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Abstract. Hunger in developing countries persists despite the expansion of markets, state
welfare, and international aid. Traditional economic theories explain food access through price
mechanisms, institutional capacity, or formal safety nets, yet they overlook the everyday reality
that millions rely on informal, community-based systems to survive. These systems-food sharing,
reciprocal support, rotating credit groups, communal storage, and flexible vendor networks-
operate outside official structures but provide critical resilience during shocks. This paper
introduces a new theoretical model: Adaptive Informal Food Commons (AIFC). AIFC
conceptualizes how communities dynamically coordinate food access through shared resources,
non-monetary value exchange, social norms, and trust-based distribution. Unlike static welfare
programs, these commons are fluid, decentralized, and capable of rapid adaptation to climate
events, price volatility, and institutional failure. Drawing on literature synthesis and illustrative
cases, the paper argues that AIFCs represent a third economic pillar of food security-distinct
from state and market-and function as “shadow safety nets” that redistribute risk and sustain
livelihoods. By theorizing their mechanisms, this framework fills a major gap in economic
thought and provides a foundation for new policy approaches that support, rather than disrupt,
informal resilience. The paper concludes with a research agenda for empirically modeling AIFCs
and integrating them into global hunger strategies.

Keywords. Adaptive Informal Food Commons (AIFC); Food Security and Resilience; Informal
Economy and Governance; State-Market-Commons Framework; Relational Development
Economics

Chapter 1: Introduction

Hunger in developing countries persists despite decades of market expansion,
agricultural development, and humanitarian investment. Global food production is sufficient to
feed the world, yet millions remain food insecure. This contradiction reveals a fundamental
problem: existing economic models do not adequately explain how food access is organized
in real life.

Most theories attribute hunger to market failures, weak governance, poverty, or climate
shocks. Consequently, policy responses focus on improving formal markets, strengthening state
safety nets, or increasing foreign aid. However, these approaches overlook how people actually
survive when formal systems fail. Studies show that a large portion of daily food access in
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developing countries is sustained through informal, community-based mechanisms such as
neighborhood food sharing, small vendors extending credit, reciprocal labor-for-food
exchanges, rotating savings groups, and communal cooking (Termeer et al., 2024; FAO, 2008).

These systems often intensify during crises and act as the primary safety net, yet they
are largely invisible in economic theory and policy (Zimmerer, 2020). Scholars of the “food
commons” argue that food is not only a commodity but also a shared social good, governed
through norms of reciprocity and mutual care (Carceller-Sauras, 2021; Devillers, 2023).
However, current commons literature is descriptive and lacks a formal economic model of how
such systems coordinate, adapt, and distribute food during scarcity.

This presents a major research gap: No existing economic theory explains how
informal, non-market, non-state systems dynamically manage food access through flexible,
socially regulated mechanisms. To address this gap, this paper introduces a new theoretical
model: Adaptive Informal Food Commons (AIFC). AIFC conceptualizes informal
community systems as decentralized, adaptive, and self-regulating institutions that allocate food
through shared norms, non-monetary value exchange, and need-based distribution. Unlike
market or welfare systems, AIFCs can rapidly adjust to shocks such as price hikes, climate
events, or institutional collapse. By framing AIFCs as a third economic pillar of food security-
distinct from state and market systems-this paper proposes a paradigm shift in how hunger is
understood. Recognizing the economic logic of these commons opens the door to more effective
policy and intervention strategies that work with, rather than against, community-based
resilience.

Chapter 2: Literature Review

2.1 Economic Theories Cannot Fully Explain Food Access in Developing Countries

Despite extensive research on hunger and food systems, no existing economic theory
fully explains how poor and vulnerable populations secure food on a daily basis-especially
during crises. Most frameworks analyze either formal markets or state interventions, while
treating informal and community-based systems as marginal or temporary. Yet evidence
shows that these systems are central, adaptive, and systematic-though still theoretically
invisible.

This section reviews major strands of literature to reveal both their insights and
limitations. It groups them into three broad domains: (1) formal paradigms, (2) informal and
community systems, and (3) emerging hybrid approaches that expose the conceptual gap the
AIFC framework will address.

2.2 Formal Paradigms: Market Efficiency and State Welfare

Market-Based Approaches to Food Security- Classical and neoclassical economics
treat food primarily as a commodity delivered through market mechanisms. Hunger is seen as
a function of market inefficiency-high transaction costs, weak infrastructure, or price volatility.
The solutions prescribed include productivity enhancement, value-chain integration, trade
liberalization, and price stabilization (World Bank, 2012). While these models illuminate
supply constraints, they rest on two assumptions:
Access to food depends mainly on price and purchasing power.
Formal markets are the primary vehicles of food acquisition.

In practice, these assumptions do not hold for millions of low-income households. In
much of Africa and Asia, formal retail systems are thin or absent; most food flows through
informal stalls, backyard producers, street vendors, or barter arrangements. As Termeer et al.
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(2024) note, midstream actors such as small traders, processors, and transporters are essential
to food delivery across Africa and Asia, yet remain invisible in conventional models.

Moreover, during crises-price spikes, pandemics, or conflicts-formal markets often
collapse or exclude the poorest, while informal systems expand and adapt. Market theory has
no analytical language for such “community-driven redistribution.” It explains price signals but
not how food circulates without cash or contracts.

State Welfare and Social Protection Paradigm- The second dominant framework
sees hunger as a governance failure. This perspective underpins state-led interventions: food
subsidies, cash transfers, rationing, and public feeding programs. Welfare economics posits that
when markets fail, the state compensates through redistribution. Programs such as India’s
Public Distribution System (PDS), Brazil’s Bolsa Familia, and Ethiopia’s Productive
Safety Net Programme exemplify this model. While such initiatives have reduced poverty,
they share structural weaknesses:

o Limited coverage of informal workers, migrants, and rural poor.

e Bureaucratic rigidity and delay during emergencies.

o Leakage and corruption.

o Centralized, top-down administration with little community agency.

Critically, these systems assume the state can always function as the institution of last
resort. Yet when governments themselves falter-under conflict, fiscal crisis, or disaster-
informal community systems mobilize first. The welfare paradigm, however, continues to treat
them as temporary coping strategies rather than legitimate institutions of social protection.

Synthesis of Part I: Market and state frameworks remain the pillars of orthodox food-
security analysis-focusing on efficiency and redistribution. But both exclude the relational
mechanisms that sustain access when cash and bureaucracy fail. They describe the architecture
of supply and safety nets but not the informal connective tissue that keeps households fed
during systemic breakdown.

2.3 Informal Resilient and Commons-Based Systems

A second body of literature centers on informality, adaptation, and social solidarity.
It includes studies of the informal economy, community resilience, and food commons-each
recognizing the importance of local coordination, yet each limited by its descriptive nature.
Informal Economy and Food Systems-The informal economy accounts for 60-80 percent of
employment in much of Africa and Asia (Kiaga et al, 2020). Within it, informal food vendors,
processors, and home-based sellers are the main food suppliers for the urban poor (FAO, 2008).
This literature documents affordability, flexibility, and culturally appropriate supply,
highlighting trust-based credit and small-unit selling as mechanisms of access for those without
cash.

Yet its contribution remains largely empirical. It describes actors, not coordination
mechanisms. It studies employment and nutrition, but not the institutional logic that organizes
exchange or risk-sharing. Even progressive analyses (WIEGO, 2018; World Bank, 2012) treat
informality as “pre-formal”-a stage to be corrected-rather than a persistent governance form.
Resilience and Community-Based Adaptation- Resilience scholarship (Walker et al., 2004;
Folke, 2016) explores how communities cope, adapt, and transform under stress. It identifies
social networks, trust, and collective action as survival assets. During the 2011 Horn of Africa
drought, informal sharing networks provided food faster than formal aid (Maxwell et al., 2016).
This research recognizes adaptive capacity but rarely treats it as an economic system: it lacks
analysis of decision-making, resource governance, or incentive structures.
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Food Commons and Social Solidarity Networks- The “food-as-a-commons” approach
reframes food as a shared right and responsibility rather than a private commodity (De
Schutter et al., 2019). Drawing on Ostrom’s (1990) theory of commons governance, it
highlights community gardens, cooperatives, solidarity kitchens, and mutual-aid networks
(Carceller-Sauras, 2021; Devillers, 2023). These studies demonstrate that collective ownership
and trust can manage resources sustainably.

However, commons literature tends to be qualitative and normative. It rarely models
incentives, scalability, or dynamic adaptation. Many examples come from the Global North,
while large-scale informal systems in developing countries remain under-theorized.

Synthesis of Part II: Informal-economy, resilience, and commons studies collectively
reveal that communities coordinate access through trust, reciprocity, and moral obligation.
They move beyond formalism to highlight bottom-up governance, yet they lack a coherent
institutional theory explaining how such systems allocate, enforce, and adapt. They show
practice without modeling-a critical gap that AIFC will address.

2.4 Emerging Hybrids and the Conceptual Gap

A growing strand of research explores how digital and hybrid systems extend
traditional reciprocity through technology. Platforms such as Olio’ and FoodCloud’ facilitate
community food-sharing; mobile marketplaces like M-Farm® in Kenya and eNAM? in India
connect smallholders directly to buyers; and WhatsApp-based mutual-aid networks that
emerged during COVID-19 replicate neighborhood coordination on digital scales (Davies &
Evans, 2019). Collectively, these innovations reveal how digital infrastructures can translate
trust, exchange, and cooperation-the core mechanisms of informal economies-into new
modes of inclusive coordination.

Yet this emerging literature remains fragmented. Much of it highlights technology’s

efficiency and novelty but detaches innovation from the informal institutions it digitizes. It
validates adaptability but offers no integrated theory of coordination, incentives, or
resilience. The analytical focus often stops at description-how people share or trade-without
explaining why these hybrid systems sustain food access where formal markets and welfare
programs fail.
The synthesis in Table 1 integrates insights from the major frameworks addressing food access,
informality, and resilience. Each contributes valuable analytical strengths-from efficiency and
redistribution to adaptability and digital innovation-yet also exposes blind spots. Together, they
underscore the need for an integrated perspective that recognizes informal and communal
dynamics as central to sustainable food systems.

! Olio - A peer-to-peer food-sharing app launched in the UK in 2015 that connects households and businesses to
redistribute surplus food within local communities, reducing food waste through voluntary exchange. (Olio, 2024;
https://olioapp.com)

2 FoodCloud - A social enterprise founded in Ireland that links supermarkets, food producers, and charities to
redistribute surplus food through digital coordination platforms. (FoodCloud, 2024; see https://food.cloud)

3 M-Farm (Kenya) - A mobile-based agricultural marketplace enabling Kenyan smallholders to access market
prices, aggregate produce, and connect directly with buyers, enhancing income transparency and bargaining power.
(M-Farm, 2023; https://mfarm.co.ke)

4 eNAM (India) - The Electronic National Agriculture Market, launched by the Government of India in 2016, is
a unified online trading platform that integrates wholesale markets (mandis) across states to improve price
discovery and market access for farmers. (Government of India, 2024; e https://enam.gov.in)
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Table 1: Synthesis: What We Learn from All Frameworks

Framework What It Contributes | What It Misses / | Integrated Insight
Limitations

Market-based | Efficiency, trade | Ignores non-monetary | Efficiency must be
flows, and price | access and informal | complemented by
mechanisms driving | exchange networks equity and local access
food allocation mechanisms

Welfare/State | Redistribution  and | Overly top-down; | Policy design should
institutional ~ safety | overlooks community | bridge formal safety
nets during crises agency and informal | nets with grassroots

coping resilience

Informal Captures daily food | Lacks a coherent theory | Informality operates as

Economy access through | of  coordination or | a self-organizing
informal vendors, | adaptive governance safety net needing
credit, and labor recognition

Resilience Highlights  coping, | Often descriptive, | Resilience should be

Frameworks adaptation, and | lacking institutional or | framed as both social
learning capacities economic modeling and economic capacity

Food Emphasizes norms, | Difficult to scale or | Commons logic offers

Commons reciprocity, and | quantify; lacks | moral and cooperative
shared governance of | economic modeling dimensions to food
resources access

Digital Reveals new forms of | Overemphasizes Hybrid digital-social

Platforms coordination among | technology over social | systems can strengthen
informal actors and relational logic inclusive food

networks

Synthesis and Implications-Across these frameworks, a pattern of partial vision emerges.
Markets explain efficiency; state models explain redistribution; informal economy studies
capture participation; commons frameworks highlight moral governance. Yet none fully
accounts for how these forces interact under stress. No existing theory explains how
communities self-organize food access through non-monetary exchange or how such
adaptive systems coexist with, complement, or substitute formal institutions.
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Conclusion of the Literature Review-Across disciplines-economics, development, resilience,
and commons theory-there is growing consensus that informal, community-based systems
are indispensable to food security in developing contexts.
They are:

o Widespread and persistent across regions and crises

o Network-based and adaptive, responding flexibly to shocks

o Driven by trust, reciprocity, and shared survival rather than profit

e Often more reliable than markets or governments during disruption

Yet these systems remain theoretically invisible. Frequently labeled as “coping
mechanisms” or “moral economies,” they are rarely recognized as economic institutions with
their own coordination logic. This blind spot represents the core intellectual gap that prevents
a comprehensive understanding of hunger.

In sum, existing frameworks provide valuable but partial insights into food access-
efficiency, redistribution, participation, and moral obligation-but none captures how these
dynamics operate simultaneously under real-world scarcity and crisis. The absence of a
theoretical language for non-monetary coordination, collective adaptation, and social
reciprocity marks a foundational gap in economic thought.

To move beyond description toward explanation, the next section introduces the
conceptual foundation for a new paradigm-the Adaptive Informal Food Commons
(AIFC)-which seeks to unify these fragmented strands into a coherent theory of how
communities sustain food access amid uncertainty.

Chapter 3: Why Existing Theories Fail and What Is Needed

Despite the cumulative progress of food-security scholarship, the empirical reality of
how vulnerable populations actually secure food during disruption remains theoretically
unaccounted for. The frameworks reviewed in Chapter 2-market, state, informal, resilience,
commons, and digital-each illuminate part of the picture but fail to explain how food systems
sustain access when formal mechanisms collapse.

This reveals a deeper structural problem: the absence of an economic theory capable
of describing decentralized, adaptive, and community-based coordination under
conditions of uncertainty. It is this theoretical vacuum that the forthcoming concept of
Adaptive Informal Food Commons (AIFC) seeks to fill.

3.1 What All Existing Frameworks Miss

Across the major schools of thought-market-based, state-based, informal-economy,
resilience, and commons approaches-several recurring blind spots emerge that prevent a full
understanding of how food systems actually sustain life under stress.

e Focus on formal systems, neglect of informal core: Markets and states are treated as
the primary institutional actors, while informal networks-despite feeding the majority of
low-income populations-are depicted as residual, temporary, or marginal. This bias
obscures the systemic role of informality as a permanent layer of the food economy.

o Emphasis on transactions, not relationships: Market models revolve around price-
based exchange, and welfare frameworks rely on one-way transfers. Neither captures
reciprocity, trust, obligation, or reputation as central economic forces shaping food
distribution.

e Static models, not adaptive systems: Most economic and policy theories assume
equilibrium or institutional stability. In reality, informal food systems are highly
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dynamic, continuously adjusting to scarcity, seasonal shocks, and social change. Their
adaptability-the very feature that enables resilience-remains largely unmodeled.

o Individual behavior focus, not collective coordination: Mainstream economics
privileges the rational individual, yet community food security depends on collective
norms, group rules, and shared enforcement. The social organization of distribution
is a collective good, not a sum of private choices.

e Monetary measures, ignoring non-monetary value: Standard economic metrics fail
to register the value of labor exchange, food sharing, access, favors, and social
credit-currencies of survival that underpin informal systems. As a result, their true
economic weight is excluded from analysis.

o Top-down logic, ignoring bottom-up governance: State and NGO interventions are
often centralized, rule-driven, and externally designed. Yet in practice, communities
establish their own eligibility criteria, contribution systems, and enforcement norms
that function autonomously from formal institutions.

o Cirisis blindness: Existing theories tend to collapse under the very conditions where
hunger intensifies. Markets fail during price spikes or supply shocks; states falter amid
fiscal or political instability; NGOs arrive late when logistics or funding lag. Yet
communities adapt first-through food-sharing, informal credit, and local
redistribution. Still, economics lacks a model that explains how such community-driven
systems organize food access under extreme stress.

These blind spots collectively point to a profound conceptual gap: the absence of a
theory that recognizes informal, relational, and adaptive food systems as legitimate economic
institutions. To address hunger effectively, development research must move beyond
frameworks that interpret community survival mechanisms as anomalies or stopgaps. What is
needed is a model that explains how communities self-organize, coordinate, and adapt food
distribution when formal systems falter.

This need gives rise to the concept of the Adaptive Informal Food Commons
(AIFC)-a theoretical framework developed in the next section to capture the economic logic,
governance structure, and adaptive capacity of these community-based systems.

3.2 The Core Theoretical Vacuum and Bridge to a New Theory
From the preceding analysis, one fundamental gap becomes clear: no existing
economic theory explains how informal, community-based, non-monetary, and adaptive
food systems function as stable institutions-especially during crises. While markets and
welfare programs remain central to development models, the systems that most directly sustain
daily food access in vulnerable communities continue to operate without theoretical
recognition. They are visible in practice but invisible in economics.
This absence of theory leaves a series of essential questions unanswered:
e How do communities decide who receives food first when scarcity arises?
e How are contributions and entitlements negotiated without formal contracts or
enforcement mechanisms?
e How is trust built, maintained, and enforced as a functional form of economic
coordination?
e How do these systems reorganize and adapt to new shocks, such as droughts, pandemics,
or conflict?
e Why do such systems persist and even expand when formal alternatives exist?
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e C(Can these institutions be scaled or supported without losing their self-organizing
integrity?

This theoretical vacuum matters profoundly-it is not merely an academic oversight
but one with serious policy consequences. Because informal systems are not recognized as
legitimate economic institutions, they are routinely ignored, displaced, or undermined by
formal interventions. Policymakers often design food-security programs that bypass local
networks in favor of centralized delivery, eroding the very systems that sustain access during
crises. Market reforms can unintentionally destroy communal safety nets, while digital
platforms-when modeled exclusively on formal systems-replicate exclusionary or rigid
structures. As a result, food policies frequently fail to reach the most vulnerable, not for lack
of resources but for lack of institutional understanding.

What is needed, therefore, is a new economic paradigm-one that captures how
relational, adaptive, and community-based systems actually function. Such a framework must:

e Recognize informal and community systems as legitimate economic institutions;

e Model non-monetary value flows-including labor, trust, and reciprocity-as measurable
components of coordination;

e Explain how collective decision-making and governance emerge without formal

hierarchies;

e Account for the adaptability and fluidity that allow these systems to reorganize during
crises;

e Identify mechanisms of risk-sharing and resilience that sustain communities under
stress;

o Integrate social, cultural, and economic logics into a unified model of human-centered
economics; and
e Remain applicable both in periods of stability and in times of systemic disruption.

This paper therefore proposes such a paradigm: The Adaptive Informal Food
Commons (AIFC). The AIFC framework conceptualizes informal, community-based food
systems as decentralized, self-organizing, and socially regulated institutions that coordinate
access through reciprocity, shared norms, and collective adaptation. In doing so, it establishes
AIFC as a third institutional pillar of food security, complementing and interacting with
markets and the state. The following section develops this model in detail-defining its core
properties, mechanisms, and logic of adaptation-thereby transforming a dispersed empirical
reality into a coherent theoretical foundation for addressing hunger and resilience in developing
economies.

Figure 1, From Theoretical Vacuum to the AIFC Paradigm is a conceptual map
illustrates the transition from existing economic theories-centered on markets and state welfare
systems-to the newly proposed framework of the Adaptive Informal Food Commons (AIFC).
The figure visualizes the “missing institutional space” between market and state logic,
representing the community-based, non-monetary, and adaptive systems that sustain food
access in developing contexts. AIFC emerges as the bridging paradigm that formalizes these
systems as a third institutional pillar of food security.
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Figure 1: From Theoretical Vacuum to the AIFC Paradigma
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Governance

The limitations identified in existing theories make clear that the persistent reality of
hunger cannot be understood through market efficiency or state welfare alone. What remains
missing is a framework that captures how communities coordinate survival through non-
monetary exchange, collective norms, and adaptive governance. The next section introduces
the concept of the Adaptive Informal Food Commons (AIFC)-a theoretical model that
formalizes these overlooked systems as a distinct economic institution. By identifying their
mechanisms, principles, and logic of adaptation, the AIFC framework bridges the divide
between informal practice and economic theory, offering a new lens for understanding
resilience and food security in developing countries.

Chapter 4: Conceptualizing Adaptive Informal Food Commons (AIFC)
4.1 Core Characteristics of AIFC

The literature review and the identified research gap reveal that informal, community-
based, non-monetary, and adaptive systems of food access are indispensable for survival in
developing countries, particularly during periods of crisis. Despite their centrality, these
systems remain conceptually fragmented and empirically undervalued. They are often
misclassified as market failures, temporary coping mechanisms, or acts of charity rather than
recognized as legitimate, structured economic institutions governed by shared norms and
collective coordination. This mischaracterization has left a critical blind spot in both economic
theory and food-security policy. To address hunger effectively, it is essential to name, define,
and model these systems as an autonomous economic form. This is the foundational purpose of
the concept of the Adaptive Informal Food Commons (AIFC).

The AIFC refers to decentralized, community-governed systems that coordinate the
production, exchange, sharing, and distribution of food through non-monetary value,
reciprocal relationships, and flexible norms, enabling them to adapt rapidly to scarcity,
shocks, and institutional breakdowns. These systems function not as informal residues of failed
markets or absent states, but as parallel institutions with their own logic of governance and
accountability.
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AIFCs are characterized by four defining dimensions:

e Adaptive: They continuously adjust roles, rules, and flows of food based on changing
needs, environmental shocks, or crises.

o Informal: They operate outside formal legal, market, and bureaucratic frameworks,
relying instead on social recognition and community legitimacy.

e Food-focused: Their primary objective is ensuring continuous access to food, not
generating profit or meeting administrative compliance.

o Commons-based: They manage food, labor, and resources collectively through trust,
reciprocity, and shared norms, rather than through private ownership or centralized

control.

Table 2: Core Properties of Adaptive Informal Food Commons (AIFC)

Property

Description

Decentralized Governance

No single authority; decision-making is distributed among

families, neighbors, elders, or informal committees.

Non-Monetary Value | Food is exchanged via labor, social credit, shared tools,
Exchange reputation, or reciprocal gifts instead of money.
Reciprocity as Economic | Reciprocity functions as a structured, long-term social

Principle contract ensuring mutual support and stability.
Flexible, Context-Based | Rules evolve with need, season, or crisis—allowing rapid,
Rules community-led adjustments.

Collective Risk-Sharing

Shocks (drought, illness, price spikes) are absorbed

collectively; losses are distributed to protect the vulnerable.

Embedded in Social Norms

and Cultural Values

Moral duty, honor, kinship, and religion (e.g., zakat,

langar) regulate compliance and reinforce solidarity.

Multi-Layered Networks

Interconnected webs of households, vendors, neighborhood

groups, and diaspora support sustain food circulation.

Persistence Over Time

AIFCs endure across generations, adapting to crises and

modernization without losing communal identity.

Collectively, these properties demonstrate that AIFCs are structured and rule-bound
systems of coordination that fulfill essential economic functions outside formal frameworks.
They neither replicate nor oppose markets and states; instead, they occupy an intermediate
institutional space that sustains food access through trust, flexibility, and relational
accountability. Recognizing AIFCs as such transforms the understanding of informality from a
symptom of underdevelopment into a core mechanism of resilience-one that integrates social
solidarity with economic coordination to sustain life where formal systems fall short.
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The properties summarized in Table 2 provide the internal anatomy of AIFC-its
mechanisms of coordination, regulation, and adaptation. When compared with Table 3, which
situates AIFC alongside market and welfare institutions, a clear structural distinction emerges.
Whereas markets operate through price and competition, and welfare systems through
eligibility and policy, AIFC is governed by social reciprocity and moral accountability. Its
decentralization, flexibility, and embeddedness in cultural norms enable rapid adaptation to
shocks that formal systems struggle to manage. Together, the two tables form a complementary
analytical bridge: Table 2 explains sow AIFC functions internally, while Table 3 clarifies why
it represents a third institutional logic within the broader architecture of food security. This
conceptual linkage lays the foundation for understanding AIFC’s role in generating resilience
and ensuring access where formal economic coordination fails.

4.2 Key Mechanisms of AIFC and How It Differs from Market Systems

Understanding the Adaptive Informal Food Commons (AIFC) requires identifying
the economic mechanisms that govern how resources flow, decisions are made, and
communities sustain access during times of scarcity. Although informal in structure, AIFCs are
not random or chaotic; they operate through well-established, socially regulated processes that
perform the essential economic functions of production, distribution, and exchange. These
mechanisms reveal how relational coordination substitutes for price or bureaucratic allocation,
producing efficiency through cooperation rather than competition.

A central feature of AIFC is resource pooling, in which community members combine
food, labor, money, tools, land, or information to reduce individual vulnerability. This collective
pooling distributes risk and creates shared reserves that can be drawn upon during crises.
Equally important is need-based distribution, where food and essential goods are allocated
according to need rather than purchasing power. Families facing illness, unemployment, or
childcare burdens receive first priority, reinforcing social cohesion and preventing acute
deprivation.

Another core mechanism is informal credit and trust-based exchange. Vendors
allow delayed payment, neighbors lend food, and reputation replaces paperwork as the medium
of accountability. In this sense, trust functions as currency, enabling liquidity in contexts where
money is scarce. Similarly, labor-for-food exchange allows individuals to contribute labor
during harvests or communal cooking in exchange for meals or shares of produce-an
arrangement that sustains both dignity and production.

AIFCs also rely on role fluidity and adaptation: members move between giver and
receiver depending on circumstance, maintaining dignity and social balance. This dynamic
reciprocity allows systems to absorb shocks without breaking. Finally, social sanctions and
community enforcement preserve order-compliance is maintained not by law but through
moral authority, social pressure, and the threat of exclusion. Each of these mechanisms
demonstrates that AIFCs are structured, rule-bound, and economic in nature, even though they
function outside formal market or state regulation.

To fully grasp their uniqueness, it is instructive to compare AIFC with the two
dominant economic institutions-markets and state welfare systems-that traditionally organize
food access. While markets allocate by price and states by bureaucracy, AIFCs coordinate
through reciprocity and shared norms. Table 3 below summarizes these distinctions.

176


https://techniumscience.com/index.php/socialsciences/index
https://techniumscience.com/index.php/socialsciences/index

Technium Social Sciences Journal

Vol. 79, 166-190, January, 2026

|SSN: 2668-7798

SOCIAL SCIENCES JOURNAL WWW.techni umsci ence.com

Table 3: How AIFC Differs from Markets and State Welfare System

Feature Markets State Welfare AIFC (Proposed)

Basis of | Price, purchasing | Eligibility, bureaucracy | Need, reciprocity, social

Distribution power norms

Currency Money Vouchers or cash | Trust, labor, social credit,

transfers reputation

Decision- Buyers & sellers Government or NGOs | Community members

Makers

Governance Contracts, Policy and programs Shared norms, local rules
regulation

Adaptability Low (fixed prices, | Low—medium  (slow | High (rules shift with

contracts) policy changes) context)
Inclusion of | Often excluded Often excluded or | Prioritized
Poorest undiscovered
Time Horizon Short-term Periodic assistance Continuous,

transactions intergenerational
Resilience  in | Often collapses Often  delayed or | Expands and adapts
Crisis insufficient quickly

Interpretation: This comparison highlights how AIFC functions as a relational
economic system that complements, rather than replaces, formal structures. Markets are efficient
but brittle under volatility; welfare systems ensure safety but are rigid and slow. AIFC bridges
these extremes through flexibility, moral obligation, and collective governance. It allows
communities to reallocate resources dynamically according to real-time need, scaling
organically during crises. Informal credit expands, food-sharing intensifies, and local rules
evolve-all without external command. In this way, resilience arises not from hierarchy but from
cooperation.

Conclusion: AIFC is neither a market nor a welfare mechanism-it represents a third
institutional logic grounded in trust, reciprocity, and adaptability. By sustaining continuous
access through relational governance, it transforms how we understand food security in
developing contexts. Recognizing AIFC as an economic system in its own right enables
policymakers and scholars to envision a more inclusive and resilient architecture of survival-
one in which cooperation, not competition, underpins stability.

4.3 AIFC as a Third Pillar of Food Security

For decades, food systems have been conceptualized as a binary arrangement between
two dominant institutions: markets and states. Markets ensure efficiency and supply through
price mechanisms and private exchange, while the state provides regulation, redistribution, and
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safety nets to correct market failures. This binary model has structured both economic theory
and global food policy, shaping the design of interventions from trade liberalization to social
protection. Yet, it fails to account for a third institutional pillar that has long existed,
particularly in the Global South-community-based systems of cooperation and reciprocity that
operate outside formal structures but are central to survival.

These community-based commons, embodied in the Adaptive Informal Food
Commons (AIFC), represent the invisible yet indispensable foundation of food security. They
function at the micro level-within households, neighborhoods, and informal markets-providing
the first line of response during shocks when both markets and welfare systems stall. AIFCs
ensure food access when money is scarce, extend informal credit when liquidity disappears, and
redistribute surplus when formal distribution channels break down. In doing so, they fill the
institutional voids left by economic and bureaucratic systems. Recognizing AIFC as a third
pillar of food security reframes the problem of hunger from a purely economic or political
challenge into a social and relational one-a matter of coordination, trust, and community
resilience.

The distinctive power of AIFC lies in its logic of adaptation. Unlike markets or
welfare programs, which are governed by fixed contracts, prices, or eligibility criteria, AIFCs
operate through organized flexibility-rules and roles that can shift rapidly in response to
environmental, economic, or social change. During crises such as droughts, pandemics, or
conflict, AIFCs demonstrate dynamic reconfiguration. Roles shift as households that once
contributed may temporarily receive support, ensuring equity and continuity. Rules change to
match new realities: credit is extended more freely, sharing intensifies, and repayment schedules
are suspended. Networks reconfigure, activating wider circles of kinship, religious
institutions, or diaspora support when local resources are exhausted. Resource diversification
follows naturally—food is sourced from urban gardens, communal kitchens, small-scale
traders, or surplus donations. Governance flexes as community members collectively
renegotiate norms and responsibilities based on real-time needs.

This pattern of adaptation is not disordered improvisation but a form of collective
intelligence-an emergent coordination system grounded in trust, reciprocity, and shared
observation. Through such mechanisms, AIFCs achieve a degree of responsiveness unmatched
by the rigid temporalities of market contracts or policy cycles. When formal institutions react
in months or years, AIFCs adjust within days or hours. This agility converts social cohesion
into economic resilience, enabling continuity of access and consumption even under systemic
disruption.

By institutionalizing this logic of adaptation, AIFCs redefine what constitutes an
effective food system. They demonstrate that resilience is not only a property of infrastructure
or governance capacity but also of social organization. In this sense, AIFC is more than a third
pillar of food security-it is the connective tissue that links the efficiency of markets, the
protection of states, and the adaptability of communities into one coherent, human-centered
system.

Connection to the Unified Framework: The adaptive mechanisms that characterize
AIFC form the behavioral foundation of the Unified Model for Hunger and Economic
Resilience presented in Chapter 7. At the micro level, AIFC generates trust capital, reciprocity
density, and cooperative learning-variables that, when aggregated, reinforce macro-level
stability measured through GDP continuity, SRI performance, and food security indices. In this
way, AIFC serves as the transmission channel through which community resilience translates
into national economic endurance. It bridges human behavior and systemic outcomes,
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confirming that enduring food security depends not only on production or policy but on the
adaptive intelligence embedded in social relations.

Figure 2 visually illustrates how the logic of adaptation operates within the Adaptive
Informal Food Commons (AIFC). The diagram’s concentric structure reflects the multilevel
dynamics described in this section: micro-level mechanisms of trust, role shifting, and rule
flexibility generate collective adaptive processes at the community level, such as resource
diversification, network reconfiguration, and governance adjustment. These, in turn, cascade
outward to macro-level outcomes-enhanced resilience, sustained food access, and economic
stability. The inward and outward arrows signify the feedback loop between individual
behavior and systemic resilience: as communities adapt, they reinforce the social foundations
that stabilize larger economic systems, while macro-level conditions influence how local actors
reorganize. Thus, the figure translates the narrative logic of AIFC into a visual model,
demonstrating that micro-level social flexibility is the functional core of macro-level food and
economic resilience.

The diversity of real-world illustrations presented above confirms that the Adaptive
Informal Food Commons (AIFC) is not a theoretical abstraction but a functioning mode of
economic coordination observable across multiple contexts. These empirical patterns-spanning
grain banks, credit networks, communal kitchens, and digital mutual-aid groups-demonstrate
that communities already practice adaptive, trust-based governance at scale. What remains
underdeveloped is an explicit theoretical framework capable of explaining their economic logic
and institutional significance. The following section therefore moves from description to theory,
articulating how AIFC advances food-security scholarship by formalizing these community
mechanisms into an integrated model of economic resilience and adaptive governance.

Figure 2: The Logic of Adaptation in AIF

Roles Shift

Households
switch between
giving and
receiving

Networks

) Rules Change
reconfigure

Sharing and
credit norms
adjust

Kinship, religious
and diaspora
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Reflect real-time
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Chapter 5: AIFC in Practice
5.1 Regional Evidence and Case-Based Illustrations

While the preceding theoretical framework defines the AIFC as a distinct economic
institution, its validity rests on empirical observation. Across diverse regions of the Global
South, community-based systems already operate according to AIFC principles-reciprocity,
collective coordination, and adaptive flexibility. These systems sustain food access when
markets stall and state safety nets falter, demonstrating that informal governance mechanisms
are not exceptions but the backbone of resilience in low-income and -crisis-prone
environments. The following regional cases illustrate how AIFC structures manifest across
cultural, economic, and institutional contexts.

e [East Africa: Urban Solidarity and Informal Coordination

In Kenya, informal kitchens and rotating cooking networks in urban slums such as
Kibera emerged as life-saving institutions during both economic crises and the COVID-19
pandemic. Families organized rotational meal preparation systems, pooling fuel, food, and
labor to ensure that all households had access to at least one cooked meal per day. Devillers
(2023) describes these as “solidarity kitchens’-a hybrid between traditional reciprocity and
modern urban cooperation-where the flow of food depended on reputation, need, and shared
moral norms rather than cash exchange (Devillers, 2023).

In rural Ethiopia, community grain banks embody the same adaptive logic. Managed
by local committees, these banks allow farmers to deposit grain during harvest and withdraw
during lean seasons, guided by principles of fairness and communal trust. The Food and
Agriculture Organization (FAO, 2008) notes that such systems act as informal “micro-
reserves,” reducing household vulnerability and stabilizing food access when markets fluctuate
(FAO, 2008). Their governance relies on negotiation and moral enforcement rather than legal
contracts-hallmarks of AIFC organization.

e South Asia: Reciprocity, Faith, and Collective Adaptation

In India, community kitchens rooted in religious and civic traditions form a vast AIFC
infrastructure. The Sikh practice of Langar, for instance, operates as a free public kitchen
serving millions daily, irrespective of caste, religion, or income. During the COVID-19
lockdowns, Langar networks expanded rapidly, distributing food to stranded migrant workers
and urban poor when markets and public distribution systems collapsed. These operations
demonstrate institutionalized reciprocity-a moral economy that aligns spiritual duty with social
coordination (De Schutter et al., 2019). At the same time, women-led food credit groups in
South Asia mirror AIFC’s non-monetary governance. In Bangladesh and rural India, women
contribute food or small sums in rotation, supporting each member’s household on a cyclical
schedule. These self-help groups operate as informal “rotating savings and food associations,”
enabling liquidity and food access through trust-based exchange. Lakemann et al. (2019)
found that such collective systems persisted even when mobile-finance or digital reforms
entered rural markets, showing that adaptation does not replace community trust but integrates
with it (Lakemann et al., 2019).

e Waest Africa and Latin America: Informal Credit and Mutual Security

Across West Africa, the informal food retail sector represents one of the clearest
expressions of AIFC functioning. In Nigeria and Ghana, small food vendors routinely sell “on
trust ’-providing essential items on credit to customers who repay after harvest or payday.
Skinner (2017) emphasizes that these trust-based transactions are not exceptional but
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structurally embedded in local economies, constituting an informal financial system that
underwrites daily food access (Skinner, 2017). Similarly, rotating food credit groups in Ghana
and Peru combine microfinance and moral economy: women'’s collectives pool cash or staple
foods in rotating cycles to support members sequentially (Carceller-Sauras, 2021).

In Latin America, the rise of solidarity kitchens during the pandemic revealed a
resurgence of commons-based governance in urban settings. In Lima, Bogotd, and Buenos
Aires, neighborhood associations organized communal cooking through mutual aid, often
sourcing ingredients from local markets or food donations. These initiatives were guided not by
contracts or NGOs but by collective decisions and rotating responsibilities, demonstrating
spontaneous institutionalization under crisis (Davies & Evans, 2019).

5.3 Adaptive Informal Food Commons Across Digital, Moral, and Regional Contexts

Digital Adaptation and Translocal Networks-The digital age has not diminished the
principles of the Adaptive Informal Food Commons (AIFC)-it has expanded and redefined
them. During the COVID-19 pandemic, neighborhood WhatsApp groups and Facebook
collectives in cities such as Accra, Manila, and Siao Paulo functioned as virtual food
commons, where residents shared meals, coordinated collective purchases, and distributed
donations. These networks demonstrate how reciprocity and transparency can be mediated
through digital tools, transforming online spaces into what Davies and Evans (2019) describe
as “platform-enabled commons.” Rather than replacing community solidarity, digital
infrastructures extend the logic of trust, adaptability, and cooperation that has long
characterized informal food systems-embedding traditional communal ethics within a trans
local, networked environment.

Religious and Moral Economies as Institutional Commons- Long before the digital
era, religious and moral traditions embodied the institutional essence of the AIFC. Islamic
Zakat mandates the redistribution of wealth and food to the needy; the Sikh Langar system
offers free communal meals that transcend caste and status; and Christian church-based feeding
programs mobilize volunteers and local donations. These enduring practices show that AIFC
principles—reciprocity, trust, and shared obligation-are universal moral economies, not
confined to any single culture or region. As De Schutter et al. (2019) argue, food commons
transform ethical imperatives into structured systems of governance, preserving
intergenerational solidarity and community resilience even amid globalization and state
retreat. They institutionalize moral duty as economic practice, turning compassion into
coordination.

Cross-Regional Synthesis: From Local Practices to Theoretical Validation-Across
continents and faiths, evidence confirms that AIFC mechanisms-trust-based credit,
reciprocal exchange, communal governance, and flexible rules-are operational and
adaptive at scale. These are not remnants of pre-modernity but dynamic institutions that
evolve with changing technologies, crises, and demographic patterns. Whether in urban slums,
rural villages, or diaspora remittance networks, communities display a consistent pattern: when
formal systems fail, people self-organize to sustain life.

The AIFC framework thus provides a theoretical vocabulary for the invisible
architecture of resilience that underpins food access and survival in diverse contexts.
Recognizing and modeling these systems enables policymakers and scholars to integrate
informality into mainstream economic analysis, rather than treating it as residual or
peripheral. The coexistence of AIFC with market and state institutions affirms the triadic
model of governance-market, state, and commons-not as theoretical abstraction but as a
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living structure of economic survival. Together, these digital, moral, and trans local commons
articulate an emerging paradigm of inclusive, adaptive, and socially grounded food
systems.

Chapter 6: Policy Implications and Integration of AIFC into National Systems

The evidence presented in the preceding section demonstrates that AIFC are not
marginal or residual phenomena-they are core governance systems that ensure food access
when formal institutions fail. Yet, because they remain theoretically invisible, they are rarely
incorporated into national food-security strategies or global development frameworks. The
challenge is therefore not to replace these systems, but to recognize, strengthen, and integrate
them within policy architectures without eroding their adaptive and relational essence.

6.1 Rethinking Policy Paradigms

Conventional food-security policy is designed around the dual pillars of markets
(efficiency) and states (redistribution). In contrast, AIFC operates as a relational economy
grounded in trust, moral norms, and local cooperation. This distinction requires a paradigm
shift-from control and delivery to collaboration and enablement.

Governments and development agencies must view community-based systems not as
passive beneficiaries but as co-producers of food security. This implies devolving certain
decision-making powers to local associations, cooperatives, and faith-based groups that already
perform vital distribution functions. Such a shift aligns with the principles of subsidiarity and
social embeddedness emphasized by Ostrom (1990) and echoed in modern commons
governance literature (Ostrom, 1990). Policy, therefore, should not seek to formalize
informality but to create institutional interoperability-interfaces where AIFC, markets, and
state programs can collaborate effectively.

6.2 Strengthening Informal Food Systems

To integrate AIFC into national frameworks, policy must first acknowledge its
institutional legitimacy. The following interventions can achieve this without undermining its
flexibility:

e Legal Recognition of Community Food Institutions- Governments can provide
light regulatory recognition for informal cooperatives, women’s food credit groups,
and neighborhood grain banks. This recognition should protect community
initiatives from harassment or displacement while maintaining autonomy.

e Targeted Micro-Grant and Infrastructure Support- Public funds or donor
programs can allocate micro-grants for upgrading storage, kitchens, or transport
infrastructure used by community groups. Evidence from Ethiopia’s PSNP and
Brazil’s Programa de Aquisi¢do de Alimentos shows that modest, well-channeled
support enhances local efficiency without bureaucratization (FAO, 2008; De
Schutter et al., 2019).

¢ Integrating Informal Vendors into Food-Distribution Planning- Urban food
policy should treat informal traders as strategic partners, not obstacles. Initiatives
such as market infrastructure upgrades, hygiene training, or low-cost licensing can
formalize rights without formalizing operations (Skinner, 2017).

e Flexible Funding for Localized Crisis Response- National disaster-response
frameworks can include funding windows that channel emergency support directly
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through trusted community organizations. This approach leverages AIFC networks
for rapid, context-sensitive relief-faster than traditional bureaucratic channels.

¢ Recognition of Religious and Moral Commons as Partners. Religious feeding
systems (e.g., Langar, Zakat, church kitchens) should be treated as integral
components of social protection systems, receiving logistical or fiscal support during
crises while preserving their voluntary and inclusive ethos.

6.3 Data, Measurement, and Policy Visibility
Integrating AIFC into formal policy also requires rethinking metrics and data
systems. Traditional indicators-such as GDP, food-price indices, or welfare coverage-cannot
capture the non-monetary flows and trust-based exchanges that underpin AIFC.
Governments, in collaboration with FAO and WFP, should develop new Social Adaptive
Capacity Indicators (SACI) that quantify:
e Reciprocity density (frequency of exchange without cash)
e Trust capital (duration and reliability of informal credit)
o Community governance participation (share of households engaged in collective food
systems)
e Shock responsiveness (speed of local adaptation during crises)
These indicators would make the contribution of informal systems visible and

measurable, allowing them to inform budget planning and international reporting (Termeer et
al., 2024)

6.4 Policy Integration through Triadic Governance

Integrating AIFC into national systems does not mean merging it into the state-it means
constructing hybrid governance. A “triadic™> model of coordination can ensure
complementary roles.

Table 4: Policy Integration through Triadic Governance:
Complementary Roles of Market, State, and AIFC Systems

Institutional | Primary Logic Policy Function

Pillar

Market Price and efficiency Supply and production coordination

State Regulation and | Policy design, fiscal support, crisis
redistribution management

AIFC Reciprocity and trust | Local access, resilience, adaptive

(Commons) redistribution

> A “triadic model of coordination” refers to a three-pillar framework in which markets, states, and commons
(or Adaptive Informal Food Commons-AIFC) operate as complementary institutions. Each pillar contributes a
distinct logic-efficiency, redistribution, and reciprocity-whose integration produces more resilient and inclusive
systems of governance.
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This triadic model formalizes partnership governance in which markets, states, and
Adaptive Informal Food Commons (AIFC) operate as interdependent pillars of food system
resilience. Each performs functions the others cannot: markets ensure efficiency and production
coordination; states guarantee equity through regulation and redistribution; and AIFCs provide
adaptability, reciprocity, and social cohesion. Policy that recognizes these complementary
logics-efficiency, redistribution, and reciprocity-can foster inclusive, well-coordinated systems
resilient to both economic and environmental shocks.

6.5 Global Implications and Resilient Food Governance

At the international level, agencies such as FAO, IFAD, and WFP should integrate
AIFC principles into Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) monitoring-especially SDG 2 (Zero
Hunger) and SDG 1 (No Poverty). Donor frameworks could allocate funding for “community
adaptive infrastructures” and include AIFC-based organizations as implementing partners.
Recognition of informal food systems within global funding mechanisms would redirect aid
flows to where resilience is organically generated rather than externally imposed.

Furthermore, incorporating AIFC into climate adaptation policies would strengthen
food systems under climate stress. As Ostrom and Walker (2003) observed, polycentric
systems—where governance occurs at multiple overlapping levels-produce the most robust and
flexible responses to environmental change. AIFC provides precisely this kind of local
polycentric foundation.

Ultimately, policy integration of AIFC represents a shift from hierarchical to
relational governance. It recognizes that effective food security is achieved not only through
state capacity or market growth, but through the adaptive intelligence of communities.
Supporting these commons does not undermine state authority-it strengthens legitimacy by
aligning governance with lived realities. When policy frameworks respect informal
coordination as a partner rather than a problem, they expand the capacity of societies to absorb
shocks, redistribute risk, and protect dignity.

AIFC thus redefines the architecture of food governance: not a binary between state
and market, but a triad of cooperation where communities become active economic agents.
Integrating AIFC into policy marks the transition from “feeding the poor” to empowering
collective resilience-a necessary transformation for equitable and sustainable food systems in
the 21st century.

Chapter 7: The Unified Model for Hunger and Economic Resilience

The preceding sections traced the evolution from theoretical vacuum to the articulation
of the AIFC and its validation through empirical and policy analysis. This section integrates
these dimensions into a single conceptual structure-the Unified Model for Hunger and
Economic Resilience-which explains how micro-level community adaptation generates macro-
level stability. The model situates AIFC within a triadic architecture of food governance,
showing how markets, states, and commons interact dynamically to sustain food systems under
stress.

7.1 Structural Overview and the Unified Model
At its core, the Unified Model proposes that hunger and economic resilience cannot be
explained through any single institutional logic. They emerge from the synergistic interplay
among three interdependent pillars:
e Markets - Coordinate production and distribution through price and efficiency signals.
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o States - Ensure redistribution, regulation, and long-term policy frameworks.

e AIFC (Commons) - Govern through reciprocity, moral norms, and collective
adaptation at the community level.

These pillars operate through distinct “currencies”-money, authority, and trust-but
their interdependence determines systemic resilience. When one pillar weakens (e.g., markets
collapse or governance falters), the others absorb the shock. AIFC serves as the adaptive
connective tissue, maintaining continuity between supply, access, and governance across
crises.

The model conceptualizes food systems as adaptive feedback networks rather than
linear supply chains. Figure 1: From Theoretical Vacuum to the AIFC Paradigma visualizes
two key flows:

o Bottom-up Resilience Flow - Local commons generate micro-level stability through
food sharing, informal credit, and cooperative governance. These actions stabilize
demand, mitigate unrest, and reduce welfare burdens at the macro level.

e Top-down Enabling Flow - Policy frameworks and market infrastructure can
strengthen or weaken AIFC capacity. Supportive environments (micro-grants, legal
recognition, participatory planning) enhance resilience; rigid formalization disrupts
adaptive feedback.

Where these flows intersect lies the resilience corridor-a dynamic equilibrium zone
where adaptive capacity and institutional support reinforce each other. When this corridor
widens, food systems absorb shocks effectively; when it narrows, hunger and volatility
intensify.

The Unified Model translates micro-level behaviors into macro-level outcomes.
Households and community groups operate through trust, reciprocity, and collective norms,
which aggregate upward into measurable indicators such as GDP continuity, food-price
stability, and State Resilience Index (SRI) performance.

AIFC thus functions as a transmission mechanism:

o Converts social capital into economic stability, reducing transaction costs and
ensuring resource circulation.

e Transforms moral norms into governance capacity, embedding accountability within
relationships.

e Channels local adaptability into systemic resilience, responding faster than formal
bureaucratic systems to shocks.

Conceptual Figure 3 places AIFC at the intersection of state and market systems,
acting as the relational and adaptive core. Arrows radiate from micro-level processes-trust-
based exchange, community governance, reciprocal sharing-toward macro outcomes such as
food security and stability. Feedback loops illustrate how supportive policy environments
amplify local adaptability, while exclusionary reforms weaken it.
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Figure 3: Unified Model for Hunger and Economic Resilience
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The model illustrates the triadic relationship among markets, states, and the AIFC. It
shows how social mechanisms (trust, reciprocity, cooperation) aggregate into macro-level
resilience, and how formal structures can either enable or suppress adaptive potential. Hunger
is redefined not as a supply deficit but as a coordination failure between formal and informal
systems.

The Unified Model (Figure 3) can be envisioned as a three-tier adaptive structure:

Level 1: Structural Layer: National governance, infrastructure investment, and
climate preparedness-dimensions measured by indicators such as the SRI and GFSI.

Level 2: Institutional Layer: Interaction among the three economic pillars-markets
(price coordination), state welfare (rule-based redistribution), and AIFC (relationship-based
reciprocity). When one weakens, others compensate, producing systemic redundancy.

Level 3: Behavioral Layer: Social mechanisms-trust, cooperation density, collective
learning—that enable micro-level adaptation within constraints.

Feedback arrows connect all tiers, showing that bottom-up adaptation informs top-
down governance, while structural stability shapes local capacity. The resulting configuration
forms a resilient lattice where food access and economic continuity co-evolve, rather than
depend on centralized control.

7.2 Empirical and Quantitative Validation and Theoretical Implications

This integrative approach advances earlier resilience-economy research by introducing
explicit transmission channels between informal and formal systems. Empirical evidence
supports these linkages:

e Regions with strong social capital and informal credit networks recover faster from
climate shocks and price crises than those with similar GDP but weaker cohesion
(Termeer et al., 2024).

e In Ethiopia, community grain banks interacting with the Productive Safety Net
Programme stabilized consumption during the 2015-2016 drought, preventing a
negative GDP—nutrition spiral (FAO, 2008).

e In Brazil, the CONSEA participatory network reduced urban food insecurity through
civic coordination without large fiscal expansion (De Schutter et al., 2019).

Quantitatively, the model proposes new resilience indicators:
e Reciprocity Density Index - frequency and breadth of food-sharing ties.
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e Trust Capital Score - reliability of informal credit and exchange.
e Adaptive Commons Ratio - proportion of households engaged in collective resource
systems.

Combined with conventional metrics-GDP volatility, infrastructure investment,
governance quality-these could form a Resilient Food Economy Index (RFEI) capturing both
formal and informal contributions to stability. Methodologically, this invites mixed-methods
research linking social-network variables to macroeconomic resilience, supported by
ethnographic field evidence.

Recognizing AIFC within resilience modeling reframes food policy. It directs
investment not only toward physical infrastructure but also toward social infrastructure-
trust networks, cooperatives, and digital commons that sustain reciprocity.

Governments could adopt a dual-strategy approach:

e Macro-level stabilization through fiscal and infrastructural policy.
e Micro-level enablement through community grants, training, and legal recognition.

International agencies such as FAO and IFAD could integrate AIFC indicators into
SDG monitoring frameworks, ensuring that informal contributions to hunger reduction
become statistically visible. By merging AIFC with state and market mechanisms, the Unified
Model advances economic theory toward a relational paradigm in which resilience emerges
from diversity and interdependence. It positions informal cooperation not as an anomaly but as
the adaptive engine of economic survival, uniting macro stability with micro solidarity. This
tri-layered vision offers a comprehensive pathway for addressing hunger in both developing
and developed contexts.

So, the Unified Model provides a bridge between relational economics and resilience
theory, reframing food systems as adaptive social institutions rather than production chains. It
redefines hunger as a coordination failure, resilience as a collective capacity, and
development as a relational process rooted in trust and reciprocity.

When markets, states, and commons operate in synergy, scarcity is mitigated by
coordination; when they act in isolation, even abundance can coexist with deprivation. The
AIFC framework therefore completes the theoretical architecture of food security: an adaptive,
triadic model that connects efficiency, protection, and solidarity into one coherent, resilient
whole.

Chapter 8: Conclusion and Global Policy Outlook

This study has advanced a new theoretical paradigm-the Adaptive Informal Food
Commons (AIFC)-to explain how community-based, non-monetary, and relational systems of
food access function as structured economic institutions. AIFC formalizes what has long been
visible in practice but absent in theory: the capacity of informal cooperation to stabilize food
systems when formal institutions fail. It thus establishes a third institutional pillar of food
security, complementing markets and states within a unified, triadic model of governance.

Empirical evidence from Africa, Asia, and Latin America confirms that these systems
are enduring and adaptive, not residual or temporary. Whether through rotating credit groups,
communal kitchens, or digital food-sharing networks, AIFCs convert trust into circulation,
reciprocity into redistribution, and collective norms into resilience. When markets contract
or bureaucracies delay, AIFC expands, cushioning shocks through cooperation. The persistence
of these mechanisms demonstrates that resilience is generated relationally-from below rather
than above.
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8.1 Reframing Development and Implications

Recognizing AIFC reshapes the global understanding of hunger and resilience. It calls
for development frameworks that collaborate with community systems instead of
overriding them. In the context of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs):

e SDG 2 (Zero Hunger) - AIFC anchors sustainable access by linking household
adaptation with institutional stability.

e SDG 1 (No Poverty) - It explains how non-monetary networks redistribute resources
and mitigate shocks.

e SDG 13 (Climate Action) - It contributes to local adaptation through collective risk-
sharing and social learning.

To translate these insights into action, global agencies should:

e Integrate AIFC indicators-trust capital, reciprocity density, adaptive commons
ratio—into resilience and SDG monitoring.

e Channel funding toward community adaptive infrastructures such as grain banks,
neighborhood kitchens, and cooperative storage.

e Institutionalize participation, enabling AIFC representatives to co-design national
food-security strategies alongside state and market actors.

Such measures would convert AIFC from an invisible practice into a recognized
governance partner, embedding relational capacity within the formal architecture of global
food systems.

AIFC signals a shift from hierarchical aid to relational development. It invites donors
and governments to move from delivery to partnership, valuing trust and reciprocity as
developmental assets. Co-design, participatory budgeting, and social-learning mechanisms can
align global resources with local intelligence. Governments, meanwhile, can act as enablers-
providing legal recognition, logistical support, and fiscal flexibility to communities already
coordinating food access effectively.

In doing so, development ceases to be a top-down project of institutional expansion
and becomes a horizontal process of capability alignment-where each actor contributes what
others cannot: efficiency (markets), protection (states), and adaptability (commons). Beyond
policy, AIFC represents a moral and epistemic transformation. It reframes hunger not as a
failure of production but as a failure of coordination; resilience not as a technical capacity but
as a collective moral practice; and development not as competition for resources but as co-
creation of stability. In an era of climate volatility, conflict, and inequality, the AIFC
perspective re-centers humanity in economics. It recognizes that survival depends as much on
solidarity and trust as on capital and technology. By making visible the invisible
infrastructures of care that sustain life under pressure, AIFC restores legitimacy to the social
foundations of the economy.

8.2 Closing Reflection

The Unified Model for Hunger and Economic Resilience culminates in the
understanding that prosperity and security arise from interdependence. When markets, states,
and commons operate in synergy, food systems evolve from fragile supply chains into resilient
social networks. When they act in isolation, abundance can coexist with deprivation.
Institutionalizing AIFC is therefore more than an analytical correction-it is a moral imperative.
By embedding cooperation at the heart of governance, societies can move from managing crises
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to cultivating resilience. The path forward is clear: build policy on trust, design systems for
reciprocity, and let adaptation-not control-be the measure of economic strength.
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