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Abstract: Public procurement has been recognized as a tool to promote more sustainable production
and consumption practices. As such, an increasing body of literature has become available in recent
years focusing on the sustainable public procurement of food. This article reviews the literature on
the sustainable public procurement of food with the aim to analyze how sustainability is framed.
This is done by analyzing what aspects of sustainability are emphasized and what practices are
identified as sustainable. A systematic literature review was conducted between the years 2000
and 2020, identifying 103 articles. Results from the literature review indicate that the focus has
primarily been on studies to evaluate and explore policy and good practices for procuring sustainable
foods. A dominant focus on specific foods types and origins, e.g., those locally sourced and organic
foods, is highlighted by a large share of the literature to address all three sustainability pillars. We
observed that most articles focus on all three pillars of sustainability (environmental, social, and
economic), addressing different aspects and types of foods, although the focus varied depending upon
geographic location. Despite many studies identifying opportunities and potential, few articles assess
the sustainability or outcomes of procurement processes through quantitative or qualitative methods
or how actors in the procurement process can improve procurement toward more sustainable foods.
This indicates a need for further case studies and guidelines to measure the development, progress,
and performance of public food procurement.

Keywords: public procurement; food; sustainable; policy; purchase; organic; local; green public
procurement (GPP); sustainable public procurement (SPP)

1. Introduction

Activities related to the production and consumption of food are among the most
significant contributors to climate change, accounting for 20–30% of anthropogenic green-
house gas (GHG) emissions [1–3]. These impacts occur throughout the entire life cycle
of food, from production to consumption and the handling of food waste [3]. With an
increasing population, the environmental impacts of food production and consumption
will also continue to grow, despite efficiency gains [4].

While the pressing need for a sustainable food system is widely acknowledged, there
is currently no consensus on how to transform it. Many articles outline different policy
interventions to influence the sustainability of the food system, aimed at improving tech-
nologies, economic viability, and behavioral changes [5–7]. Public procurement can be
defined as the procurement of goods, services or constructions on behalf of a public author-
ity to meet certain criteria or requirements [8]. Public procurement has been highlighted
in a number of studies as an effective approach to motivate more sustainable production
methods. As such, the increased demand for sustainable products and services through
public purchasing is thought to orient production and consumption in a more sustainable
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direction [9–12]. As public procurement can amount to roughly 20–30% of the gross do-
mestic product [11,13–15], there is a significant potential to influence more sustainable
production and consumption of food [16].

Different approaches for considering sustainability in public procurement have been
developed, such as Green Public Procurement (GPP) and Sustainable Public Procurement
(SPP). While GPP mainly focuses on environmental impacts, SPP aims to include environ-
mental, social, health, and socio-economic aspects in the procurement [17]. Few articles
have identified how sustainability is addressed in public procurement of food, despite
previous literature reviews of food-related public procurement [18–20]. Salient information
on how and what sustainability aspects are addressed and motivated with respect to food
is essential to develop public procurement and build consensus [16,21–24].

This article aims to review and analyze how sustainability is framed in the scientific lit-
erature on public procurement of food—i.e., what aspects of sustainability are emphasized
and what practices are identified as sustainable. Through a systematic literature review,
this study investigates what aspects are the main focuses when addressing the three pillars
of sustainability (environmental, social, and economic), and how these are discussed and
motivated in the literature.

2. Methodology

To explore how sustainability is framed in the context of public procurement of food
and food services in the scientific literature, a systematic literature review was conducted.
The approach was employed due to its applicability to find articles of relevance and
encompassing a broad range of disciplines. It allows the application of exclusion criteria
to explore a range of scientific literature from different disciplines [25]. Similar methods
have been applied to explore the research field of sustainable procurement, organic food in
public kitchens, and environmental impacts in specific sectors [26–29].

The first step included identifying relevant peer-reviewed scientific literature between
the years 2000 and 2020. The Scopus (www.scopus.com), GreenFile (www.gebsco.com) and
Web of Science (www.webofknowledge.com) databases were employed for the searches,
between 17 June 2019 and 18 December 2020, as they are established search engines and
ensure coverage of a large number of publishers and journals across disciplines.

The development of the search string was done iteratively to avoid limiting the results
yet avoiding articles off-topic. The search string was divided into four blocks, including
terms identifying public, procurement, sustainability, and food. Furthermore, the search
was limited to journal articles written in English. For terms which could include different
variations of words, an ‘*’ symbol was used. For example, the term ‘sustainab*’ was used
to highlight variants of words such as sustainable, sustainability, etc. The final search string
employed was as follows:

(TITLE-ABS-KEY (public OR government OR “public sector”) AND TITLE-ABS-KEY
(procurement OR tendering OR contracting OR purchasing) AND TITLE-ABS-KEY (sustainab*)
AND TITLE-ABS-KEY (food OR catering OR grocer* OR eatables OR feeding*)) AND DOCTYPE
(ar) AND PUBYEAR > 1999 AND (LIMIT-TO (LANGUAGE, “English”))

From the different search engines, a total of 368 articles were obtained. Upon review-
ing the references in the collected articles, an additional 23 articles were added to the search
upon reviewing the cited studies in the collected literature, giving a total of 391 articles.
After removing duplicates, only 290 articles remained, where 19 articles were not accessible
through the databases or provided on request and thus excluded. Thereafter, 271 articles
were reviewed based on titles, keywords, and abstracts. Only articles specifically address-
ing public procurement of food and sustainability were selected, whereby articles covering
private consumption and shopping as well as articles not addressing sustainability were
excluded. In total, 103 articles remained for a more thorough review and analysis; see an
overview of this process in Figure 1.

www.scopus.com
www.gebsco.com
www.webofknowledge.com
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Figure 1. Depiction of the methodology for the systematic literature review.

Once the scientific articles were selected, content analysis was performed as the first
step of interpreting findings from the collected literature. Content analysis is an efficient
approach to search for and analyze phenomena that cannot be observed directly, including
themes, words, and concepts within texts to understand their presence, relationships, and
meaning [30,31]. In this article, we used content analysis to understand how sustainable
food procurement is framed in the scientific literature. It included a descriptive content
analysis to outline (1) the objectives of the studies, (2) what objects (e.g., specific food
products, packaging, or technology) were studied, (3) what methods were used for study
design and data collection, (4) geographical coverage, and (5) identifying focus words
employed in the context of sustainability, e.g., local, organic and waste. This gave a general
overview and understanding of sustainable food procurement literature and served as a
background for further analysis. The content analysis also involved screening the articles
to identify focus words, i.e., words used to address different sustainability aspects of food
production and procurement. The occurrence of focus words was then analyzed. This
excluded words which appeared as a combination of letters within another word or in the
reference lists for the reviewed article.

From the content analysis outlined above, relational analysis was employed to further
analyze how sustainability was framed. This was done by first categorizing how the focus
words were used to address sustainability in the articles. This included environmental,
social, economic sustainability, or a combination of the three, and cross-checking the
occurrence of focus words for each article; see similar approaches developed in previous
articles such as [32,33]. Thereafter, upon review of the selected articles, information was
gathered regarding, e.g., salient sustainability aspects for public food procurement and in



Sustainability 2021, 13, 13395 4 of 21

what context they were presented. The number of occurrences of each separate word was
counted, as was the number of individual papers where they were mentioned; see Figure 2.
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3. Results

The following sections provide the results of the content and relational analysis of the
reviewed studies and how they frame sustainability.

3.1. Content Analysis

The content analysis includes a descriptive content analysis of the reviewed literature,
which below includes a review of the objectives of the articles, objects studies, the types of
studies, geographical regions studied, and the salient focus words in the articles.

3.1.1. Objectives of the Articles

Upon reviewing the articles, a number of themes emerged related to the objectives of
the studies, see Figure 3. The most common objective among the reviewed articles, identi-
fied in 30 of the articles, was the ‘evaluation of an implemented policy’ aiming to improve
food procurement. Examples of such policies include the Farm to School program [34,35],
the Balanced Menu Challenge in Maryland [36], and the Food for Life Partnership program in
the UK [37].

‘Exploring different policy options’ was the second most frequently occurring ob-
jective, which was identified in 26 of the articles. Examples of these included policies to
support local food in public catering [38], increasing the shares of organic foods [39], and
examining opportunities to promote small and medium-sized enterprises (SME) through
public procurement [28,40]. ‘Exploring good practice’, i.e., reviewing previously successful
or perceived beneficial examples of sustainable procurement, was the objective of five
articles. These include using public procurement for human well-being and meeting envi-
ronmental objectives [41], in addition to more specific practices for improving nutritional
standards [42]. Other types of objectives included, e.g., ‘practical examples’ of how munici-
palities procure food [43,44], ‘how to write public procurement documents’ [43,45], and
the ‘development of procurement criteria’ [44].
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Figure 3. Illustration of the different objectives identified in the articles.

3.1.2. Objects Studied

The objects studied among the reviewed articles range from food procurement in
general to studies of more specific food products, see Figure 4. These identified objects
were included as they appeared or were defined specifically in the articles. For example,
‘beverages’ is reported as a separate object and specifically identified in several studies,
although beverages could be accounted for as ‘food products.’
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‘Food services’, or meal services, were the most studied objects in the reviewed articles.
These include food services (breakfast, lunch, dinner, and snacks) to schools, universities,
hospitals, and elderly homes. ‘Food products’ were the second most common category,
which included studies on unspecified, or aggregated compilations, of products, e.g.,
discussions on linkages between consumption and the environment [46], enhancing food
security through public purchasing [47], and comparisons of power relations in the food
system [48]. Studies explicitly relating to ‘organic foods’ and ‘local’ initiatives were also
frequently studied [49]. Other objects studied in the reviewed articles included crops,
animal products, packaging, beverages, and agricultural technology. Despite the fact
that specific objects were found in the study, in the subsequent section on focus words,
specific food types, production methods, and attributes are also highlighted which are
those connected to sustainability aspects.

3.1.3. Type of Studies Reviewed

The reviewed articles were categorized into different types of studies based on the
methods applied to assess and explore public procurement of food, see Figure 5.
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Case studies relating to specific examples of how procurement could be used in a
particular setting or reviewing the outcomes of such procurement processes were common,
occurring in roughly 22 articles. For example, these include identifying the causes of back-
of-house food waste and the potential for procurement to reduce wastes [45], investigating
strategies for sustainable supply chains [20,50], or evaluating the efficiency of GPP [51].
Interviews were used to explore policy options and evaluate implemented policies among
stakeholders. An example of such was investigating barriers in the school farming system
in Brazil, see e.g., [52]. Surveys were also conducted to explore and evaluate policies.
Furthermore, life cycle assessments were also employed in five articles, primarily to assess
the environmental performance of meals or specific products [53,54]. Some of the articles
also used mixed-method approaches, combining several of the aforementioned methods.
An example includes the development of a tool to assess sustainability, which was created
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by both interviewing experts and an iterative process of data collection to identify key
aspects in promoting more sustainable public procurement of food [55].

3.1.4. Geographical Regions Studied

Figure 6 provides a review of the geographical regions highlighted in the reviewed
literature. The results suggest that roughly half of the literature focuses on European
countries, with studies originating from the UK and Italy most prevalent. Of the 103 articles
reviewed, 57 articles focused on European countries, where 4 cover the entire European
Union. A total of 19 articles are from the UK, primarily focusing on policies and strategies
for improving procurement. The literature from Italy focuses on former popular school
food programs such as the project ‘Procurement of Eco-Innovation in the Catering Sector’
(INNOCAT) [19].
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European articles were found to have a strong environmental focus. Social issues,
such as inclusion and safe and nutritious food for better health, are found more prominent
in literature from North America and South America. North America is represented in
16 articles related to farm-to-school programs, food security, waste, and balancing menus,
mainly for improved health and social sustainability. South America is represented in
11 articles, dominated by articles from Brazil, focusing primarily on ensuring that procure-
ment identifies school meals and smallholder farmers’ livelihood see, e.g., [52,56,57].

3.1.5. Focus Words

Focus words, i.e., words that are used in different ways to define or discuss the
sustainability of food procurement, were identified through a manual screening of the
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literature. To further assess and categorize these, the number of occurrences in the articles
was compiled, see Figure 7.
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Figure 7. Occurrence of focus words in the reviewed articles. (The star next to some of the words refers to a cut of where
different variations of that word are possible, e.g., efficien* can include efficient, efficiency etc.).

The emphasis of the focus words differs depending on the context in which they
are used, which is further examined in subsequent sections through a relational analysis.
The most prominent focus words were ‘local’, which appeared in the reviewed literature
more than 3000 times (in 93 individual articles), ‘organic’ (mentioned over 2500 times
in 72 articles), ‘health’ (mentioned over 2000 times in 89 articles), ‘quality’ (mentioned
over 1000 times in 90 articles), ‘waste’ (mentioned roughly 1000 times in 29 articles), and
‘education’ (mentioned 559 times in 79 articles); see Figure 7. Other frequently occurring
focus words to describe issues of sustainability included ‘packaging’, ‘climate’, ‘resilience’,
‘fair’, and ‘ethical’.

3.2. Relational Analysis
Addressing Sustainability

To provide an analysis of how sustainability is framed in the literature on public
procurement of food, the connection to the pillars was mapped. In total, 78 articles
addressed aspects relating to economic sustainability, 95 articles of social sustainability
aspects, and 89 addressing environmental sustainability of the public procurement of
food. Several studies reviewed more than one pillar of sustainability. For example, a large
number of studies, i.e., 62 articles were found to address all three pillars of sustainability,
see Figure 8.

As illustrated in Table 1, while the different pillars may have been addressed in the
articles, they may not have had a strong focus. As such, the articles were analyzed to
understand whether the pillars of sustainability were strongly or weakly addressed. In
this case, those studies that strongly addressed a pillar of sustainability were chosen to be
those that specifically discussed or motivated a specific aspect and its link to sustainability.
Studies found to have a weak link to a sustainability pillar may have been mentioned to
address the specific pillar but had no argument or thorough motivation.
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Table 1. Articles addressing sustainability pillars.

Link to Sustainability Pillar. Social Environmental Economic

Strong 49 54 33
Weak 46 35 45
Total 95 89 78

3.3. Connecting Sustainability to Focus Words

While Figure 8 illustrates the focus on different sustainability pillars in the articles,
relational analysis was hereafter employed to analyze the contextual co-occurrence of
the three pillars of sustainability employing the focus words. The following sections
provide further elaboration on how different focus words were related to the environmental,
economic and social pillars of sustainability.

3.3.1. Framing Environmental Sustainability

As illustrated in Figure 9, waste and organic foods were highlighted in relation to
environmental sustainability. Waste, was primarily associated with waste due to meal
preparation, menu design, or final consumer waste, see e.g., [50,58–60]. Different sug-
gestions are brought forward in the articles to reduce food waste in the public sector,
e.g., ensuring high quality ingredients are used, regulating staff capacity for food prepara-
tion, addressing the end consumer’s needs, but also a need for policy measures to address
the issue [58,61]. Reduced use of resources and reduced packaging was highlighted in
several articles to relate to environmental sustainability, see e.g., [18,41,62]. A suggested
measure to reduce waste was to employ a more ‘systematic perspective’ by increasing
the share of recycled (and recyclable) materials for food packaging and redistribute food
waste [54,55,62,63].
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In the literature, it was generally assumed that organic foods are more environmen-
tally sustainable than conventionally produced foods [29,64,65]. The procurement of
organic food was primarily motivated by the reduced use of fertilizers and pesticides,
preventing soil degradation and eutrophication, improved biodiversity, and reduced GHG
emission [19,39,46,53,55]. It was found that organic labels were commonly used as a mea-
sure of environmentally sound products. This included different national forms of organic
labeling schemes, such as the EU Ecolabel [66], and in Latin America, the IBD label, which
was used in all six cases presented in Blanc and Kledal [56]. Finally, several articles claim
that organic foods contain fewer chemicals, less antibiotics, and are more nutritious than
conventional food products, thereby contributing to better health for consumers and the
environment [49,67,68].

From the results, local food was a prominent focus for articles addressing the en-
vironmental sustainability of public procurement of food. In a large number of articles,
locally procured foods were mentioned as a way to reduce environmental impacts, by the
reduced need for transportation, due to shorter distances for distribution (often referred
to as ‘food miles’). As such, many of the articles discussing reduced transportation, also
were highlighting more local systems, even if it may not be explicit. In these articles, the
minimized food miles, i.e., locally sourced food, were additionally assumed to contribute
to a reduced need for packaging, due to close geographical proximity and reduced supply
chain distances. The potential reduction of emissions from transportation when food is
procured locally was frequently emphasized and mentioned in almost a third of the articles
reviewed, see e.g., [18,69,70]. Food miles were also a common indicator highlighted to
measure the sustainability of the public procurement of food [58,62,70]. Local foods were
also identified to benefit the local environment. Procuring local food was claimed to be
more ecologically beneficial on many levels, including diversifying agriculture and pro-
tecting local biodiversity by less intensive practices [38,55,57]. Local food producers were
also suggested to be more energy-efficient due to a reduced need for storage and assumed
to care more for the soil and water consumption than large conventional farmers [68]. As
suggested in Valencia et al. [57], local food producers were considered contributors to
national food system resilience and less affected by climate change due to their diversity.

While health was primarily identified as relating to social aspects of sustainability,
it was also identified in several articles as relating to environmental sustainability. The
most frequently identified approach to address human health within the procurement
of food was by buying organic produce, which is assumed to additionally contribute to
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reduced environmental impacts [29,71]. Several articles claim that organic foods contain
fewer chemicals, less antibiotics, and are more nutritious than conventional food products,
thereby contributing to better health for consumers and the environment [49,67,68]. Others
suggest that healthy diets are promoted through dietary initiatives in public procurements,
e.g., through the reduction of the number of meat dishes served [18,62,72].

Climate change was addressed both in terms of practices to reduce environmental
pressure, mainly by limiting GHG emissions. Several authors addressed adapting more
climate-conscious agricultural strategies, see e.g., [19,55,73]. Furthermore, a large share of
articles focused on reducing GHG emissions by minimizing food miles through procuring
local foods, which was included in roughly one-third of the reviewed articles. In several of
the articles, quantitative assessments and indicators were used to highlight environmental
sustainability, which is primarily related to GHG emissions, and several articles employed
life cycle assessment (LCA). ‘Low carbon’ procurements have also been investigated in
other previous articles [69]. For example, Cerutti et al. [74] quantify the effectiveness
of different procurement policies to reduce GHG emissions. Other studies also identify
dietary changes as the most effective way to reduce environmental pressure, mainly
by limited consumption of ruminant-based products [18]. Furthermore, several articles
mentioned strategies to reduce meat consumption to mitigate climate change from food
procurement [18,29,36,55,67,74–77].

Seasonal foods, i.e., only purchasing products in season, were also considered environ-
mentally sustainable in many of the articles [40,55,62]. This was motivated by the fact that
seasonal food was considered ‘fresh’, having a reduced need for a chemical treatment that is
otherwise required for a longer shelf-life [55]. Furthermore, a better understanding of pro-
duction capacity and seasonality could help to balance supply and demand, additionally
reducing waste in the production phase for improved environmental performance [78].

3.3.2. Framing Social Sustainability

As illustrated in Figure 10, health was often associated with social sustainability
through nutritious food, resulting in improved well-being, see, e.g., [17,55]. Multiple
authors highlight the importance of recognizing the contribution that nutritious and fresh
foods have for good health and the prevention of food-related diseases, such as cardiovas-
cular diseases, cancers, malnutrition, and obesity, see e.g., [35,79,80].
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Figure 10. Focus words used in the context of social sustainability. (The star next to some of the words refers to a cut of
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Education was identified in about half of the reviewed articles to relate to social
sustainability. This was primarily related to programs and outcomes leading to the ed-
ucation of consumers (often school children), kitchen staff, as well as the procurement
staff. Feeding school children was explored in several articles as an opportunity to impact
eating habits towards nutritious, healthy, and sometimes local or organic food; e.g., the
Brazilian School Feeding Program (PNAE) [81]. A handful of the articles discussed the
opportunity that exists through schools and education to benefit local communities, see
e.g., [29,42,71,77,80,82,83].

Local food procurement was strongly linked to promoting social sustainability in the
reviewed articles. Procuring local food was often associated with providing healthy and
nutritious food, see e.g., [40,72,84]. Local food was also regarded as an assurance of quality
and transparency, leading to consumers’ trust and food security, see, e.g., [39,58,67,82,85,86].
Some of the reviewed articles mention that food can be an expression of culture and
identity connected to geographical areas [19,55,76,87]. Therefore, sourcing local foods was
suggested to contribute to the culture, education, and history, see e.g., [29,72].

Quality aspects of social sustainability were associated with safe food, which was
primarily suggested to be fulfilled by transparency in the supply chain; once again also
related to procuring local food as mentioned above, see e.g., [39,58,67,82,85,86]. Several
studies also suggested that the involvement of parents of school children in the public
procurement of food could increase the quality of the food being served through dialogue,
see e.g., [48,61,88]. As such, several studies suggest that there is potential with demands on
quality to create new food narratives and connect farmers to consumers, see e.g., [46,58,61],
creating more transparency and understanding of food systems.

Ethical concerns were also commonly highlighted in the reviewed literature. Neto
and Caldas [89] suggest that criteria should be included in public procurement of food
to ensure ethical aspects are taken into account, such as animal welfare, food safety, and
fairly traded food products. Ethical issues relating to animal welfare were mentioned in
several articles [18,76]. Adhering to fair trade labels was also suggested to promote ethical
consumption and socially sustainable practices [56,90]. Fair Trade labels were mainly
recognized as defending social issues of workers’ rights, but it was also suggested to act as
a guarantee for fair pricing and contribute to reduced poverty, see e.g., [55,76,91].

Other commonly identified words included safe and organic to promote social sustain-
ability. Safe working conditions were discussed in several articles, see e.g., [61,90,92] and
for staff in the kitchen and the local farmers [38,80]. Organic products were also suggested
to contribute to social sustainability. This was motivated by their proposed contribution to
the well-being of people through offering healthy, safe, and ethical choices.

3.3.3. Framing Economic Sustainability

As illustrated in Figure 11, locally procured food was identified as the most prominent
focus for studies on economic sustainability. Rimmington, et al. [92] argue that local,
regional, as well as the national economy could be supported by increasing purchases of
local produce. Several of the reviewed articles suggest that supporting local farmers would
benefit local economies. As such, ensuring that local farmers, and local SMEs are included
in public purchasing is proposed to stimulate the market, increase job opportunities,
and ensure steady income locally, see e.g., [44,62,93]. This was also suggested to reduce
inequalities in the rural communities and help preserve local cultural values while also
contributing to equity, see e.g., [55,86,94,95]. Nonetheless, Walker and Preuss [28] state that
more stable, larger suppliers may be preferred due to risks. This was also highlighted as
important in Brazilian food procurement programs, which take a systemic approach to
transform agriculture and simultaneously benefit stakeholders along the supply chain [96];
once again also discussed to provide benefits such as the well-being and health of the local
population, especially in deprived areas [28].
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Growth was identified as a reoccurring word for economic sustainability in the re-
viewed literature. However, the context in which it is used was often related to the power
relations between procuring authorities and stakeholders in the supply chain. As such,
it was often associated with the growth of small producers and SMEs by using public
procurement as a policy instrument to support more sustainable agricultural practices.

A number of articles investigate the economic impacts of solely procuring organic
food. These studies investigate the technical challenges of how to increase the use of
organic products and how to ensure their economic viability by reducing purchase prices,
see e.g., [49,86,93,97,98]. Several articles found that small farmers turn to organic farming
as an option to increase income, see e.g., [38,56,61,72,99,100].

Reducing waste was identified as a contributor to reduced environmental pressure as
previously mentioned, but was also associated with cost savings [29,101]. As mentioned in
Sonnino and McWilliam [58], the economic capacity of, e.g., kitchen staff, can have a large
influence on the amount of waste. Furthermore, taking actions to valorize waste was also
identified to contribute to economic sustainability, see, e.g., [18,74].

The use of the focus word ‘livelihood’ was used primarily to describe economic
sustainability. According to the reviewed literature, livelihood could be determined by
costs and the ability to pay, the use of subsidies, governmental support, and support
from NGOs [100,102]. Other important economic aspects related to livelihood included
employment rates, reduction of poverty, the possibility to be self-sufficient (regarding
supplies of seeds) [52,92]. Márcia Pozzagnol et al. [52] claim that a sustainable livelihood in
rural areas for farmers is accomplished by ensuring that they receive the resources needed
to make a living, including income and fair pricing on their products. The problem with
fluctuating prices could be addressed with demands for price guarantees for goods secured
through public procurement [103,104].

Other prominent focus words, including health, seasonal, and quality, were also asso-
ciated with economic sustainability. Health, in the context of economic sustainability, was
associated with reduced costs for health care due to better health, see e.g., [17,18,52,55,105].
The most frequent way to address better human health through food was, as mentioned
above, to procure organic products. It was suggested that cost savings for the procurer
could be achieved, not only by cheaper products but through procuring a larger share of
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seasonal food and better menu planning [29,101]. Finally, quality was highlighted in a
number of articles to reduce costs through the reduction of waste and cost efficiency in
buying quality products [55,58].

4. Discussion

The results of this article identify a large divergence in the depth at which they
addressed sustainability in the public procurement of food. The following sections discuss
these findings, highlighting how the literature addresses sustainability, the focus on certain
aspects and types of foods, the geographical differences, and the potential for public
procurement to promote sustainable consumption and production of food.

4.1. Addressing Sustainability in Food Procurement

The results suggest that all three sustainability pillars were accounted for in the
reviewed literature. These were often related to common focus words, but also potential
environmental implications and perceived benefits. In the articles, environmental and social
sustainability were the most salient. Similar results were identified in Stefani et al. [27],
where social aspects and environmental sustainability through green public procurement
were found to be common themes.

Environmental sustainability was found to be addressed by discussing the benefits of
certain types of foods, e.g., organic and local foods (see also discussions below) and their
perceived sustainable outcomes. Such findings were broadly represented in the text, and
associated with, e.g., reduced climate change, damage to ecosystems, less pollution and
pesticides (e.g., toxicity), and reduced resource consumption and waste. This broad and
complex view of the environmental sustainability implications was an interesting finding,
as studies on sustainable consumption of food are generally limited in their scope, often
addressing only climate change, see, e.g., discussions in [106,107]. Social sustainability
was primarily addressed by discussing the implications of food choices. This included
suggestions that procuring food should ensure that issues such as fair trade, fair wages,
safe working conditions, ethical purchasing, and healthy diets for consumers are addressed.
Similar findings have also been found in previous studies addressing social sustainability
in food systems [22,43,108]. Additionally, economic sustainability was focused primarily
on economic viability and livelihoods, primarily for national and local producers.

Despite the narrative provided in the articles that suggest a number of positive
implications for the sustainability of food systems through public procurement, few articles
assess the sustainability or outcomes of procurement processes through quantitative or
qualitative methods. As outlined, most articles are accounts of past procurement processes
or discussions on future potential, with only a few applied methods linked to indicators
on the implications for sustainability through life cycle assessment or other methods. In
several articles, environmental sustainability was proxied by referring to the potential
GHG emission reductions of particular foods or assumed benefits from certain types of
foods, e.g., local and organic. Similar findings are also discussed in Goggins and Rau [52],
where GHG emissions (and reductions thereof) are assumed to represent sustainability
broadly. While addressing environmental sustainability, other major social and economic
aspects were not covered. Similar findings have been highlighted for bioenergy systems,
due in part to the science-policy framework used to promote bioenergy, see [24].

4.2. Highlighting Certain Food Types and Labels

The literature review highlights aspects and types of foods that were used to address
sustainability. A large number of focus words were found to be linked to sustainable
procurement. However, as previously mentioned, procuring organic and local foods, in
addition to reducing wastes, were promoted in most studies as an approach to ensure
sustainable consumption and production of foods. Similar findings are also emphasized in
a number of articles analyzing different national programs for sustainable food procure-
ment [82,109–112].
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In many of the reviewed studies, procuring local food is assumed to be environmen-
tally beneficial due to reduced transportation or reduced food miles. Notwithstanding, as
stipulated by previous studies, the use of food miles to account for environmental sustain-
ability may not be a good proxy for sustainability, although it continues to be represented
in the discourse on food sustainability [113–115] and is often used in public procurement of
food as important aspect [38,116]. However, the procurement from local producers was also
perceived as a risk in the supply chain for some procuring authorities and partners, where
a preference toward more established companies was preferred to ensure the economic
viability of the procurement, see, e.g., [28].

Organic foods were also promoted to address all three pillars of sustainability, al-
though the motivations primarily focused on the environmental sustainability related to
reduced environmental impacts. Several studies also suggest organic foods to reduce GHG
emissions, although there are conflicting views of this in the literature [106,117]. Organic
foods were often promoted as healthier choices, which also concurs with the narrative
used to promote these foods in the consumer sphere [109,110]. Nonetheless, as Rigby
et al. [118] suggest, sustainability in the food system is more about transitioning towards
more sustainable practices, and organic foods can help to address this change but are not
sustainable by default.

Finally, despite an abundance of literature on transforming the food system through
more sustainable food choices [24,119–121], few studies addressed certain types of foods to
procure. For example, only a few of the reviewed articles suggest a reduction of meat as an
approach to improve the sustainability of food produced and consumed through public
procurement [18].

4.3. Geographical Scope

From the reviewed articles, some notable geographical differences were outlined.
Literature from the European Union, North America, and South America are most salient
in the literature on sustainable public procurement of food. Similar findings were also
highlighted in a recent review [27].

The focus of the studies, with regards to sustainability, was also divergent. Articles
focusing on Europe focused primarily on environmental sustainability. This may be
explained by the fact that in recent years, environmental impacts of consumption have seen
an increased focus in the EU, with, e.g., footprinting and labelling being promoted as an
approach to guide public procurement toward more environmental sustainability [122,123].
Nonetheless, in Europe, North and South America, studies addressing economic and
social sustainability are also prevalent. Wahlen et al. [112] suggest that such findings can
be motivated by the increased political pressure to use public procurement to promote
national economies.

4.4. Improving Sustainable Public Procurement of Food

There is an ongoing debate about the role of public institutions and procurement as a
tool to achieve sustainability objectives [13,61,124]. Although several articles mention the
difficulties of public procurement, there seems to be a lack of studies addressing how to
improve the procurement processes. Furthermore, the development of food procurement
entails changes to how public meals are handled and structured. Few articles highlight
the implications of this, and more knowledge on its effects for planning, kitchen staff, and
stakeholders involved in the food supply chain are needed. For example, few studies
have outlined how criteria can steer procurement beyond addressing local and organic
foods. Similar assertions are also highlighted in [27]. Additionally, future research could be
directed towards gathering more examples of best practices and finding weak links in the
procurement process in order to promote more sustainable public procurement of food. As
such, further studies exploring how public procurement can be improved are needed.

A number of studies have also addressed the potential to disrupt the conventional
practice of employing ‘costs’ to guide procurement [82]. Inclusion of a life cycle perspec-
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tive, i.e., taking into account aspects along the life cycle of different food products from
production to consumption and waste handling, could highlight the implications of current
procurement practices and motivate higher demands for sustainable products rather than
the price [125]. The Swedish national policy also suggests that a life cycle perspective
should be employed in procurement. Nevertheless, few studies provide empirical evidence
on the implications of different procurement strategies towards promoting more sustain-
able food production and consumption. This calls for further studies on the potential
positive and negative effects of sustainable public procurement.

5. Conclusions

This article aimed to analyze the framing of sustainability in the scientific literature on
sustainable public food procurement. The results indicate that there is a variance in the
extent to which the three pillars of sustainability and the focus on specific types of foods,
production methods, and attributes are addressed. Above all, we found that the literature
strongly emphasizes procuring locally sourced and organic foods, which is suggested to
positively address all three pillars of sustainability. Furthermore, environmental sustainabil-
ity was identified primarily with procurement which reduced waste and sourced organic,
seasonal, and local foods. Social sustainability was found to primarily be associated with
healthy foods, the promotion of fair-trade foods, safe working conditions, and related to
the educational aspects of food. Finally, economic sustainability was related principally to
promoting economic viability and livelihoods, primarily for national and local producers.
The focus on the three pillars of sustainability also varied depending upon geographic loca-
tion, with studies from North and South America tending to focus on social and economic
sustainability, while European studies focused primarily on environmental sustainability.
The studies are also primarily related to exploring policies and good practices for procuring
sustainable foods, although few articles assess the sustainability or outcomes of procure-
ment processes through quantitative or qualitative methods, in addition to how actors in
the procurement process can improve procurement. This indicates a further need for case
studies and guidelines to measure the development, progress, and performance of public
food procurements.

One major limitation of this study is the focus on scientific literature. This is due to
the fact that the scientific literature may not fully capture the work that is being done by
different actors to promote sustainable public procurement of food. Therefore, the results
could be further enhanced by additional grey literature or by interviews with practitioners,
which may provide a richer empirical base.

This review sheds light on the possible direction that the public food sector is taking for
achieving sustainability through public procurement. While sustainability is acknowledged
to be widely addressed, we conclude that it is important to ensure that sustainability is
considered in broader terms beyond procuring local and organic foods. Additionally,
further studies are needed to understand the implications of procurement decisions for
food to ensure they meet their intended outcomes. Knowledge from this study can be
used to help guide future research on sustainable public procurement of food, criteria
development for foods, and provide insights to inform processes to improve sustainability
along the procurement supply chain, which is important for ensuring the viability and
effectiveness of sustainable procurement.
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