Social Eating Initiatives and the Practices of Commensality

Abstract

Social eating initiatives are a mode of food provisioning and eating that have become
increasingly popular in the UK. These organisations provide a menu of low-cost meals
prepared using food surpluses and deliberately serve food communally to improve social
inclusion. Although these community initiatives have grown rapidly in popularity, research
into their value from the perspective of participants is currently limited. This article presents
data from a concurrent multi-method study conducted across multiple sites of the Nottingham
Social Eating Network to explain the emergence of these novel social configurations. The
results show this form of commensality, or group eating practice, is not simply a consequence
of reducing food waste or food insecurity. Instead these initiatives are enacted through a series
of intersecting social practices, which include: the restructuration of the shared mealtime;
alimentary contribution; and performances of care. The findings provide important insights
into the values expressed in these emergent initiatives and are therefore useful for framing

social eating in public policy.
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1. Introduction

‘Normative social influence on eating is potent and pervasive. The presence of other people at

an eating occasion or when choices are made about food has a powerful effect on behaviour.’

(Higgs 2015: 42)

‘Through community dining spaces we create purpose, friendship and build resilience. When
we sit and eat together barriers are broken down and new ideas can flow. The spaces being
created are ones where anyone and everyone can eat in company’ (National Food Service
2020).

People eat together in many different places, at many different events, and through many
different stages of their lives. Commensality (literally ‘eating at the same table’) is an
omnipresent manifestation of human sociality (Sobal 2000; Fischler 2011; Dunbar 2017).
Eating together in groups is ‘one of the most fundamental, socialised, imaginative and
collectively invested biological functions’ (Masson, Bubendorff and Fraisse 2018:109).
Indeed, the organisation of society is continually negotiated through food practices in everyday
and mundane forms (DeVault 1991; Grieshaber 1997; Valentine 1999; Yates 2015; Giacoman
2016; Holmes et al. 2020). But despite the perennial human need to eat in groups, the practices
of commensality vary widely as a consequence of socioeconomic influences. In the UK,
commensality is undergoing a transformation as a range of new initiatives emerge dedicated to
creating new, shared eating practices. These ‘social eating initiatives’ which utilise surplus
foodstuffs have been described as a response to rising food insecurity, a growing resistance to
food waste (Baron et al. 2018; Luca et al. 2019; Blake 2019a, c), and as a form of surplus food
aid redistribution (Dowler and Caraher 2003; Caplan 2017; Caraher and Furey 2017). But as
yet there is limited empirical research examining how the ‘potent and pervasive’ forces of

commensality (Higgs 2015:42) intersect with, and shape, this emerging phenomenon

The extant literature on food surplus redistribution services focuses on charitable food
banks (Poppendieck 2014), surplus food pantries (De Souza 2019), or surplus-social
supermarkets (Saxena 2018) which attempt to provide, in varying ways, food aid services for
an individual ‘poverty consumer’ (Pfeiffer et al. 2015) excluded from the market of commercial
food services. This literature critiques the effects of austerity politics and calls for dignity,
choice and income to be re-instated (Dowler and O’Connor 2012; Lansley and Mack 2015;
Lambie-Mumford and Dowler 2015; Purdam et al. 2016; Middleton et al. 2018), suggesting



that the relationship between redistributing food surpluses to the food insecure is morally
questionable (Caplan 2017; Caraher and Furey 2017). In particular, this discursive coupling
creates a frame which would conceive of low-cost, low-choice, surplus meal services such as
social eating initiatives, as another manifestation of food charity, and therefore frame the users
of these services as beneficiaries of food aid. Scrutinising the long-term political consequences
of surplus food redirection to the poor is of vital importance, and recent research into surplus
food redistribution services has highlighted the need for further work which can articulate the
experiences of citizens that may be ‘below the level of consumption adequacy...’ but who are
nonetheless ‘beneficiaries and co-creators of value’ (Baron et al. 2018). But as yet there is
limited empirical work which places the individual consumption of surplus food back into the
social context of commensality or which addresses how participants forge new experiences of
social value through the group consumption of surplus foods.

We address this gap in the literature through a practice theory approach; looking at
‘social eating initiatives’ not as a simple aggregate of individual consumer behaviours, nor as
merely a reaction to austerity politics, but as form of group, commensal practice. We show that
these initiatives create multiple points of social connection and are of value to participants
because they counter the alienating and individualising tendencies of the current milieu to build
group cohesion (Giacoman 2016). Although social eating initiatives use redistributed surplus
foods, have limited menu choice, volunteer networks, and maximally inclusive pricing, the
meals are not free, and the organisations do not operate through referral systems. Closer
examination reveals that social eating initiatives support a hybrid form of commensality
wherein the varying practices of domestic, charitable and ‘eating out’ commensality intersect.
Attendants at these spaces are transforming practices of commensality, rather than just being

passive beneficiaries of surplus food aid.

We introduce the Nottingham Social Eating Network, the case study for this article, as
a localised example of a broader UK movement transforming the way communities eat. We
then outline a community-based participatory research approach which deploys concurrent
multi-methods to collect and analyse data generated by social eating participants. These
include: (1) meal-centred focus groups; (2) go-along interviewing; and (3) photo voice. The
process of examining eating as part of its social context, and placing the mealtime within the
broader preparation, serving, and clearing down practices of the social eating initiatives
articulates social eating as a ‘compound practice’ involving a range of coordinated activities

that extend beyond any ‘moment of individual consumption’ (Warde 2016). We draw on the
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work of Shove et al. (2012) to analyse how the intersection of materials, competences, and
meanings construct these practices. The results reveal how social eating initiative
commensality is enacted through the practices of, a restructuration of the mealtime; alimentary

contribution; and performances of care.

The results challenge framings of community food initiatives that use surplus foods as
being places that give away ‘leftover food for left behind people’ (Riches and Gerlings 2019)
and as solely concerned with reducing food insecurity and food waste. The results provide
insights into the contemporary emergence of social eating initiatives and have important
implications for including commensality in food policy debates. These analyses offer a more
nuanced interpretation of the value that participants attribute to social eating initiatives;
contributing to the ‘more than food’ approach’ (Healy 2019; Blake 2019a, c; Marovelli 2019).

2. Food insecurity, food waste, and surplus food aid in the UK

In the UK, rising food insecurity exists simultaneously with industrial-scale food wastage,
creating the iniquitous social problem of hunger despite food excess (Caplan 2017).
Exacerbated by welfare retrenchment (Garthwaite, Collins and Bambra 2015; Lambie-
Mumford and Dowler 2015; Lansley and Mack 2015; Blake 2019a), food insecurity concerns
the availability and access of individuals to foods that are socially and culturally appropriate,
as well as nutritionally adequate (Radimer et al. 1990; Dowler and O’Connor 2012; Lambie-
Mumford 2015). Sharpe (2003) of the Food Poverty Network also considers a ‘lack of money,
or physical difficulty in getting to (or back from) suitable shops, or lack of equipment or
cooking skills, or linguistic or cultural barriers’ (2003: 31). In response, there has been an
unprecedented scaling-up of food-provisioning organisations, conceived as ‘food aid’
(Lambie-Mumford and Dowler 2015), with those on low incomes having to rely increasingly
on minimal diets, food charity and emergency provision (Riches and Silvasti 2014; Dowler and
Lambie-Mumford 2015; Pfeiffer et al. 2015).

Against this backdrop, WRAP (2020) estimates that in 2018, 9.5 million tonnes of food
were wasted within the UK, 70% of which was intended for consumption. Within the context
of increasing environmental concerns about food wastage occurring parallel to austerity
policies, and the rise in individuals experiencing food insecurity, it might appear that surplus
foods provide a mutually beneficial adjunct to these social malaises by linking two ‘needs’
together (Lalor 2014; Caplan 2017). The current framing of surplus food-use is that of a waste

stream redirected towards those experiencing food insecurity via initiatives such as charitable



food banks (Caraher and Dowler, 2014; Caraher and Furey 2017). This surplus food aid
provision is instrumental and individuated; responding to an individual’s physical requirements
for sustenance through free food parcels (Garthwaite, Bambra and Collins 2015; Lambie-
Mumford and Dowler 2015). The receipt of food aid positions individuals as passive
beneficiaries, with little agency and choice over the foodstuffs they consume (Caplan 2017).
In this way, surplus is conceived of as ‘the second tier of our food system’ (Tarasuk and Eakin
2005:178), where the individual receipt of surplus foodstuffs is a last resort, used only when
necessary, and with the associated recipients feeling obligated, ashamed, and stigmatized
(Dowler and O’Connor 2012; Loopstra and Tarasuk 2012; Lorenz 2015; Douglas et al. 2015;
Garthwaite 2016). As redistributed surpluses become framed as a response to food insecurity,
they also become framed in terms of deservedness, need and eligibility (Tarasuk and Beaton
1999; Tarasuk et al. 2014; van der Horst et al. 2014; Purdam et al. 2016; Garthwaite 2016;
Williams et al. 2016; Middleton et al. 2017). Food insecurity is mediated through the eligibility
criteria of charitable food banks (Poppendieck 2014), community pantries (De Souza 2019), or
social supermarket membership (Saxena 2018). These criteria act as ‘translation mechanisms’
whereby those deemed ‘in need’ (Carson 2014) are defined through ‘paternalist technologies
and representations of deservedness’ (Williams et al. 2016: 2294). Crucially, it is claimed that,
within the context of austerity in the UK, community commensality has been diminished and
responsibility has shifted from the state to the charitable sector (Caraher and Furey 2018), with
charitable food projects instead rebranded as ‘community food” (Dowler and Caraher 2003).

The way groups of people eat cannot be separated from broader debates about satiating
hunger; directing us to consider how retrenchment of the welfare state, neoliberal economic
policies and the dominance of the paying-consumer as the primary agent of society, distorts
understandings of who and what is deserving or of value. The redirection of surplus to those
struggling to afford food is therefore subject to an ‘uneasy dualism’ arising between ‘quality
food’ for higher income consumers and ‘other food’ consumed by others (Holt-Gimenez and
Shattuck 2011; Goodman and Goodman 2007). This conceptualisation ensures surpluses
continue to be discursively framed in terms of deficit as ‘poor people’s food’ (Caraher and
Furey 2017; cf. Blake 2017). Though there are some exceptions of surplus-utilising projects
such as FoodCycle and The Real Junk Food Project in the UK for example, that attempt to
valorise and normalise the consumption of intended-to-be-wasted-food through, for example,
the trope of environmental stewardship (Gollnhofer 2017) and social eating. In Europe, another

example Eatwith seeks to reconstitute intimate, small-scale, supper club and dinner party



‘social’ eating commensality. However, the ‘social eating initiatives’ described within this
paper refer specifically to low-cost, paid-for, surplus meal offers, which are consumed at a

public, shared mealtime (Luca et al. 2019).

Social eating initiatives encourage a broadened conceptualisation of what ‘food
security’ is, particularly around the social nature of ‘alimentary participation’. Alimentary
participation concerns both physiological hunger and ‘hunger for social inclusion’ (Pfeiffer et
al. 2015:485). It refers to ‘the possibility of experiencing the social function of food, by eating
outside the home, and/or together with others, [and] is something from which poor people are
significantly excluded’ (Pfeiffer et al. 2015: 488; Healy 2019). Recent research suggests that
people with low incomes have limited capacity to engage in social eating activities and are thus
excluded from an important aspect of social life (Dunbar 2017; Healy 2019). Although access
and participation in social food practices such as ‘eating out’ and eating together are regarded
as essential in modern and individualised consumer society (Dunbar 2017), according to Healy
(2019), previous studies have largely omitted the social aspects of food insecurity (see also
Pfeiffer et al. 2011).

Those experiencing this form of commensal-insecurity are often framed - as with food
insecurity - according to a ‘deficit’ approach (Mathie and Cunningham 2003; Keller et al.
2015). Whilst these framings are not inaccurate, such epistemologies focus on top-down or
structuralist accounts of insecurity, ignoring the innovative efforts of community groups to
forge new forms of group eating practices through their own agency. Taken together, the issues
of food insecurity, food wastage and the utilisation of food surpluses intersect as a site of social
practice; constructed, negotiated and contested at multiple levels. Definitions of food insecurity
are therefore mutable and are directly related to and created within specific historical, economic
and political contexts. Food poverty is ‘multi-faceted’ (Healy 2019) and food insecurity is
‘multivalent and always contested’ (Shattuck et al. 2015:423). This extended conceptualisation
provides an opportunity to reframe these intersecting issues to investigate the ‘multi-
dimensional values’ (Iacovidou et al. 2017; Blake 2019b) embedded in social eating initiatives,
particularly around alimentary participation. Following recent work in this area (Midgley 2013;
Giacoman 2016; Marovelli 2019) we suggest that an alternative approach is to examine these
practices through the lens of commensality, so that the social value of eating surpluses might

be foregrounded.



3. Commensality and the structure of mealtimes

‘Interpersonal sharing of food has been an omnipresent feature of human civilisation from
hunter-gatherer societies to the present, both as a mechanism through which sustenance is
secured and as a means to cement social relations’ (Davies et al. 2017:136). Food sharing has
‘an aggregative potential that strengthens the social bonds and common identity of people
sharing a meal’ (Masson, Bubendorff and Fraisse 2018:109). Commensality involves the
creation and reinforcement of social relations; nourishing the symbolic and material
connections between people (Chou, Kerner and Warmind 2015). Indeed, communal meals are
‘perhaps the single most important thing we could do — both for our own health and wellbeing
and for community cohesion’ (Dunbar 2017). The act of eating with other people helps to
reproduce or transform the social order, fabricating new and consolidating old social
connections; variously disrupting as well as entrenching social grouping, hierarchies and
inequalities (Valentine 1999; Giacoman 2016; Dunbar 2017; Masson, Bubendorff and Fraisse
2018).

Aside from the contextual issues around food insecurity that undermine individuals
attempts to eat healthily, regularly and with others, one problem potentially associated with
food insecurity is a perceived ongoing destructuration of the shared mealtime (Warde 1999;
Mestdag, 2005; Brannen, O’Connell and Mooney 2013; Lund and Gronow 2014; Yates and
Warde 2017). Food insecurity and food waste in the UK occur within a broader foodscape,
where the traditional structuring of mealtimes has undergone a transition to ‘culinary plurality’,
as the breadth of individual and commensal eating practices continues to grow in diversity
(Makela 2009:45). Despite contradictory evidence that shared mealtimes are either under
threat (Twine 2015), or instead being reconstituted in new forms (Yates and Warde 2017), it is
nonetheless widely agreed upon that commensality is a potent normative feature of UK society
(Mestag 2005; Brannen, O’Connell and Mooney 2013; Dunbar 2017). The prevalence of cheap,
mass-produced, individually portioned, fast-food and snacks offers in contemporary UK
foodscape have been described as restructuring (and in some cases replacing) the freshly
cooked and shared family mealtime (Twine 2015). Similarly, Fischler (1988) described this
de-centring of the meal, and particularly the accompanying rise of lone-eating, as ‘gastro-
anomie’. But specific reference to commensality as a form of social practice provides a sharper
focus than more abstract references to consumption, which Warde (2005) suggests is simply a
‘moment’ in social practices. Referring to the general process of consumption, rather than to

the specific practice of social eating, tends to position ‘consumers’ in reductive terms as



individuals whose main purpose is to buy and consume goods. Focusing on the practice of
commensality directs us to consider what we eat, the material and symbolic properties of foods,
their preparation, serving and wasting, as well as the aspects of food sharing. As noted by
Schatzki et al. (2001:3) ‘understanding specific practices always involves apprehending
material configurations’. Therefore, being sensitive to the ways in which commensal practices
emerge or are ‘carried’ within constellations of ‘things’ requires a different ontological position

(Farias and Bender 2010; Farber 2014).

Recent research into commensality (Giacoman 2016) suggests there is a dynamic
interplay between social groupings and the form commensality takes. The features of the group
affect the form of commensality that manifests and vice versa. Giacoman (2016) notes that the
‘group’s characteristics will influence the way in which commensality is manifested...and the
positive or negative feelings shared by those who are part of the group’. Further, that groups
are situated in particular settings and locations, affecting how commensality materialises. We
recognise the dynamic relation between social structure and forms of commensality in
Giacoman’s model, but also recognise the material dimension of food and how these shape
eating practices. As Shove et al. state, ‘in doing things like... cooking, people actively combine
the elements of which these practices are made’ (Shove et al. 2012:14). We suggest therefore
that Giacoman’s account of group-commensality dynamics can be augmented by considering
how the practices of commensality rely on a combination of elements that include: materials,
competences, and meanings (Shove et al. 2012:14). In Table 1 we outline how each these

elements can potentially contribute to varied practices of commensality:



Elements Definition Illustrative Examples

The things, technologies, | Surplus foods; Tables and chairs;
Material tangible physical entities and the | Funding streams; Policies; Ingredient-

stuff of which objects are made | sorting; Meal prices and meals

Volunteering to wash up; Being a cook;

) Meal preparation styles; Showing table
The skills, know-how, and o _
) ‘manners’; Engaging in conversation;
Competences | techniques used to enact ) ) _
) Paying for meals; or being the point of
practices o
contact between the organisation and the

food distribution charity

) | The symbolism and meaning attached to
The social and symbolic .
) o o the ‘family meal’; the value placed on
Meanings significance of participation at _ )
eating together; and the value of sharing
any one moment. _
food, going ‘out’ for a meal

Table 1: Elements of social practices and illustrative examples for group eating, informed by
Shove et al (2012)

The range of elements involved in social eating initiatives overlap within practices,
elsewhere referred to as ‘bundles of activities’ (Martens 2012), and attention must be given to
the complex and intersecting ways that these elements are combined. Social eating initiatives
combine tangible things, material resources, ways of acting and doing, stories, symbols, and
meanings within a social context (Halkier and Jensen 2011; Shove et al. 2012). Indeed, some
of these practices overlap with each other, creating ‘compound practices’ that ‘pre-form, form
and reform and de-form’ (Pantzar and Shove 2005). Analysing the elements that constitute
social eating practices in collaboration with participants, and framing both the producers and
customers of social eating initiatives as participants, reveals the ways social eating is

constructed and valued. We address these participants in the section that follows.

4. The research context: The Nottingham Social Eating Network

In 2017, Nottingham City Council declared its support for Nottingham to be recognised as the
UK’s first social eating city (BBC 2018). This declaration was a response to the growing
number of community groups participating in a specific form of mealtime practice, referred to
locally as ‘social eating’. Luca et al. (2019) define social eating initiatives as ‘community-

based initiatives that provide an integrated model for recovering and using surplus food,



localizing food and providing spaces of interaction that can address food insecurity, support
health, well-being and social capital. Generally, these social eating projects... cook and provide
nutritious meals in a community venue for a suggested donation of, for example, £2.50 per
three course meal for adults; children eat for free. The meal is generally offered once a week

in venues such as children’s centres, community centres and churches’.

These initiatives operate as non-profit organisations. The meal is a paid-for offer with
discretionary free meals available, rather than a free meal via referral. They have limited
opening hours and reclaim spaces which otherwise serve different functions at other times in
the day, such as church halls. The provisioning is typically overseen by a skeleton staff, with
support from a broad ensemble of volunteers managing how food is served, participants are
greeted, spaces are organised, entertainment provided, and dishes cleaned. In Nottingham,
there are 14 self-identified ‘social eating initiatives’ informally known as the Nottingham
Social Eating Network, and these were the focus of the study (an example can be seen in Figure
1). This local network also links in with the National Food Service network through the co-

promotion of the public consumption of surplus foods for social good.

Figure 1. Photographs of Growin’ Spaces and Sharing Sherwood social eating initiatives.

4.1. Research Questions

Despite the growing number of social eating initiatives - across Nottingham and the UK more
generally - there is nevertheless limited available data on their contribution to the broader
‘foodscape’ (Coveney 2013). Similarly, there is a lack of empirical research that examines how

participants in these initiatives attribute value to group eating practices. Our research design
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combines concurrent multi-methods conducted across multiple field sites to study how
participants themselves articulate their modes of participation in these initiatives. Our aim is
to understand the value these participants derive from the novel social eating practices they
have created, but also to understand the broader concomitant social contexts that support

commensality. We set the following research questions:

RQL1 - What is the value of social eating initiatives to their participants?

Following recent work on commensality and the anticipatory practices of using surplus food
(Midgley 2013; Giacoman 2016; Marovelli 2019) we aim to extend this literature by examining
new social eating initiatives. Here we are interested in understanding the values described by
social eating participants within the broader social groupings they form. The aim is to create
an inclusive method such that a range of respondents can describe and compare their own
commensal participation with each other. By engaging participants in the natural setting of
mealtimes, sharing food during discussions, and asking the respondents to inductively code
their responses in situ with the people around them, we identify communal values of group

eating expressed whilst the group is eating together.

RQ2 - How do these values frame the eating of surplus food in relation to the broader
commercial and charity foodscape?

Extending the academic literature which frames initiatives that use surplus food as a form of
rebranded food aid, we draw upon Shove et al.’s (2012) elements of practices to consider the
bundles of commensal activities observed and described by participants during data collection.
This question moves from an inductive focus led by the participants themselves to an abductive
mode of theorising about commensality beyond any individual social eating initiative. This
approach responds to the lacuna in empirical work on social eating initiatives specifically, and
more broadly these findings help substantiate the ‘more than food’ literature (Pfeiffer et al.
2015; Healy 2019; Blake 2019a, c) where well-being and commensality (Block et al. 2011,
lacovidou et al. 2017) are considered alongside food insecurity, food wastage and community
food services. In the following sections we outline our approach to sampling before describing

the series of methods implemented concurrently and repeated across multiple sites.
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5. Sampling and Data Collection

Nottingham currently has 14 self-identified social eating spaces based across the city and its
suburbs, and within the wider county of Nottinghamshire (Social Eating Network 2020). 9 of
the 14 social eating groups approached were available to engage in the study and 7 of the groups
helped organise community workshop research events involving customer participant groups
in-situ*. No specific exclusion criteria in sampling were applied as the network itself self-
selects members based upon the provision of affordable meals which utilise surplus foodstuffs,
are open to the public, and provide a meal at a set mealtime. To help demonstrate the diversity
of the network, a brief description of five examples of social eating initiatives are provided in
Table 2 based upon fieldwork observations and local government statistical data on indices of

deprivation and poverty (Nottingham City 2019).

Overall, Nottingham is an area of high, multiple deprivation and has, for example, the UK’s
lowest rate of disposable income (Lawton 2017). This broad-brush picture of the city frames it
as an area where social eating initiatives may have proliferated due to food insecurity; replacing
community commensality with charitable commensality. However, as the table shows, the
variety of projects offering social eating meals demonstrates that whilst there are for example,
church groups who emphasise the charitable giving of food, social eating initiatives are not
primarily about charity. Nor do the organisers and attendees of social eating initiatives in
Nottingham fit neatly within any single determinant category of demography, social class,
economic wealth, or religious membership. As their name suggests, they are more easily
characterised by how they arrange eating rather than who they preclude from eating.

! Bestop Kitchen, Secret Kitchen, Carriages Café, Parkgate Community Café, Soul Food Café, Sharing
Sherwood, Growin’ Spaces engaged in meal-centred focus groups. Secret Kitchen, Carriages Café and Parkgate
Community Café also engaged in go-along interviews and photography. And Bestop Kitchen, Secret Kitchen,
Carriages Café, Parkgate Community Café, Pulp Friction and Sycamore Diner all contributed to the photovoice
exercise.
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Social Eating

Initiative

Description

Bestop
Kitchen

This is a Church group that runs a weekly social eating event and a monthly family meal. It offers table service and tables set out in longer, canteen-style
arrangements. The group is also developing a community allotment and is partnering with a local vermiculture project to compost local food waste. Meals are
paid-for, the project has a mixture of paid staff and volunteers. Bestop Kitchen is based in Bestwood, North Nottingham City. Bestwood is an area classed within
the city council literature as an area of high deprivation. This is a primarily white family and elder group with a number of customers with physical disabilities

and mental health conditions. The weekly lunch has an average of 30-80 attendees.

Secret
Kitchen

Based in Newstead, Nottinghamshire, a predominantly white, working class and deprived ex-coal industry village, Secret Kitchen runs a monthly social eating
event on a Saturday evening and additional events across Nottingham. It is a family-run social enterprise offering social eating events, cooking education, and
surplus catering. Meals are paid for. There is a mixture of customers ranging from families, elders, individuals eating alone to large groups eating together.
Customers travels from across the city to attend. The monthly event is well-attended; often with around 80- 100 customers and has a busy, noisy and highly

sociable atmosphere as customers sit around large, circular tables to dine.

Carriages
Café

Based in relatively wealthy Newark, Nottinghamshire, Carriages Café is a conventional, commercially operated café which runs a bi-monthly social eating meal
in the evenings, after the conventional café closes. The meal is paid-for but they accept monetary donations according to what the customer can afford to pay,
and they also offer discretionary free meals. The customers range from people who are homeless to groups of elders. Around 40-50 customers enjoy table service
in pleasant surroundings and free, additional food parcels are available to take away when there are surplus-surpluses such as short-dated items which will not be

used by the time of the next event.

Soul Food
Café

In inner city Radford, Nottingham, Soul Food Café offers a mixture of ethnic and traditional UK cuisines from a Church hall space. Soul Food attracts a diverse
array of around 30 customers from students, local residents, food bank attendees, its Church congregation and members of a local arts hub to its £2 weekly lunch

offer.

Sharing
Sherwood

Sharing Sherwood’s primary focus, as communicated by its customers, is to reduce food waste, highlight sustainable eating practices, and provide a monthly
meal for the local community. Sherwood is relatively wealthy and although the meal operates by suggested donation, they raise enough money via their monthly

Sunday evening meal to regularly donate to a local food bank.

Table 2. Description of social eating initiatives.
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6. Methodology and Research Approach

There has recently been a renewed and reinvigorated exchange of ideas across sociology and
participatory design. This dialogue between disciplines has emerged from a shared interest in
‘community sensing’ (Le Dantec and DiSalvo 2013), where researchers attempt to engage and
conceptualise how groups of people enact local and systemic change (Ehn 2008; Bjoérgvinsson
et al. 2010; DiSalvo et al., 2012; Le Dantec and DiSalvo 2013). The Community-Based
Participatory Research (CBPR) approach seeks to involve community members in the research
process, producing forms of knowledge that are relevant, useful and/or driven and directed by
community partcipants (Chung-Chun et al. 2005; Reason and Bradbury 2006; Faridi et al.
2007). Community workshops (Kindon et al. 2007; Beebeejaun et al. 2014; Moragues-Faus
and Marsden 2017) are a means of better understanding the factors that may be decreasing, or
at least influencing, experiences of social cohesion. Within the UK context of welfare
retrenchment, community groups are vital sources of knowledge concerning the strategies
deployed locally to mitigate these challenges (Cloake et al. 2017; Blake 20193, c; Luca et al.
2019; Marovelli 2019).

CBPR encourages participants to ‘reconsider previous views on certain topics’,
‘challenge pre-conceived ideas’ and encourages ‘new ways of looking at old problems’ (Doyle
and Davies 2013:269). We submit that this approach is appropriate for revealing the value of
social eating to participants and how these values challenge the current framing of community
food initiatives that use surplus food as a form of food aid. The methods chosen sought to
capture the complete mealtime beyond any ‘moment of individual consumption’ (Warde 2016)
and to foreground the insights of participants through a combination of data gathering
techniques. The research was conducted over a period of six months during 2019. Research
ethics for the study were designed in accordance with the policies of Coventry University

(Coventry University 2020).

6.1.1 Meal-centred focus groups

Social eating initiatives are frequented by a broad range of people, some of whom are often
attending for the first time. The research method was thus designed to be maximally inclusive,
such that participants could move freely in and out of the research setting as they pleased and
so group discussion could occur in a free-flowing format whilst people enjoyed food. These
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relaxed inclusion criteria enabled participants to eat as they would do normally in the space
whilst maximising the sample size available for the study. 7 meal-centred focus groups were
conducted, each in different venues, with groups ranging in size from 8 to 40 people. In total
around 150 people took part in the activity.

As participants arrived at the social eating initiatives they were asked if they were
willing to contribute to the ongoing research activity and after collecting their food were asked
to write down on a post-it note the values they associate with or attach to the experience. These
individual post-it note insights were placed on a whiteboard and then arranged through group
discussion into broader themes. The themes were then given titles such as ‘networking’ or
‘community spirit” by the participants themselves (as seen in Figure 2). The activity is thus
‘grounded’ insofar as the community coding of focus group responses generates axial codes
with limited assistance from the research team. The resultant open and axial codes from each
focus group were subsequently combined to give a broader comparative view of social eating

initiatives across the city. These insights were further augmented by a series of more direct data

gathering activities which we now describe.

Figure 2. Photographs from the meal-centred focus groups.

6.1.2 Go-Along interviewing

Go-along interviews are ‘a form of in-depth qualitative interview method that, as the name
implies, is conducted by researchers accompanying individual informants on outings in their
familiar environments’ (Carpiano 2009:264). Interviews were conducted in 3 of the social
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eating initiatives with 13 participants. During the interviews participants were asked to ‘show’
the researcher the space as the mealtime proceeded. Go-along interviewing enables the
participant and researcher to construct a ‘stream of experiences and practices as they move
through, and interact with, their physical and social environment” (Kusenbach 2003: 463; Jones
et al. 2008). This is particularly important for social eating initiatives which vary significantly
in terms of physical layout, order of service, and associated social arrangements. Go-along
interviews were transcribed alongside a series of observational insights recorded as field notes.
As the interviews proceeded photographs were taken to help record the physical and social

arrangements present in each space, illustrative examples can be seen in Figure 3.

Figure 3. Go-along interview photographs showing the set-up of the dining room and kitchen

organisation of Carriages Café; and kitchen and washing up activities at Secret Kitchen.

6.1.3 Photo Voice

Methods such as interviews or diaries often inherently conceal the performative or habituated
aspects of practice (Halkier and Jensen 2011) and the intricacies that might exist between
‘carriers’ of practices (Goffman 2002 [1959]). As Martens (2012) contends, relying on talk
about practices tends to reduce the meaning and significance of a practice to an individual and
therefore potentially misses out on the ways in which contexts direct practice (Mannay 2010).
To compliment the insights generated through meal-centred focus groups and go-along
interviews a photovoice technique was conducted with 6 producer participant groups. These
aimed to uncover phenomena that are mundane, taken for granted or difficult to verbally

articulate (Power et al. 2014; Reid et al. 2018) such as customers moving tables around so they
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could sit together. Particular attention was given to the set-up, service and clear-down of the
meal and how the spaces were arranged, moved-through and used. Participants at these
organisations were asked to complete a photo-diary over a few weeks, taking photographs of
whatever content matter they thought captured their day-to-day activities. This produced 117
images which ranged from food deliveries, and food sorting, storage, preparation, cooking and
serving. Images of travel arrangements for elder customers, of the set-up of the dining room,
volunteers ‘showing off” the meals they have prepared, the kitchen facilities, queues, people
washing up or moving tables and chairs were all captured and sent in for analysis (see Figure
3. and 4.) These photographs were accompanied by brief emailed notes where participants
explained and clarified the content. This data was subject to open coding, including utilising

the participants accompanying notes, to identify, name and describe content.
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Figure 4. Photovoice photographs, various locations.

6.2 Coding and formative findings

The overall aim of the coding and data structuring process was to develop a comprehensive
depiction of a social eating initiative, as articulated through the key words, photographs and
terms submitted by participants. The data was coded and analysed through a grounded-theory
approach (Strauss and Corbin 1994, 1998). A modified Straussian version of grounded theory
was used where skeletal theoretical frameworks guided the investigation (Strauss and Corbin
1997, 1998), this was preferred in contrast to approaches which aim to discover underlying
theory exclusively through systematic analysis of data (e.g. Glaser 1978). During the keyword
and content coding, additional, practice-theory informed codes (following Shove et al. 2012)
were developed to articulate some of the facets of social eating initiatives that were not

explicitly stated by participants but nonetheless featured in the data. In this way, a mix of
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participant-generated and theoretically informed codes were integrated to reflect the
arrangements of materials, competences and meanings present throughout social eating

initiatives. An overview of the research design can be seen in Figure 5.

Data Collection
Method

Open Coding

Analysis and Interpretation
Axial Coding (RQ1)

Selective Coding (RQ2)

(1) Meal-centred
focus groups

—

Post-it notes created by
social eating group

Thematic links identified
= by participants through

participants

group discussion

Systematically
relating categories to
each other through
practice-theory

(2) ‘Go-Along’ Interviews
and observations from
field notes

reasoning

Transcriptions used to
identify, name and
describe phenomena
found in the text

Inductive process of

— relating codes (categories
and properties) to each
other

/ informed abductive

Figure 5. Research Design Overview

The open coding of the data by participants confirms previous rich descriptions of social eating
initiatives as ‘spaces of interaction that can address food insecurity, support health, well-being
and social capital’ (Luca et al. 2019). Axial coding was used to inductively sort data into core
themes such as ‘food, service and organisation’ and ‘socialising’. Selective coding, guided by
fieldwork observations, then occurred wherein themes, coded according to social dimension
(Shove at al. 2012), were distinguished into three distinctive but intersecting practices. What
became apparent during fieldwork was that aside from the expected feature of social eating as
a valued-form of eating a meal together, social eating initiatives both required and facilitated a
range of social activities, interactions and materials that distinguished them from other
community food initiatives that utilise surplus, foods such as charitable food banks and surplus-
social supermarkets. We describe these social eating practices as (1) the restructuration of
mealtimes, (2) alimentary contribution, and (3) performances of care.
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In the following section we present these three practices as montages which visualise the coded
data alongside selected verbatim quotes, and display photovoice and go-along interviews
photographs. These montages are intended to convey the rich practices, as identified by
participants, that constitute and ‘go into’ a social eating initiative. Discussion of both research
questions are presented alongside each other to provide (a) insight into the values experienced
and enacted by social eating participants, and (b) evidence on the broader social practices which

support these initiatives.

7. Discussion
7.1 The Restructuration of Mealtimes
“Sometimes it feels like the only time we had a family meal all week, as we re often too busy

to eat together.” (Interviewee)

The destructuration of traditional shared mealtimes can be seen as an ‘ex-practice’ (Shove et
al. 2012: 25), where the links between the meanings, competences and materials used to sustain
meal sharing practices are no longer made. The rise in fast-food consumption (Twine 2015),
difficulties in scheduling shared meals (Yates and Warde 2017), and the rise in food ‘translation
mechanisms’ between the State and the individual e.g. charitable food banks (Carson 2014;
Williams et al. 2016), can all contribute to a perceived destructuration of the shared mealtime.
These issues intersect in particularly acute ways for those experiencing food insecurity due to
issues around the affordability, accessibility and availability of food, the framing of surplus as
waste, and the practices of deservedness and eligibility; all of which affect participation and
contribution to commensal practices. In contrast, social eating commensality can be
understood as a form of novel social restructuration which has value for participants;
encompassing ‘more than food’ (Pfeiffer et al. 2015; Healy 2019; Blake 2019a, c) and
involving a range of activities that act contra to these broader, perceived destructuring

tendencies.

In the following montage we see volunteers awaiting the influx of customers, the
seating arrangements, the offer of pay-as-you-feel food as an additional social eating service
and the serving layout as one social eating initiative gets its meal underway. Quotes illustrate
the varying ways that commensality intersects with, and facilitates, the social life of customers,
and the codes produced through data analysis are provided to show the rich array of phenomena

19



and the linkages between them, that ‘go into’ the construction of a social eating event-

conceived of as materials, meanings and competencies (Shove et al. 2012).

Eating Together- examples of codes understood as elements and linkages of practices

Materlals Elements- Food, Surplus, Hall, Kitchen, Tables and chairs, Storage Space

Meanings Elements- Good food, Convenient, Choice, Fresh, Home cooked, Food quality, Made with love
Competendies Elements- Food collection, Measuring, Mis en place, Washing up, Set up space, Entering space,
Sit together, Getting out of the house, Routines, Attendance.

Linkages from the domestic sphere- Mealtime, Home cooked, Family meal, Bonding over food
Linkages to food insecurity- Free food, Free items, Pay it forward, Beneficiary, Eligibility

Linkages from eating ‘out’- Entertainment and music, Food service, Meny, Three-course, Choice

Compound Practice of Commensal Restructuration

‘ ‘Where food is at, there is the community. Food is the

unifying bonding glue that keeps people together and how
it encourages people to come back time and time again’

To me it's community, it's not just talking, you've got the
food... It's something else to talk about not just problems,
you can talk about the food’

‘The food is great quality and | get a feeling of abundance
as its such good value’

‘We don't want to cook and eat on qur own!’

“We come to dinner because we enjoy the food and the
company”’

1"m always tired by Thursday as | work full-time, so not
having to cook dinner is brilliant’

‘Regularity of it: certain time- comforting and reassuring,
gives people something to look forward to’

‘It's part of my weekly routine, I’'m rezlly disappointed when
it's not on’

‘Sometimes it feels like the only time we had 2 family meal
all week, as we’re often too busy to eat together’

‘1 love to come to mest with people who perhaps don't see
anvone zli dav’

Figure 6: Commensal restructuration montage
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Just as commensality is a ‘mechanism through which sustenance is secured and as a
means to cement social relations’ (Davies et al. 2017:136), the data illuminates how social
eating initiatives go far beyond eating. A customer states that “I get such a lot out of it. It
motivates me to get up in the morning as I have something to look forward to”’: commensality
here, is implicated in the organisation and structuration of temporal rhythms (Maguire et al.
2015), which in turn intersect with performances of presentation and identity: “I feel it difficult
to talk sometimes but there is never any pressure here”. Elements from the domestic sphere
find expression in social eating initiatives, for example in the terms described by participants:
the scheduled and ‘routinised mealtime’, the ‘three-course’, ‘homemade’ meal, everyone
eating the same food, the arrangement of ‘tables and chairs’ to facilitate ‘conversation’- all of
which sustain links with the familiar and familial. One customer described the pleasure in not
having to cook, one expressed relief about not having to plan dinner, and one noted the
challenges in accommodating her children’s food preferences: “take the weight off eating with
kids (eat your veggies etc.)”. In this way, social eating commensality mobilises alternative

performances of parenting, for example.

These activities engender eating practices that feel ‘welcoming’, ‘warm’, ‘safe’ and
‘sociable’. Roles are carried over, pre-formed, from the domestic sphere and are reformed in
social eating initiatives through the provisioning of ‘fresh’, ‘healthy’, ‘balanced’ and
‘nutritious’, ‘homemade’ meals. Simultaneously, elements from the practices of ‘eating out’
get carried over into social eating initiatives, for example: the material practice of going out to
eat a paid-for meal that is made by someone else, being served food, or eating with strangers.
Customer participants all eat the same meal, at the same time, for the same price; constituting
a novel form of public mealtime where commensality is created through the mixing of both

familiar and new elements.

The materiality of surplus food also affords the possibility for new practices to emerge.
Surplus can be understood here as an actant whose affordability, perishability and variability
creates specific materials effects, demands new competences and affords new meanings (Shove
et al. 2012; Midgely 2014; Blake 2019b). Surplus food, decoupled from the commercial
requirement to sell uniform portions of food at a profit, engenders expressions of abundance,
generosity, for example: “what we tend to do is give out seconds of meals; some people want
take-away because they can't eat a lot in one go, but other people stay and have three or four
platefuls of food, and I'm quite happy for them to have more than one serving because | don't

want food to go to waste”. Surplus shapes the material practices of food collection, preparation,
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serving and menu creation which simultaneously articulate new discourses around food choice,
availability, accessibility and affordability. As one participant noted: “The food is great quality
and | get a feeling of abundance as its such good value. | feel comfortable enough to eat. It
makes it possible to have a special family meal on a tight budget”.

The variability and perishability of surplus food ensures meals are prepared ‘fresh’,
often with a side table of short-dated items that customers are encouraged to take to prevent
edible food entering landfill. In this way, the discursive link between surplus as waste food
associated with food insecurity and food poverty is decoupled. Instead, surplus is used within
social eating practices to construct practices of resource stewardship, food socialisation and

food literacy; reframing its consumption as a choice and even as a form mutual aid.

Social eating initiatives are a site of commensal restructuration that is contra-food
waste, contra-fast and junk food, and which supports routinised opportunities for participants
to eat together in local spaces while enriching the social experiences of other participants. This
claim is further strengthened when we consider the compound practices of helping out, or
alimentary contribution, that distinguish social eating initiatives from other forms of

community food provision that utilise surplus foods.

7.2 Alimentary Contribution

“Every person has an opportunity to bring the skills and experience and the talents, and we

share those locally, and when I saw that, I thought ‘that’s a social eating event’.” (Interviewee)

“People are willing to offer what they can do (especially food-wise) and not worry about what

they can’t.” (Interviewee)

The next montage again illustrates the compound of social eating initiatives practices. Whether
it is the multiple volunteers preparing vegetables, the greeter who volunteers to take meal
payments at the door, the servers waiting to take meals to diners or the middle images of
customers moving tables so they can eat with another group, social eating initiatives are

constructed through myriad practices of contribution and participation.

Opportunities to help out either directly or indirectly were recurrently mentioned;
directing the development of increasingly specific codes such as ‘worthwhile cause’, ‘civic

opportunity’ and ‘service to the community’. As data analysis progressed, the compound
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practice (Warde 2016) of alimentary contribution could be discerned: “everyone participates

at some level and gets something out of it”.

The low-cost, paid-for, or paid-forward meal offers enact experiences of ‘cating out’
that are not however, predominantly financially segregated. One of the ways that participants
value social eating initiatives is because they are affordable: “I come here for value for money,
as | am in receipt of ESA and cannot afford to have a decent meal”. The low-pay rather than
no-pay nature of social eating facilitates practices of access and entry to eating spaces,

reciprocity and commensality without the stigma associated with charity.

The non-financially oriented service provision of social eating constructs practices of
contribution wherein customers can not only achieve performances of generosity but are
framed as agents who have useful ‘skills’, ‘experience’ and ‘talents’ that find expression
through the multiple entry points of voluntary activity that a community food initiative
requires. The practices of helping out around the mealtime - whether using surplus rather than
allowing it to enter landfill, collecting and sorting the food, serving, washing up or clearing
down the space - might be understood as forms of alimentary contribution. We use this term to
describe the ‘hunger for social inclusion’ (Pfeiffer et al. 2015:485) but it importantly also
encompasses the broader practices of contribution that are non-transactional but deeply
valuable to participants, and which also include the desires to engage in sustainable forms of
food consumption compared to the intensification of consumption often associated with
poverty consumers (Pfeiffer et al. 2015). Sustained through the domestic sphere and translated
into a public, charitable setting, helping out here, is framed as performatively upholding the

ethos and the symbolic value of broader social contribution.
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Helping Out- examples of codes understood as elements and linkages of practices

Material Elements- Service and Organisation, Community space, Church and Community,
Community, Networks and partners, Shared tables, Serving meals, Paid-for meal, Dinner time, Hall,
Social eating model

Meanings Elements- Service to the community, Giving back, Worthwhile cause, Getting involved,
With not for, Interaction, Cooperation, Inclusive, Non-judgemental, Welcoming, Good company,
Feeling valued, Making a difference, Contributary, Having a role

Competencies Elements- Leadership, Networking, Sharing, Signposting, Volunteers, Conversations,
Queving, Taking payments, Volunteer cooks, Setting up and clearing down

Linkages from the domestic sphere- Helping out, Dinner time, Good company, Washing up, Cooking
for others, Celebrating

Linkages to food aid- Surplus food, Pay it forward, Free food, Food waste, Affording food, No or Low
chaice, Donation, Non-means tested, Free-items, Not for profit

Linkages from environmental tropes- Not wasting food, Food waste, Surplus, Sharing food, Using
surpluses, Environment

Compound Practice of Alimentary Participation
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‘It's participation: every person has an opportunity to bring
the skills and experience and the talents, and we share those
localty, and when 1 saw that, | thought ‘that’s a social eating
svent’

‘Customers can participate in running place, or for example,
washing up, cleaning up, etc.’

‘Profits not one of the things that was stressed; the profits
not the main motive, the social aspect is’

‘Everyone participates at some level and gets something out
of it'

‘I usually pay extra to support those who can’t afford it/

‘I like to support project by coming’

‘Putting waste food to good use'

‘Make 3 contribution rather than a buy product or service’

‘no financial reward, so has the feel-good factor on a very
practical level

‘| get such z lot out of it. It motivates me to get up in the

morning as | have something to look forward to'

‘People are willing to offer what they can do (esp. food wise)
and not worry about what they can't’

'So, it's not just 3 passive receiver of a free meal’

Figure 7. Alimentary contribution montage
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Alimentary contribution is an ongoing developmental process for many participants of
social eating initiatives. Typically, people move from more passive consumers of meals in
their early experiences of these initiatives to later actively shaping the planning and preparation
of mealtimes, organising the physical and social arrangements of the spaces, and fostering an
inclusive, helpful environment for other people to participate: “I moved to (here) in August
knowing no residents- so it’s a good meeting point. The idea of overpaying to help the less

fortunate appeals”.

A similar phenomenon has been recognised in the sociological literature on foodbanks
where recipient-donor roles are switched as people become ‘active citizens’ volunteering to
support others in need (Garthwaite 2017; Cloake et al. 2017), and in social eating initiatives
this type of agency is a widespread hallmark of participation: ”I... appreciate the initiative of
encouraging people to contribute to eating alongside under-privileged people and paying for
meals for them”. Something as seemingly mundane as customers moving tables and chairs to
eat with another table shows how domestic practices of agency around spatial organisation can
be reconstituted within public social eating initiatives; creating environments that are
constructed as intimate, customisable and participative. As social eating participants become
more embedded through repeat attendance this temporal rhythming helps to engender a sense

of belonging.

This social dynamic reframes the serving and eating of surplus foods not as something
that is simply done to people as a consequence of top-down or structuralist food insecurity
pressures, but is instead done by people as a consequence of their own agency, repurposing
surpluses by creating new spaces for their own enjoyment while also helping other people:
“Lucky we are here to eat this. Not only the meal, together, but otherwise it’d be tipped. What

a waste!”.

7.3 Performances of care

“A safe and welcoming place with food at its heart” is how one participant described a social
eating initiative. Commensality enables a whole range of ‘performances of care’ (Murcott
1983a; Van Esterik 1995; Meah and Jackson 2017), for example being ‘welcomed’ by
‘greeters’, chatting in the queue for food, ‘paying meals forward’, entertaining other
participants through musical performance, supporting the initiative through funding or by

attending or ‘volunteering’, having a favoured cook or experiencing the meal as being ‘made
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with love’. As one diner mused “I would still choose here over an expensive place in town

because of the socialising”.

Socialising- examples of codes understood as elements and linkages of practices

Materials Elements- Eating together, Communicating, Relationship and status, Intergenerational,
Families, Elders and aging, Old friends, Neighbours, Community hall, Space to play, Local, Nearby
Meanings Elements- Health, Ethical, Spiritual action, Community spirit, Struggle, Exclusion, Being
cared for, Presence, Connecting people, Company, Participatory, Intentional practice
Competencies El ts- Greeters, Volunteers, Weekly attendance, Attendance, Self-help

Linkages from the domestic and kinship sphere- Safe, warm and comfortable place, Familiar,
Friendly

Linkages from other social activities- Enjoyment, Community spirit, Different people getting
together, Meeting new people, Something to look forward to, Good company, Getting out of the
house, Advertising, Logos, Opening times

Compound Practice of Performances of Care

‘A source of nourishment but, a connecticn point for people, some of
similar situations and some of contrasting situations’

‘It is great to mix with other members of the local community, some of
which have become friends over the past few months’

‘| like to come te meals to socialise and meet various kinds of people
and listen to people’s views, we all got different opinions’

‘So, it's not just about maintaining or engaging community it's more
active than that; breaking barriers over food’

‘A safe and welcoming space or place with food at the heart’

‘Bringing different people together - so important at this political
moment’

‘Sense of belonging and connectedness’

This group- the name says it all. Friendship and company’

It's nice for our little boy to come and meet other children from the
village, have a play and a good meal, too. It's good for him to socialise
outside his usual group of friends/family’

Figure 8. Performances of care montage.
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A range of elements compound as practices to express caring, friendship, companionship,

participation, non-judgement and inclusion at social eating initiatives.

The spaces managed by social eating initiatives also serve as a springboard for
secondary caregiving and social provision. Through fieldwork we observed the presence of
employment specialists, welfare and benefits advisors, loneliness charities, and a wide range
of social activists attending social eating initiatives. The communal focus around a meal
creates a unique opportunity to engage people as collectives. Taken together the varied
performances of care break the framing of social eating initiatives as charity or a food service
proxy for poverty consumers, and instead reveals them as transformative sites of mutual aid,
with just as much focus on developing new social structures as on responding to existing
systemic pressures (Cloake et al. 2017). An interviewee suggested “So, it’s not just about

maintaining or engaging community, it’s more active than that; breaking barriers over food!”.

In the montage, the images convey a sense of ‘togetherness’ with volunteers embracing,
diners sitting in proximity to each other, smiling and looking ‘at ease’. As one customer
reflected: “I get a three-course, homemade meal made for me” and another spoke of food being
‘made with love’. Herein, performances of care; caregiving, socialising and togetherness

manifested around the commonality of commensality.

Fundamentally, the lens of commensality reframes social eating initiatives, showing
how intersecting practices decentre financial eligibility, charitable-deservedness, or the
capacity to engage in the commercial food service market, and instead valorise social
‘connection’, ‘contribution” and ‘participation’. These spaces are nexuses wherein “some of
similar situations and some of contrasting situations” can engage in meal centred mutuality.
The practices which combine to construct experiences of feeling ‘welcomed’, of ‘having a
role’, of ‘being cared for’ and engaging as a ‘community’ of eaters express the ‘potent and

persistent’ need for humans to engage in commensality (Higgs 2015; Dunbar 2017).

8. Conclusion - Revealing the value of social eating initiatives

This study has addressed community food initiatives that use surplus food through a practice
theory informed approach to commensality to better understand the value of social eating
initiatives to their participants. Social eating initiatives are not just a form of food aid

provisioning, but are a co-ordination of social mechanisms where broader, restructuring values
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of commensality manifest. Compound practices of social eating initiatives can be
conceptualised not as a replacement or erosion of community commensality with charitable
commensality, but as a complex and enduring form of social life that is enjoyed and multiply
valued by its participants. The predominance of participation and contribution, and particularly
the focus on experiences of sociality and wellbeing, offers an elaborated and nuanced view of
community groups as doing ‘more than food” with surplus (Blake 2019a, c). The Nottingham-
focus, which prompts questions about the broader applicability of the findings within this
paper, is confirmed by what Marovelli terms the ‘connective tissue’ of community
commensality in other cities such as London (2019:190).

Each of the three practices of commensality described in this paper draw attention to
the prosocial benefits that accrue through this form of organisation, though it should also be
recognised that social eating initiatives are sustained with support from volunteers. Indeed,
community commensality is particularly exposed to precarious support from the public and
private sectors. Further uncertainty emerges as the initiatives are often unable to gain long-
term guaranteed access to ‘spaces’ for social eating. As Marovelli reflects, these initiatives all
see ‘their local communities in flux, experiencing precariousness and uncertainties in their
everyday urban lives’ (2019:11). Social eating projects, whilst sustained in part by customer
renumeration, remain subject to the precarity associated with the broader charitable food sector
within austerity (Dowler and Caraher 2003). Nonetheless, the alimentary contribution
articulated within social eating practices reflects a more expansive conception of participation
as encompassing people’s need to be both socially included, and be socially including, and may
point to the need to design policies that ‘speak to’ people’s deeper needs for social connection
beyond those that can be bought in the marketplace of goods and services. Through engaging
with participants to construct a portrait of the broader practices through which social eating is
constituted, we reveal the values of sociality and contribution to social life. It is this connection
to the deeper, ‘potent and pervasive’ practices of commensality (Higgs 2015: 42) that point to
the development of food policies that are more durable and impactful, and which draw upon
an ample repository of evidence from anthropology to public health that show that
commensality is implicated in the ongoing organisation and structuration of social life (Dunbar
2017).

Social eating practices challenge the idea that surplus food is merely a waste stream,
instead identifying how ‘influential, symbolic, powerful and transformative food can be’

(Coveney 2013:2). The revealed practices of alimentary participation and performances of care
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challenge the conception that social eating initiatives that use surplus foods are merely
replacing community commensality with charitable commensality. Social eating initiatives are
actively re-imagining how we respond to the perceived destructuring tendencies of food
insecurity, alimentary exclusion, food wastage and the restructuring of familial and shared
mealtimes. Adopting the lens of commensality through a practice theory-informed approach
extends our understandings of community food groups who utilise surplus by revealing the
range of practices that fabricate a social eating mealtime; elaborating a range of entry points
for developing policies on these challenges in partnership with participants.

Social eating initiatives have implications far beyond the mealtime. These initiatives
are part of a broader ‘feed people first” (Baron et al. 2018) movement in which the intersections
of corporate food donation, charitable redistribution and community food projects meet to
guide the effective redirection of edible food surpluses to those citizens suffering from food
insecurity, but also to those seeking friendship, company and experiences of caring, through
the medium of commensality. As Dunbar reflects, ‘those who eat socially more often feel
happier and are more satisfied with life, are more trusting of others, are more engaged with
their local communities, and have more friends they can depend on for support’ (2017: 1). In
this way, social eating initiatives may be conceived of as emerging not because of austerity,
but in spite of the broader milieu; valued because they create opportunities to engage in the
deep-set social need for commensal participation which is indeed threatened by the neo-liberal
tropes of individuation and marketisation, and particularly by the social restructurings of
austerity. These opportunities for social contribution sees social eating initiatives framed not
as more palatably rebranded food aid, but as ‘palaces for the people’ (Klinenberg 2018); as
examples of local nexuses necessary for normative values to be reinforced, and for new and

necessary forms of social infrastructure to be materialised.
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