright failure of a longstanding Real Food Movement is waning student support due to the 

fluidity of participation as students graduate. Representatives from both U1 and U2 noted that the 

initial group of students who had fought fervently to get the Real Food Campus Commitment 

signed graduated shortly after, leaving them with a lack of underclassmen to take on the work of 

leading the RFWG and running the Real Food Calculator. They also underscored that with faculty 

and foodservice staff having a full workload of their own outside of the RFC, students motivated 

to carry out the goals outlined in the commitment are crucial to advancing the movement goals 

and thus are the most essential human resource. A representative at U1 mentioned that the best 

way to ensure continued participation is to remind graduating RFC leaders to take a step back and 

make space for new members to have a seat at the table. This notion is backed by a study of 

organization-level predictors of sustained social movement participation, which found that the 

equitable redistribution of resources and opportunities within organizations predicts greater levels 

of participation within organizations (Tesdahl and Speer 2014). Passing on responsibilities in 

recognition of the pursuit of long-term goals is central to prevent decline as Katie LeBlanc 

mentions “The most powerful student groups I’ve seen are in it for the long haul, and planning 5 

years at a time.” In accordance with these insights and to prevent organizational decline, RFC 

student leaders at FSU must set long-term goals that are strengthened by redistributing leadership 

and involvement responsibilities to new members.  
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 One final component of the Real Food Campus Commitment that is fundamental to 

ensure movement longevity is increasing awareness on campus about the benefits of ecologically 

sustainable, humane, and socially equitable food systems. By constantly striving to educate 

students about the value of the RFC, the movement is bolstered each year by students who want 

to get involved with, or at the very least want to eat real food. A number of diverse campus 

outreach and marketing tactics have been employed at other schools in order to increase 

awareness about the RFC. A common event held at U1 and also suggested by Katie LeBlanc 

involved holding a Real Food Market Day where local Real Food Vendors were invited to 

campus to speak with students about their farming practices and sell produce. For certified 

products falling in other real food categories that do not involve being produced locally, students 

at U1 held a Good Food Tabling Party where they spoke with peers about the new real food 

options on campus and provided samples. Similar tabling events were held at U3 where students 

handed out pocket guides with pictures and definitions of third party certifications that students 

could take to the grocery store, and they also spoke with students about the importance of these 

certifications. A great way to involve university faculty in the RFC was exhibited at U1 when 

they held a panel discussion with agricultural and environmental studies professors about the pros 

and cons of genetically modified organisms (GMO’s), which are a disqualifier for real food 

criteria. Many of these events received news coverage in university publications, a key moral 

resource for marketing, which also aids with awareness and outreach to students that may be 

missed otherwise. Both material resources including a space to hold these events and funds for 

any marketing materials, as well as human resources to lead boots on the ground marketing 

efforts would be pivotal to keep the Real Food Movement from stalling.  

 Apart from in-person events, maintaining a constant social media presence is crucial to 

bolster student engagement, provide event updates, and highlight campaign successes. The 

importance of building a strong online presence is supported by communications scholar’s 

findings that in the Internet era, online communication is a form of organization within itself, 
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which is fundamentally altering movement processes (Flanagin, Stohl, and Bimber 2006). At 

FSU students should maintain a Facebook page for the RFC at FSU, a Facebook group for the 

RFWG, an Instagram page and a Twitter account, being sure to post updates at least once weekly 

to engage with students and cross post with other campus organizations. One final way to market 

the RFC to the student body is to label real food being served in the in the dining halls. However, 

a representative from U1 cautioned that because some real food is local and seasonal, it is 

difficult to keep up with updating labels to reflect menu changes. Alternatively, hanging posters 

in dining halls showcasing consistent real food products such as poultry, eggs, or coffee was 

suggested by the U1 representative. Utilizing this strategy would certainly be feasible at FSU, and 

along with the many other campus outreach and social media marketing tactics discussed above 

would ensure a Real Food Movement on campus, as Katie LeBlanc put it, “in it for the long 

haul.”  

Table 3: Stages of the Real Food Movement at FSU 

	
Stage		 Goals	and	Strategies	 Resource	Mobilization	

Stage	1:	Emergence	

• Student	groups	serving	as	

agitators	raising	consciousness	

about	food	systems	issues	

• Unite	FSU	student	food	activists	

à	Real	Food	FSU	student	

organization	

*Resources	are	material,	

human,	or	moral	

	

• Physical	meeting	space,	

student	leaders		

	

Stage	2:	Coalescence		

• Contact	RFC	national	staff	and	

develop	a	strategic	plan		

• Get	the	Real	Food	Campus	

Commitment	Signed	-	petition,	

student	outreach,	stakeholder	

support		

• Marketing	and	

petitioning	materials,	

students	spreading	

awareness,	moral	

backing	from	influential	

stakeholders	and	media	

Stage	3:	

Bureaucratization	

• Real	Food	Working	Group	

Established	–	formulate	official	

real	food	policy	and	multi-year	

action	plan		

• RFC	interns	and	potential	full-

time	staff	member	hired	à	Real	

Food	Calculator	assessment	

conducted	and	begin	to	increase	

real	food	procurement	

	

• Moral	support	from	

community	members,	

paid	staff	and	student	

interns,	meeting	space,	

marketing	materials,	

continued	student	

action		
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Stage	4:	Decline	

• Preventing	repression:	avoid	

radical	organizing	tactics	and	

alienating	corporate	partners	

• 	Redistribute	opportunities	to	

underclassmen	as	RFC	student	

leaders	graduate	

• Ongoing	student	awareness	

efforts:	social	media,	outreach	

events,	dining	hall	marketing		

• Marketing	materials,	

physical	space	for	

meetings	and	events,	

financial	funding	for	

staff,	interns,	and	events,	

continued	student	and	

stakeholder	action,	

moral	support	from	

stakeholders	and	media		

	

STAKEHOLDER INVOLVEMENT  

 

 Although implementing the RFC requires a movement for real food chiefly led by 

students, reaching 20% real food purchasing, among the other RFC goals, cannot be 

accomplished without the support and involvement of relevant stakeholders. In order to 

understand the willingness to be involved with the RFC at FSU among these stakeholders I 

conducted one-on-one meetings with representatives from Sodexo at FSU also known as 

Seminole Dining, Chapman Produce (local foods distributor), and Sustainable Campus.  

Sodexo  

 

 As a university with over 41,000 students, foodservice at FSU is an enormous operation. 

Currently, over 5,000 students are enrolled in dining meal plans ranging from $525-$1,999 per 

semester, and revenue from more than 26 campus dining locations and athletic concessions 

beings in approximately $31 million annually (Dobson 2017). In February 2017, FSU signed a 

10-year dining contract worth over $173 Million with foodservice giant Sodexo. Since the official 

transition from FSU’s previous foodservice provider, Aramark, occurring during Summer 2017, 

Sodexo now controls all campus dining operations (excluding franchises), including catering and 

a new food truck operation (Dobson 2017). According to university officials Sodexo was an 

attractive choice for FSU due to the company’s focus on nutrition and sustainability, and sourcing 

locally produced foods (Dobson 2017). Changes to foodservice establishments that have occurred 

thus far include the renovation of the Suwannee Room and its renewed focus on “sustainability, 
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health, and wellness,” as well as the rebranding of Fresh Food Company to “Seminole Test 

Kitchen” providing Floridian flavors like local Florida seafood, greenery, and grilled foods 

(Dobson 2017:3). Additionally, a new 20,000-square-foot dining hall was constructed on campus 

including a convenience store and Italian, comfort, and international themed cuisines.  

 My initial contact with Sodexo involved a request to be sent the contract they had signed 

with FSU in early 2017. As the contract is public information, my inquiry was treated as an 

official public records request, and I was sent the contract via email and with redactions from the 

FSU Office of Business Services (OBS). A representative from OBS also let me know that the 

approved 2017-2018 Operating Expense Budget for everything coded as Food Service totaled 

$1,396,184, meaning that if FSU were successful in implementing the RFC $279.236.80 (20% of 

$1396,184) would be shifted toward real food purchasing.  

 Although my request was forwarded on to OBS, the Sodexo staff members whom I had 

originally contacted were willing to speak with me about my interest in bringing the RFC to FSU. 

My first conversation with Sodexo employees was conducted over the phone, as I was not in 

Tallahassee at the time. Through this conversation I was able to gain confirmation of Sodexo 

staff’s willingness to honor the national transparency agreement they signed with the RFC 

allowing students to access food procurement data through The Market Connection (Sodexo’s 

corporate purchasing management software) as well as to provide information about product 

purchases that are made outside of The Market Connection. The representatives I spoke with 

emphasized their passion for local food and sustainability, and their excitement to revamp FSU’s 

dining services in the coming year.  

 The excitement and eagerness to improve food sustainability at FSU exhibited by Sodexo 

representatives in our initial phone conversation was reflected in an in-person meeting that I 

organized with Sodexo representatives approximately one month after the prior phone call. 

During this meeting I specifically sought to understand if Sodexo staff would be willing to work 

with students organizing to implement the RFC, to which I received a reply of ““We are always 
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in meetings and happy to meet and work with students or groups who reach out to us.” I also 

gained information on how Sodexo defines local food (250 mile radius) and also found out that 

they plan to collect weekly reporting data on local food procurement, which would prove very 

helpful to RFC researchers. Upon delving more deeply into the requirements of the RFC, the 

Sodexo representatives did express some concern over the rigidity of the requirements under each 

real food category. Another issue that was brought up included the many dining franchises 

(Chickfila, Starbucks, Four Rivers, etc.) that are not controlled by Sodexo and thus, were the RFC 

to be implemented, might dilute the baseline real food percentage calculated if included in the 

Real Food Calculator Audit. Therefore, we decided that the Real Food Calculator should be run 

in FSU’s largest dining hall, the Suwannee Room, which led me to set up a meeting with one of 

Suwannee’s executive chefs, whom I will refer to as Chef D.   

 Gaining the support of chef D at Suwannee is one of the vital first steps to implementing 

the RFC, because as I was informed in our meeting, they are in charge of all food purchasing for 

the dining hall. Our conversation began with Chef D explaining that menus for the dining hall are 

written based on a four week cycle which accounts for how many students are estimated to dine 

each day. A large portion of the budget is set aside for popular items such a pizza, chicken 

tenders, and salad, while foods with a lower “acceptability factor” like seafood and exotic 

produce account for a smaller budgeted allowance (Chef D, personal communication). All current 

food vendors being purchased from at Suwannee include: Borden’s Milk, Halpern’s Flours, 

Sysco, and Chapman Produce (also known as Chapman’s) (Chef D, personal communication). 

Chef D went on to explain that Chapman’s is the sole provider of all fresh produce for the dining 

hall, and that apart from Borden’s providing Milk and Halpern’s providing bread, food 

distribution giant Sysco supplies Suwannee with all other food products from poultry to cereal. 

“Oh and Coca-Cola of course provides beverages, Chef D added. From this information I 

concluded that apart from a portion of the produce supplied by Chapman’s that may be produced 

locally, no other food products currently being served at Suwannee would likely meet the RFC’s 
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standards. Confirming this assumption would require the full completion of the Calculator 

assessment to determine the baseline percentage of real food being served at Suwannee.  

 Next, Chef D and I began a conversation about cost, specifically flexibility in the budget 

to purchase real food. It is important to note that real food is not always more expensive. For 

instance Johns Hopkins University was able purchase locally raised chicken at a lower cost than 

they had previously purchased from Sysco (RFC Communications Staff, personal 

communication). Additionally, three key cost shifting strategies are utilized by RFC signatory 

schools to continue ensure a balanced budget while increasing real food procurement. The first of 

these strategies includes cost exchanges, an example of which would be switching from a brand 

name value added product to a generic brand, and utilizing the funds saved to purchase milk 

produced locally (RFC Communications Staff, personal communication). Second, menu 

modifications can also save significant costs, an example of which is using certified grass-fed 

beef for burgers and supplementing a portion of the patties with legumes during the grinding 

process. Thus because a portion of each patty is comprised of beans or legumes, the high cost of 

buying certified grass-fed beef is mitigated. The last cost-saving strategy, processing changes, 

involves cutting costs in shipping and processing by preparing an ingredient or dish on campus 

which is normally outsourced (RFC Communications Staff, personal communication). Chef D 

noted that one or more of these strategies could be feasible at Suwannee, and went on to mention 

that he would be particularly inclined to spend additional funds on local foods stating, “If local 

products can be afforded I prefer them, even if they cost a little more.” When I inquired about the 

impetus for this desire to source more local food products Chef D mentioned that his employees 

are members of the Tallahassee community and that he hopes to serve it by supporting the local 

economy. Additionally he explained that Soedxo has corporate sustainability goals for 2025, 

which sourcing more local food contributes to achieving.  

 From this conversation I gained a clear sense that Chef D would be willing to assist 

students to the best of his abilities in running the Real Food Calculator, and being an active 
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participant in the Real Food Working Group. He also noted that he would be willing to provide 

invoices for all products purchased outside of The Market Connection, which include purchases 

from Chapman Produce and Bordens Milk. Given all the above conditions, implementing the 

RFC in the Suwannee Room seemed not only feasible, but promising, apart from barriers to 

bringing in new food vendors which we discussed next. Chef D mentioned that all the vendors 

Suwannee currently purchases from are pre-approved by Sodexo, which requires rigorous quality 

assurance (QA) approval from Sodexo’s corporate auditors. A lack of willingness audit small 

regional businesses as well as a fifteen million dollar insurance requirement from any food 

vendor Sodexo purchases from is a huge barrier for small and local businesses. Chef D suggested 

that the best and potentially only way to integrate local businesses into the Sodexo supply chain 

to Suwannee is to have a pre-approved distributor such as Chapman Produce purchase the farm or 

companies products, thus taking on the QA and insurance requirements, and then have 

Chapman’s deliver the products to Suwannee Room.  

Chapman Produce  

 

 To understand the possibility of expanding local food procurement at FSU, I set up a 

meeting with Nathan Protheroe, a sales manager at Chapman Produce, also known as Chapman’s. 

Although the current Chapman’s company wasn’t officially established until 2012, the family 

owned and operated business began in Tallahassee in the 1940’s under the name Williams 

Tomatoes. Over the years mergers with other local foods distributors led Chapman’s to become 

the fairly large regional foods distributor that they are today. Although, Chapman’s does not 

source nearly all of their produce locally because many highly desired items are not grown in 

Florida, or certainly not year round, their longstanding connections in the Tallahassee community 

has led to partnerships with numerous local farms. Nathan believes that Chapman’s relationships 

with local farmers, which allows them a consistent supply of local products, was a major factor in 

their inclusion in FSU’s current foodservice supply chain as of the 2017 contract.  
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 Chapman’s is “a box-in-box-out wholesaler,” meaning that they do not process or 

package any food products in their facility (Nathan Protheroe personal communication). The 

Chapman’s warehouse simply serves as an aggregation facility where food is grouped in 

accordance with their clients needs and delivered to various locations within the Leon county 

(county in which Tallahassee is located) region and other neighboring counties. This means that 

all farms that Chapman’s purchases from must be fully equipped with the capabilities to process 

and package if necessary all of their food before it is picked up for aggregation and distribution. 

For instance West Coast Mushroom, which Nathan noted is the first farm that FSU has “adopted” 

as a produce provider has a 1/2 mile long processing facility on their over 60 acres of land where 

they can complete all of their processing and packaging in-house. In recognition that many local 

farms do not have processing facilities of this magnitude, if any, Nathan mentioned that applying 

for a federal grant to have a centralized processing facility built in Leon or a neighboring county 

could mitigate this issue. Stakeholder groups like Sustainable Tallahassee, the Florida Food 

Policy Council, or the Apalachee Regional Planning Council may be integral to writing and 

applying for such a grant that would strengthen the local food infrastructure and distribution 

chain.  

 Nathan and I also discussed other barriers and opportunities to local purchasing. One 

barrier to a strict 250-mile radius definition of local is that a large amount or Florida produce is 

grown in South Florida, which extends beyond 250 miles from Tallahassee. However, one 

advantage is the inclusion of products grown in southern and central Georgia into the local radius. 

Furthermore, although many local farmers may not be able to produce the volume of any given 

fruit or vegetable necessary to supply the Suwannee Room, Chapman’s can aggregate products 

from numerous local farms in order to meet large quantity requirements. Nathan emphasized that 

although the Suwannee room may have strict volume requirements, Chapman’s has none, thus if 

a farm has a large quantity of a seasonal food product for a short period of the year, and a small 
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quantity for another, they can still sell to Chapman’s and have their products distributed to 

institutions and businesses with varying volume needs.  

 After explaining the RFC and its goals to Nathan, he was very intrigued and interested in 

participating were the initiative to be implemented. When I inquired about Chapman’s ability to 

provide information on the sourcing of their products to students running the Real Food 

Calculator, Nathan noted that they would be willing provide all the information that is available. 

Chapman’s has recently begun labeling locally sourced products within their facility to assist 

FSU and other institutions, which seek to track local purchasing. However, when it comes to 

labeling products that come from certified organic farms or producers that may have other third 

party certifications, no distinction is currently being made. This presents a significant 

disadvantage in increasing and tracking real food procurement in categories other than local 

because they are not currently being distinguished thus students would have to contact each farm 

individually to inquire about produce meeting real food requirements. However, given the drive 

to source more local food at FSU forged by their recent partnership with Sodexo as well as 

Chapman’s desire to purchase from local growers, a large boost in local food procurement may be 

on the Horizon and given even more momentum to flourish with the implementation of the RFC.  

Sustainable Campus 

 Sustainable Campus serves as a hub for all things sustainability at FSU. Their mission is 

“To promote a culture of sustainable living in an open forum and to promote the practice of 

resource conservation at FSU and within the campus community that by so doing promotes the 

university's positive impact upon the local and global environment” (Sustainable Campus N.d.). 

Food is an integral component of campus sustainability efforts, so integral in fact that that the 

Association for the Advancement of Sustainability in Higher Education’s (AASHE), 

Sustainability Tracking and Rating System (STARS) devotes seven out of 180 total points for 

sustainability in reaching over 200 benchmarks, to dining services (STARS N.d.). FSU’s STARS 

point value for dining services as of an assessment conducted in 2015, was at a mere 2.48/7 
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points (STARS N.d.). Because AASHE ratings are factored in to widely viewed college ranking 

lists such as The Princeton Review, there is a great incentive to improve our score by devoting 

time and resources toward sustainable food programming like the RFC. A longstanding 

partnership between the RFC and AASHE, allows schools that have signed on to the Real Food 

Campus commitment to receive extra points in the food-purchasing portion of the dining 

sustainability assessment. Due to this opportunity to advance campus sustainability goals directly 

by implementing the RFC, I was thrilled to propose it to Sustainable campus. 

 In a meeting with a representative from sustainable campus whom I will refer to as Mrs. 

T, I learned that I was not the first student to propose bringing the RFC to FSU. Mrs. T explained  

that when the RFC national campaign began to spread to the south in 2012, a group of students 

had come from the RFC national team to speak with Sustainable campus about its 

implementation. Unfortunately, given the lack of willingness on the part of FSU’s previous 

Foodservice provider, Aramark, and a lack of student mobilization for real food on campus, no 

further progress was made. Mrs. T also noted that when the RFC was proposed in the past, the 

Tallahassee community and surroundings regions farming capacities were not developed on a 

level that they could sell to large institutions which they are now, emphasizing the potential for 

increasing local food procurement in the future.  

 One issue Mrs. T brought up concerning the RFC is the strictness of the real food criteria, 

which cannot be adapted to specific schools and environments. For instance, the local 

requirement for the RFC denotes that an individual farm cannot gross more than $5 million 

annually to qualify as real, however, it is very difficult to find farms that meet that criteria and 

also can meet the volume needs of an institution like FSU. Mrs. T certainly agreed that there is 

ample room for improvement within the realm of sustainable food at FSU but emphasized that 

due to STARS exclusively giving extra points in the food category to RFC signatory schools “we 

don’t get hardly any credit for any of the good we are doing because of the things we aren’t 

doing.” While Mrs. T certainly made it clear that Sustainable Campus would not thwart any 
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student led efforts to implement the RFC, given the many other sustainability programs being run 

under the Sustainable Campus umbrella, the RFC could not be their priority. A lack of major 

support for RFC from Sustainable Campus could weaken the potential for the Real Food 

Movement to achieve the goal of getting of the Real Food Campus Commitment signed. 

However, strong support and participation from Sodexo and other community businesses and 

organizations like Chapman Produce and Sustainable Tallahassee could offset some of the lack 

there of from Sustainable Campus. This is certainly not to say that Sustainable campus does not 

support improving campus food sustainability efforts, only that they may be more inclined to 

advocate for an alternative form of sustainable food programming unique to FSU, rather than 

having to adhere to the RFC’s rules and procedures.    

LIMITATIONS OF THE RFC AND ALTERNATE SUSTAINABLE FOOD INITIATIVES 

 

 Limitations of the RFC that I came across in meetings with Sodexo and Sustainable 

Campus representatives included, the strictness of RFC criteria, anticipated difficulties finding 

new real food vendors and getting them approved by Sodexo’s corporate auditors, and a desire to 

have a food sustainability program unique to FSU. In order to understand why FSU’s peer 

universities have also chosen not to implement the RFC, and rather have created their own 

extensive sustainable food programs, I conducted phone interviews with representatives from four 

universities found to be FSU’s institutional peers by the FSU office of institutional research 

(2015). I will refer to these universities as U4, U5, U6 and U7. These interviews provide insight 

into the magnitude of sustainable food programming on each campus and shed light on each 

institutions perspective’s on the limitations of RFC.  

 The first university representative I contacted at U4, is a campus organizer at a large 

university in the Southeastern U.S., who has been working, unsuccessfully, to get the RFC 

implemented at U4 since 2014. Although a Real Food U4 student group does currently exist at 

U4, the Real Food Movement has stalled at the coalescence stage, as they have not been able to 
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get the Real Food Campus Commitment signed by the university president. Despite trying “every 

organizing tactic under the sun,” from holding an on campus farmers market, several tabling 

events, social media marketing, and more, university administration continues to repress the 

movement by refusing to sign on to the RFC. Students involved in the RFC at U4 have 

participated in more radical organizing tactics such as dropping a banner reading “The food 

system is entrenched in racism, #exposeconsolidation” on world food day. The representative I 

spoke with noted that the RFC at U4 has a particular focus on racial inequalities in the food 

system, noting that “the plantation is alive and well,” within their community. This type of 

politically charged mobilization has certainly hurt the Real Food Movement in terms of achieving 

university recognition as the U4 representative mentioned that the U4 office of sustainability will 

not hire students involved with the RFC or get involved in their initiatives. The only food related 

sustainability initiative currently being carried out at U4 apart from the RFC student groups effort 

is a Zero Waste program, which collects food scraps from campus dining locations and delivers 

them to a local bioconversion facility to be turned into compost. 

  Despite their inability to get the Real Food Campus Commitment signed, RFC students at 

U4 have been able to conduct the baseline Real Food Calculator assessment due to their favorable 

relationship with the self-operated dining services (no corporate foodservice contract at U4). This 

assessment motivated product procurement shifts to fair trade coffee, tea, and bananas, which 

represents how the Real Food Campus Commitment doesn’t have to be signed in order to 

increase real food procurement or improve awareness among the student body about the benefits 

of real food. The U4 representative noted that although getting the RFC signed at U4 doesn’t 

seem feasible due to the university’s strong ties to corporate agriculture, as well as lack of support 

from the office of sustainability, “We are still making things happen and having important 

conversations with students. That’s what really matters.” Should a reflective repression of the 

RFC occur at FSU, of course similar tactics can be taken to carry out movement goals to the 
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greatest extent possible, while as previously noted radical organizing tactics should be avoided in 

order not to alienate the group from higher administration. 

 A similar situation at U4 is exhibited at U5, as the implementation of the RFC has been 

repressed by refusal of administration to sign the Real Food Campus Commitment. Contrary to 

the reasoning behind the lack of support from administration for the RFC at U4 being opposition 

to radical student organizing tactics, a lack of student demand demonstrated in support of real 

food adequate enough to shift and expand the universities food budget is the limiting factor for 

the RFC at U5. However, similar to U4, despite the commitment not being signed, support from 

U5’s corporate foodservice provider (Sodexo) has allowed them to conduct a baseline food 

procurement assessment, which found that approximately 4% real food is currently being served 

at U5. The representative from U5 that I spoke with emphasized that Sodexo was the first 

university entity that was on board with the RFC and even excited about it. As far as tracking 

food purchasing the U5 representative noted that Sodexo management has been extremely helpful 

in the calculator process, and that it’s been great to have a manager who can help students put 

pressure on vendors to send the information necessary to conduct the calculator assessment.    

 Apart from the RFC specifically, U5 has had an established Food Sustainability Working 

Group since 2007, one of seven working groups operating under the Campus Sustainability 

Advisory Board. This group was created to address issues relevant to sustainable food on campus 

through research and programming, and members of the group include students, faculty, 

foodservice staff and community members. One main form of programming this group organizes 

is Food Summits held yearly since 2013, which bring various students, faculty members across 

disciplines, and community stakeholders together to talk about the campus food system. A local 

food festival is also held on campus every year in which local farmers and businesses come to 

campus to sell products alongside student groups tabling on topics related to sustainable food 

education. A variety of food films like FedUp and Food Inc. have accompanied panel discussions 
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about sustainable food, and campus wide food challenges for example, where students cut sugar 

sweetened beverages out of their diets to win a prize, have been implemented.  

 Although the Food Working group has a goal of 10% sustainable food by 2020, without 

having signed the Real Food Campus Commitment or having guidelines depicting strict 

definitions of sustainable food, this informal commitment has “no teeth” (U5 representative, 

personal communication). When it comes to increasing local and sustainable food U5’s bulk 

foods procurement director has made an effort to look for vendors who comply with the RFC and 

try to get them approved by Sodexo or work them into the distribution chain. While the U5 office 

of sustainability has a paid internship program where interns are hired to work with Sodexo to 

track sustainable food purchases and find new vendors. Thus, overall at U5 although the RFC has 

not been implemented, the longstanding recognition of food sustainability as an important 

component of campus sustainability efforts through the establishment of the food sustainability 

working group, as well as the support form real food among Sodexo staff, has led to a significant 

amount of sustainable food activism occurring on campus. 

 At U6, the initial push for sustainable food on campus came from a group of students 

known as “local foods matters ambassadors,” who hosted famers markets on campus, held local 

foods parties, and led local food awareness marketing campaigns. This group soon transitioned 

into the Real Food U6 campus group, which then shifted their organizing tactics to more radical 

displays such as rallies in campus common areas, sit-ins in the presidents office, and crude 

marketing tactics such as photo shopping a photo of their president in bed with figures with big 

food corporations logos as heads. While the tactics these students engaged in proved to be 

unsuccessful in getting the Real Food Campus Commitment signed, they did result in the 

formation of a campus food sustainability panel in 2014, comprised, like most others, of students, 

self operated food service staff, faculty, and community members. Although this group initially 

included several students involved in the RFC at U6, when they threatened an ultimatum that if 

the panel did not recommend that university administration to sign the Real Food Campus 
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Commitment they would all quit the panel, the panel did not comply and all members involved 

with the RFC did indeed quit.  

 As the representative I spoke with is still a current member of the food sustainability 

panel, she believes that the Real Food at U6 student group has since fizzled out. She, and many 

student members of the panel felt alienated by the undiplomatic organizing tactics taken by the 

RFC students and no longer wanted to associate themselves with the group. Similar to the 

programs at U4 and U5, at U6 have worked with campus dining staff to conduct a baseline food 

procurement assessment and are working to find more sustainable food vendors. However, 

without a clear definition of sustainable food or a formal commitment to increase it the impetus to 

divert from the status quo of corporate purchasing is moderate at best. The U6 representative 

cited the decision of the panel not to sign the Real Food Campus commitment as resulting from a 

desire of the university to retain their autonomy in determining how to run their dining services, 

which have always been self operated. Additionally, disagreements among members on the panel 

concerning the validity of the RFC guidelines, as well as nutritionists on the panel who felt that 

the RFC places little importance on student nutrition contributed to a lack of support for the RFC. 

However again as at U4 and U5, although the RFC is not formally being implemented at U6, 

continued on-campus education programing and collaboration with dining services to source 

more sustainable food is occurring.  

 Finally, in 2010 at U7 a Real Food U7 student group was formed which provided 

momentum for the university to hire a full time staff member devoted to campus food 

sustainability efforts. Rather than signing the Real Food Campus Commitment, with the support 

of the University Sustainability Council, a Sustainable Food Working Group was formed and 

tasked with thoroughly evaluating the RFC to decide if U7 should sign the commitment. The 

working group decided not to sign on to the RFC, but to keep many of its principles and tailor 

them to their campus. The representative from U7 that I spoke with noted that the fluidity of RFC 

parameters and a campus culture of entrepreneurial spirit led students on the working group to 
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desire to “pave their own way.” With no corporate foodservice provider, the U7 representative 

acknowledged that it is easier for students to implement specific changes without signing a formal 

commitment, which mandates change. More limitations of the RFC cited by the U7 representative 

include the strictness of real food criteria, particularly in the local category and the large amount 

of detail needed to collect data on real food purchasing.  

 The Sustainable Food Working Group at U7 has been very productive despite not having 

signed a formal commitment to purchase real food. They have developed a sustainable food 

action plan with annual benchmarks and a sustainable food protocol dictating the values 

qualifying sustainable food. Student staff members paid by the university’s Sustainability Council 

track food purchases and have committed to annual incremental increases in sourcing 

unprocessed whole foods and local sustainable foods to reach 20% by 2020. Important food 

swaps to local bread, certified sustainable seafood, and fair trade coffee have occurred. 

Furthermore, the working group has implemented numerous programs dedicated to reducing food 

waste and has started an on campus farm, which occasionally provides food products for campus 

dining establishments. U7 provides yet another example of a university that has elected not to 

sign on to the RFC and rather implement a unique sustainable food program that has still 

achieved great progress.  

CONCLUSION  

 
 It is clear that industrialized agricultural practices and corporate consolidation within the 

food system have led to severe environmental, social, and public health impacts. The Real Food 

Challenge serves as a national campus food movement aimed at mediating these impacts by 

challenging the power structure of the food system. With the RFC’s central goal of shifting 20% 

or $1 billion of campus food procurement budgets toward real food by 2020, campuses across the 

country that have signed the Real Food Campus Commitment are a part of a movement for a 

more local, fair, ecologically sound, and humane food system. Student food activists with once 
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disparate and uncoordinated efforts have been united by the Real Food Movement, and are 

working together to change the food purchasing patterns of their universities, while supporting 

the local farming community along the way. Implementation of the RFC on college and 

university campuses is a source for powerful change within the food system, which is why this 

analyses serves to outline the best practices for igniting a Real Food Movement at FSU.  

 Information gathered from RFC campus organizing guides as well as interviews with the 

RFC Southeast Regional Coordinator and RFC campus organizers on university campuses similar 

to FSU revealed key actions to take and resources to mobilize at each stage of the Real Food 

Movement. First FSU student groups participating in food activism need to be united by forming 

a Real Food at FSU campus group in the emergence stage. Next, this group needs all hands on 

deck in the coalescence stage to prove to higher administration that there is a strong student 

demand for real food on campus, supported by thousands of student signatures on a petition to 

implement the RFC, as well as backing from key stakeholders such as Sodexo employees, 

Sustainable Campus staff, and community members. In order to reach the bureaucratization stage 

the Real Food FSU group must accomplish the signature of the Real Food Campus Commitment, 

and form a Real Food Working Group (RFWG) comprised of students, Sodexo staff, faculty and 

administration, and community stakeholders. Other activities at this stage include creating an 

official real food policy and action plan, conducting a baseline food procurement assessment 

utilizing the Real Food Calculator, as well as identifying and implementing strategies for 

increasing real food procurement. Finally, to prevent movement decline and ensure longevity 

students working as calculator interns and members of the RFWG must make room for younger 

potential RFC student leaders to take on responsibilities and leadership opportunities. Strong 

continued on campus marketing efforts such as bringing a farmers market to FSU’s Union Green, 

holding panel discussions or showing films related to sustainable food, consistent social media 

campaigns, and marketing real food in dining halls will ensure that real food is visible and that 

the Real Food Movement continues progress.  
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 My analyses of stakeholder participation certainly showed promise in regard to 

implementing the RFC at FSU. This notion is supported by Sodexo having signed a national 

transparency agreement with the RFC allowing students to audit dining hall purchases, and the 

Sodexo executive, culinary, and sustainability representatives with whom I met showing clear 

excitement and support for local sustainable food. By meeting with a sales manager from local 

foods distributor Chapman Produce, Chapman’s desire to integrate more local food into the 

supply chain of food to FSU was confirmed. This would involve Chapman’s forming partnerships 

with local farmers and purchasing produce from them directly, then aggregating and delivering 

those products to FSU. Chapman’s willingness to help students collect information about 

products for the Real Food Calculator Assessment as well as their connections with several local 

farms and a desire for more supports the RFC’s goals of improving local food procurement. 

Finally, although the FSU Sustainable Campus representative I spoke with did not express a 

desire to be highly involved with the RFC, she certainly was supportive of improving food 

sustainability programming on campus and did not mention that Sustainable Campus would 

repress any student organized efforts to implement the RFC.  

 My final question concerning the limitations of the RFC and the extent of sustainable 

food initiatives at FSU’s peer universities revealed that for a variety of reasons, peer universities 

have elected not to implement the RFC. At some universities repression from higher 

administration due to opposition to radical organizing tactics or fear of alienating corporate 

donors served as major barriers to implementing the RFC. At others, a clear desire to improve 

campus food sustainability is exhibited, however an even stronger desire to do so in a way that is 

unique to the university and to control goals and definitions of sustainable food overpowered the 

framework set by the RFC. In both instances, despite not signing the Real Food Campus 

Commitment three out of four of FSU’s peer universities exhibited a significant amount of 

sustainable food programming, and all had conducted some form of sustainable food purchasing 

assessment while striving to make product shifts to more local, fair, and sustainable food. A 
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complete lack of any sort of reflective initiative at FSU puts us at a disadvantage relative to our 

institutional peers. Campus sustainability is a consideration in college ranking lists, which have a 

large amount of visibility and clout in the eyes of potential applicants (e.g. The Princeton 

Review), thus improving campus food sustainability efforts is extremely beneficial to bolster the 

reputation of the university. Whether or not FSU does in fact implement the RFC, or decides to 

pave our own way in the realm of sustainable food, enacting some form of sustainable food 

programming on our campus will be an integral way to set the standard for other large institutions 

in the south to support food system change.  

 Several areas of future research can be identified relevant to implementing the RFC at 

FSU. First, running the baseline Real Food Calculator assessment for one month in the Suwannee 

room during Fall 2018 and Spring 2019 would allow for a definitive percentage of real food 

currently being served at FSU to be determined, and future areas of improvement for real food 

procurement to be identified. Additionally, a survey of student interest in real food as well as an 

assessment of students’ knowledge of the meaning and values associated with each real food 

category would be valuable to determine the demand for and understanding of real food among 

the FSU student body. Finally, a thorough community food system assessment of local farms and 

resources for local food production at the volume needed to supply FSU could determine how 

feasible it is to source a large amount of food served in campus dining halls locally, and highlight 

what gaps need to be filled in order to streamline the process of procuring more local food.  

 This research is meant to serve as a guide for both students at FSU and at other 

universities to ignite a Real Food Movement on their campuses. The food system is in great need 

of reform, and students have a unique power to transform it by participating in collective food 

activism on their campuses. The RFC is not just about food or universities signing a commitment, 

it’s a targeted effort to transform a food system which exploits laborers, harms the environment, 

and sacrifices our health, into one that that is justice oriented, ecologically sound and allows us to 

thrive. 
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APPENDICES 

 

• Appendix A Real Food Standards 2.0 

• Appendix B Real Food Campus Commitment  

• Appendix C Running the Real Food Calculator 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


