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How can we change the local 
food system for a happier, 
fairer and healthier Wirral?

Initiated by the Public 
Health Team at Wirral 
Council, Better Food Wirral 
aims to bring together 
residents, food businesses, 
community organisations, 
local government and health 
institutions to work 
together on this challenge.  

WHY FOOD?

“Food is the problem,  
food is the solution.” 
Ron Finley, guerilla gardener

Food sits at the intersection of many aspects of our 
society, including our economy, our social lives, our health, 
our environment, our culture and our education. As a 
result, food is also at the heart of many social challenges: 
health inequalities, food poverty, carbon emissions, 
national security - all of which have a direct or indirect 
negative impact on our wellbeing and on the sustainability 
of the places we live in. For example, we know that food 
poverty in Wirral is on the rise. Research shows that over 
6,000 people have used the Food Bank since it was set 
up last year, while 5% of people on a low income report 
skipping meals for the whole day. 

At the same time, precisely because food is core to so 
many dimensions of our lives, our local food system could 
also be seen as a bed of opportunities to address those 
challenges. For example, could we harness the social 
aspect of food to bring communities together and tackle 
social isolation? Could we encourage the growth of local 
retailers and producers, and tackle unemployment in the 
most deprived areas at the same time? Could we aim to 
reduce food waste by redistributing food surplus to those 
who lack access to fresh affordable food, in order to tackle 
food poverty?

Over 4 months the use 
of Birkenhead-based 
food banks increased 
by 47% from 9000 to 
over 13,000.

Treating diet-related 
illnesses cost the NHS 
£2 billion per year.

Nationally, restaurant 
and catering grew by 
13% against 4% for the 
rest of the economy.

RISING LEVELS 
OF FOOD POVERTY 

POOR HEALTH 
& WELLBEING 
OUTCOMES

AN ECONOMIC 
OPPORTUNITY



	  

Better Food Wirral is an ambitious proposal to build  
a better local food system for the borough. Our hypothesis 
is that a better food system is one in which:

Everyone can access and  
afford fresh and healthy food

There are fewer 
diet-related illnesses 

Community cohesion is 
strengthened

People feel a sense of 
empowerment over the food 
production and distribution 
system

Resources are not wasted 

New economic opportunities 
are created for individuals 
and local businesses

Therefore, Better Food Wirral started with an effort to 
directly connect with a range of stakeholders from accross 
the local food system, and to understand how food issues 
affect them. We did this in several ways:

Community research. Wirral Council staff and 
community researchers, in partnership with the Innovation 
Unit2 and Postcode Films,3 conducted primary research 
with 25 local residents, community activists and business 
owners. This report details what we have learned through 
those direct conversations. 

Data mapping. In addition to this, the Innovation 
Unit collated data describing challenges and opportunities 
within the food system, in order to understand how some 
of the local issues uncovered by the community research 
link with the big picture. 

Horizon scanning. Finally, the Innovation Unit 
looked for examples of innovative practice from across 
the world. The range of inspiring initiatives to learn from,  
included NHS trusts sourcing hospital food from local 
producers, cafés run by retired women, and community 
gardens on supermarket rooftops.  

Findings from the research were taken to a community 
event that brought together just under 100 local 
stakeholders, and guided them to define priorities for the 
future of Better Food Wirral. 

2. www.innovationunit.org
3. www.postcodefilms.co.uk

A number of pioneering localities across the UK are 
recognising how food is linked to a range of areas of  
policy-making, from urban development to health and 
wellbeing, and have set themselves the task to address 
food issues through partnership working. Examples include 
the Bristol Food Policy Council, the Brighton and Hove 
Food Partnership, Sustainable Edinburgh 2020, and the 
Lambeth Food Partnership.1 

What those initiatives have recognised is that, because 
food is such a multi-faceted subject, an approach that 
focusses on a single issue would have very limited impact. 
Similarly, because the food system is composed  
of a range of different actors (including those who produce, 
consume, distribute, sell, educate or regulate), the work 
cannot be successfully carried out by a single organisation. 

Therefore, in Wirral, while the ambition to build a borough-
wide food strategy was intiated by Public Health, the 
remit of the work goes beyond public health. In fact, it 
goes beyond health, and beyond local government as 
well. The work therefore started with a need to look at 
the food system in a holistic way, and to facilitate new 
conversations between people and organisations who 
represent different parts of the same system but might 
have never worked together before. This includes local 
government, food businesses, community organisations, 
local government and health institutions and of course, 
Wirral residents. Key to the process was to recognise 
that the Council does not have all the answers, and to be 
guided by whatever emerged from those conversations. 

1. Foodlinks. (2013) Urban Food Strategies 
www.foodlinkscommunity.net/fileadmin/documents_organicresearch/food-
links/publications/Urban_food_strategies.pdf

UNDERSTANDING 
THE ISSUE FIRST

WHAT DO WE MEAN BY 
BETTER FOOD SYSTEM?



	  

WHAT HAVE WE 
DONE SO FAR?

Data maps
We interpreted local, national and 
international data about food issues, 
to get a sense of the big picture.

Community research
We spent time with 25 local people 
to understand the challenges from 
their perspective.

Community 
conference

100 people came together 
to analyse the research 
and define priorities  
for a Wirral-wide  
food strategy. Horizon scanning

We analysed 20 inspiring examples 
of innovation from around the world 
to understand what’s possible.



UNDERSTANDING 
THE BIG 
PICTURE

Data maps
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Income inequalities

Density of fast foods

A study of two large comprehensive 
schools in London found that 80% of 
secondary school pupils buy food from 
local shops and 41% never go to the school 
canteen. 3/10 purchases were made in 
takeaways on hot food such as chips, 
chicken and chips or pizza. 

3 London boroughs in  have developed 
additional planning guidance to create 
exclusion zones for fast food outlets 
around schools where a large number 
already exist.

The use of emergency food 
provision is growing rapidly.

The Wirral has 273 fast food outlets. That 
is 85 fast food outlets per 100,000 
residents. This is slightly below the 
national average.

The ward with the highest average 
weekly household income is Heswall 
with £677.09. The lowest is Bidston & 
St James with £353.76

The average earnings for 
someone living in the Wirral is 
£502.30 per week

Wirral

UK

£48K

£22K

The single biggest reason that 
people were referred to food 
banks in 2011/12 was benefit 
delay (29%), followed by low 
income 

Over four months the use of 
Birkenhead-based food 
banks has increased by 
47% from 9000 to over 
13,000

29%47%

Two key groups at risk of being in 
food poverty are:
- Single parent households
- Retired households

ACCESS
What prevents and enables 
access to ‘good’ food?

The spending patterns of 
children can be affected 
by public policy:

In 2005 children reported spending £1.01 
on the way to school and 74p 
on the way home equating to £549 million 
per annum across the UK.

£549m

Data maps



	  

LOCAL FOOD MARKET
What are the drivers and
challenges to engage local 
businesses in doing good?

0.1% of people employed in the Wirral work in 
agriculture, compared to 0.8% nationally. The sector 
is too small for more detailed data to be available. 

WirralUK

Food and Agriculture only 
make up a small fractiaon 
of the local economy and 
workforce:

4.8% of people employed in the 
Wirral work in the food industries. 
The national average is 5.6%

5.6%4.8%

Wirral UK

Role of planning

A study of two large comprehensive schools in 
London found that 80% of secondary school 
pupils buy food from local shops and 41% never 
go to the school canteen. 3/10 purchases were 
in takeaways buying hot food such as chips, 
chicken and chips or pizza. 

3 London boroughs in have developed 
additional planning guidance to create 
exclusion zones for fast food outlets around 
schools where a large number already exist.

Supermarkets and
the local economy

The British Retail Planning 
Forum found that every time a 
large supermarket opens, on 
average 276 jobs are lost.

A study in 2001 found that £10 
spent on a local organic box 
scheme in Cornwall generates 
£25 for the local economy, 
compared with £14 if spent in a 
supermarket

£25

£14

An Australian study 
recently showed that 
regular gardening activity 
can reduce the risk of 
dementia by 36%

Those who participate in 
community gardening have a 
significantly lower body mass index 
- as well as lower odds of being 
overweight or obese - than do their 
non-gardening neighbours.

Gardening and outdoor activity 
benefit body and mind:

£5K

 A food 
entrepreneur can 
get their 
business started 
for less than £5K

Nationally, 
‘restaurant and 
catering’ grew by 
13% against 4% for 
the rest of the 
economy

In 2013 Wirral had 
164.7ha of vacant 
Brownfield land, 
which is 2.1% of all 
developed land in 
the borough

In 2011, the average 
vacancy rate of units in 
Wirral’s town centres (excl. 
Birkenhead) was 12%.

12%

There is great business and community-building 
potential in the food sector:Data maps



	  

Fishing

Makers

FOOD RETAILERS
Food outlets or sellers of food

FOOD PROVIDERS
Commercial caterers and institutions

Local 
distribution

Farmers’ 
Markets

 

Supermarkets

Convenience
Shops

Local Box 
Schemes

Food Delivery 
schemes

Market 
Stalls

Farm 
Shops

Processing

EATERIES

Lodging

Cafes

Restaurants

 Pubs

INSTITUTIONS

Schools

Hospitals

Prisons

Care 
Homes

Work

WIDER 
ECONOMIC FACTORS

KNOWLEDGE

LIFESTYLE
& ROUTINE

ECONOMIC

SOCIAL HEALTH & 
WELL-BEING

Time

Habits
(learned 
behaviours)

Employment

Budget

Priorities

Skills &
Confidence Food

Awareness

Social 
Norms

Culture

Social 
aspect of 
food

Stress & 
Wellbeing

Illness & 
Management

Perception 
of health

CONSUMER

Importing 
produce from 

overseas

Foodbanks

Food Social 
Enterprises

Community 
Gardens

COMMUNITY
INITIATIVES

Takeways

Local 
Grocers

Farmers

Food 
Entrepeneurs 

Wholesalers/
distributers

SUPPLY

PRODUCTION

POLICY 
DRIVERS

RELATIONSHIPS TO FOOD 
What value do people place on 
food and how does that impact 
their food routine?

The people of the 
North West get 38.8% 
of their energy from 
fat (the highest 
proportion of any 
region in England).

Around 73% of 
adults consume 
less than 5 
portions of fruit 
and veg per day 
in the Wirral

Treating diet-related 
illnesses cost the NHS 
£2Billion per year.

6.3% of adults in the 
Wirral have diabetes. 
This is worse than the 
England average.

Wirral UK

There is cause for concern at consumption 
patterns displayed in the Wirral...

... which is 
creating poor 
diet-related 
health outcomes.

In Wirral, 8% of 4-5 year 
olds, 19% of 10-11 year 
olds and 23% of adults, 
are obese.

Institutional food can 
deeply impact household 
consumption patterns.

An increase of 5% of primary 
school-age children reported eating 
5 portions of fruit and veg a day after 
being involved in the the FOOD FOR 
LIFE programme. 

Also, 45% of parents said the family 
is eating more vegetables, with 43% 
switching to healthier and more 
sustainable choices in the shopping 
basket.

Only one school in the Wirral has 
achieved the Bronze award of the Food 
for Life Partnership - Woodchurch 
Church of England Primary School 

5%

People in the UK spend more than 
£10 billion a year on takeaways, 
which is five times more than the 
government spends on providing 
food for public institutions such as 
schools, hospitals and prisons.

Fast Food Spend Governement Food Spend

Cancer is the biggest cause 
of death in the Wirral. 
Poor diet is responsible for 
33% of all cancer deaths

Data maps



GETTING TO THE 
NEEDS BEHIND 
THE NEEDS

Community research



	  

Community research
KEEPING IT REAL AND 
CLOSE TO PEOPLE’S NEEDS
We believe that conducting community research at this 
early stage will ensure that the development of a food 
strategy for the borough is centered around the challenges 
and aspirations of local residents. By spending time 
with Wirral residents, and with local food producers and 
suppliers, we aimed to : 

•	 Generate a fresh perspective on some of the 
challenges we already know about, by exploring what 
they really mean for people.

•	 Uncover opportunities to solve those challenges by 
comparing perspectives from different parts of the 
wider food system.

•	 Produce insightful stories based on the lives of 
real people, that have been used inform strategic 
discussions at the Better Food Wirral launch in April 
2014, and will continue to do so in the long-term. 

OUR PROCESS

To conduct the community research, we used ethnographic 
research methods. Ethnography is a research method 
where the researcher observes society from the point of 
view of the subject of the study. It differs from a consultation 
or a survey, in the sense that it is about understanding the 
world from the perspective of the research participants, by 
immersing oneself in their environment. 

While researchers are trying to find answers to a set 
of pre-defined questions, the research itself is open-
ended, and conducted without agenda. In practice, this 
means no surveys, and no tick boxes - just meaningful 
conversations, and a lot of listening. 

Because researchers take the the time to listen to people’s 
stories and to observe their day-to-day routine through 
ethnography, it can be a very powerful way to challenge 
the assumptions we make about people. For example, 
an assumption that is frequently made about people in 
poverty is that “they are poor because they lack budget 
skills”. This might lead to another assumption, which is 
that, in order to help people out of poverty, local authorities 
need to invest in more services to support people with 
money management. However, through this research, 
we have met several people in food poverty, who had 
actually developed really resourceful and ingenious ways 
of managing their budget, precisely because it is limited. 
Such observations can bring a useful level of depth and 
challenge to the decisions we make when designing 

support services, and help to ensure that those services 
are actually responding to a real need, rather than an 
assumed one.

The Innovation Unit1 trained and briefed a group of 10 
people to conduct the community research. The group 
included staff members from Wirral Council’s Public 
Health team and other council departments, as well as 
Voluntary & Community Action Wirral, Involve NorthWest, 
and the Holy Spirit school (Leasowe). This collaborative 
approach was necessary to ensure that stakeholders 
that will be engaged in the Better Food Wirral work feel 
a sense of ownership over the insights that will inform 
it. It also ensured that we made the most of existing 
knowledge and networks, and gathered insights that would 
be inaccessible to direct investigation by Innovation Unit 
researchers. 

Together, we conducted 10 full-day ethnographies, 7 of 
which were filmed2 by Postcode Films,3 as well as 15 
half-day interviews. We aimed to have representation from 
every part of the system, from food banks to retailers, 
and from farmers to people suffering from food poverty, 
although some people were harder to reach than others.

The research itself took place in people’s homes or at their 
workplace, and mainly consisted of informal conversations, 
aided by visual tools and specific topics. For example, we 
worked with some participants to map their weekly spend 
on food, their food routine, or their ‘food network’. But 
while food was at the heart of the conversation, we aimed 
to take a holistic view, and also to understand the wider 
circumstances that affect their lives. 

1. www.innovationunit.org
2. www.vimeo.com/91408942
3. www.postcodefilms.co.uk



	  

Research portraits
Meet the people we have listened 
to as part of our research. 

In-depth
stories:

ANDREW
Farmer in Bebington, told us his plans 
to make Claremont Farm the Good 
Food Hub of the Wirral, and shared his 
opinions about the food system.
1 day filmed research 

SOPHIE
Community Life Champion at ASDA,
talked to us about her role, and about 
what ASDA is doing to support local
community initiatives.
1h filmed interview 

MALCOLM
artisan baker at Little Eye Bakery,
talked to us about what local food
means to him, and why he believes
food education is key.
1 day filmed research

MIKE
gastro pub and allotment owner 
in Hoylake talked to us about the 
tousands of ideas he has to make 
his pub a local community hub.
1 day ethnographic research

GAVIN
Single man in his late fifties from 
Eastham told us about how his food 
routine is being affected by being 
unemployed, isolated, and suffering 
from depression.
1 day ethnographic research 

PAUL
Single man, 54, from Wallasey, told us 
about his health struggles, linked to 
being overweight, and the challenges 
to manage on the very tight budget 
his disability allowance affords him.
1 day filmed research 

TOM
Electronics Engineer and Pastor told
us about his voluntary work at a 
local church-run food bank.
3h interview 

SEAN
told us about his work supporting 
ex-army personel who suffer from 
PTSD to come back to normal life, 
and the central role food plays in this.
1 day filmed research 

KENNETH
talked to us about his work with the
Wirral Environmental Network, and 
shared with us his passion of 
community food growing and 
sustainability education. 
3h interview 

MARGIE
Single mum, 29, told us about her
relationship to food, her challenges 
with depression, and her dream to
get her daughter back living with her.
1 day filmed research 

PAT
Fun Food Chef told us about the great 
work he does to educate school
children about good food, and the 
challenges linked to running a small 
educational business. 
1 day filmed research 

MARGARET
Ex-community doctor turned community 
resilience super-hero, Margaret told us 
about her involvement with Wirral 
Farmer’s Market, Transition Towns, 
and Incredible Edible West Kirby. 
1 day ethnographic research

AMANDA
Manager of the Archway Café, told us 
about her work giving cooking classes
to people recovering from alcohol or
drug addiction. She talked about the 
challenges of running a financially 
sustainable social enterprise. 
1 day filmed research 

BOB
Single man, 58, from Moreton, 
told us about his past experiences of 
homelessness and alcoholism, and 
about what it’s like to have to manage 
a weekly shop with a budget of £15.
1 day ethnographic research 

PETE
Sandwich shop owner in Wallasey 
told us about the day to day running
of his business, and the changes he 
has seen happen in the diets and
wallets of local people.
1 day ethnographic research

PLANNING
We interviewed the planning team at
Wirral Council to learn about some of
the dynamics of the current local 
market, and understand what the 
role of the Council might be in 
relation to this.  
2h interview 

GREG
From Wallasey told us about feeling 
that his diet wasn’t restricted by his 
finances,  despite being on job 
seekers’ allowance.
3h interview

JANE
Single woman, 59, unemployed from 
Tranmere, told us about her very 
resourceful food routine to manage 
to eat properly while on a very 
low income.  

SARAH
27 years old mother of 4 from 
Leasowne told us about managing
a family of 6 with a £80 weekly 
food budget.
3h interview

STUART
Single man, 38, from Birkenhead, 
told us about his relationship to food, 
after years of drug addiction, prison 
and debt. He shared his hopes to 
find a job in catering and lead a 
drug-free life. 
filmed interview

BRENT
Single man, 31, from Birkenhead, 
ex-offender, told us about how going 
to the gym influenced him to start 
eating healthily.
filmed interview

KATE
Retired woman in her seventies, from
Oxton told us about her food routine 
after her husband has passed away.
3h interview

JANET
told us about the challenges of 
transitioning to a new diet, while being 
on benefits, after being dagnosed 
with gluten-free intolerance.
3h interview

SASHA
Health Visitor, 54, Wallasey
3h interview

JONATHAN
Single man caring for his mum, 
affected by a reduction in his housing 
benefits due to the recent welfare 
reform, and suffering from food poverty.
3h interview

Ethnography participants



Community research
Ethnography is about 
stepping into other 
people’s shoes and trying 
to view the world from 
their perspective. 

It is only by meeting people in their normal context, 
spending a significant amount of time with them, 
and having open-ended conversations about the 
things that matter to them most, that we are able to 
suspend our judgement, and understand how they 
view the world. 

This is especially relevant when we are looking at 
an issue such as food. Indeed, because we all eat, 
we all have our own opinions about food, and often 
find ourselves applying moral judgements to the way 
other people eat. However, the aims of the research 
were not to assess whether people have a healthy 
routine or not. Rather, we aimed to understand what 
pushes people to make the choices they make, what 
is their relationship to food, and which factors, 
(physical, environmental, psychological, emotional, 
or social) impact on this relationship.  



We used ethnography 
not just as a way 
to understand the 
perspectives of different 
stakeholders, but also as 
a way to inspire change. 

This research is not an academic study. It is part of 
a wider strategic change process. Therefore we not 
only focused on describing the challenges, but also 
on highlighting opportunities. 

We worked together with the group of community 
researchers to synthesise what we had learned 
from the range of people we had met, to make 
connections between the different stories we had 
heard, and to make sense of our key insights. 

Community research
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Community research

RESEARCH QUESTIONS

As mentioned earlier, food is a wicked issue. There are 
many different entry points and lenses we could use 
to decipher the local food system and understand the 
behaviours of local people. In order to keep focused, we 
started from the following questions:

Through our conversations, 3 themes emerged: access, 
relationships to food, and the local food market. The 
following pages are a summary of what we have learned 
under those themes. 

To read or hear the stories mentioned as examples,  
refer to the attached documents, or watch the video at 
www.vimeo.com/91408942. Alternatively, contact  
Rebecca Lewis rebeccalewis@wirral.gov.uk.



	  

spatial 
inequalities 
within Wirral

challenges 
to find work

ACCESS What prevents and 
enables access to good food?

receiving 
fortnightly 

benefits affect 
ability to plan 
or bulk-buy

access to 
employment is 

perceived as the 
solution

cheaper 
sometimes also 
means further 

away

perverse 
incentives 
of welfare 

system

income 
affects 
mobility

Making the 
most of a low 

budget requires 
significant 

investment of  
time and 
energy

resourceful 
networking

budget versus 
convenience

ingenious 
budgeting or 

shopping routine - 
“to the last penny”

It’s not 
always about 
bad choices, 
it’s also 

about a lack 
of choices

social isolation 
emphasizes 
food poverty

not just 
access to 

food, but also 
to cooking 

facilities

Food poverty 
is only a 
symptom of 
a bigger 

and complex 
picture



	  

ACCESS
“Food poverty can be defined as the inability 

to obtain healthy affordable food. This may 

be because people lack shops in their area 

or have trouble reaching them. Other factors 

influencing food access are the availability 

of a range of healthy goods in local shops, 

income, transport, fear of crime, knowledge 

about what constitutes a healthy diet, and 

the skills to create healthy meals.

Due to this complex mix of factors, people 

on low incomes have the lowest intake of 

fruit and vegetables and are far more likely 

to suffer from diet-related diseases such as 

cancer, diabetes, obesity and coronary heart 

disease. Food poverty can also be about an 

overabundance of “junk” food as well as a 

lack of healthy food.”1 

1. Sustain 
http://www.sustainweb.org/foodaccess/what_is_food_poverty/

This definition implies that food poverty is the result of a 
mix of factors, including external factors, such as income 
and place, as well as internal factors, such as individual 
aspirations and motivations, a lack of knowledge or 
awareness, or childhood memories. We have grouped 
the insights related to external factors under the theme of 
ACCESS, and those related to internal factors under the 
theme of RELATIONSHIPS TO FOOD.

While the notion of access can seem more straightforward 
because it relates to things that are directly tangible (“the 
distance I have to walk to get to the greengrocers”, “the 
amount of money I have to spend on food weekly”), it 
actually covers a range of sophisticated behaviours that 
people have developed as a reaction to issues that are often 
systemic, and therefore beyond their control. 

Food poverty is only a 
symptom of a bigger and 
complex picture

When we defined food poverty as one of our themes, we 
set out to explore not only how food poverty manifests itself 
and what it feels like to people who are experiencing it, but 
also what its root causes are. 

The	first	thing	we	have	learned	is	that	food	poverty	has	
many faces. For some people it can mean having to skip 
meals or being reliant on food parcels (Bob). For others, 
it means being restricted to a very limited diet and food 
routine, which reflects a really tight budget (Gavin, Jane, 
Jonathan). For others again, it might simply be having to 
rely on take-away and frozen meals to feed a family of six 
because both of a lack funds and a lack of time to invest in 
healthier choices (Sarah).

What we have also learned is that food poverty is always 
a symptom of something deeper. All of the research 
participants we met and who would fit within the loose 
definition of “being in food poverty” had wider issues to 
deal with, such as relying on benefits because of long-term 
unemployment, or because of a disability (Paul); trying to 
put behind a history of homelessness or drug dependency 
(Bob, Stuart), or simply losing financial stability after a 
relationship breakdown (Margie). These factors were also 
often strongly linked to social isolation, which contributes 
to food poverty. On the one hand, they can lead to people 
isolating themselves and missing out on social opportunities 
because they cannot afford them, financially or emotionally. 
On the other hand, their impact can also be amplified by 
loneliness. For example, having a restricted social network 
might reduce someone’s likelihood to come across job 
opportunities, thus reducing the chance of lifting themselves 
out of poverty (Gavin).

MOST RELEVANT STORIES

GAVIN PAUL



	  

ACCESS
Finally, some of the issues we have encountered are 
systemic. For example, receiving benefits in fornightly 
payments means that people are not always able to buy 
in bulk, or to plan meals, although it would be cheaper. 
Some of the stories have also highlighted the disincentives 
to work that are currently embedded within the welfare 
system. For example, at the time we met Bob, a man in his 
fifties recovering from years of homelessness and alcohol 
addiction, he was transitioning from being a full-time 
volunteer to part-time employment. While he had already 
stopped receiving benefits as a result of finding work, he 
would not receive his pay for a whole month. This left him 
with no income at all for 4 weeks, and meant that he was 
reliant on food parcels from a local charity.  

It’s not always about bad 
choices, it’s also about  
a lack of choices

People’s food choices are influenced by a multitude of 
factors. But sometimes the choice just isn’t there. 
For example, we met Paul, who is in his early sixties, is 
overweight, suffers from diabetes, and is on disability 
allowance. Paul refers to the rising costs of energy bills, 
and says: “I’ve accessed the foodbank twice last winter. It 
was a choice between staying warm and staying fed. And 
I have to admit that it’s quite a humiliating thing to have to 
do. ... I probably wouldn’t do it again.”

Also, access is not just about being able to buy food. 
At least three of the research participants did not have any 
cooking facilities at home, apart from a microwave. Others 
lacked the funds to pay for gas or electricity to power their 
cooker. This obviously limited their capacity to cook from 
scratch with fresh ingredients, and might have increased 
reliance on take-away meals. 

Finally, some neighbourhoods simply lack affordable 
fresh food outlets, or are dominated by local supermarket 
branches like TescoMetro or SainsburyLocal, where the 
more affordable brand products are not available. In those 
cases, cheaper then also means further away, and the 
cost of transport might be an added barrier to accessing 
affordable food. This might result in having to compromise 
on time. For instance, Gavin, 53, who volunteers full-time 
at a mental health charity, reported spending nearly an hour 
each day cycling to the out of town supermarket to buy his 
dinner, because it is “significantly cheaper - 59p less for a 
can of baked beans.” Taking the bus would be quicker and 
would allow him to carry a weekly shop, rather than his daily 
dinner - but he can’t afford it. Gavin feels that the time and 
energy he is spending on making sure his budget goes a 
long enough way would be better used on being productive 
and looking for employment. 

Making the most of a low 

Gavin’s 
savings

Paul’s 
microwaved 
dinner

Gavin and 
his bike



	  

ACCESS
budget requires a significant 
investment of time and energy

Like Gavin, a number of the people we have met 
reported	spending	significant	amounts	of	time	and	
energy on food shopping, and some have developed 
some impressively sophisticated strategies to ensure their 
budget stretches to the last penny. Jane, for instance, who 
is unemployed and in her fifties, has developed a 2 hour-
long shopping routine, during which she walks around 3 
miles, which she repeats twice a week. Before purchasing 
any of the items that she has written down on her shopping 
list, she does a round of bargain hunting in the shops of 
her neighbourhood, mainly ASDA, Iceland and the Pound 
Shop, to memorise all of the prices. She then goes on to 
do another round, during which, this time, she buys what 
she needs, knowing that she won’t find it cheaper in the 
other shops she has visited. 

This combination of a very disciplined and committed 
shopping routine, and a detailed knowledge of what is on 
offer where, was shared by a number of individuals having 
to manage a very limited budget, and compromising on 
convenience as a result. 

We also observed resourceful behaviours that were not 

driven by income, but by ethical values. For instance, 
Margaret, a retired community doctor passionate about 
food sustainability, organises a Buyers’ Co-op, through 
which individuals come together to make ‘bulk purchases’ 
from a wholesaler, although she admits that she is 
‘financially comfortable’ and does not necessarily need to 
obtain these products at lower price. 

The opportunity     What all those 
examples seem to highlight is that there is a huge 
opportunity around connecting people to each 
other, in order to maximise their efforts (e.g. through 
neighbourhod shopping schemes), and to share 
resources (e.g. collective cooking facilities).  

Margaret’s buyer’s Co-op

Paul’s detailed budget 
spreadsheet



	  

RELATIONSHIPS TO FOOD 
What values do people place on food and 
how does that impact on their food routine?
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RELATIONSHIPS TO FOOD
As described in the previous pages, issues 

surrounding access, even though they are 

caused by external factors, reveal a lot 

about why people make the choices they make. 

But below this already complex picture lay 

a whole range of internal factors that also 

influence the way people define what their 

priorities are.

Transition Town West Kirby, 
set up by Margaret in 2008.

Perceptions about what is 
value for money impact on 
people’s choices

When shopping for food, everyone is looking to get 
value for their money. This does not mean that everyone is 
hunting for a bargain, but that people approach buying food 
as an investment. When shopping, people might choose 
a certain product over others because they see it as an 
investment into their own health if they choose the healthy 
option, or perhaps into the economy of their region if they 
are buying local products. Alternatively, they might buy food 
simply to avoid the feeling of not being hungry for the next 
few hours. In other words, what differs from one person to 
the other is the way people define value. 

For instance, Margaret seems to align her food choices 
to her ethical values, and the way she eats reflects the 
principles that are core to her work with Transition Town 
West Kirby. “I love organic, healthy, local food. I very rarely 
go out to eat ... I always think to myself: why would I want 
to pay more to eat food from a packet, when I can have 
these lovely home grown vegetables?” 

Values are also sometimes born out of necessity.  
Gavin, for example, has a very long list of tips for how 
to eat relatively healthily on a budget, as if the need to 
make the most of very little had led him to become really 
inquisitive about how much nutritional value he can get for 
his money. He also explains that he has a few strategies to 
keep the hunger away. “I eat an awful lot of bread. I don’t 
know if it’s really healthy. But it keeps me full, you know. 

And at least it’s not white bread. White bread is poison 
really. I also drink a lot of milk, because it has protein. 
Proteins make me feel less hungry.”

Finally, as well as being driven by moral values or 
necessity, people are also more likely to change their 
behaviour if their current habits are having a tangible 
impact. For instance, Bob spends more money on 
cigarettes each week than on food. He says: “I’m sure I 
would quit ... if the doctor told me that my life would be in 
serious danger, but that hasn’t happened yet and I just enjoy 
smoking too much.” On the other hand, Paul, who weighs 
26 stones, admits that his weight has contributed greatly to 
a number of health issues including lower joint problems, 
COPD/Asthma, diabetes and mobility difficulties. Paul 
recalls an episode in hospital a few years ago and says: “I 
was a short measure away from dying – it’s a very sobering 
thought but I am now determined. But I do feel despondent 
and depressed sometimes – but hopefully once I lose more 
weight these feelings should disappear”. 

BOB MARGIE

 

MOST RELEVANT STORIES

Paul’s calories 
counting book



	  

RELATIONSHIPS TO FOOD
Eating has an emotional 
and social significance in 
people’s lives

People’s choices are not always based on rational 
decisions. Most of the research participants had a perfectly 
good knowledge of the nutritional value of the food they 
chose to eat, and were well aware of national health 
guidelines like 5 a day or the Eatwell Plate. However, their 
behaviour is often guided by deeper motivational factors.

Margie, for example, has recently experienced a very 
difficult break up, and lost the custody of her 6 year old 
daughter. She is currently struggling with depression. While 
she loves food, and talks eloquently about the impact of 
good food on her mood, she says: “I spend about £50 
a week on food. And 90% of that is microwave meals 
or chippy. My friends say I’m going to end up looking 
like a chicken at this rate! Because that’s all I ever eat is 
chicken burgers. But at the moment I associate eating with 
being out with friends. It sets me back cause I won’t feel 
good about being at home until I get enough together to 
decorate the place properly.” It is clear in Margie’s case 
that living alone and having to rebuild a home for herself 
is a big barrier to finding the motivation to cook for herself 
- let alone finding pleasure in doing so. “When I have my 
daughter overnight, I will be cooking again, because I’ll 
have someone to cook for.”

Bob, whose diet consists mainly of a daily plate of rice and 
tuna, talks about the way in which food is really low on his 
list of priorities. He explains that he was born to an Irish 
mother, and was the fifth of eleven children. His mother 
had several partners, and after Bob was born, his mother 
decided that she wanted to return to Ireland to be closer 
to her family, “but the Irish being the Irish, she was told 
that she could only bring the first three children [born of 
her husband]…the second two (‘illegitimate’) children had 
to be left behind.” Bob’s mother consequently left he and 
his brother in a care home. While growing up, he says 
that meals were not enjoyable times, but rather eaten in 
a very ‘institutionalized’ setting in which the food was not 
particularly tasty, involving “cheap dishes” such as Fish 
Fridays and Spam and Chips. Meals also followed a very 
strict routine that “sucked any enjoyment and spontaneity 
out of food.” 

Bob’s fridge

Margie, 
redecorating 
her flat

Mike’s future 
allotment

Sometimes experiences that stem from childhood can 
impact on people’s motivations, both positively and 
negatively. Mike, an entrepreneur, gastro-pub owner, 
and allotment manager, talks passionately about his 
grandfather, who was a farmer. Mike helped him from a 
young age and feels very connected with the land and 
wildlife. “There’s nothing nicer than pick up a warm egg 
and have it for breakfast.” This motivates him to share 
his passion with the community through the pub and 
allotment. On the other hand, when people have been 
deprived of positive food experiences as children, this 
can manifest itself in a lack of interest as an adult. 



	  

RELATIONSHIPS TO FOOD
Food literacy is not just 
about knowing how to cook

All these stories demonstrate the way in which facts 
and education are not enough to change behaviours. 
They also show that developing a healthy and positive 
relationship to food is not just about learning cooking 
skills. Conversations that we have had with people who 
run food education projects reflect this principle.

Amanda, who runs a community café for a charity that 
supports recovering drug and alcohol addicts, talked about 
the importance of starting from where people are at, and 
having realistic expectations about what they can achieve, 
as key to engaging people. “When we started the café, the 
brief was that it should be around healthy eating. The only 
snacks that we had were bags of seeds, nuts, bottles of 
water and juice... and that was it! And we bombed. Because 
we are in the middle of Birkenhead, and yes people want 
healthy food, but they also want bacon butties!” Since 
then they have adapted the menu to meet people halfway. 
Amanda also talked about needing to focus on other things 
than the food itself. Different people respond to different 
‘hooks’, and most service users simply join because they 
enjoy the social aspect. 

THE OPPORTUNITY

Projects and services that aim to improve 
people’s relationship to food should therefore 
look at the whole food experience, not just 
the act of consumption itself, and be based on 
realistic expectations of what people can and 
want to achieve. 

Additionally, there is an opportunity to focus 
efforts on instigating a sense of fun, celebration 
and enjoyment of food, either by making the 
learning a social opportunity, or by addressing 
the relationship breakdown or self-esteem issues 
that affect people’s motivation to build a positive 
routine around food. 

Pat, from Fun Food Chef, who gives cooking classes to 
school children, talks about the power of learning by doing, 
and of the need to make learning relevant to the learner, 
so that the skills can be brought home (e.g. involving the 
parents through Youtube videos). However, sometimes there 
are real practical barriers to people applying those skills at 
home (e.g. no cooking facilities). Pat also talks about the 
importance of starting with children, as they often drive 
consumption patterns at home.

Pat in action, 
delivering a lesson 
about African food

Amanda, delivering 
a healthy eating 
class



	  

LOCAL FOOD MARKET 
What are the drivers and challenges to 
engage local businesses in doing good?
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LOCAL FOOD MARKET
While looking at consumption patterns and 

motivational factors is key to understanding 

the food system from the point of view of 

consumers, it is impossible not to consider 

the voices of those who shape the local food 

market. Indeed, most of the interactions we 

have with food on a day to day basis happen 

through businesses, and public sector bodies 

have a relatively low level of influence over 

what we eat. Therefore, we also conducted 

research with a number of people who could 

offer a view on the current state of the 

local food economy, and on the challenges 

linked to wanting to do business while 

having a positive impact. 

Local food entrepreneurs 
that want to do good are 
stretched

Through the research, we have met some really 
committed individuals, passionate about providing 
good and healthy food to the local community at 
affordable prices. For instance, Pete, a busy business 
man who owns and manages 3 sandwich shops, does 
on occasion supply a number of residents with free food 
just before closing on a Saturday –  he hates to see waste 
and sees this as giving something back to the community 
by helping people who may be struggling. Pete has also 
noticed that a lot of older residents struggle to get to the 
supermarkets due to distance. He therefore often takes 
it upon himself to visit some of the older residents close 
to his premises to ensure that they are eating and in 
particular have access to warm food. We have also met 
some entrepreneurs with big ambitions. Twelve months 
ago Mike, who grew up on a farm, started running a pub 
serving home cooked food. The pub has land around it 
and he is planning to grow a wood for kids to observe wild 
life, an allotment to grow his own food and keep animals 
to allow customers to have a closer relationship with 
nature. Similarly, Andrew has a vision to make the farm he 
runs (Claremont Farm) the “good food hub of the Wirral.” 
Andrew talks about diversifying the activities of the farm, 
mostly through community education and through setting 
up a farm shop, not only as a way to make it financially 
sustainable but also for his customers to meaningfully 
engage with some of the values he holds close to his heart 
around sustainable food. 

Across the board, local socially or environmentally 
conscious individuals are showing real entrepreneurship 
and innovation skills. But they are often one man bands, at 
risk of spreading themselves too thin (Pat, Amanda). This 
can be a barrier to them scaling and developing long-term 
business strategies. Some food social enterprises might 
have the opportunity to scale through procurement from 
the council, but have reported being put in competition 
with others in the process, rather than being encouraged 
to grow in strength by linking up with each other (Pat, 
Amanda).

Business imperatives also mean that small local 
sustainable	enterprises	tend	to	target	affluent	
consumers. There is an appetite from local sustainable 
enterprises and projects to engage people from more 
deprived backgrounds, though they would need support to 
do this successfully. Andrew says: “I know, I’m realistic that 
my farm shop and my festival are not gonna be attracting 
guys from the poorest wards of the Wirral. I want it to be 
accessible by all ... it’s going to be a difficult task unless 
the shops in the poorest areas are actually supporting local 
produce ... It’s chicken and egg, isn’t it?” 

MOST RELEVANT STORIES

MARGARETMIKE

Andrew’s 
farmshop

 



	  

LOCAL FOOD MARKET
Key to this might be the need to challenge the 
perception that supermarkets are cheaper for fresh 
products. Margaret has, as part of her work with Transition 
Town West Kirby, conducted a survey of potato prices 
from different suppliers, which highlights the fact that 
the cheapest potatoes can be obtained through a local 
supplier at 0.40p per kg, and the most expensive ones are 
from a supermarket, costing £1.95 per kg. Andrew agrees: 
“When you actually lay it out, a lot of our produce that we 
sell through our farm shop is actually cheaper, because you 
can cook more meals with it, and make it last longer.” 

Power imbalances between 
food providers prevent good 
partnerships

Most of the research participants agreed with the view 
that supermarkets’ dominance was unsustainable, and 
that there was a need to diversify the retail landscape, 
and to encourage locally-minded alternatives: “It’s quite a 
scary thought to think that our supermarkets would run out 
of food after 2 days if for any reason they were unable to 
replenish their stocks. And then what would we do?”

However, while it is clear that there are power imbalances 
between supermarkets and local producers or retailers, 
their reach and their logistical infrastructure also means 
they are well placed to have impact at scale. Malcolm,  
a consultant who runs an artisan bakery in his spare time, 
says “Most people buy most things at supermarkets.  
I don’t subscribe to the idea that supermarkets are the 

enemy ... It’s very important for them to be part of the 
change”. Therefore, unless local producers and retailers 
come together and manage to completely disrupt their 
monopolisation of the market with an equally strong 
alternative, there is an opportunity to harness the power of 
supermarkets through partnership.

There is also a sense that supermarkets are starting 
to realise the opportunity around developing more 
supportive relationships with the communities around 
them. For example, we met Sophie, who is a Community 
Life Champion. Her role is to help realise ASDA’s vision 
of becoming a social hub for the local community, and in 
return drive cutomer loyalty. Her main responsiblities are to 
engage the communities that live within a mile radius from 
the store, by identifying causes that would benefit from 
ASDA’s support, from nursing homes and sports clubs to 
charities and social entreprises. However, mistrust remains 
the most common attitude towards supermarkets. 

“Local” is invisible

Despite all those efforts, there is a sense that “local 
food” doesn’t have much momentum. People mentioned 
a lack of visibility of all the different initiatives aiming to 
foster a local food culture, and a lack of connectivity 
between them.

When interviewed for the research, Wirral Council’s local 
economic team and planning department were unable to 
provide figures about agriculture’s connection to the local 
economy, and mentioned that numbers were too small to 
be shared. This was mirrored by the fact that the sector 
is not generating local employment. Andrew, who says 
he would love to be able to employ more local people, 
also says he has struggled in the past to find local people 
willing to work on the farm, despite the fact that he feels 
that he offers good wages. As a result, a majority of his 
staff are seasonal workers from Eastern Europe. This might 
also stem from the power held by large food distributors, 
for which ‘local’ does not have to be part of the equation. 
Thus, Margaret tells the story of one local farmer who 
tried to sell his strawberries in one of the supermarkets, 
but was told that they’d first have to be transported to 
Herefordshire to be ‘sorted’, then driven to Manchester to 
be packaged, and then driven back to Wirral to be sold.  

ASDA’s 
community 
noticeboard



	  

LOCAL FOOD MARKET
Contibuting to this lack of visibility is a lack of 
opportunities around setting up businesses that have 
a local impact. The council’s planning team refer to 
national policy, which has, since 2010, removed barriers 
for supermarkets to be set up in town centres. They 
also see their role as being quite limited when it comes 
to authorising new businesses - there are currently no 
incentives for planning to be pro-active about stimulating 
a local economy that also has a positive social and 
environmental impact. 

One of the main grievances that Margaret has relates to an 
old Market Charter which means that no market can be set 
up within a 6.67 mile radius of Birkenhead Market. Despite 
her various attempts to invite cooperation from the head of 
Birkenhead Market Limited, she had to set up West Kirby’s 
local food market down the road from a prime location 
(outside West Kirkby’s train station) n order to  fall outside 
the 6.67 mile radius from Birkenhead Market. This means 
that it is less visible and attracts less footfall. Margaret’s 
visible frustration is linked to her belief that the farmers’ 
market represents enormous value for the local area, and 
would be even more beneficial if it was more visible and 
accessible to people. In fact, she has the figures to support 
this conviction: when testing demand for a farmers’ market 
in West Kirby, she organised two Food Fairs which were 
surveyed using a protocol from the National Farmers’ 
Retail & Markets Association (FARMA) and independently 
analysed. The events were extremely well attended – with 
28 local producers (including three new business start-
ups) from an average distance of 13 miles and with around 

2000 shoppers at each. The aggregate annual market 
value of this event as a monthly Farmers’ Market was 
estimated to be worth £101,700 to the local economy. 
Using this data, Margaret has put together a proposal 
under the Sustainable Communities Act 2007 proposing 
the deregulation of market franchise rights. It reads: 

“The Market’s Charter legislation dates from a different era, 
when markets were a more central part of a community. It 
takes no account of the social, economic and technological 
changes of the last seven hundred years. In Wirral 
there are eight large supermarkets within 6.67 miles of 
BML, and these are open for a total of 26,348 hours per 
month. It seems clear that the main competition for BML 
is the presence of these large supermarkets, and it is 
unreasonable to prevent the development of Farmers’ 
Markets in the area.”

Market in 
West Kirby

THE OPPORTUNITY

There is an opportunity (and a need) to map and 
celebrate networks of local positive initiatives, 
and	to	facilitate	mutually	beneficial	partnerships	
between different types of businesses. 

There is also a huge opportunity around the  
role of the council, in terms of planning and 
place-making, and the need to stimulate a diverse 
and vibrant economy of food businesses, that 
have a stake in “local”. 



LEARNING FROM OTHER 
INNOVATORS FROM 
AROUND THE WORLD

Horizon scanning



	  

Horizon scanning
Horizon scanning is a form of research 

designed to give aspiring innovators a taste 

of what is possible. It involves finding 

inspiring case studies from around the world 

in order to learn from other approaches to 

solving challenges, and to understand the 

levers and enablers that can help to bring 

about positive change.

Horizon scanning is rarely about finding an example of a 
successful innovation in order to replicate it; after all, a 
group of people seeking to find a solution to food poverty 
in metropolitan London is likely to face a very different 
context, demographic and set of issues to a group of 
people seeking to address the same problem in the Wirral. 
At the same time, horizon scanning can be a rich source 
of learning, enabling us – through an analysis of the case 
studies - to identify the common principles and lessons 
that seem to pave the way to success. 

At Nana Café in East London, for example, women aged 
over 60 volunteer to run a small café that serves low-cost 
food, at the same time as using the space to contribute 
other skills to their community, from knitting classes to 
informal childcare. What is interesting about Nana is not 
so much its business model (there is not much that is 
new or different about a café, after all), but the fact that 
it recognizes that elderly people have a deep desire and 
willingness to remain active and productive members 
of society beyond retirement, and harnesses that desire 
successfully. In what other ways might we work with 
elderly women in order to make the most of their skills and 
aspirations?

Horizon scanning also helps to inspire and excite different 
stakeholders: seeing what other people have done in 
other parts of the world, and how they have done it, can 
give people a sense of motivation and solidarity with the 
hundreds of other innovators who have set out to try out 
new ideas in different corners of the globe. In Detroit, the 
Fair Food Network has developed the Double Up Food 
Bucks Initiative, which provides citizens in receipt of 
food stamps with $2 worth of further tokens to spend on 
Michigan-grown fruit and vegetables whenever they spend 
$2 on fresh food. 

The money for the tokens is raised through the Fair Food 
Network’s partner organisations and foundations, who 
recognise a clear need for this kind of project, since a 
staggering 90% of food stamp retailers offer no fresh 
fruit or vegetables. Double Up Food Bucks has already 
connected 1.75 million food stamp recipients to dozens 
of food outlets, creating more than $5.4 million in sales 
of healthier food. Examples like this can open our minds 
to other possibilities that we might never before have 
considered and raise our levels of ambition, encouraging 
us to ask the question: how might we do something as 
inspiring as this too?

At the Wirral Conference on 10th April 2014, attendees 
were introduced to 12 detailed case studies - selected 
from a longlist of 40 case studies - that each looked at 
different innovations that offered a unique lens on how to 
build a sustainable food system. The case studies varied in 
their scale and scope - some, like Nana, were small, local 
initiatives, while others operated on a much larger, national 
or international scales. 



	  

Horizon scanning
THE 12 CASE STUDIES 
IN SUMMARY: 

THE BOX CHICKEN PROJECT, LONDON, UK

A project which is using carefully designed 
mobile catering units to make ‘healthy fast food’  
appealing and attractive to school children.

CASSEROLE CLUB, UK

A club which helps people (cooks) share extra 
portions of homemade food with others in their 
area who might not always be able to cook for 
themselves (diners).

COMMUNITY FOOD CENTRES, CANADA

Offering a more positive alternative to the 
food bank.

FAIR FOOD NETWORK, DETROIT, US

A	nonprofit	dedicated	to	building	a	more	just	
and sustainable food system in Detroit through 
a range of different initiatives. It has a vision  to 
bring about a 20% shift to local food purchasing

FARM TO SCHOOL, US

A nationwide programme which is building 
relationships between local farms and schools.

GROUNDSWELL, US 

Driving change through harnessing shared 
buying power. 

MAIDA HILL PLACE, LONDON, UK

An incubator for start-up food businesses.

MASTER GARDENERS, NATIONWIDE, UK

A programme that trains volunteer gardeners to 
support ten households to begin growing their 
own food.

NANA CAFE, EAST LONDON, UK

A comfort food and craft cafe hosted by local 
elderly women who volunteer to prepare low-cost 
food and run crafts workshops.

REAL FOOD WYTHENSHAWE, UK

A network of community growing and cooking 
initiatives with a mission to make reasonably 
priced, sustainably produced and locally grown 
food available to the people of Wythenshawe.

THE CORNWALL FOOD PROGRAMME 

A programme which is sourcing local food for 
hospitals to bring about cost savings and boost 
local business. 

THE MEANWHILE FOUNDATION, UK 

A registered charity which believes that the 
temporary use of empty property can enliven and 
stimulate change in neighbourhoods. 

SO WHAT DID WE LEARN ABOUT 
DIFFERENT WAYS TO IMPROVE 
PEOPLE’S ACCESS TO FOOD, 
RELATIONSHIPS TO FOOD AND 
LOCAL FOOD MARKETS?



	  

ACCESS 
How can we increase 
access to good food? 

Address the wider 
issues in people’s 

lives – make solutions 
relevant to their 

everyday contexts

Make ‘the discarded’ 
useful again – e.g. 
reduce costs by 
reducing waste

 

Meet people where 
they are at - create 
hyper-local food 
hubs and outlets 

Facilitate group 
buying models 

Utilise existing 
assets and networks  

(e.g. neighbours, 
garden spaces)



	  

Make healthy food the 
obvious choice

Teach people about 
processes such as 
growing and buying 

food – not just cooking 

Support people to learn 
from one another 

Make learning 
about food more 

experiential 

Tap into the power 
of place 

Link education 
about food to wider 
sustainability and 

equity issues 

Make food a social 
experience 

RELATIONSHIPS 
TO FOOD 

How can we support 
people to make good 

food choices?



	  

Create alternative 
currencies that 

incentivise 
consumers to shop 

locally 

Enable change 
from the bottom 

up through shared 
consumption 

models

Grow the alternative 
marketplace by 

connecting local 
supply with demand 

Create platforms, 
systems and spaces 

that support and 
incentivise food 
entrepreneurs

Support local 
businesses through 

procurement  

Rebrand ‘local’ food 
– bust myths and 

make it visible 

LOCAL FOOD 
MARKET 

How can the local 
food market be 

supported to thrive?

Use food as 
the route to 

employment and 
empowerment 
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SO WHAT DID WE LEARN ABOUT 
WHAT WORKS WELL?

Four overarching lessons emerged from the case studies 
about what works well. These were: 

1. Know your 
community 

Whether predominantly young or old, rural 

or urban, wealthy or deprived, different 

localities each have a unique make up which 

should be fully understood as a first step in 

the change process. This not only involves 

understanding the needs of the community, 

but also its strengths: where are the 

pockets of activity and enthusiasm? What 

are people’s hopes and fears? What do they 

want for their local area? Who are the local 

leaders? Getting to know your community can 

be as simple as getting out into the streets 

to talk to people, or it can be a fully 

comprehensive resource mapping exercise. 

Whatever the scale and ambition of the work, 

however, there are two important principles 

which define many of the most successful 

approaches to understanding the community; 

these are:

Understand the full range 
of people’s needs

Rather than simply focusing on a single issue such as 
food poverty, many innovations seek to understand and 
respond to the full range of issues that prevent people from 
leading healthy, happy lives. In the case of Community 
Food Centres Canada, for example, relevance to people’s 
lives is one of the core principles underpinning its model 
of support to people in food poverty. Staff at the centres 
provide a holistic service that, amongst other things, helps 
people with debt management and signposts them to 
health services where appropriate, since many people may 
be experiencing debt problems and depression, which in 
turn may be impacting on their income levels. The centres 
are also designed to offer a welcoming space for people 
to spend time in and gain essential skills in cooking and 
growing food, thus acknowledging and responding to the 
basic human need for respect and dignity. People who 
access the service are made to feel that they are being 
listened to and can get involved in and contribute to the 
activities at the centre, rather than simply being cast as the 
passive recipients of help.

 

Know your 
community

Inspire and 
engage

Use 
resources 
differently

Build 
evidence of 
what works
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Learn from and build on 
the community’s strengths

Where good work is already happening within communities, 
innovations should take care not to ‘reinvent the wheel’ 
but should seek to learn from this good work and build on 
it, identifying and drawing in relevant people who might 
serve as local leaders, trailblazers and activists. The 
Positive Deviance Initiative is an internationally-applied 
methodology which does exactly this: it was developed 
and first applied in the1990s, when the US NGO Save the 
Children (SC) received an invitation from the Government 
of Viet Nam to create a programme that would enable poor 
villages to solve the problem of childhood malnutrition. 
They noticed that some families, despite their poverty, 
were well-nourished because they were collecting shrimps 
and crabs from the local rice paddies as protein. Save the 
Children ran education sessions in the community to share 
these good practices, leading to a dramatic reduction in 
child malnutrition. Noticing the benefits of this approach, 
the Viet Namese government set up a ‘Living University’ in 
14 different villages, which provided a “social laboratory” 
for exposure to the nutrition model. The Positive Deviance 
approach is now defined as ‘an asset-based, approach is 
an asset-based, problem-solving, and community-driven 
approach that enables the community to discover these 
successful behaviors and strategies and develop a plan of 
action to promote their adoption by all concerned’, and is 
used to address issues as diverse as neo-natal mortality, girl 
trafficking, school dropout, hospital acquired infections and 
HIV/ AIDS. 

2. Build evidence 
of what works

To minimize the risk of failure and waste, 

learning from and building proof of what 

works is an important step in the change 

process. Having an evidence base that shows 

that a particular approach is likely to reap 

better outcomes and cost savings can also 

be an effective way to change the minds of 

skeptics and resistors, as well as securing 

the support and buy-in of potential funders, 

partners and other stakeholders. There are 

different ways in which it is possible to 

build evidence of what works:

 

Learn from elsewhere

One approach is to learn from what has worked in other 
places. Maida Hill Place was inspired by the success of 
La Cocina in San Francisco, an Incubator Kitchen that 
has won a number of accolades and awards since being 
founded in 2006. Spanish for “The Kitchen”, La Cocina 
is a nonprofit incubator that offers low-cost commercial 
kitchen space and other assistance to entrepreneurs to 
build their food businesses, and is particularly credited 
with supporting low-income women and immigrants 
to establish themselves and become self-sustaining. 

Having heard about the work and success of La Cocina, 
Westminster City Council was inspired to convert a 
derelict building on Harrow Road into a similar concept, 
and since its inception in 2011, the Maida Hill Enterprise 
has already supported the start-up phase of a new 
restaurant, as well as several food production and cookery 
businesses.

 

Test for success

Another low-risk approach to building evidence of what 
works is to prototype ideas on a small scale before rolling 
them out or deciding to put significant investment behind 
them. In Newham, a mobile catering unit designed to sell 
healthy, low-cost fast food to school children – instead 
of unhealthier alternatives – opened for a four-week test 
period. Named The Box Chicken Project, the mobile unit 
wanted to test young people’s appetite for this kind of 
outlet and the food on offer. Results showed that the Box 
Chicken meal was popular with young people: during a 
four-week pilot, the team sold 1352 portions, and 90% of 
the students who tasted the meal said that they wanted 
the unit to continue operating in the area. Results therefore 
suggested that a mobile catering unit providing healthy 
food could be a financially viable business model, and 
potential vendors are now being recruited to continue 
providing this service in the area.   
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Use resources 
differently

Innovation does not always have to mean 

large investments of time and money or the 

design and implementation of radically new 

ideas; it can simply involve assessing the 

resources that are available and designing 

and developing different ways to put these 

to use. For example:

 

Define new roles for people

Defining new roles for people involves making the most 
of people’s skills and knowledge in order to create new 
forms of value and ways of connecting people. Master 
Gardeners is an award-winning scheme that is based on 
a very simple idea: training members of the community up 
in order to enable them to share their interest in gardening 
with others. The programme recognizes that expertise 
does not simply have to come from a professional source: 
anyone can become an expert, and take on the role 
of teacher and guide. In the US, the Farm to School 
programme applies a similar principle by arranging for 
farmers to go into schools to teach children about growing 
food, while Nana supports elderly retired women to work 
as cooks. 

 Use existing assets 
and networks

Within any community there are often assets that are 
underutilised. Our data mapping showed, for example, that 
in 2011 the average vacancy rate in town centres in Wirral 
(excluding Birkenhead) was 12%. In response to these kinds 
of statistics, The Meanwhile Foundation is a registered 
charity that uses empty property to enliven and stimulate 
change on high streets and to connect local residents with 
the assets in their neighbourhoods.  It does this by making 
the case to the property industry of the value of temporary 
use projects, and providing support to individuals and 
organisations who want to set up temporary projects in the 
local area. Real Food Wythenshawe is another example of 
a programme that is making use of unused outdoor space 
and gardens to support behaviour change and help people 
to access low-cost, locally grown food; for example, one 
if its initiatives involves mapping, harvesting, preserving 
and distributing fruit from trees in the area, in order to 
demonstrate to residents that there is an abundance of 
cheap food on their doorstep. 

Sometimes the assets within communities are less tangible 
than buildings, spaces and trees: they can be about the 
relationships and connections that people share, within 
families, neighbourhoods, cities and regions. Groundswell 
is a civic consumption model in the US which works with 
existing community networks - whether faith institutions, 
neighbourhood associations or membership groups - 

to support shared buying power and enable people in 
deprived communities to access low cost energy services 
through purchasing services collaboratively. This is not 
about building these relationships from scratch but simply 
recognising how to use existing networks and community 
hubs to positive effect, and brokering new relationships 
and partnerships between these groups. 

Build on people’s 
aspirations and passions

Rather than  starting from a deficit model (‘how can we 
address people’s needs?’), many of the innovations that we 
learnt about start instead with the question: how can we 
really build on what people love and what do they aspire 
to? Casserole Club taps into people’s love of cooking and 
desire to help those around them by supporting ‘cooks’ to 
provide meals for people in their neighbourhood who may 
be more vulnerable than themselves. Another example of 
a thriving innovation is Brixton Village, an indoor market 
in South London which was originally marked out to be 
demolished and turned into flats, but was instead opened 
up to the community so that local entrepreneurs could run 
small business units at low rates. This move unleashed and 
appealed to the local community’s entrepreneurial spirit: 98 
applications to use the spaces in the market were received 
in just one week, and over 12 original start up businesses 
now housed in the market. 
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Inspire 
and engage

Too many innovators who set out to solve 

some of the world’s most challenging issues 

believe the problems to be self-evident,  

and fail to invest enough time and resource 

into sounding a clear ‘call to action’,  

and communicating the need for and value  

of the work. 

Yet a strong communications and engagement strategy 
can make all the difference to the success of an 
innovation, since it can help to engage key audiences and 
stakeholders, encourages co-operation and partnership-
working, and serves as the vehicle through which powerful, 
game changing movements can be formed.

Of course, inspiration can come in many different forms, 
from a film that tells a powerful story to an exciting 
event or an identifiable brand that people can connect 
and identify with. The following principles are common 
elements of a strong and inspiring engagement strategy:

 

Create multiple 
value models

Few of the innovations that we found focus on a single 
issue, but instead are designed to solve multiple issues at 
the same time, and therefore have multiple beneficiaries.  
This means that a greater range of people can see the 
relevance of the work and are more likely to support its 
aims and objectives. The Cornwall Food Programme 
is one example of an initiative that was set up by three 
Primary Care Trusts that wanted to save up to £15 million 
on food costs. Yet the programme did not start out as a 
cost saving agenda, but instead began with the question: 
how can we improve people’s lives? It was thus designed 
carefully to bring clear benefits to a range of different 
groups. By sourcing local food for hospital meals, the 
programme means that patients and visitors receive 
healthier, more balanced meals, while local farmers and 
fishermen get year-round orders; the percentage of foods 
procured from local companies increased dramatically 
from 50% in 2001 to 80% in 2010. This has also meant 
that the programme reaps wider environmental benefits 
by reducing the number of food miles travelled by 67%. 
The visible positive effects of this model mean that people 
are more likely to be committed to making it a success; 
as Mike Pearson, Head of Hotel Services, commented, 
‘the quality of the food we are getting is so far above what 
we were getting from national contracts that it is helping 
people to get better more quickly.’

Be strategic about brand, 
communications and 
engagement

The way in which a project or programme is branded 
and communicated often plays an important role in 
encouraging people to get involved. A thoughtful brand 
can increase the visibility of the project, and help 
to persuade people that it is ‘for them.’ Real Food 
Wythenshawe appeals to people’s sense of local pride 
by setting out a vision of an entire estate of 70,000 people 
empowered to cook and grow their own food through 
various food-related initiatives. The word ‘Real’ is simple 
but key here, lending the project a stamp of authenticity 
and integrity, while ‘Wythenshawe’ makes explicit the 
programme’s geographical remit, and capitalises on the 
power of place and local identity. 

High-quality design can also be an important aspect of 
communications and engagement. The concept and 
brand behind Casserole Club, which supports people 
to share home-cooked food with other people in their 
neighbourhood, was developed by Futuregov, a company 
which aims to transform public services through elegantly 
designed digital products. The behaviour change company 
We are What We Do also put a lot of work into developing 
an appropriate brand and logo for the Box Chicken Project 
in order to develop products that they could be sure would 
appeal to its key target audience: young people. 
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Yet it is not always sufficient to rely on a compelling 
communications strategy to draw people in; in order to 
ensure that innovations reach out to different corners 
of the community and do not simply engage ‘the usual 
suspects’, many of the examples that we came across 
also conduct outreach and tailor their communications 
strategies to ensure that they attract the harder-to-reach 
groups. Despite a slick website, for example, Casserole 
Club recognises that many of the groups that it aims to 
help are elderly people who are not necessarily computer 
literate, and has put appropriate strategies in place to 
communicate with this group; in fact, the majority of its 
diners are supported through phone and text. Additionally, 
the Fair Food Network recruits would-be entrepreneurs 
for its Detroit Grocery Incubator Project by actually 
going out into the community and handpicking individuals 
that they think might benefit from its package of support to 
set people up as grocery store entrepreneurs. 

Build a compelling vision 
that excites different 
stakeholders

The Fair Food Network in Detroit sets out an ambitious 
but clear vision: to bring about a 20% shift to local food 
purchasing. An infographic hosted on the website1 depicts 
what would happen if this ambition were to be achieved, 
and predicts that 42, 519 new jobs would be created, 
generating $2.9 billion of economic benefit annually. The 
infographic is an example of the way in which an exciting 
vision, simply communicated, can be a powerful motivator. 
At the same time, while it is important to be able to think 
big and to help people to visualise a better future through 
the use of stories and statistics, it is also important to 
create a vision that seems plausible and to lay out the 
immediate steps that they might take in order to help to 
build that future. Alongside its infographic, for example, 
The Fair Food Network also published a detailed report 
about why a 20% shift in local purchasing could be a 
reality, and how it might be achieved. 

 

1. http://www.fairfoodnetwork.org/sites/default/files/FFN_MI-20Percent-
Shift-Infographic.pdf

20%
shift to local food 

purchasing

leads to generating42,519

$255 million $1.1 billion

$2.9

new food related jobs

in state and local  
tax collection

in additional value 
added products

economic benefit 
annually

equaling billion$

Let’s look at 
Michigan,  

for example
Imagine if Michigan residents and 

institutions shifted just 20 percent 

of food purchasing to local sources. 

According to economist Michael 

Shuman’s “The Economic Impacts 

of Localizing Michigan’s Food 

System,”* this shift in demand leads 

to a shift in supply that creates 

jobs, revitalizes communities and 

boosts the economy. It’s a model for 

how communities and states can 

redesign their food system.

* Data from “The Economic Impacts of Localizing Michigan’s Food System” by Michael Shuman, Cutting Edge Capital, June 2013.

Michael Shuman is an economist, attorney, entrepreneur, author and director of Research and Marketing for Cutting Edge Capital.

$1.5 billion
annually in new wages

LocaL Food Grows LocaL EconoMy
a small shift has a big impact 

For MorE InForMATIon

Contact Fair Food Network at  

info@fairfoodnetwork.org or 734-213-3999 

for more information. To read the full report, 

visit fairfoodnetwork.org/resources.
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