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At the core of our Theory of Change as the African 
Food Fellowship is the notion that renewed system-
oriented leadership is necessary to tackle the root 
causes of food system failures. If leadership and 
governance do not step up, efforts to transform food 
systems will be jeopardised at the expense of the most 
vulnerable, who depend on these food systems.

 
The African Food Fellowship focuses on supporting 
food systems leaders. Our leadership programme is 
uniquely designed to unlock individual and collective 
systems leadership practices. We have identified nine 
practices that characterise food systems leadership, 
which we are using in our curriculum and our 
knowledge agenda. 

Nine practices that 
define food systems 
leadership



Where 
are these 
leaders 
found?

The emphasis on ‘leadership’ 
should not be mistaken for 
a bias towards high-level 
political leaders and captains 
of industry. Although their 
role is critical, we have 
chosen to focus on the 
leadership gaps that exist 
throughout the food system

These gaps exist at different 
levels and scales – not just 
at the very top. The leaders 
who will make the difference 
in the end may come from 
surprising places.

They could be district-level 
officials, agri-entrepreneurs 
working on a start-up, or 
nutritionists working with 
vulnerable groups in society, 
to give a few examples. 

What do food system 
leaders actually do?
Yet, one may ask what these leaders (both seasoned and 
emerging) are actually doing and could do differently. A 
systems leader, according to Harvard Business School, 
has “the skills and capacities to catalyse, enable and 
support the process of systems-level change”. 

Systems-level change is a radical idea: not a tweak or 
optimisation, but a complete rethink of the attributes of 
a (food) system, including its purpose, rules and power 
structures. It is about reshaping the so-called ‘normal’. If 
we apply this to food and agriculture, systems-level change 
implies that food systems must be redirected or nudged 
to deliver different outcomes than they currently do: 
Healthy diets, living incomes for everyone involved, in an 
environmentally beneficial manner – all at once. 

We don’t expect food systems leaders to do all of this as 
if they were all-knowing magicians. Rather, food systems 
leaders act in a way which is consistent with the dynamics 
of systems change, and therefore make it more likely 
that they will influence systems to evolve in the desired 
direction. 



At the African Food Fellowship, we have identified nine practices that define 
food systems leadership.

The practices are divided into three thematic areas, namely: 
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Being open to different views and mindsets; 

Accessing and engaging a broad network;

Bringing people together and make collaboration happen; 

Being able to take steps forward, even when ‘I don’t know’; 

Trusting that my team/partners will step up and contribute; 

Daring to try out something new; 

Influencing decisions in the network/system;

Being able to link the large food system picture to actions 
needed in the here and now;

Being self-aware (reflexivity).

Acting

Knowing

Collaborating 



Being open to different views and mindsets; 

Accessing and engaging a broad network;

Bringing people together and make collaboration happen; 

Being open to 
different views 
and mindsets

Accessing and 
engaging a broad 
network 

Bringing people 
together and make 
collaboration 
happen 

Being able to take 
steps forward, even 
when ‘I don’t know’ 

Trusting that my 
team/partners 
will step up and 
contribute 

Daring to try out 
something new 

Influencing 
decisions in the 
network/system 

Being able to link 
the large food 
system picture to 
actions needed in 
the here and now 

Being self-aware 
(reflexivity) 

I practice asking questions, 
inquiring when engaging 
with stakeholders. I am 
able to work with people 
who I don’t agree with. 

I practice inviting and 
joining unfamiliar 
networks and engage 
with actors from different 
backgrounds and sectors.

I convene dialogue between 
a variety of actors. I remove 
barriers for people to work 
together. I practice inclusion 
of underrepresented groups 
in meetings.

I can identify next steps
in unfamiliar situations. I collect and 
share reliable information with my 
network, so that we can together 
make sense of the situation. 

I have tried something new in my 
impact area. I dare to take a risk and 
try something without a guaranteed 
result.

I know where and how 
decisions are made in 
my impact area, and I 
am influencing these 
decisions.

When I talk about my
specific initiatives,
I can explain how these
link to wider food system
trends, drivers and
outcomes.

I know myself and reflect on my 
own values and aspirations. I see 
myself being part of this system. 
My values inform my actions.

I practice shared 
leadership. I invest in 
team development 
and communication so 
that I can rely on the 
team to deliver.

Specific observable actions
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