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Changes in the job market and in govemrnent responses to providing social 

security have resulted in increasing d~cu l t i e s  for Canadians in meeting their day-to-day 

needs. Hi@ among these needs is food security. The study examines local comunity 

kitchens, a community development response to meeting this need which has benefits 

beyond just feeding hun,gy people. 

The study uses a qualitative research methodology, and gathered Liformation by 

conducting twelve open-ended intewiews with people who work in and around 

community kitchens as participants, facilitators, and o r g e e r s .  The study examined the 

ongins, structure, and goals of the groups, as well as the needs that memben felt that 

they were meeting. The study also examined the düferences in structure and potential 

between community kitchens and food banks as places for enhancing food security, self 

esteern, and personal and cornrnunity empowement. 

The interviewees generally felt that community kitchens were successfil in 

meeting the goals that they airned to accompiish. These goals and successes came in the 

areas of skill building around cooking, budgeting and nutrition, with many of the s!cills 

being transferred lateraiIy within the group as members leam nom one another. 

Comrnunity kitchens were aiso identified as  places in which members received tangible, 

emotional, and informational supports, and linked participants to both formal and 

informal helping networks within the cornrnunity. They were aiso identitied as vehicles 

through which individuai and community empowement was built. 



While there are difficulties that were idenaed both in the day-to-day operations 

of the kitchen groups as well as with the mode1 itself. cornmunity kitchens provide many 

benefits to t heir members, sponsoring organizations, and host comrnunities. They are 

stepping Stones in the process of building individual capacity and community 

development . 
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1.0 Problem - 

Successive cuts to the Canadian welfare state, and changes in the job market, 

coupled with a lack of government cornmitment to equitable employment policies, have 

resulted in increasing difficulties for Canadians in meeting their day-to-day needs. Kigh 

among these needs is food security. The difficulties individuals and families are having in 

meeting this need are reflected in the recent proliferation in food banks in this country 

(Winnipeg Harvest, 1996). This has coincided with a sirnilar proliferation of cornrnunity 

development responses to the same problern. These responses have the potential of doing 

more than just feeding hungry people. 

This study describes the operations of several local atternpts to meet the food 

security needs of low-incorne residents of the inner city. The groups in question have 

defined themselves as comrnunity kitchens, which attempt to build capacity for 

participants in providing food security for themselves and their families, while 

simultaneously building skills. self-confidence, and expanded comrnunity contactsin their 

membenhip. The theoretical mode1 through which they operate, and the process through 

which they eEect change, is known as community development. 

Cornmunity development seeks to empower groups through certain 

methodologies of operation, including widespread community participation, intemally 

democratic operations, and group problem-identification as a base for fiirther collective 



action. Community developrnent seeks to empower comrnunities through developing 

projects that impmve peopk's lives while arengthening and developing their community 

organizations. It seeks to link people more closely to a community through their 

involvement in defining problems and identifjing and implementing solutions to them. 

The widespread growth of community kitchens in Canada in recent years has led 

to a proliferation of "how-ton manuals on starting a kitchen. A substantiai number of 

articles on the kitchens' increasing populanty have been written, but to the author's 

knowledge there has been little analysis of what needs cornrnunity kitchens are really 

meeting for their members and in their comrnunities. Participants and organirers are busy 

in the day to day realities of ninning the kitchens, and have littie opportunity to critically 

reflect on what they are doing. The community development ideals which are the 

theoretical foundations of the kitchens are assumed to be in operation, and comrnunity 

kitchens are assumed to be increasing the ability of their members to meet the food 

security needs of themselves and their families. This study explores the needs that 

community kitchens are reaiiy meeting for their members and host communities according 

to those who work in and around them. 

. . 
The study gathered information directly fiom those involved in organizing, 

sustaining, and cooking in the kitchens, with the goal of gaining a fuller understanding of 

the perceived role and potential of community kitchens. It is the intention of the 

researcher to begin to build theory in the area of comrnunity kitchens. It is hoped that the 

process of engaging in anaiysis of the context in which cornrnunity kitchens operate 

through participation in the study has helped the organizers and participants to gain a 



fuller perspective on the potentials of the kitchens as tools for community development. 

By exploring this increasingly widespread example of a comrnunity response to meeting 

food insecurity, the study wiil be of use to those interested in or involved in actual 

community kitchen groups. It will also be of interest to those involved in the process of 

cornmunity development, group work social work and social welfare in general. 



1.1 Theoretical Framework - 

The theory which provides the fkarnework for this study is community 

development. Community development, as described by Rubin & Rubin (1992) ." . . helps 

people achieve their potential by improving their daily lives and expanding their sense of 

etticacy" (p.13). The mode1 has specific ideas on how a group can best achieve this 

increased capacity. To begin with, one of the central ideals of the mode1 is to encourage 

widespread participation of cornmunity residents in improving local conditions. Diversity 

is viewed as a positive attribute leading to greater strength through the incorporation of 

many ideas and talents into the collective. Community development aims to achieve a 

wider distribution of power in society, giving people greater control over their affairs. 

Nozick (1992) characterizes the difference between this ided and that of "traditional" 

bureaucraticaiiy organized groups: 

Community power is different nom the hierarchical powers which mn our 
society. Where the pyramid structures of bureaucracy are designed to take 
power away from the many and give it to the few, community power gains 
its strength by power sharing arnong as many comrnunity members as 
possible (p.3 1). 

Community development seeks to achieve both process goals and task goals. 

Certainly, its goal is the empowerment and capacity building of the individuals in the 

group, as well as that of the coilective and community itself. The way that community 

development attempts to achieve this, however, is putting into practice the ideals which it 

seeks as its results. In this way, the ideal is actually being carried out, rather than just 

sought. It can be said that the process "practices what it preaches." Included in the 



process and goals is the democratic operation of the group. Community development 

espouses the need to begin "where the people are" (Minkler, 1990) as a base for 

organizing (in this case issues of food security), and moving on fkom there towards 

ereater community involvement and capacity building for both the individual and the 
c. 

community- This process is often a slow and painful one, with many growing pains 

experienced alone the way at al1 levels: those of the community, the particular g o u p  

itself. and in the Iives of the individuai community members and participants. Comrnunity 

development theorists and practitioners are ofien divided over the purpose or desired end 

results of the process. Sorne. such as Alinsky (1972), focused on achieving specific 

concrete end results. for instance the completion of a particular project in the community. 

Others such as Freire ( 1970) and Friedmann (1992) view cornrnunity development as part 

of a larger goal of including dis-empowered sectors of society in political and economic 

processes, thereby altering the balance of power that exists in the state (Leaman & 

Harrison, 1996). This particular study assesses both the concrete and the more process - 

oriented ends of the community development process. The author believes that to buiid a 

strong community its members and organizations must become Linked and interconnected, 

and become engaged with each other in order for positive change to occur. . . 

The study seeks to discover if the participants' involvement in community 

kitchens has led to any other Linking to the cornmunity and its resources. It looks at 

whether or not participants have made any supportive friendships in the kitchens that 

extend outside of the group. It also looks into whether they have become involved in 

other programs mn by the community kitchen's sponsoring agency, or any other 

community organizations, as a result of their participation in the kitchen. The study seeks 



to ascertain if members and orpn.izers perceive that rnernbenhip in cornmunity kitchens 

has resulted in any other coilecrive action, seeking further changes to the societal 

conditions that the participants are facing. It atternpts to gain an understanding of the 

poals, functions. strengths. weaknesses and potentials of comrnunity kitchens as perceived 
C 

by pmicipants. facilitators. and organizers. It seeks to assess needs which have been met, 

and the changes which have occurred in participants' lives due to membership in 

communiry kitchens. The study seeks to assess the effects upon the community 

organizations - which house the community kitchens, their new links to other 

organizations. and new programs of their own that have developed as a result of housing 

comrnunity kitchens, and on the various "host" communities' capacities for effecting 

change and becoming healthier and stronger. By examining the experiences of those who 

work in and around the kitchens, it also explored other areas that were identified as 

imponant by the subjects of the study. The author had noticed through initiai contacts 

with organizers, and whiie attending two conferences on community kitchens, that rnany 

groups stressed that community kitchens are an alternative to food b a n . ,  and that they 
c. 

help participants to meet the food security needs of themselves and their families. This 

question was explored in the study through an examination of what organizers and 

participants perceived are the benefits, strengths, weaknesses, and potentials of 

cornmunity kitchen groups as compared to food banks. Before beginning the study the 

author envisioned that some of the possible themes that might arise over its course 

included: the role of community kitchens as vehicles through which to anain increased 

food security; as stepping Stones in the process of comrnunity development; as places in 

which to meet new people and acquire new skills. 



benefits, strengths. weaknesses, and potentials that could not be predicted would arise 

over the course of the study, adding to the knowiedge base around this fast growing 

phenomenon. 



2.0 Concepts of Food Securitv and Insecurifi - 
Food security is a term applicable to individuais, farnilies, groups, cornmunities, 

and entire nations. It has been defined by Campbell (1 99 1 a) as: 

. . . access by al1 people at aii times to enough food for an active, healthy 
Me, and at a minimum includes the following: 1) the ready availability of 
nutritionally adequate and safe foods, and: 2) the assured ability to acquire 
personally acceptable foods in a sociaiiy acceptable way . . . (p.407408). 

Convenely, food insecurity exists when there is Limited or non-existent access to 

the food that people need to thrive, or where access is possible only through socialîy 

unacceptable ways including charity, scavenguig, or stealing (Campbell, 1991b). As 

Tarasuk and Maclean (1990, p.77) point out, North Americans are ofien used to hearing 

about food insecurity through the mainstream press where it is often referred to as 

"hunger." However, this conceptuaiization of the phenomenon leads one to believe that it 

is an acute, irnmediate shortage which can be satisfied in the short term by h e d i a t e  

access to food. In fact, the problem is much more complicated. Therefore, the terms 

"food security" and "food insecurity" are a more accurate reflection of the situation. 

PhilIips and Taylor (1990) list three types of food insecurity: 

Temporary food insecurity exists when a household lacks an adequate 
diet at some tirne during the year because of random factors. The common 
characteristic is that the food shortage is unforeseen and unpredictable. 
Cyclical food insecurity exists when a household repeatedly lacks an 
adequate diet at specific times during the year. Cyclical or seasonal food 
insecurity arises because of re-occumng factors. The common 



characteristic is that the shortage of food is repetitive, foreseen and 
predictable. Chronic food insecurity is a aate of persistent shortage of 
food, and exists because the household c m  neither purchase nor produce 
enough food to meet its needs. (p. 64-65). 

In the Canadian context. the most prevalent form of fsod insecurity lies 

somewhere between the last two classifications due to inadequate wages, and inadequate 

govenunent transfer payments. This will be examined later in more detail. Kalina (1993a) 
Li 

cites five potential reasons for food insecurity. 

"People do not have food security when access to food is limited or 
uncertain because 1) food is not aordable, 2) income is low, 3) transpon 
is lacking, 4) food distribution is inadequate, 5) choice is inadequate" (p.6).  



2.1 The Context o f  Food Securitv - 

The fact that a large number of the exth's population expenences hunger has 

permeated the collective consciousness of humanity. In Nonh America we are bombarded 

with images of poverty and hunger in the Third World thruugh television news reports of 

droughts and famine in Afnca and squalid village conditions in Latin America. Many 

development and relief agencies carry out fùndraising activities through the production of 

commercials showing people in a aate of starvation, children covered in flies, and other 

images meant to raise feelings of pity and guilt in the viewing audience. Hunger (or, more 

accurately, food insecunty) is thought of as a problem particular to developing countries. 

&I examination of the Eicts, however, shows that food insecurity exists in industriaked 

countries as well, and the levels are ùicreasing. 



2.2 The Decline o f  the Canadian Welfare S b t e  - 

There has been a significant change in income distribution in Canada, with the 

middle and iow income populations losing ground, while those already makùig the most 

money are funher increasing their share. The Forum Directors Group (1993) point out 

that: 

A smdy of changes in total income shares over the course of the 198 1-91 
period shows that the 20% slice of middle-income Canadians . . . saw their 
income drop from 18.3% to 17.6%, which made them collectively poorer 
by $2.7 billion in 199 1. The bortom 20% . . . experienced a decrease from 
6.5% to 6.4%, a loss of about $0.4 billion. However, in sharp c o n t r a  the 
top 20% of Canadian families . . . increased their share of the total income 
pie considerably, fiom 38.3% to 40. O%, which lefl them with $6.6 billion 
more of Canada's total family income in 1991. (p.8) 

Most people suffering fiom food insecurity in Canada do so because of inadequate 

income. This is caused by a number of factors. such as conMuing high unemployment 

(and few coherent sets of measures taken by any level of goverrunent to promote 

employment), and increased costs and prices of consumer goods, rents, etc. The federd 

government has tightened eligibility requirements for unemployment insurance and 

decreased benefits. There has been an increase in minimum wage jobs with no 

corresponding increase in the minimum wage, as weli as an increase in temporary or part 

time jobs, which are replacing permanent, full t h e  jobs (National Council of Welfare, 

1996). There are increased nurnbers of female headed households (which are generally 

poorer due to continukg gender inequality in incorne and lack of af6ordable high quality 

day care for children), and social assistance benefits are wel1 below low incorne cutoffs 



Canada's food insecurity has increased with the breakdown of the social 

consensus developed in this country f i e r  the end of the Second World War. With the 

passing into legislation of the Canada Assistance Plan (CAP) in 1966, the Federal 

povernrnent made a cornmitment to address the needs of low-income Canadians, and Li - 
theory to prevent the existence of extreme poverty. Social Assistance benefits were 

ùitended to be made available to al! citizens in need, regardless of the cause of need 

(Riches, 1986). The Federal government entered into a 50-50 cost sharing agreement 

with the provinces for social s e ~ c e s  and Social Assistance payments. The drawback for 

low incorne Canadians under the terms of the agreement was that the level of benefits was 

dictated by the provinces. The ody  guidelines irnposed by the Federal government were 

regarding accessibility of the benefits, and the right to appeal. The prearnble to the CAP 

legislation recognizes "the provision of odequate assistance to and in respect of persons 

in need and the prevention and removal of the causes of poverty and dependence on 

public assistance are the concems of ail Canadians . . ." (Canada Assistance Plan, 1966- 

67 c.45, S. 1, cited in Riches, 1986, p.94, this author's emphasis). Nowhere in the 

legislation is the term "adequate" operationally defined. Provinces developed their own 

measures of need, and tend to offer minimal levels of assistance which cannot cgver the 

cost of meeting al1 basic human needs. Here lies a great guifbetween policy and practice. 

To make matten worse, the Federal govemment has done away with the CAP and its 50- 

50 funding agreement as of April 1, 1996. The Canada Health and Social Transfer 

(CHST) which has replaced CAP is a lump sum payrnent to the provinces to divide 

amongst their Health. Education, and Family Services departments as they see fit, with 

reduced levels of funding and reduced federally imposed guidelines on how the money 



should be used (National Council of Welfare, 1995). What this means for those living on 

social assistance benefits or even low wages is that their level of governrnent support is 

likely to be further eroded due to decreased payments ro the provinces, and competition 

for the money amongst the three provincial departments. 

The Ieveis of Social Assistance currently provided are seen by the provinces as 

meeting their own definitions of "adequacy." Ross, Shillington, & Lochhead (1994) claim 

"The basic provincial social assistance rates are irnplicit poverty lines . . . one cm look on 

social assistance as the definition of minimum income that has received the sanction of 

provincial govemments." (p. 22). These arnounts fd below rnoa recognized definitions 

of what constitutes "living in povercy" (ibid.). 

Social Assistance benefits in Winnipeg for a couple with two young children are 

less than 43% of the Statistics Canada Low-home Cutoffs (Winnipeg Social SeMces 

Department. 1996, and National Council of Welfare, 1996), which is the closest measure 

that Canada has to an official poverty h e .  Compared to a conservaûve measure of 

poverty defined by the Montreal Diet Dispensary, the Wuuupeg rate still provided less 

than 56% (ibid.). .. 

Post World War II social planning in Canada saw the introduction of minimum 

wage legislation and the Unemployment Insurance program, both meant to ensure that 

the workforce and its dependents would be able to earn and maintain an income sufficient 

to thrive. However, the levels of both are also inadequate. More than half (56%) of low- 

income families in Canada are the working poor (National Council of W e k e  1989, cited 

in Kaiiia, L993a). In many cases, where a family's lone source of income is one of its 



member's low wage eamings, the Famiiy would receive more income if receivhg Social 

Assistance. Unemployment Insurance levels provided for 66% of wage replacement in 

1971 (Guest, 1985, p. 166), but in 1997 E.I. paid a maximum of 60% to low income 

claimants with dependents, and in most other cases ody 55% (Human Resources 

Development Canada, 1997). 

The social programs that comprised what was known as the Canadian social 

safety net have been cut or diminished. Teeple (1993) notes the changes to the Canadian 

syaem of social welfare: 

The current trends . . . present a revivification of the concept of the 
"dese~ng" vs. "undeserving" poor, and of the principles of means testing, 
familial liability and responsibility, qual@ng moral conduct, ternporary 
benefits, deterrent eligibility criteria, targeting the "needy", and the 
workhouse ("workfare"). (p. 106). 

In addition to the cuts in benefits and security implemented by the various levels 

of goverment, the job market has become iess reiiable as a means of providing security 

for individuals, families, and communities. "Downsizing", the popular euphemism for 

cutting jobs, has resulted in a major loss of jobs in both the public and pnvate sectors. 

Unemployrnent has been on the rise for decades. In the years 1946-50, the Canadian 

unemployment rate was 2.7%. It has grown steadily throughout the subsequent decades, 

fiom 4.2% between 1950-60, to 5.0% between 1960-70, 6.7% between 1970-80, 9.3% 

between 1980-90, and reached 10.3% in the years 1990-93. (Human Resources 

Development Canada, 1994). Localiy, the situation is much worse for some groups. In 

imer city Winnipeg, the rate of unemployment for single parents is 18%, and the rate of 



unemployment for inner city Aboriginal single parents is 35% (Winnipeg Harvest, 1998). 

The combination of decreased assistance fiom the state and massive unemployment has 

lefi an increasing proportion of Canadians in a state of decreased social security. This is 

likely a cause of an increased state of food insecurity. Canadian comrnunities have been 

forced to corne up with their own solutions for feeding people living in a state of 

decreased food security. As Riches (1997) points out, in essence, the Canadian 

governent has to a large extent "pnvatized welfare by increasing dependence on 

voluntary activity an4 in the case of hunger, on charitable food banks" (p.54). In 

response, these cornmunity-based initiatives have been markedly different fkom the 

approach taken in the past by the Canadian govemment: 

Whereas govemment-mn programs within the traditional welfare state 
atternpted to alleviate poverty through the provision of hancial supports, 
comrnunity-based initiatives typicaily offer in-kind assistance and promote 
strategies to enhance one's abiiity to cope with poverty (Tarasuk & Davis, 
1996, p.72). 

The following section describes one widespread response to providing in-kind assistance 

to Canadians; narnely the phenornenon of food banks. 



2.3 The Proliferation o f  Food Banks in Canada - 

An outcome of the nsing levels of food insecurity is the rise and proliferation of 

food banks in Canada since the early 1980's. Riches (1985) defined food banks as 

. . . centralized warehouses. or clearinghouses, registered as non-profit 
organizations for the purpose of collecîing, storing and distributhg surplus 
food (Le. donated and shared), fiee of charge, to fiont-line agencies which 
provide supplementary food and meds ta the hungry (p.?). 

This definition characterizes the fùnction of food banks only as centralized distribution 

warehouses that provide food to the &ont line agencies. The term in its more popular 

usage, however, refers also to the locations where individuals can pick up food. The 

growth of food banks in Canada has been exponential. They have now become familiar 

fixtures in most cornmunities, not only in urban settings, but in towns and smaller 

cornmunities as weH. 

In 1980 there was one food bank in Canada. By Augun of 1992 there were 
over 342 food banks in Canada . . . The nurnber of Canadians who used a 
food bank at least once a year was 1.4 million in 1989, 1.8 million in 1990, 
2.1 million in 199 1 and 2.4 million in 1994 ( W i p e g  Harvest, 1996). 

*. 

Winnipeg Harvest, the centraiized clearinghouse for Manitoba food banks, has 

mown exponentially since its opening in 1985. In its fin year of operations, 835,45 1 
C 

pounds of food were distributed to 3,624 people that needed food assistance. In 1998, 

Harvest is suppiying food to over 33,000 people each month and in 1997 distnbuted over 

4.4 million pounds of food (Winnipeg Harvest, 1998). 



The World Food Day Association (1992) publicized a telling fact: "There are 

twice as many food bank outlets in Canada as there are McDonaid's franchises" (in 

Kalina. 1993a). The proliferation of food banks is popularly anributed to the rising need 

for food and growing economic insecurity among low-income people in Canada. While 

this may be an iduence in their spread, the rise of food banks does not necessarily 

correlate directly to the level of need. Their popularity may be attributable in part to 

factors such as increased benevolence on the part of donors @e it for reasons of guilt or 

othem-ise), the widespread acceptance of food banks as  a solution to hunger and food 

insecurity. or their highly visible profile in the cornrnunity. These factors must al1 be 

considered when exarnining the phenornenon of food banks. 



2.4 The lnadecruacv of Food Banks in Providine Food Securitv and Client - 
Satisfaction 

Food banks are not a solution to hunger. At best, obtaining food 60m a food bank 

is a short te- emergency measure used to alleviate immediate hunger. There is no 

implicit entitlement to the food received, nor any puarantee that there will be enoush food 

to provide for everyone until their next t h e  of need. There is no control at the recipient 

level over the choice or amount of food received. ReceiWig food from a food bank is 

widely perceived as taking charity, a stigmatizing and h d i a t i n g  expenence. Finaily, it is 

also an isolatinj expetience: recipients' phcipation in the process is limited to standing 

in line. waiting for their handout. Susan Swatek, Public Education Coordinator at 

Winnipq Hawest, explained some of the limitations and rationing that the food bank 

rnust impose due to insufficient supply of food to meet the demand: 

"When Harvest's supplies are plentiful, families are given what is cailed 
four days worth of food assistance, consisting of nine non-perishable items, 
bread, and some produce. The same amount is given out regardless of 
actual family size, to each farnily, due to the massive administrative hassles 
it would cause to ration out food accordmg to actuai size of each family. 
When Harvest's supplies are low due to lack of donations or demand is 
especially high, rations are cut back to six non-perishable items, plus 
whatever amount of bread and produce is available. Indwiduals and families 
are allowed up to two visits to the food bank each month" (S. Swatek, 
personal communication, October 3, 1996). 

The proliferation of food banks highlights not only the inadequacy of the 

Canadian welfare state and the levels of assistance, but the phenornenon leads to a 

dependence by the Federal and Provincial govenunents on the food banks to provide the 

necessary assistance to people to help make ends meet. In hct, the more efficient the 



food banks becorne at serving their client group the less pressure there is on the state to 

provide benefit [evels that allow people to exia without reliance on the food banks. 

Riches (1986) discusses the dangers of food banks becoming recognized as legitimate 

extensions of the public safety net: 

r\s this happens. the food banks, and the voluntarism they syrnbolize, wiil 
craduaiiy undermine the concept of a pubticly nipported and financed safety net - 
by treating assistance as a privilege, and not a right. This wili occur as food banks 
tishten their rationing criteria. introduce more s t ~ g e n t  eligibility assessments and 
make increasing distinctions between the deserving and non-deserving. Aeain. 
there is aiready evidence that this is happening in cenain food banks as they 
contend with lirnited food supplies and public cnticism that people are simply 
freeioading on the food bank system (p. 124). 

As stated by the Public Education Coordinator of Winnipeg Harvest, this rationing and 

tightened eligibility is indeed happening in Manitoba. A different form of providing food 

security which provides more consumer participation and choice, ailows participants to 

feel more empowered, and promotes the gaining of new skdls and social connections has 

been identified for the purposes of this study. It is called a cornrnunity or collective 

kitchen. "The basic concept of comrnunity kitchens is that people get together and cook 

for themselves and their families. sharing the cost, and then take the food home to be 

eaten" (Kalina, 1993% p.23). Hawig identified this separate response to food secürity, it 

must be noted that it is not an entirely d i s c o ~ e a e d  entity fiom the food bank system. 

Many local cornrnunity kitchens receive a substantiai amount of the staple grocenes they 

use from food banks. However, the mode1 itself is entirely different. 



2.5 ComrnuniW Develo~ment and Self- bel^ A ~ ~ r o a c h  - 

The approach used by comrnunity kitchens is a f o m  of comunity development 

and community self-help. ln these approaches to  development, the emphasis is on the 

comrnunity members identiSing their problems and then working together to solve them. 

It is believed that the solutions amved at by the comrnunity rnembers will have a more 

lasting and beneficial effect for the community than those imposed kom the outside. 

Withom (1980) dexribes self-help as 

. . . the effort of people to corne together in groups in order to resolve 
mutual individual needs. . . The major reasons for defining an activity as 
self-help are that it involves group activity and meetings of the people with 
the problem, not outside experts or professionals, and that the main means 
by which dificulties are addressed are mutual sharing, support, advice 
givinj, and the pooling of goup  resources and information (p.20). 

Rubin and Rubin (1992) define comrnunity development in a similar way: 

Community develo pment involves local empowerment through organized 
eroups of people acting collectively to control decisions, projects, 
t 

programs, and policies that affect them as a cornmunity (p.43). 

Minkler (1990) outlines concepts in the practice of cornmunity orgmktion . . or 

development: empowerment, community cornpetence, the principles of participation and 

"starting where the people are", creating critical consciousness and issue seleaion. The 

concepts of community development and self-help are closely related in theory. 

Community kitchens attempt to challenge the status quo of discomectedness and 

hopelessness at both the individual and comrnunity levels, and draw 6om the principles of 

self-help and community development. They a h  to tmsform and change the 



relationships. and surroundings of a group and the individuals who comprise it. They 

stress the benefits of identifjmg and solving problems using the insight, potential, and 

power of the group. Beyond the material accomplishrnents of the community, group, and 

individuals are the internai feelings of self-worth and accomplishment that accrue fiom 

such an undenaking and the potential for further action. The personal beneficial effects 

of membership in such a group are explored by Riessrnan (1976) who termed one of the 

intemal rnechanisms at work when ensa-@ng in the group process as the helper-therapy 

principle. ." . . the helper-therapy principle states in sinplest form that those who help are 

helped the most" (p. 4 1). 

As the state is withdrawing from its obligations to ensure that the Canadian 

population is adequately provided for, self-help groups such as comrnunity kitchens have 

spmng up to fi11 the unmet needs of the people. The reaction of comrnunities to the 

abdication of the state's responsibilities has been the creation of many local institutions, 

with many positive benefits. As will be explored later, there are also many drawbacks to 

creating this sort of g r a s  roots, "parailel" system to providing food security. First, 

however, an examination of the history of community kitchens, and their current 

. . 
structures, goals, and benefits will be undertaken. 



2.6 Historv of Communitv Kitchens - 

The hiaory of community kitchens dates back to traditionai foms of organization 

used to overcome hardships in rural Peru. Andreas (1989) describes their be-ghings: 

The Peoples Kitchens in Lima have their roots in the olla cornun [cornmon 
pot], prepared during fiestas and community work projeas in native 
communïties in the countryside. The olla comtin is also traditiondy 
prepared in support of striking workers in mines and factories, especidly 
when families accompany workers on marchas de sacrificio. in which 
workers waik for days or even weeks to confkont governrnent officiais with 
their demands. In recent decades, strikes by fishermen, miners, 
schoolteachers, and other public servants have also given nse to the oZla 
comzin. Durin3 the teachers' strikes of 1977 and 1978, barriada 
[neighbourhood: Author's translation] mothers lived in schooi buildings for 
months at a tirne, and their own farnilies came to eat there because there 
was no one cooking at home. Many women did not even sleep at home. 
The sarne thing occurred when electronics asemblers and garment workers 
occupied workplaces for extended penods. @. 14). 

Cornmunity kitchens are bom of necessity in dificult times. Kalina (1993a) 

concurs that modem day community kitchens have roots in Latin Arnerica: "In B r d ,  

Chile, and Peru, organized kitchens have been in operation for 15 years." (p. 24). It 

appears that they have become an essential survival tool of sorne communities in these 

countries. Van Isschot (1996) claims that ten percent of the 8 million habitants of Limq 

Peru are fed every day at cooperative kitchens. There is documentation of 13 "popular 

kitchens," involving 1,834 people, operating in a single suburb of Santiaso, Chiie 

Community kitchens' "First World" history is also extensive, and there is a 

traditionai linkage between comrnunity kitchens and social work. Community kitchens 

were a tool used for network building and cheap, nutntious meals for immigrant 



communities by the early "social workers" in North America. As Kalina (1993a) States: 

"Community kitchens have a long history dating back to the settlement houes of the late 

1800's." Kalina also relates a vignette of the formation of the first "modem" community 

kitchens in Canada: 

. . . the firn kitchen in Canada was inspired in 1986, when Jacynthe 
Ouellene of Montreal, a single parent on social assistance, and her sister- 
in-law began cooking with neighbors to Save time and money. Word of 
mouth spread and by 1990 community kitchens were sprouting up across 
Canada. In 1988 community kitchens won a prize in Quebec for the best 
community initiative (ibid.). 

There are now some 300 community kitchens in operation in Quebec alone, more 

than 100 in British Columbia, and dozens more starting up around the country (Van 

Isschot, 1996). 



2.7 Definition and Concepts of C o m m u n i ~  Kitchens - 
A usefil definition of community kitchens, as given earlier is as foilows: "The 

basic concept of community kitchens is that people get together and cook for themselves 

and their families, sharing the COS, and then take the food home to be eaten" (Kalina, 

19931, p. 23). The cooking goups often consia of 4-5 people. If more are interested in 

jouiinj, a new goup is ustidly formed. Community kitchens operate out of a variety of 

settings. Kalina (1993b) notes that in many cornrnunities, kitchens are sponsored by 

seMce clubs, community groups, churches, and governrnent agencies.. These sponsoring 

groups often provide space which the groups operate out oc as weii as in some instances 

some funding or staff support. For the purposes of this report, these sponsors will be 

referred to as the community kitchen's "sponsoring organizations." Most groups have a 

faciiitator who helps to focus and direct the group's planning and cooking sessions. The 

person is ofien a rnember of the comrnunity kitchen, and shares in ail aspects of cooking, 

cleaning, shopping, etc. Some facilitators receive a s m d  stipend from the s p o n s o ~ g  

organization, others are actually salaried employees of the organization in which the 

community kitchen operates. Members pay a few doUars to cook in each session. The 

frequency of these varies fiom g o u p  to group. Community kitchens offer many benefits 

to their members. The moa obvious one is the cheap me& Community kitchen groups 

buy and cook in bulk, which saves money. As this report's research will show, cost- 

efficient recipes are prepared in the kitchens, to be portioned out and taken home to be 

enjoyed by the panicipants and their families. This is a method of stretching scarce dollars 

for people living on a restricted budget. The fact that the comrnunity kitchen groups buy 

and cook in bulk saves money and tirne. Participants also share and l e m  recipes, 



nutritional tips. and cookino skills. Community kitchen groups require their members to 

pay pan or al1 (depending on the group) of the costs of the food that they prepare. 

Therefore. the food is not considered a charitable gift or donation, with dl of the attached 

negative stigma. However, some of the food used in some groups is donated by food 

banks. (Winnipeg Free Press, 1996, p.A.3). In practice most of the food is bought, and 

then prepared by the labour of the group's members. Many of the participants in the 

groups are single mothers. who are isolated due to their circumstances and benefit greatly 

from the companionship that participation in the kitchens provides. Withom ( 1 980) 

describes the benefits of membership in self-help groups in generai: 

Such groups may provide release and support that corne from sharing and 
camaraderie- These results cannot be disregarded, especiaily for people 
who felt desperately aione before the expenence (p.23). 

The attraction of membership in a communky kitchen as a social group is that it 

does not focus on personal deficits of the group or its members. The main focus of the 

group is on cooking. Spending time with comrnunity mernbers can be very therapeutic for 

participants. In the course of the time spent in the kitchen, group members may "open 

up" and share their problems with the group, which rnay then serve as a fomm for sharing 

and mutual aid. The central point is that comrnunity kitchens offer a resource to their 

members that is non-bureaucratic, non-judgmental and non-threatening (Finch, 1996). 

They act as a welcome alternative to the perceived attributes of many social service 

agencies and their programs which are often deficit-based rather than asset-based. Glasser 

& Suroviak (1988). while discussing programs offered by a soup kitchen, address the 

issue: 



The concept of both the classes and food clubs does not hply that 
anybody has a "problem" that needs "treatment." Rather, they embody the 
spirit of self-help by beginning with the assumption that guests have the 
ability to share and leam important information and help each other. . . 
(p- 107). 

Furthemore. membership in community kitchens is not limited to those stniggling to 

suwive - anyone can join, and that is part of their srrength. There is no sti-ma anached to 

belonging as membership does not reflect on one's income level (Globe and Mail, 1996, 

The type of help given by members to each other may take many forms. A study 

by Shaefer, Coyne, and Lazarus (cited in Glasser, 1988) identified three types of social 

support prevalent in self-help groups: emotional, tangible, and informational: 

Emotional support includes intimacy and attachrnent, reassurance, and 
being able to confide in and rely on one another - ail of which contribute to 
the feeling that one is loved and cared about, or even that one is a mernber 
of a group, not a stranger. Trmgible support involves direct aid or services 
and cm ùiclude loans, gifis of rnoney or goods, and the provision of 
services such as taking care of needy persons or doing a chore for them. 
lnfmarioonal support includes giving information and advice which çould 
help a person solve a problem. . . .Tangible and informationai support may 
aiso serve an emotional support function, as when they signal caring and 
are not viewed as resuiting fiom obligation. (Shaefer, Coyne, and Lazams 
198 1, p.385, cited in Glasser, 1988, p. 101, 103). 

Membership in a community kitchen may result in improved self-esteem and belief 

in collective solutions to common problems of the members of the group (B.C. Health 

Research Foundation, 1993). Andrea (1 989) describes the transformation of some of the 

socios (members) of  the People's Kitchens in Peru: 



While in most cases [eaders of the People's Kitchens b ~ g  to these 
organizations years of neighborhood o r g h g  experience and a certain 
amount of political sophistication, many of the socios are extremely shy at 
first about speaking at meetings or taking initiative or responsibility. Over 
the years, such women have been penondy transformed by their 
participation in the People's Kitchens. Not only have they corne to be 
outspoken and self-confident, they are critical of those who used the 
Kitchens for personal profit and of those who attempted to manipulate the 
cornmunity's neediness to promote outside interests. (p. 16). 

As the goups are participant managed, they provide a forum for leamhg organizational 

management and group work skills. Kalina (1993a) also lists the accornplishments of 

some rnemben of comrnunity kitchens: 

The positive support and increased self-esteern that corne with belonging to 
a kitchen have empowered some participants to form advocacy groups for 
poor people, lobby for affordable housing, and compose a Listing of 
affordable recreational activities. Some participants have become leaders of 
new kitchens; while others have earned gainhl employment in a food- 
related business (p .Z6). 

There is a sense of comrnunity that is fostered by preparing and sharing food together. 

This sense is the root of developing more collective solutions to problems common to the 

cornmunity. Davis (1992) addresses the potenrial for food as a starting point for 
9 .  

cornmunity development: 

There is a role for food in fostering group participation. The production, 
preparation, and s h a ~ g  of food provides a naturai bais for 
communication, companionship, and group formation - activities that cm 
help suppon personal and collective action (p. 10). 

Community kitchens can be places where mernbers become used to workin~ 

together in accornplishing a task, a situation rnirrored in the workforce. In this way they 



also provide a job training component. Kitchens can and have been adapted to the needs 

of their memben. The National Film Board production on community kitchens entitled 

Stir it Up (1993) mentions an existing goup in Cambridge, Ontario where new 

immigrants to Canada cook tosether in groups with long time community members, 

eaining informa1 English langage lessons in the process. Kalina (1993b) refers to groups 
Y 

where elderly women cook in groups with young singie mothers, sharing cooking skills as 

well as life experience. A ~ o u p  of immigrant women of various ethnic backgrounds have 

formed a community economic development business in Toronto narned Global Pantry. 

which aims to become cornpletely economically seif-suficient and serve as an income 

generating activity for its members through offering a c a t e ~ g  service. The possibilities 

and permutations of the groups are numerous. 



2.8 Limitations of Communitv Kitchens and Self-Helo in General - 

The short and long term benefits of rnembership in cornmunity kitchens have been 

emphasized, as weil as their benefits to families and communities. But this phenomenon 

cannot be studied without regard for its influence and effects at the rnacro levels of 

society. -4s was already rnentioned. the proliferation and success of community kitchens 

cames with it the danger of lowenng the expectations of the populace for the state to 

provide for people in need. Cornmunity kitchens must be part of a broad strategy to 

irnprove food security at the community level. They are not a substitute for adequate 

levels of Social Assistance benefits, Employment Insurance, an increased minimum wage 

rate, or a cornmitment by the govenunent to a strategy of attaining full ernployment. 

These would permit people to feed themselves and their families without belonging to a 

cornrnunity kitchen group. Self-help groups in general run the nsk of lowenng public 

expectations of the state. Withorn (1980) describes the problem in the American context: 

The work ethic, the Horatio Alger ideology, and the lack of a broad-based 
socialist or labor party meant that the very success of worker and Black 
self-help efforts was used to deny the necessity of broader public 
responsibility for major social needs. Self-help became a conservative term, 
an end in itseE which was invoked to keep workers and rninority groups 
from demanding social assistance. The price of democraîic self suppoff 
became limited material rewards, which were seen as noble and a part of 
the American tradition of individual effort (p.21). 

The success of community kitchens is in large part attributable to the efforts of 

their members. The benefits that the members obtain are often due to their control, 

manasement, and participation in the groups. Cornrnunity kitchens are not a cure-al1 for 

their participants. Neither are they n e c e s s ~ y  appropriate for aii people - there are some 



whose cultures or religions may pose barriers. Some people may not work well in Sroups 

and could be harmfil to sroup cohesion (a necessity in the continuance of a group's 

members, as they must work together for long periods of tirne to achieve shared goals). 

Other people may prefer preparing food on their own. Community kitchens, however, 

while neither an effective tool for al1 people nor a sufficient substitute for adequate jobs 

or assistance from the state, are an integral part of a continuum of supports needed to 

provide food secunty for individuals, families, and communities. They can be part of a 

broad strategy for cornmunit. developrnent. They also provide the many additional 

benefits of belongins to a self-help group to their mernben. and an oppominity to gain 

valuable skiIls. 



CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 

3.1 Whv Oualitative Methods? - 

This snidy atternpts to gain an understanding of the context within which 

community kitchens eGst. the dynarnics between the community kitchen organizers. 

facilitators, pmicipants. and the environment in which they operate, as well as these 

individuals' perceptions of the functions, strengths, weaknesses, and potential of 

community kitchens. At this point it is usefùl to draw a distinction between two 

approaches to research, quantitative and qualitative methods. Cook and Reichardt (1 979) 

explain the difference between the two types: 

By quantitative methods, researchers have corne to mean the techniques of 
randomized experiments, quasi-experiments, paper and pend "objective7' 
tests, multivariate statistical analysis, sample surveys, and the me. In 
contrast, qualitative methods include ethnography, case snidies, in-depth 
interviews, and participant observation (p.7). 

For the purposes of this study, a mainly qualitative approach was used. As 

previously mentioned, research on organizers', facilitators', and members' percepiions of 

community kitchens is sparse, and this study does not build on much documented 

knowledge in the area. The study explores the behavior and social experiences of groups 

of people. These are concepts not easily rneasured in quantitative f o m  that can be 

verified. Monette, Sullivan, & DeJong (1994) state: 

When knowledge is sketchy or when there is little theoretical understanding 
of a phenornenon, it may be impossible to develop precise hypotheses or 



operational definitions. In such cases, researchers ofien mm to qualitative 
resecirch because it can be more exploratory in nature. The research cm be 
very descriptive, possibly resulting in the formulation of hypotheses rather 
than the verification of them (p. 82). 

Qualitative methodology is based on a phenomenological approach rather than the 

logical-positivist approach of quantitative methodologies. Phenomenology is concerned 

with arrivinj at an understanding rather than confïrming the truth (Bogdan & Taylor, 

1976). This particular study seeks to begin to explore and undentand the motivations, 

perceptions, and hopes of cornmunity kitchen organizers, facilitators, and participants 

regarding their own community kitchen group, and of the community kitchen 

"movement" in general. It hopes to elicit information that can be used as a base for 

beginning to develop theory on the phenornenon. Qualitative research methods are useful 

to this end according to Knatl and Howard (1984): 

As the raw material of theory, qualitative data are important as a means to 
an end. The raw data are translated into concepts and, Ui turn, used to 
illustrate the concept . . . the investigator uses the raw data primarily as a 
catalyst for conceptualization. (p. 18) 

Patton (1980) identifies hrther differences between the two typologies of data coiiection 

and analysis, and the challenges inherent in analyzing qualitative data as compared to 

quantitative data: 

Quantitative measures are succinct, parsimonious, and easily aggregated 
for analys is; quantitative data are systematic, standardized, and easily 
presented in a short space. By contrast, the qualitative rneasures are longer, 
more detailed, and variable in content; analysis is difficult because 
responses are neither systernatic nor standardized (p .B). 



This study uses case studies as its strategy for research as opposed to other 

research rnethods such as experiments, surveys, or examination of archival data. Yin 

( 1 994) daims: 

In general, case studies are the preferred strategy when "how" or "why" 
questions are being posed, when the investigator has tittle control over 
events, and when the focus is on a contemporq phenomenon within some 
real-Iife context (p. 1). 

The research looked at severai local groups, and included intewiews with some of 

the organizers. facilitators, and participants from each. For this reason it is actualiy a 

multiple case study design. This design allows for a comparison of the various models in 

operation, and examination of the views of mernbers of various groups. It is hoped that 

this method provides a fuller, richer view of the local community kitchens than the 

examination of a single case. Information coiiected from the individual organizers, 

facilitators, and participants is arnalgamated and used in a cross-case anaiysis for a deeper 

understanding of the operations of the overaii local nenvork of community kitchens. This 

process allows the study to determine how and why members and organizers are invoived . 
in the kitchens. and what they see as the kitchens' benefits, strengths, weaknesses, and 

potentiaiities. 



3.2 The Research Process - 

The data gatheod for the purpose of the study was coiiected fiom the individuals 

by way of i n t e ~ e w s  which were conducted between Aupst  and December of 1997. 

Targeted organizers had been sent an introductory letter briefly explaining the study and 

requesting their participation. These people were asked to post and/or pass around a 

poster in their organization's community kitchen group that requested facilitators or 

participant volunteers to be i n t e ~ e w e d  for the study. The study originaily sought to 

interview between 6-8 organizers who have been involved in setring up and coordinating 

local community kitchens. The researcher also planned to interview behveen 6-8 

facilitators and/or participants, to gain the perspective of people actually involved in day- 

to-day operations of the groups. However, these numbers were just predictions made 

before any data collection or in te~ewing had been done. Decisions regarding the sarnple 

size were made on an ongoing basis, according to the Iength and content of the 

interviews. Achterberg ( 1988) States: "sample size is considered sufficient when an 

increase in the sample size yields no new data" (p. 245). 

The interviews were based around open-ended questions. The purpose of the 

study was to explore the experiences, feelings, and viewpoints of community kitchen 

members and organizers. It was felt that closed-ended evaiuation instmments may have 

forced program participants to fit their knowledge, experience, and feelings into the 

evaluator's categories (Patton, 1980). Rigidly adhering to a pre-set list of questions that 

had been prepared by the researcher could have missed or glossed over issues that were 

important to the respondents. For these reasons, the i n t e ~ e w s  were informal and utilized 



a format of serni-stmctured questions. Serni-stmctured i n t e ~ e w s  aliowed for community 

kitchen organizers. faditators, and participants to tell their nones in their own words. 

and emphasize or hold back whatever information they wished. At the same time, the 

method aliowed the interviewer to ask questions on the subjects not raised spontaneousiy 

by the respondents. Uniike a structured interview, specific questions were not formulated 

about each issue. In semi-stmctured interviews, questions can be asked and points 

touched .on that suit the flow of the interview. and probing can be used to elicit 

uiformation that closed questions and stmctured interviews would miss (Tutty, Rothery, 

& Grinnell, 1996). The approach recognizes that people have the capacity to understand 

their reality, and to convey it to the interviewer as they see fit. For this reason, it gives 

power to the subjects. This coincides with the ide& of the community development 

approach which provide the theoretical framework for the study. 



3.4 Data Mana~ement - 

With the permission of the interviewees, the i n t e ~ e w s  were tape recorded. 

Following completion of interviews. the tapes were transcribed. Both during and 

following transcription, the data was looked over to begin what is termed "first level 

coding7'- "a combination of identifying meaning units, fitting thern into categories. and 

usigning codes to the categories" (Tutty, Rothery, & Grinneli (1996, p.100). At this 

point, under the instruction of rny advisor, 1 then mentaliy divided the data into the 

following eleven categories that appeared to be predorninant in the raw data: Origim, 

Funding, Goals, S M  Building, Suppo- Linking, Collective Decision 

Making/Empowerment, Community Kitchens as Alternatives to Food Banks, Change 

Over Time. Plans for the Future, and Drawbacks and Ditnculties With Community 

Kitchens. I then assigned a colour to each category, and, going through the transcriptions 

again with felt markers, coloured each quote that fit a category with its corresponding 

colour. In this way the data became farniliar and 1 began to understand it at a deeper level. 

Moving on to "second level coding" entailed beginning to interpret what the fist level 

categories meant, and led to the development of themes or theones about the data (ibid.). 

The study's examination of multiple subjects in multiple groups aliowed for an 

individual's interview data to be corroborated with information fiom other interviewees. 

This method of design, known as triangulation (Pretty et al., 1995, p.59), helped to form 

a more complete overview of the local community kitchens by exploring the range of 

people's experiences and outlooks on the phenornenon. This process was facilitated in my 

research by another idea that was recomrnended to me by my advisor. It involved cutting 

out the coloured quotes. organizing them into their various categories, and pasting them 



onto sheets of poster board. In this way, the entire range of quotes from the study's 

inte~ewees on a particular subject could be examined easily. This dowed for the hrther 

development of the additional categories and sub-categones to emerge that appear in the 

Findings section of this thesis. The thernes or theories that were deveioped were written 

up with accompanying examples of the transcripts £tom the interviews that support them. 

Wolcott (1994) emphasizes the importance of striking an appropriate balance between 

data description, anaiysis. and interpretation in a final written document based on 

qualitative research. This researcher endeavored to achieve a mix of the three that was 

suitable for the purposes of this study. 



3.4 Research Sample - 

1 had mailed out introductory letters to nineteen people whom 1 knew to be either 

directly or peripherally involved with the running of community kitchens in Winnipeg. 

Included in the leaer was a poster for them to put up or pass around in their community 

kitchen group which advertised the study to facilitators and participant groups and 

solicited their agreement to be interviewed. 1 was contacted by nine of the people I had 

maiied letters to within a month of sending them. 1 pre-screened these people for 

suitability. based on if they were or had ever been organizers or facilitators in local 

community kitchens during the course of Our telephone conversations. Some of them 

referred me to other people who would be appropriate to interview, and 1 began 

arranging interview appointments. 1 had no response 6om either facilitators or 

participants from the posters, but ended up interviewing some of them because of 

persona1 connections or d e r  being introduced to them by organkers. In one instance, 1 

conducted an interview with two participants after having spent a half hour talking and 

doing dishes with them at the end of one of their cooking sessions. 

In d l ,  I conducted twelve interviews over the course of the study. The people 

interviewed were involved in six local cornmunity kitchens in many difEerent cap'acities, 

and included an ex-program coordinator of a farnily centre that has a community kitchen, 

a cornmunity nutntionist who also coordinates and facilitates community kitchens, several 

organizers and community development workers who coordinate community kitchens, 

and occasionally cook with them, severai facilitators of groups who are also involved in 

cooking with them, and the aforementioned two participants. Twelve of the thifleen 

respondents were fernale. This is a reflection of the disproportionate number of women as 



compared to men who are involved with community kitchen groups. 

Interviews were conducted over the course of five months. They took place at 

various places including some of the asencies where the cornmunity kitchens are housed, 

the home of a facilitator. two schools, and my own house. Interviews lasted fiom meen 

minutes to one hour. with the average length being around forty minutes. 1 noticed that 

without exception the professional people who were in te~ewed  spoke both much longer 

and with more detail about the cornrnunity kitchens they were involved in than eirher the 

facilitators or participants who were cornrnunity members. 

1 offered to supply interviewees with a summary of the research once it has been 

compiled and sorted through. It is hoped that through participating in the i n t e ~ e w s  and 

reflecting on the problems, tnumphs, and possibilities of comrnunity kitchens, the study's 

participants and their cornrnunity kitchen groups, cm become nronger and more focused. 

This, in tum, will lead to stronger and hedthier communities. 



4.0 Orieins of  Local Communitv Kitchens - 

Comrnunity kitchens in Winnipeg have been started by a number of professional 

social service providers from a variety of disciplines. Information fiom the i n t e ~ e w s  

conducted for this study shows that these people include comrnunity development 

workers, the progarn coordinators of various community agencies, social workers in the 

school system, and community nutritionists. 

Three of the interviewees who helped to organize kitchens in Winnipeg mentioned 

that they had first learned of the community kitchens model by reading articles or hearing 

about community kitchens that were operating in Toronto. The first local kitchen appears 

to have staned in May, 1995. The ex-program coordinator of this kitchen's sponsoring 

organization explains that the model was in keeping with the philosophy of the 

sponsoring organization. Both were being built simultaneously: 

One of the things 1 needed to look at for the community when we were 
setting up the [family resource centre]' was looking at some ways t ~ >  
address and meet food secunty issues. Philosophically I don? think food 
banks, in their traditional sense, are the way to help people help 
themselves. So 1 started to do some research to h d  out what other ways 
cm vie use food bank food but teach people to become more independent 
when it cornes to feeding their families. Because 1 think people are 
becoming less dependent on themselves and more dependent on the 

' ~ u e  to the small sample size of local community kitchens and the small number of people involved in 
and around them the researcher has chosen to keep the identities of both individuals and organizations 
confidential. For purposes of confidentiaiity, the names of individds that were intemewed or are 
mentioned in the text of interviews which follorv \vil1 be referred to by the first tetter of their name. For 
e-uample. the name -JaneW would be referred to as "J . . . ". Names of local commun.@ organizations are 
deleted entirely. Test appearing in bnckets inside of the interview test is a clarification bu the 
researcher. 



systems to feed them, you know, to stretch that food dollar. So communiry 
kitchens fit the philosophy of the [farnily resource centre] because they do a 
number of things . . . How to get the most balanced meai for the lowest 
dollar. Also. there is ail those sort of related issues - nutrition, cooking 
60m scratch, using Harvest food in a way that is more supportive of what 
people are trying to do for themselves, rather than enabling them to son of 
continue on the same treadrniii . . . The other issue was traditionaiiy - you 
know, every program that was set up at the [family resource centre], I 
thoughi: two hundred years ago, how would this have been dealt with? 
How would this issue be dealt with? A comrnon theme was bees, you 
know: sewing bees. tanning bees, were done in groups. Big jobs were done 
in groups. And that's where women shared information with other women 
and that's where men shared information with other men Including older 
women with young women. And we thought, let's not make this a teaching 
style thing. let's make this that you know, while you are peeling potatoes, 
someone says did you know, or you know I had this experience, and those 
expenences would be shared. So it was a way to share information. 

Many of the local cornmunity kitchens appear to have been started by the 

orgnizers as a response to their conceptualization of the needs of the residents in 

communities in which they work especiaily their perception of a need for increased food 

secunty. The many other "spin ofP' benefits of the community kitchens, to be discussed 

later, appear to have been discovered at a later point. One organizer explains the origins 

of their organization's comrnunity kitchen: 

I'm not sure it was a cornmunity kitchen mode1 per se, that attracted us. 
But it just seemed a natural development to what we were doing here 
already. A number of things that we have developed here in the school, 
they do fit into "models" of things, but that's not how we set out. We 
didn't look around for what models there were and what we should do in 
this school. we started out fkom what are the needs of the cornmunity. And 
food has always been an issue. B . . . , working with the pre-school children 
and their parents saw al1 that. They just flocked in when there was a 
cookery session, and she knew fkom the parents that food was an issue, to 
be able to cook nutntionally, and to be abte to have sufficient food was an 
issue for them. So the idea of being able to cook more nutritional food, and 
have some things laid by, so that they can be more planfbl, and she thou& 
that was a natural progression. And so that's where we started. I was the 
one who talked to C . . . about the idea, then she realIy said "Well that's a 



community kitchen! This is what to do . . . " And so she got us the video 
and got us books on comunity kitchens. So, other than that, I mean we 
knew about the idea of community kitchens, but we hadn't son of 
investigated that and thought weii let's start a cornmunity kitchen. We 
thought these parents need this, and so how can we do it . . . and then it 
just sort of came together. 

One local kitchen, however seems to have been initiated by the community residents, 

rather than the oganizers. at a strategic planning session held during the 

conceptualization of a local family centre: 

And we naned off with that P.A.T.H. planning Alternative Tomorrows 
With Hope. a strategic planning tool], and out of the P.AT.H. came the 
progams of comrnunity kitchen, parenting programs, things like that. So 
they opened up the comrnunity kitchen. . . 

hother  group evolved fiom its original fom as a cookùig class into a community 

kitchen: 

We applied for funding to hire a nutritionist to condua some of our 
cooking classes. From there we evolved fiom the cooking classes into a 
community kitchen. So right now, we've been doing I'd Say like a fi111 
blown community kitchen for two years now. 

Three existing local groups claim to have shown the video Stir It UP, a National 

Film Board production on comrnunity kitchens, to groups of community residenp while 

in the planning stages to get them interested and involved. 



The six different cornmunity kitchens i n t e ~ e w e d  got their fùnding f?om a number 

of different sources, and al1 had different expenses. Al1 were housed in donated space in 

the cornrnunity, such as church basements. schools, a fhendship centre, or space set aside 

\vit hin their sponsoring O r@zation. Therefore, they did not pay rent. Three groups had 

a cornrnunity member as a group facilitator, and paid them a monthly honorarium. Two 

kirchens were facilitated by a professional nutritionkt and a community worker employed 

by their sponsoring agencies, and one was facilitated by a volunteer. The cost of the 

goup facilitator was the main expense of the comunity kitchen groups. The other main 
CI 

expenses incurred by the group were for food costs. Food costs for five of the si .  goups 

were panially subsidized by food donations kom the local food bank, Winnipeg Harvest. 

These groups were allowed to obtain a "basic shelf' of ingredients such as spices, flour, 

cooking oil. and such frorn the Harvest warehouse. In addition, these groups would 

usually place an order directly with Harvest of a "wish lia" of ingredients that they 

needed for their next cooking session, which Harvest would attempt to fill. The 

ingredients not available €rom the food bank would then be bought by the group. 

. 
One of the group was self sufficient in that the rnembers paid for ail of the food 

they used in their cooking sessions. Two of the groups received partial operating funds 

through gants obtained from the local Area Councils of Winnipeg Child and Family 

Services. Two others were partially finded through pprgramming budgets of their 

sponsoring organizations. One received partial fùnding from Share Our Strength, a U.S- 

.basecl non-profit hunger relief agency. One group solicited funds from local businesses 



which enabled them to purchase a Freezer. 

One group is subsidized in pan through money earned by a second hand clothing 

store in the cornmunity resource centre in which it is housed. It is aiso hanciaily 

supponed in pan by the group selling some of the food it cooks to people at the centre: 

Whenever they cook now, they cook an extra batch, and sel1 it, and we se11 
it to the staff. Last week was Our first week of doing this. A volunteer 
bought a half a dozen muffins, we soid them for a quaner each so it was a 
dollar fifty there. One of Our stafT members bought another haif a dozen, so 
that's another dollar f&y. And then we sold a few mu& individudy, so 
we made four dollars. . . So they're going to nm making an extra recipe 
and kind of make it as a lunch, so what they'll do is they'ii cut a square, 
maybe put a square of the zucchini l o e  they'll cut a square of this lasagna, 
and they rnight put a bun with if maybe seii it for a doiiar and a quarter. 
And then hopenilly the staffwill buy, like I'm buyhg lunch here today, and 
1 think some of my other CO-workers are, and maybe eventually we'U raise 
the price once people are used to coming, and you know, eating here on 
Thursday, and maybe we711 raise the price and that will be Our fund raiser. 

The groups are also fùnded by the members themselves. Ail of the groups 

interviewed charge a fee for rnembers to t k e  part in cooking sessions, ranging from two 

dollars per member, to a share in the full cost of the ingredients used in one group that is 

not subsidized by Winnipeg Harvest. One organizer reported that the group she was 

a££ïliated with did not charge members when the group was first starting up because their 

goal was to get people in to see what it was about. Within the groups, the average pnce 

paid per group member was five dollars per cooking session. This contribution provides 

each member with enough food to take home to feed, on average, five people with one 

meal and a dessert. Ofien group members are also able to take home extra food that came 

in the Harvest order. 



4.2 Goals -- 
Each person interviewed had a diEerent lia of what they perceived the goals of 

their community kitchen group to be, and each placed importance of one or more of the 

oods they identified. The goals varied widely, and ranged from benefits to individuals, to 
+ 

benefits for community agencies in which community kitchens were housed (encourauhg 

more community participation in their programs), to the building of comrnunity support 

networks, to building an active comrnunity in a broader sense. The followins quote best 

sums up the variety of goals identified: 

Well. a broad goal is to improve access to safe, personaiiy acceptable food 
for people who are generally what we c d  "at Nk." 1 mean, on one level 
people would Say everyone could benefit from community kitchens, but the 
reality of it is that they are generdy a food secunty masure that are used 
by low income people, to help them meet their food needs. . . they cm 
meet social needs, cenainly. So the social needs around people who might 
be isolated. Single mothers who don? get out much, elderly people, single 
men who rnaybe don? have great cooking skills. So there can be social 
needs. There can be life skills, 1 just mentioned about the widowers, 1 
havent worked with them, but I've heard they've benefited kom 
cornmunity kitchens. So life sMs ,  social needs, and, in some cases, 
financial needs. in that people are taking home a significant amount of food 
from a community kitchen that they have cost shared in purchasing in bulk 
with the other members, they can get a hancial benefit out of it. And there 
acnially can, theoretically, be a benefit of more social action, you know, get 
a critical mass of people together around a common issue, and you rnight 
get that channehg into some kind of larger capacity building within a 
community so they can actually advocate for changes. . . 

Most other in t e~ewees  identified fewer goals, and placed more emphasis on specific 

ones. One organizer identified the main goal of the community kitchen group as nearly 

synonymous with that of a nutrition class: 

Well. I think it's nutrition. That would be the number one goal. You know 
some Families, they don? have, 1 guess their eating style is redly different 
than eating, you know. from the four food groups, sitting down with their 



families and eating. You know some households where everybody just goes 
to the fridge and eats whatever. or you know, eat out of cans or that kind 
of thing. SO 1 think you know, nutrition and gettins a sense of meal 
preparation and, you know 1 think that's the biggest goal. 

They also identified the goal of wanting to teach people how to cook using foods that 

were not familiar to them but were avaiiable at the local food bank: 

And what would happen is on the day of the food ba& people would 
corne, get their food bag, and then they would, often at the bottom of the 
mirs we'd find things like beets, or avocados, or kind of lentil stuff . . . 
And then it was, you know, it was a bit upsetting to see this food that was 
just kind of lefi there. But, 1 think what was happening, and the more 1 got 
to seeing this food, and at tirnes it wasn't any and it other times it was one, 
maybe one thing of beets or whatever. it wasn't like there was tons every 
week, but I started to see a pattern. It tended more to be the stuff that 
people, it wasn't really more the typical stuf So my impression was maybe 
people didn't know what to do with it. 

In the following quote the emphasis is on budgeting, and the possibilities of stretching 

one's money further through cooking as a group: 

Well, basically it's to help them stretch their food dollar, primarily so they 
can become smmer shoppers when they're buying food. So they l e m  how 
to buy in bulk, and they leam how to share. You know, if they know each 
other in a group and they want to buy spices and share the cost of buying, 
you know how it's much cheaper to pool your money, instead of spending 
on your own. And again it's the educational component, where they learn 
about healthy eating, healthy diet. 5 

These identified goals of nutrition, coo king skills, and budget ing stress the 

conservative side of community kitchens. In this view they are primarily vehicles for 

teaching people practical skills that it is felt they don't have, but need to know in order to 

be able to live healthier lives. and work more "wisely" within their restrkted budgets. 

However. most people saw these goals as a mere part of the possibilities for communiry 



kitchens. [n contran, some in te~ewees  felt that comrnunity kitchens had the potential for 

being a catalyst in the raising of cornrnunity consciousness to effea change: 

1 thought if you truly want to build community people can't be isolated and 
think they are the ody one that doesn't know how to budget their food 
money, that doesn't know how to cook 'cause its not that. You know, 
again that's individualizing poverty. . . The way 1 look at the goals is, oddiy 
enough, food is a secondary thing to me. 1 look at the goals of it as: 
number one: building comrnunity, getting people out working 
cooperatively together on something, and hopefully that will broaden their 
horizons that oh, maybe 1'11 try this other project and work with these 
people, you know? And another goal to me was to get people talking about 
their circumstances in life, and corning up with a united collective solution. 

A participant in a community kitchen group saw it as a place for relationships to develop, 

and expand one's social network in the community: 

It tries to get a lot more people bound together. More friends. Because 
usually. if people weren't in it, then they wouldn't normally be talking to 
one another. They would just keep on waking by. At ieast now you can 
Say: "Oh hi! How are you doing? Glad to see you again. Hope to see you 
soon." Because now they know you. 

Some organizers saw comrnunity kitchens as being tools for outreach into the 

community. In one case an interviewee described the kitchen being used as a method of 

reaching farnilies "targeted" by the local school and the agency that they worked for, 

albeit fairly unsuccessfblly: 

We were looking at trying to target, one of the initiai goals was to target 
the kids who specifically were coming to school hungry. And that was one 
of the pnmary targets or reasons, purposes. And there was £tom a child 
welfare involvement and school related, there was at least ten families that 
we identified, and 1 guess it was Our hope that there would be some way of 
connecting these families who are pretty dysfunctional in some ways with a 
community support resource that would be helpnil to them. And as it 
turned out, there was essentially one farnily that, of I believe there was ten 
names that initially were identified. That both the school and the agency 
sort of said yeah, these are families that really need it, in Our. 1 guess 



perhaps our perspective of things. And there was only one family that 
actuaily son of became involved. Now part of that has to do not ody with 
the stigmatization but also with the, 1 guess the cornmunity dynamics that 
happen . . . 

Many organizers who worked for agencies which oEered a wide variety of seMces and 

programs had the goal of using the community kitchen a s  a link between local families 

and residents and the other progams. One facilitator felt that the community kitchen 

program was a non-threatening, "soft" link into other programs, the sponsoring resource 

centre, and the local child welfare agency as a whole: 

Some of the people who come . . . are Agency clients who have been reaily 
not wanting to corne to programs at the Resource Centre because they see 
the tie to the Agency as just too, you know, this is where they corne 
because they have parenting issues or whatever. But they are quite wiiling 
to corne to the cornrnunity kitchen and they don? think, it's very non 
threatening to thern. You know, food is a good thing, you know? And 
maybe it wil1 get them coming to some of the parenting support programs 
eventually or . . . It'll show them that [chiid welfare agency] isn't just 
those people that come in the middle of the night and ndp your kids out of 
the house. 1 think it's positive that way with our clients. And I think the 
srne11 of the food cooking makes the Centre so homey, and you know? 

ho the r  organizer hoped that the community kitchen in which they were involved would 

serve as a forum for disseminating information: 

. . . let's make this that. you know, wMe you are peeling potatoes, 
someone says: "did you know", or "you know 1 had this experience", and 
those expenences would be shared. So it was a way to share information. 

According to professionais who facilitated groups a comrnon goal of the groups 

was to hand over the responsibiiities for running the group as soon as possible to the 

group members or other identified leaders in the community. Having Iooked at the views 



of the organizen, facilitators, and participants of community kitchens regardinj their 

ongins, fundins, and goals, it becomes possible to b e a  to understand the reasonuig that 

brou& them into being, and the hopes that people had for them at their inception. The 

following sections will explore the perceptions of organizers, facilitators, and participanrs 

on how effective the kitchens were at meeting these identified expectations. Whenever 

possible the inte~ewer tned to obtain specific vignettes of success and failure in meeting 

the goals of ski11 building, the building of fnendships and comrnunity suppon nrtrvorks. 

increased access to information, programs, and jobs, and the building of self esteem and 

personal and community empowerment. 



InteMewees reponed on a number of skills that participants in comunity 

kitchens acquired as a result of their involvement. In general they discussed the fairly 

obvious skilis that people pick up as a result of purchasing, taiking about, cooking with, 

and workhg around food in a group. Most kitchens seem to adhere to the philosophy that 

ieanllng in the group setting takes place lateraily, that participants in the group are 

leamin2 fiom and sharing skills with other paxticipants through the informal operation of 

the group. However. there seemed to be more of a focus on teaching in some of the 

groups that are organized or facilitated by professionais in the nutrition fields, or those 

who initiaily identified the goals of the group as being mostly based around educating 

participants in the areas such as nutrition, budgeting, and meai preparation. Participants 

claimed to have learned cooking skilis and added variety to their repertoire of recipes. 

One organizer reported : 

And also, you know, just kind of the cocking skills. And 1 think just 
changing people's perspectives on you know, kind of alternative cooking 
like lentils and that kind of stuff that a lot of people aren't used to cooking 
with, and normally would either discard or just keep storing at home 
without knowing what to do with and that's some of the feedback that I've 
got. - 

Another told of increased food preparation skills, and the cost saving benefits of knowing 

some of these skills: 

But some of the, yeah the Young teenagers and whatnot, 1 think a real 
benefit is some of the Me skills stuE . . j u s  basic things around leaming 
how to use measuring tools, learning how to follow a recipe, Ieaniing that 
you don't have to buy Uncle Ben's prepackaged rice and sauce. you know, 
that they actually can use basic nce and add herbs and things to it, which is, 
you know, a tenth of the price, and you know, not just add the cup of 
water that the box tells you to. 



One organizer of a kitchen who employs a nutritionist as a facilitator was particularly 

focused on the teaching of good nutrition to the participants: 

Yeah, because the point is we're basically supposed to provide a strong 
educationai component, where we're teaching them about you know, what 
is a good diet, what is a healthy diet. . . To get help for people who want 
to modiS, their diets, you know, if they have fat concerns, or they're 
diabetic. and so on. So there's a strong educational component here. It's 
not just, people don't just come and cook and leave, you know they come 
here to learn a specific thing. 

Another discussed some of the barriers to participation that she found in the group 

around math skilIs: 

I've worked with women who've had such rudimentq math skills that 
they couldn't use the measuring utensils in recipes. Like that blew me 
away. I mean, you don't know how to use a measuring cup? ActualIy the 
case was where 1 think we had to have one and a haifcups of flour ro make 
a pizza dough, and we didn't have a half cup measure, we had a quarter 
cup measure. And a one cup measure. So you use one cup and two of the 
quarters, right? Well, these women didn't know how to do that. So, Like 
it's like whoa! Let's go way back d o m  to basic skills here. And also, was 
it the same group of women? A dEerent tirne, they could not foUow a 
three ingredient recipe. Which just told me that they've never used a recipe 
before. They buy packaged food. So if you can work with women, or men, 
or whoever, the assumptions that 1 had going into the community kitchen 
work were really shaken by some of the instances that came up. 

The informal nature comrnunity kitchens appears to offer the opportunity for adult 

learners to learn skills in a more experiential non-threatening environment than a 

classroom. There is the possibility that people would be intirnidated in entering a forum 

where they may be required to use weak academic skills to the point where they will not 

attend. This example regarding literacy skills iilustrates this, as told by an organizer : 

In the beginning it really was more that people would go through and look 



at recipe books. and pick out recipes, and we would make up grocery lias 
together, it really was a cooperative effort. What 1 found was that when 1 
did that that people with Iow literacy skills stopped coming. And 1 realized, 
OK, this is not good, we are excluding an important segment of the 
community- What 1 did then, instead oc because the rule was if you 
weren't at the planning meeting you couldn't coot  because it was 
important to be pan of the planning. And when 1 reaiized that people were 
dropping out because of literacy issues, what I would do innead was that 1 
would Iay out the cookbooks, but there wasn't the expectation that 
everyone would contribute. People would cal1 out stuK and there were lots 
of cookbooks with pictures in them, and you could a m  to see who has 
literacy issues and who doesn't. When someone would Say "This looks 
good, let's cook this". without even looking at the recipe or knowing what 
it was. So we made sure there were lots of recipe books wirh lots of 
pictures and no one was excluded. Because Uiitially the cookbooks 1 had 
used were just son of al1 text. And they weren't selected that way, it was 
just what was there. And then the expectation that everyone contribute. 
You know, either in sharing and writing out a recipe, and then the teacher 
in me, the naive teacher in me, saying this is a recipe that serves four, and 
we want to serve twenty five, let's figure this out! And then 1 realized 
"Whoa! What am I doing?" I think 1 realized that the firn or second 
session. "This is really stupid!" [Laughs]. This is really stupid of me. So 1 
would do that behind the scenes. 

This sarne organizer also saw some benefits in ushg the group as a forum for the teaching 

of specific skills around cooking and food safety, and saw this as more as a peer learning 

process: 

So making things fiom scratch, and baking, and things Like that. Women 
never had a chance to do that before, but were doing it now, and in fact 
were making, replicating, their favourite recipes at home, which was to me 
a good sign, a good benchmark for the program when 1 heard someone Say 
"Remember that dish we made?" Like Shepherd's Pie and Scdoped 
Potatoes were big hits in community kitchen. c'My kids loved that so much 
that 1 made it for supper, fiom scratch, myself." And that was a good 
lesson. And just general cooking skilis. And storing food safely. It really 
surprised me that people weren't aware of j u s  basic, you know, food 
safety issues. And food hygiene, sort of, you know, chicken and 
salmonella. and once you open a jar, stonng it in the fndge. Those sort of 
basic things. especially people with low literacy skills. That stuff they didn't 
know. So they were able to talk about that. And about hygiene when 
you're cooking . . . You know, those son of. when you're leaving a 



cooking are& coming back in, washing your hands, and smoking and 
cooking, and al1 that son of stuE So those sort of things they learned. 

Other interviewees spoke of other sons of expenentid leaming benefits gained from 

participating in the groups. One facilitator who encourages the group to do the shopping 

themselves tells of the budgeting skills they pick up which allow them to stretch their 

food dollars: 

To help them with their shopping skiIls, now 1 let the people go and do the 
shopping. Showing them the things we need and that. 1 test them in ways 
like that. where 1 give them the rnoney to go and do the shopping, and Say 
"Well, this is what we have to work with, and this is what we need." A lot 
of tirnes it's an experience for them, because they've never had the 
oppominity where they've had to get a whole bunch of things for say forty 
dollars. And they Say. going into the store, weii this looks Like it might 
work, and this is so much cheaper than this one, and things like that. And it 
helps them with their budgets at home . . . How to stretch a meal. Like 1 
find that a big benefit with me and that, iike there's only three in my family, 
and some people have five, six The meals that we do cook are in big 
portions, so it always makes a difference to me when a person cornes back 
to me and says: "Well, 1 have enough for supper again!" So, leamhg to 
stretch the rneals. So that makes a big dïerence for them. 

Many organizers mentioned that one of the skills that participants learn as a result 

of participating in a community kitchen group is the ability to work together in a group, a 

ski11 that is transferable to many other areas of Ise, both in the family setting and in the 

workplace. One organizer outiined the difficulties that working together as a group in a 

community kitchen presents: 

You're up on your feet for hours, you know, at least two, two and a half 
hours cooking and working, and you know everybody knows that some 
people are really bossy in the kitchen and some are really laid back and so 
getting al1 those personalities and al1 those food likes and dislikes, and al1 
those nutritional needs and al1 those things met in a group of people is an 
extrernely complicated task, and so that, that whole knowledge of learning 
to work together in a group of people is transferable everywhere and 



probably one of the most important thinjs about it 1 think- 



4.4 Friendship and Suoriort - 
When organizing and c a t e g o ~ n g  my data after transcribing the i n t e ~ e w s  I 

found that organizers. facilitators, and participants had talked at length about the 

friendships, relationships. and various types of suppons that they had made and received 

as a result of their involvement in comrnunity kitchens. This category contained so rnuch 

evidence of different forms of personai supports that it required fùrther breakdown. 1 

have used the distinctions of tangible, emotional, and informational support as outlined by 

Shaefer, Coyne, and Lazarus (cited in Glaser, 1988). 



44.0 Tan~ible Support - 
Many interviewees identified thaî cooking in community kitchen enabled h e m  to 

Save money, a rnost definite tangible support for those living on a restricted budget. A 

facilitator tells it this way: 

So they opened up the community kitchen, one of the participants was a 
friend of mine, and we got into talking. 1 decided 1 was going to join the 
comrnunity kitchen because king ou Social Assistance and that, it's hard 
to budget money to last the whole month. And I thought, what a good 
way! You get two meals for five dollars, it's oniy ten dollars a week So 
like forty dollars per month, 1 seen it that way. And 1 really enjoyed it. 
And I've participatecl right fiom day one, up to today, now. 

An organizer saw this benefit as wet 1: 

1 think it can meet the food security needs of sume people. Especially if 
they're getting food through a comrnunity kitchen that's got a sponsor that 
is actually providing some of the food or some of the cost sharing. 1 mean 
right there that's kind of obvious, because it frees up money in their 
pocket for something else, kid's clothes, or whatever. 

Another tangible benefit to participants included having pre-prepared food to use 

immediately or to store for a later use: 

That rnakes a big ciifference for them. 17ve had a couple of ladies corne 
back who have said to me "Well 1 fioze that, and I'm going to have that. 
next week." They know that they always have this food that they c m  fa11 
back on now. 

In addition, there were tangible benefits to parîicipants as a result of getting to know 

others in the group. For instance, one group member made use of her contacts to obtain 

food for others: 

1 know that three of the families are pretty tight, they do sharing of 
information. And whenever this woman goes out to the Mennonite coiony 
[sic], you know she buys for not just for other members in her family, or 



extended family members, but she lets the othen know. And that's just 
being sort of part of that neighborhood informal helper or resource person. 
And people know that she is a good contact out there. As far as idormal 
social supports. which was certainly an important consideration in terms of 
our objectives. we're delighted with that, within the members of the group. 

One organizer told of an instance where one group member gave her portion of the food 

they had cooked together to another participant: 

1 rernember an instance where a woman had used up her food, and another 
wornan gave her her allotment . . . she had unexpected guests and she 
didn't have enough and then someone said "You know, I'rn OK, take this 
lasagna that we made, you can have my share." You know, sort of that 
sharing of resources. 



4.4.1 Emotional S u ~ ~ o r t  - 
A panicipant indicated thar coming to the community kitchen was a social outing 

both for herseif and her children: 

It's fun to get out once in a while, and tdk to other mothers with kids 
about, you know, like there's other things we'll discuss besides cooking . . . 
and the kids meet other kids and they have fun, and the daycare leader is 
really nice. She loves the kds. 

Another identified the kitchen as a place to meet others, and cooking as an enjoyable time 

in her week: 

Well, you meet more people. Usudy, well most people try to be 
themselves and have a fantastic time. Everybody gets a lot of miff, we have 
quite a few laughs. And we al1 come back home happy and ready for the 
next session. 

An organizer also identified the tiiendships and the informal support network that 

being created as a result of the community kitchen group: 

There were fnendships and informai suppons being built from within the 
group - the women would get together afterwards. So they were sort of 
building these suppons, which in some cases 1 think is more important 
than the food. Because these wornen were becoming friends, they started 
to interact socially afterwards, and tum to each other in times of need. 

The same organizer ais0 talked about the laughter and good tirnes the group shared. This 

vignette is an example: 

In the early group, they didn't like hair nets, so one woman went and she 
sewed babushkas, and we al1 had them on. We dl looked funny, wearing 
those babushkas! And it was a riot, we had so much fun! I'U have to dig, 
there rnight be some pictures. &aughs]. 

A facilitator told of lasting ~endships she had formed with people in the cornmunity as a 



result of cooking together: 

I had a couple of ladies that cooked with me over the summer that are now 
best friends. And like, myself 1 have a lot of fnends because of the 
cornmunity kitchen . . . 1 have some people coming over to visit me and 
that, when I've just recently met them. So 1 find that a big difference. 

This facilitator told a story about a yeariy Christmas gathenns held for ail people who had 

participated in that particular year at the house of an organizer: 

Welt, we invoIve ourselves in a Christmas dinner. AU the workers that have 
been involved in the community kitchen throughout the year meet at. well in 
Eict, B. . .'s house, and we exchange Christmas gifts and share a meal . . . 

B. . . cooks it! Al1 we do is go there and sit around and exchange gdts and 
talk for the aftemoon. All the people that have been involved in community 
kitchen. We always Say: "We don? have to cook it!" Laughs]. 



4.4.2 Informationai Support - 
As previously mentioned, community kitchens were identified by the interviewees 

as fomms in which participants share information with one another. The community 

kitchen group was identified as a cornfortable medium for this son of information sharing 

I p e s s  just the exchange of information that happens between them 1 talk 
about women because 1 have ody  worked with women, and what happens 
in the kitchen when you're around food, it's a medium that allows people 
to let d o m  their guard and have a social exchange that doesn't happen 
when you are doing other kinds of programming with people. Like if you 
were having a nutrition education session, you know, no matter how good 
of a facilitator you are, or how participatory you make it, it doesn't have 
that same quality that preparing food does. So it's hard to describe in 
words, but when you see the interaction that happens between women . . . 

The range of information sharing and m e n t o ~ g  reported included simple things such as 

sharing basic cooking skills: 

I've seen some mentonng going on, when we have, the odd tirne there's 
been an older woman in the g o u p  who has good cooking skills, and she's 
been able to work with some of the others, and to show them different 
techniques and things like that. Like how to roll out dough. 

Information also included 

housing, and parenting: 

. . . A lot of just 
worker said this." 
valuable. Because 

the more complex issues of advocacy such as client's nghts, 

dealing with the system. "TeII your worker this, my 
That sort of information that I thought was reaily 

1 mean, you know, what one worker does with the 
people they are working with is very dBerent fiom what another is wïiiing 
to do. And someone would Say "Weil no, my worker did this, so you 
should ask." So they are sharing that sort of information. Housing. 
Housing was a big issue. "I'm moving nom my house, can 1 move into 
your house?" You know, that sort of, like "That landlord is no good, don? 
go there." Sort of troubleshooting the issues of parenting. Big time. 
Talking about parenting issues: "My kid is doing this." "Oh 1 know, my 



kids do that." And there was a wide age range, and a wide range of 
cuitures too. In the beginning we had two women from Jamaica. Very 
traditional, very strict parents. Very, very nnct parents. And they'd Say. 
well when they were raised, these were the expectations, and encourage the 
other women to do this. And there would be dl this bickenng about what 
was appropriate parenting. It was good healthy stuK 



4 5  Linking - 
Many respondents identified commmity kitchens as places which enabled linkages to be 

formed between their rnemben and other programs, instituîions, and professionals in 

their community. These linliages fell into four categones: 

1. Linkages between participants and programs offered by the community kitchen's 

sponsoring agency and other networks and formai groups in the community. 

2. Linkages between the participants and the professionals attached to the community 

kitchen group. 

3. Linkages between sponsoring agencies and their employees and other agencies. 

4. Linkages between the participants and employment 



Interviewees identified comrnunity kitchens as places where participants first 

became involved in their community. One facilitator illustrates their growing involvement 

in various community activities as a result of rnembenhip in the community kitchen 

oroup : - 
The board heard about me and the community kitchen, and they wanted me 
on the board of the parent council at [an elementary school]. And now I'rn 
the treasurer of thar board. . . A lot of people know me from comrnunity 
kitchen. and they're glad to see me at the school now. Like even the parent 
oroup at the school, they also want me to teach crafts there again this year. 
C 

Because last year they got me to teach a class, and now they want me to 
teach another. - 

One organizer describes the community kitchen at the family centre at which she worked 

as the first prograrn started at the centre. This was a catalyst for both the involvernent of 

community kitchen participants in other programs and activities, and the growth of the 

centre: 

Without exception, everybody that became involved in the community 
kitchen in the beginning . . . was involved in something else eventually - 
whether it was parenting class, whether it was volunteering at the school, 
whether it was volunteering in the child care, like, sornething else. They 
came in for the cornmunity kitcheq and they became involved with 
something else. 1 remember en masse they decided to go to parenting class. 
Faughs]. It was just son of, 1 said "We're going to sta t  up a parenting 
class." "Oh, IYm signing up, I'm signing up" and then we ended up seeing 
some of these women five days a week, in sorne dserent program or 
another. And these were women who didn't do something before. You 
know, every one that started in the beginning, they weren't involved in 
anything else. You know, it was just. they heard about the community 
kitchen, because we pubiicized that heavily, you know, get food to bring 
people in, you know. People came to hear what it was about, and then 
started getting involved in other things. Cornmunity Kitchen was the fint 
prograrn . . . It was the very first program, and it brought people in. And 
then as we staned other prograrns. the community kitchen people started 
attending them and bringing their fnends. and the word of mouth started 



getting out there . . . 

Another identified the cornrnuniry kitchen as a prograrn which Ied to people linking with 

other programs in the sponsoring agency and the wider comrnunity, as weii as 

volunteering their time to wards other agency and cornmunity projects: 

Because they c m  come, 1 said eartier, you don't have to corne and Say "1 
need help, 1 need training, 1 need money, 1 need parenting ski11s7' you don't 
need to do that, but maybe once you have come and cooked a meal and 
met some people who have the same problems and same issues that you do 
in tems of struggling with poverty and lack of education and lack of 
resources you711 maybe ask to talk to somebody about what other resources 
are available like the parenting courses, like the pre-natal courses, Wte ail of 
those other educational programs and resources that we have. Plus, we, 
other people, a couple of people fiom community kitchen have gone on to 
go through Taking Charge entrepreneurship programs . . . People have 
identified themselves as wanting more training through other agencies and 
programs because of their work within the community kitchen. And 
they've also contributed to the Centre in lots of other ways - making 
cooking for special events and other agencies as a way of giving back, too, 
and 1 think that that7s reaily helpful. 

The stress at the beginning of the previous quote on the non-threatening and non- 

stigmatizing nature of the community kitchen prograrn was repeated in many of the 

intenriews. Many organizers felt that the community kitchen program created a positive, 

non-threatening introduction to their sponsoring organization's other programs as well as 

other resources in the community. One facikator spoke of the benefits of the community 

kitchen group in bringing clients into contact with the formal "helping system", as well as 

in boosting the beleaguered image of the local child welfare agency in the eyes of the 

community. The comrnunity kitchen that is located in one of its neighborhood resource 

centres: 

Some of the people who come are Agency clients who have been r e d y  not 



wanting to corne to programs at the Resource Centre because they see the 
tie to the Agency as just too, you know, this is where they come because 
they have parenting issues or whatever. But they are quite willing to come 
to the community kitchen and they don't thhk, it's very non threatenïng to 
them. You know, food is a good thing, you know? And maybe it wili get 
them coming to some of the parenting suppon programs eventually or. . . 
It'll show them that [child w e h e  agency] isn't just those people that come 
in the rniddle of the night and rip you kids out of the house. 1 think it's 
positive that way with Our clients. And I think the smell of the food 
cooking makes the Centre so homey, and you know? 



4-51 Linking Between Partici~ants and Professionals - 
Besides identieng cornmunity kitchens as a non-threatening introduction to the 

resource centres and programs in which they work, many organizers also nated that they 

felt that their involvement in community kitchen groups built a co~ect ion  between them 

and the participanu by "de-professionalizing" their image in the eyes of the participants. 

Once this barrier was broken, they felt that positive working relationships cou!d be built 

between them and the participants. An organizer explains it this way: 

They're a place to build relationships, fnendships. They are a place that cm 
knock down barriers, depending on how important you think a tittle 
alphabet soup d e r  your name is, if you don? take yourself too seriously 
with your little letters at the end of your name, and just have fbn with 
people they're a place that knocks down stereotypes of how people should 
be because they are this kind of professional, or whatever. So I think that 
they're wonderfil in that way. 1 think that it sends a good example of if 
you work together things c m  be better . . . So, it's been beneficial to me 
to just go, and sit and laugh with people, and just have a nice tirne with 
them. And then, you know, then later on they find out I'rn a social worker 
and that, and then it's not so threatening to them. Then we can start 
sharing stuff . . . You know what got a bit out of hand, though, is that 1 
was always at community kitchen, and 1 got this deal that if you reaiiy had 
to talk during break you could come outside. And then it just got that their 
problem, iike it couldn't be dedt with in ten minutes. So 1 said "well, 
maybe outside of cornmunity kitchen you come see me because you can't 
deal with this during Our break!" 

Another organizer felt that by sharing in the experience of cooking as an equal partner she 

was able to becorne part of the participant's support network: 

1 mean 1 was in there cooking too, and 1 was taking food home too, 
because 1 paid my fïfkeen dollars. There was some concem about the fact 
that there was Harvest food in there, but as far as I'm concemed, if I'm 
going to be there, I'm there as an equd partner. And 1 would Say to them, 
you know, "1 don't Like anchovies!" because I'm there as someone who is 
working along with you. And 1 think, again, it tumed it from a client - 
service provider relationship into "this is a communi~ suppon network." 



-4nother organizer who has facilitated community kitchen cooking sessions stated: 

And dso, for me as a facikator, it brings me down to the same level as 
everyone else. 17m no longer necessarily seen as "The Nutntionist." We' re 
aii in there. we're ail cooking. 



4.5.2 Linkine Between S ~ o n s o r i n ~  A~encies and Their Emplovees and Other - 
Agencies 

inte~ewees identified instances where community kitchens provided a means 

through which they and their sponsoring agencies shared resources and information with 

other agencies and professionals. One organizer spoke of other agencies using her 

agency as a place in which to try out the community kitchen idea and rneîhod with their 

clients: 

In the last little while we've had outside requests fiom other agencies - 
they'd like to bring six or eight people d o m  for a couple of days and 
cook, and so 1 think people are starting to, because of our community 
Iritchen and because of other community kitchens people are -ng to 
catch on to the idea of it. 

The same organizer identified the linkages with the City of Winnipeg Health Department 

that have been fonned, and that a community kitchens conference which was held in 

Winnipeg in October of 1996 was a place where a lot of information sharing and 

networking happened between people and agencies: 

Another linkage is the City of Winnipeg has been a m h g  in providing 
safe food handler's courses to the facifitator and to women in the program 
who want to go on to catenng, who have been volunteering, or 
participating in cornmunity kitchen for nothing And then the [farnily 
resource centre], that conference that was organized by J . . . at the 
[farnily resource centre] was great because we ended up meeting a whole- 
bunch of other people through other agencies who are doing a bunch of 
work aside fiom community kitchen, which was great. 

Another organizer stated that the informal citywide network of cornmunity kitchens has 

been a source of information to them: 

Certaidy the much larger city sort of informal group in some ways has 
been a valuable resource. Knowing that there is other community kitchens 
in the city, and the various types of models that are king used has been 
hel pful. 



Some. of the interviewees identified that employment and employment 

opportunities have resulted From in comrnunity kitchen programs. Besides 

linking with various training initiatives and programs that they found out about while 

attending comrnunity kitchen planning and cooking sessions, some people have moved 

direcdy into paid employment, ofien in the cooking profession, either in restaurants or in 

catering businesses. One organizer remembers pst participants who are now employed 

We have one that's cooking on the weekends in our hostel. We hired him 
to cook. . . he was on Social Assistance and he came to the food bank at [a 
church] and he exprzssed an interest in doing the kitchen, and he also had 
a background in cooking up north, and then it just worked out that he was 
very committed He did a wonderhl job, and we had ao openhg for a 
cook to do breakfasts on weekends, and he applied for the job. We 
interviewed him, and we hired him. . . There was another lady that came 
to our kitchen. She was a regular attender of the classes plus the 
community kitchen, and her husband lives up no* . . when she told them 
about our cooking the band hired her to work up north So we have had, 
I'd probably say, about five or six people actually gening employed and 
getting off Social Assistance, nom the kitchen. And it was ail workhg, it 
was working up no* cooking, and there was one woman that was hired 
out in Gimli to work at a restaurant there over the summer. So I mean it 
hasn't k e n  a lot, but there have been some that have found, I guess, a 
ceriain confidence through the kitchen. 

A local community kitchen group was hired in the winter of 1997 by the 

Christmas L.I.T.E. Carnpaign, a local fimdraising campaign which takes place over the 

Christmas season that seeks to employ imer-city residents in the preparation of food for 

harnpers that are diseibuted to low-income individuals and families. Four group 

members were employed to bake two hundred Christmas Cakes for inclusion in the 

hampers, and through this were able to earn some money to spend on themselves and 



their families during the holiday season. The skilis and experience they gaiaineci through 

this may provide them with similar oppominities in the future. One tocal cornmunïty 

kitc hen' s sponsoring agenc y has devel O ped a catering cooperative whic h started as a 

direct result of the success of the community kitchen in doing small, isolated catering 

jobs. The agency's pas? program coordinator explains: 

Yeah, it's sort of an accidentai outgrowth. Yeah, definitely an accident. 
Someone said "Could yow community kitchen make some stew for us??' 
And we kind of went "Oh, OK!" And then we thought "Well, how much 
should we charge? Well, 1 don't know, how much shouid we charge?" 
You how,  like that sort of thing. So yeah, we started off with stew and 
bamock, and then people started to ask for more and it sort of grew, and 
then the [family resource centre] said T a n  you make sandwiches?" And 
îhat's basically when we thought OK, we've got a business now. And it 
sort of grew from there. It was just an accidental spin off, providing stew 
and bannock for a meeting, and then sort of taking off fiorn there. It was 
good for the women because then it was a real sense of This is something 
that we've created, this is our job, something that we've succeeded in." So 
it was quite good. And when it began it was the community kitchen people 
that did i t  It wasn't sort of a separate catering business or anythng like 
that It was "We have a chance here. ladies, to malce twenty bucks each, if 
we make stew and bannock for these people. Do you want to corne in 
tomorrow?." . . . So it was a red collective type of. a nice way of doing 
i t  Rather than having hourly wages and things Like that Peopie got a real 
feeling of accomplishment. And people would corne in with recipes and 
say "You know, next time sorneone asks, we should try this!" And stuff 
like that. 

The resulting catering coop now provides one and a half NI time jobs to womerr in the 

comrnunity, and employs others as needed for various contracts. l h s  sort of community 

economic development enterprise seems a natural outgrowth of community kitchen 



4.6 Collective Decision Makine Within Communitv Kitchen Grou~s  - 
The cornmunity kitchen mode1 stresses active participation by the goup in the 

planning and delivery of the program, and that decision making should be done on a 

collective bais (Kalina, 1993a). This ideal was found to exist in most of the goups that 

were in te~ewed regarding menu planning, program stmcture, and other decision 

making It was mainly organizers and facilitators who spoke at Iength on this subject, and 

they are the ones with, at least in name, increased power within the groups. The actual 

way in wtiich decisions were made may not have been as democratic, or consensus-based 

as they claimed. Nonetheless, ail of the groups paid at least Iip service to the ideal, 

including those that were faciiitated by professionals. Some of the organizers' and 

facilitators' comrnents regarding the subjea were as foUows: 

I just sat down with dl of them, and we taiked about health wise what's 
expected for us, from the Health Department, and we just al1 sat down 
together and said OK, what do you guys want the rules to be? You know, 
how do you want the person preparing your food? How do you, do you 
want them to have gloves on, if they go to the washroorn they have to 
wash their hands. So everyone jus  came up with how they wanted people 
to dress when they came here, iike with aprons and nets and that, and they 
came up with the money, because the money was an issue, people saying 
they're corninj, and they don't show up, you know? So they came up with 
their own rules, and everything was their rules, so nothing was imposed on 
the people. : 

By goup consensus. And sometimes when it cornes to choosing a recipe 
we'll sort of negotiate because one really wants this, and half of them reaily 
want this, and hdf of them reaily want that, so we plan two sessions, and 
£lip a coin to see which recipe we make first. You know? Because we've 
had where someone really wanted to make banana muffins for our dessert, 
because we always make a meal and a dessert. And somebody wanted to 
make peanut butter squares. So we flipped a coin and we made the peanut 
butter squares two weeks later, and the muffins a week later. 



So 1 basically go with what the recipe asks for. If we're going to adci, we 
dl have to agree. If one penon doesn't agree, then we don? add. Because 
they're paying, it's their choice . . . 1 say we've got a whole box of recipe 
books here, we're going to go through them, if everybody agrees on a 
recipe. fine, if not then we'il sit here longer. Sometimes the meetings are 
two and a half hours, for two recipes! paughs]. But everybody has to 
agree. 



4.6.0 The Buildinrr of Self Esteem and Self Empowement - 
Many of the study's interviewees identified perceptions of increased self-esteern 

and personal empowerment that have occurred in community kitchen participants as a 

result of involvernent with the groups. Examples varied fiom their own perceptions to 

oumard manifestations of improved personal fùnctioning such as increased participation 

in groups. education and training programs, or on cornmunity boards. An organizer 

explains the way in which people begin to relax and gain confidence within the group: 

Just people growing, watching them g o w .  Like at £irst so shy, and being 
afraid to make a mistake. till they were reassured so many tirnes, who 
cares, we'll correct it. If something happens, it happens. So to me that's the 
most imponant part. And then the cooking just cornes d e r  that, because 
once you're relaued, you know you're not going to be judged or put down 
because something didn't turn out. Then you're fiee to experiment, and not 
be ah id ,  you know? 

A facilitator also teils of how people "open up" in the process of cooking together: 

Feeling good about themselves. Knowing that they cooked this today for 
their family, and they spent a couple of houn with other people and 
weren't nervous about it. Like, a lot of people when they first corne into 
the kitchen are very tense and that, but d e r  half an hour, like with al1 the 
joking around and that . . . 

Other interviewees also stressed the point that preparing special foods for their families 

gave participants an increased self esteem, at least in the short term: 

I think that based on what 17ve seen I think it's really positive, and I think 
it's moving towards an increase in self esteem, 1 don? know how it 
wouldn't. And you know, just the excitement that I see from people and 
getting excited. 1 thought "Hey, they've made whatever this dessert is for 
their child who loves this particular thing, whether it be Rice Crispie 
Squares or whatever." And just seeing people talking about it. and how 
excited they are. they're going to take it over to their mom's and have 
dimer with their parents, or whatever. 



And then a confidence builder, people felt . . . 1 mean at 330,  because that 
is when we were generally finished, right, and the kids would corne over 
from [school], the kids of the parents who were cooking. And you know 
what it was like? It was like Christmas. "Oh, look what we've got!" And 
the kids were ail helping to carry it home, big ice cream pails full of soup. 
and stew. And people felt good, as tired as they were. People felt good 
leaving with this food that mom made, that rnom made fiom scratch. 

People did the Christmas baking, and 1 canyt Say for sure, but I don? think 
these women had ever done Christmas baking before. And they all took 
home what they baked, and 1 remember one woman phoning her partner 
fiom the kitchen, telling him what she had done. Like this was jus  so 
arnazing for her to have done this. So is that food security? 1 don't know, 1 
mean it sure enhanced her quality of life 1 would Say. 

Orjanizen also identified that community kitchen participants had experienced other 

activities that had increased their self esteem and built confidence in their abilities, as well 

as involving them in education and training programs and community activities and 

groups: 

They are tools, right, but they are tools for growth. I donyt think that 
anyone stays at one level, d e r  entering a community kitchen. If they are, 
then the community kitchen is just a cooking class. You know, exactly 
what that one group thought, then it's jus  a cooking class. And even then 
there are some benefits. But no, anybody I've seen involved in community 
kitchens, there has been growth in a number of ways. They become 
involved. Look at M . . . She was a participant in cornmunity kitchen right 
at the very beginning, and sheys now involved, 1 mean now she mns the 
comunity kitchen and she's involved in the comrnunity council, or the 
executive. Look at S . . . She's back at school, and she's involved in the 
parent council here. So no, it's a catalya for growth. It can't be anything 
but. 

This increased involvement and self esteem in participants leads to positive benefits to the 

wider community A facilitator explains: 



They feel better about themselves. People who feel better about themselves 
feel better about their surroundings, you know. And they don? do things 
like wreck buildings. People who feel good about themselves take care of 
themselves and their surroundings. And that benefits the comrnunity. 



4.6.1 Communitv Ernpowerment and Deveiopment - 
The fact that community kitchens provide a forum thou$ which community 

members can plan implement, and control their own program dserentiates them fiom 

many other prograrns that are provided through social seMce agencies. This community 

owneohip of seMce planning and delivery of programs, by and for the cornmunity, is 

what true community development is based upon. An oqanizer explains this process 

venus the "traditional" methods, which are based upon the perception of community 

members as clients: 

People were son of thought of as clients for whom people in community 
developrnent sort of provided seMces to. "We'll make this better for you, 
we'll make this better for you." It's that whole thing that 1 taked about 
earlier about participation. They're not a client if they are participating in 
the planning or the delivery. They are a client if they are on the receiving 
end entirely. And they'U stay clients, we7U keep them as clients, as long as 
you are sort of delivering things one way. You know? That's, 1 mean it's 
wondemtl for those in the fields where they need clients, you know, they'll 
be in a job forever, but as soon as you have people start to participate in 
service delivery it changes the dynarnics entirely. Suddeniy we are equal 
partners in this. 

The same organizer explained how the process of community empowerment and change 

unfolds: 
s 

You start with the isolated mom. Someone who is home with young 
children, home alone. And whatever problems they are f a c i .  they're 
facing alone. And they certainly don't know if anybody else is facing these 
problems, or what possible solutions are. You get two of those isolated 
moms together and they find out they have some common issues. Then 
they can help each other solve them. You get four of these women together 
and they reaiize there is common issues. Then they start lookine outside of 
themselves for what these issues are ail about. And that's when community 
change starts to happe& when they say: "Weil, wait a minute, if I'm having 
this problem, and you're ail having this problem maybe we ail can do 
something about the problem, rather than trying to fix it in our heads. 
That's what happens, that's when you cut isolation, that's when community 



change starts to happen. When people realize it's not jus them who is 
enduring the issue. Social Assistance is wonderhl for isolating people. And 
that's why one worker can get away with something that another worker 
can't. This is a way for people to cornrnunicate within that system, and how 
to sometimes work outside of that system as weli to get what they need. 1 
think aiso too. 1 mean when you're m c k  at home your world becomes 
very narrow, and to think that there is anything else that you can do beyond 
that world is very difficult. And this can go for even a professional at home, 
you know. Someone quite capable at home. Your focus becomes very 
narrow, and you just focus on parenting, and sort of just forget about 
yourself This sort of expands your horizons, it also expands your 
possibilities - if you see someone else doing something besides being at 
home, then you are more willing to take that risk as weii. And then you get 
invo lved. 

Other organizers spoke of the porentiai for community development and change that lies 

within small groups such as community kitchen groups: 

1 think they help to create a real sense of cornmunity. It's the opportunity 
for people to meet together and actudy achieve something together. And 1 
think people have the potential to grow in confidence in their abilities to 
organize things and to take on issues, and to move, you know move 
beyond just the cornmunity kitchen stage and maybe looking at some other 
things that are issues within the community. It's always easier ifyou've got 
a core established group, like minded people who feel codonable working 
together, it's easier 1 think for the next thing to fit into place. As we do 
here, you know, it's not a big issue to çtart something, because we've 
established so many different things. And we don't think "Oh, we have to 
have a facilitator", or we have to get this amount of money, or we have to 
do this. 1 mean we just start it, and things jua seem to work out. But you 
couldn't do that unless there was that sort of iike minded thinking and that 
feeling that it's important to estabiish things within the cornmunity. . h d  so 
1 think people who corne to the community kitchen will eventually feel that 
way themselves, and be able to do some things. 

1 think that it sends a good example of if you work together things cm be 
better. You know, it's not on like a mass scde but you sot to start 
somewhere. So if you see you c m  provide your family with good nutritious 
food then maybe you know, you could start working on heiping the 
cornmunity get decent houshg. Or you know, helping the community to be 
safe from gangs and violence and dnigs, and whatever else. So 1 think 
cornmunity kitchens, I suppose food should be their pnority role but to me 



food is the secondary, and it's more important people leaniing their lirnits, 
people leanilig to push their limits, people willing to l e m  new skills, 
people willing to take a chance, people empowering themselves and feeling 
good that they learned something new and they did something, you know? 
And that's what's important to me. And that's how I think that they benefit 
the community. 



4.7 Communitv Kitchens as Alternatives to Food Banks - 
Most of the midy's respondents had a lot to Say about the differences between 

cornmunity kitchen groups and food banks. It must be noted that the  two are related in a 

number of ways. First, both are methods of providing food to individuals and families 

who lack food security (although in the case of community kitchens this is not exclusive). 

Both are mn through agencies operating in the not-for-profit sector. The two are also 

Iinked in a literal sense in Winnipeg where five of the six cornmunity kitchen groups 

interviewed for this study were partially subsidized by food donations from Winnipeg 

Harvest . 

The differences between the two, however, are also enormous: in practice, in 

ideolog, and in benefits to the client. From a practical standpoint, food banks are 

available on a rationed basis. They are run in communities on a iimited basis, ofken just 

twice a monrh. Beyond that, there are problems with food availability and quality. Some 

study participants spoke of the problems with the quality of food received at food banks, 

and how community kitchens offered a much better alternative: 

Well 1 think the best thing is that you have quality control in a community 
kitchen, you know what you're getting. You're touching the food, you're 
handling the food, you're smeiling it, you're seeing it, and you can choose 
not to use an ingredient that isn't fresh., or isn't useable, and when you pick 
up a hamper you're just given a bag. And you get home and its something 
that. . . you wouldn't want to eat. And 1 think that's very demordizing for 
people. 1 th.& that people feel that it's bad enough that you have to go and 
beg for a bag of food, but when you get home and it's moldy bread, how 
do you feed your kids on moldy bread? You know. I think its redy hard 
for people. . . 

A food bank gives you whatever it has at the time, but it may not, 1 mean 
for example, our kitchen, they'll make Shepherd's Pie, or ribs, or theyTU 
make Sweet and Sour Meatballs, you know, they'll make a chicken soup, 



you know make some yeast based buns. You know this is aii very healthy. 
So it's a much bener deal . . . I think it j us  makes people feel better about 
themselves. And then aiso there's the socializing that you don? have, well 
maybe you do have in a food bank because they meet eveiy Tuesday or 
whatever. but you know, ifyou can form a network, and you can sociaiize 
with other people and build fnendships, that's very important too. You 
know, it's a place to go and have fun and meet people. 

One organizer stressed the aspect that comunity kitchens require work fiom participants 

and charge them money to cook. These were important measures towards regaining self- 

reliance and self esteem in a cornmunity that has become dependent on handouts fiom 

food banks and other institutions such as social s e ~ c e  agencies and various levels of 

governmen t : 

The whole goal of telling people they need to work together to get 
something is shot down by so many other agencies, because you go. there's 
son of a something for nothing attitude with other people - because these 
people are Iary, and these people are poor, and these people don? know 
what they are doing and so, and they're told that by so many other 
agencies, and given handouts, and made to feel badly for taking them . . . 1 
think that lots of social seMce agencies do that to people, whether it's 
money, whether it's services, whether it's, you know, diapers, whether it's 
whatever, people are trained to sort of beiieve that they have to go and 
grovel for things, and so they almost don? know how to work for things. 
We've son of trained people to take, as opposed to that they can 
participate and do something on their own. And why would they? Why 
would you corne and cook for three hours when you could go and get a 
harnper? Why would you? And pay five bucks to do that? You know, i 
think that's a rniddle ciass belief that there's so much pride. You know, you 
can only have your pride shot down so many times before you don't have 
any, and that's a common problern with lots of the people that come to the 
Centre. 1 mean, that gets beyond cornmunity kitchens, but 1 think that 
that's sort of the whole goal. That we're not there yet, but maybe we're 
chipping away at it. 

The following quote sums up many of the common themes of the discussions around 

community kitchens as related to food banks. It outhes the hurniliating experience that 



food bank users are subjected to by participating in them, and how the mode1 fails in 

creating enhanced individual and neighborhood capacity to deal with the ongoing 

problems of food insecurity, low self esteem, isolation, and Iack of skills. It stresses that 

participation in cornmunity kitchens is a positive step in alleviating these conditions: 

My first expenence with food banks was here at [school]. And on food 
bank days there was a long line of very unhappy looking people. It looked 
humiliaring. Kids would wak past. . . and they wodd look and say 
There's your mom!" And the other kids wodd laugh and then they would 
see their moms. You know, like it was just horrible. And I just hated the 
food bank. 1 thought: this is horrible, they just get their food, and they 
walk out the side. And it's not good quality. It was such a sad thing to see. 
1 thought: what were people getting out of this, except some food, rather 
than being embarrassed, being reminded that they can't make it on Social 
Assistance. And you have to sign in, to prove you're poor now. Like it 
wasn't that way before, now you have to register that you are poor. And 1 
just saw it as such a . . . And the people serving the food sort of got 
hardened to it. Their hearts were in the right place, but they got hardened 
to it. It was meeting a need and puaing food in people's homes. But it did 
nothing for people. It did absolutely nothing for people. It didn't change 
any circumstances. It meant that they could eat for the next couple of days, 
they had some staples in the house, but they were right back there the next 
tirne. you know? With no feeling of accomplishment . . . in fact 1 would 
think that it wouid make you feel Iike "Here 1 am again. Nothing's any 
better this week than it was last tirne." That sort of feeling. So there's no 
sense of accomplishment, no sense that something is changing. This is 
something that happens to you rather than something you participate in. 
Community kitchens are definitely something that you can participate in. 
And something that you c m  disguise, either to your self, for your own 
self-esteem, or to others. "It's a cooking class, I'm learning to cook . . . 
And guess what, I get to take home the food that 1 cook." You know. It 
protects people's self esteem, but it also builds their self esteem. "I'm 
accomplishing something. I'm doing something proactive about the fact 
that my food bill doesn't go as far as 1 need it to." The other issue is- and 
I'm not sure about other community kitchens, but you have to pay to 
participate. Now, i f s  a small fee. But it's not a fee, it's to pay for the food. 
You're buying some of the basic ingredients. So there is the feeling again 
of using your money wisely. "My food budget can't stretch, I go to 
cornmunity kitchen. You should try it. You know, fifieen bucks will buy 
some meat. Everybody buys some stuff, we put it al1 together, and we 
corne home with five meals." Like that certain sense. You are contributing 
fmanciaily. And something is not charity once you start contributing to it. 



You start participating. And with food banks, that's a handout. People 
don't like handouts. They accept them, because they need them, but people 
don't really want them. 1 mean, I'm sure you can ask anybody in a food 
bank line "Do you want to be here?" No! And you know, that's not the 
issue. .eid then the social aspect. Stand in a food bank Line, walk by a food 
bank line. They're not talking to each other. They rnay have corne with a 
fnend, and they're talking with their friend, but there's no social interaction 
going on. They rnay see the sarne faces over and over again, but people are 
embarrassed to be there, so there is no social interaction, there is no 
suppon network developing, or anything like that. So Ath community 
kitchens, there is that oppominity, you know, that oppominity to do it . . . 
And 1 think, you know, those are the issues. I mean, food banks meet a 
need but 1'11 tell you, it's this big [gestures with thumb and forefinger, 
indicating a very small size]. The issue is this big [makes a large gesnire 
with hands]. And Harvest knows that. But 1 wish they would push 
comrnunity kitchens . . . 

The thought at the end of the quote that Winnipeg Harvest knows the issues are larger 

than they can address through their stmcnire and promotion of food banks was echoed by 

a number of interviewees. Some joined the previous organizer in wanting Winnipeg 

Harvest to take a more active role in the promotion of community kitchens as a positive 

method in the continuum of measures towards achieving food security. Harvest is 

perceived as having ready access to the local media. One organizer, however, feit that as 

Harvest was funded by non-governmental sources it was able to criticize govemment 

policy towards low income people. She believed that the food bank's view towards 

comunity kitchens is that they sanction government being relieved of its responsibilities 

to provide people with an adequate income, and that food banks are suspicious of the fact 

that community kitchens are being funded indirectly by government through money 

allotted ro social service agencies: 

Food banks. my impression is that their philosophy is that governments 
shouid be taking care of people's basic needs, and we shouldn't have food 
banks. Food banks traditionally don't get funding fiom government sources 



because of that philosophical point. 1 mean you do not want to get in bed 
with politicians, saying that, you know, this is a govemment funded 
program that is doling out food to people. And 1 actudy reaily understand 
that philosophical viewpoint. Cornmunity kitchens are a lot softer. I mean, 
someone like myself, 1 get funded, 1 mean my saiary is funded by the 
provincial govemment, and I'U help set up and facilitate comrnunity 
kitchens. And sometimes the food bank doesn't U e  that. They see that as 
being cornplicit in this whole sanctioning of governrnent for, 1 mean if 
government was doing what govement should do we shouldn't have 
community kitchens and we shouldn't have food banks. Ri@? Food banks 
have kept themselves typically away from govement funding, whereas 
people that work with comrnunity kitchens necessariiy haven't. So there is 
a bit of a philosophical diEerence there. 

Many interviewees, however, felt that community kitchens were the mots of 

organizations that could change the failing of the broader system. Food banks stood in the 

way of this process: 

I think two things: one. Winnipeg Harvea does very good work. 1 aiii 
think it's the chanty mode1 though. 1 think it's very derneaning, it's very 
individualized. It's like poverty is an individual thing. And I think it's 
derneaning. people have to stand there for stale bread and expired whatever 
else, so my liking of the comrnunity kitchen was in response to that. And 
also 1 thought if you truly want to build comrnunity people can't be isolated 
and think they are the only one that doesn't know how to budget their food 
money, that doesn't know how to cook, because it's not that. You know. 
again that's individualking poverty. So 1 thought if women got together 
and, you know 1 believe everyone has got dserent gifts, so they can share 
their @s collectively, and be a time for people jua to talk about issues that 
are bothenng them, just a t h e  to let them know that it's not you, yoti 
know it's not, you're not the problem, the problem is the distribution of 
wealth in this country, that's the problem, you know. It's not that you 
don't know how to do sornething, that you're a horrible cook and you 
don? know how to buy food or anything like that. 



4.8 Chan~es Over Time - 
The study also briefly touched upon what changes had been made to existing 

community kitchen programs since their inception. Surpn'sing there were few changes 

identified in these particular programs. Those identified are as follows. One organization 

began cooking in a mal1 "household" type kitchen within a family resource centre, and 

then moved to a larger commercial kitchen. This was built for the agency's catenng 

cooperative which was an outgrowth of the comrnunity kitchen goup. The difficulties 

with this move will be discussed in the following section. ûther groups rnentioned 

changes in cooking and planning times, fiequency of meetings and cooking sessions, 

lirnits placed on the nurnber of participants that could cook together at once, and 

adaptations in fhdraising strategies. ft was felt that the changes came about as 

improvements in the groups, and that change was most often due to identification of 

problems by group members, and solutions that they amived at through discussion. One 

problem that was identified and changed by an organizer was related to the low literacy 

levels of some of the group's rnernben: 

In the beginning it really was more that people would go through and look 
at recipe books, and pick out recipes, and we would make up grocery lis& 
together, it really was a cooperative effort. What 1 found was that when 1 
did that that people with low literacy skills stopped cornkg. And 1. 
realized, O Y  this is not good, we are excluding an important segment of 
the community. What I did then., instead of, because the d e  was if you 
weren't at the planning meeting you couldn't cook, because it was 
important to be part of the planning. And when I redized that people were 
dropping out because of literacy issues, what I would do instead was that 1 
would lay out the cookbooks, but there wam't the expectation that 
everyone would contribute. People would cal1 out stuff, and there were 
lots of cookbooks with pictures in thern, and you could start to see who 
has literacy issues and who doesn't. M e n  someone would say "This looks 
woci, lets cook this," without even Iwking at the recipe or knowing what b 

it was. So we made sure there were lots of recipe books with lots of 
pictures and no one was excluded. Because initiaily the cookbooks 1 had 



used were just sort of al1 text And they weren't selected that way. it was 
just what was there. And then the expectation that everyone contribute. 
You know, either in sharing and writing out a recipe, and then the teacher 
in me, the naive teacher in me, saying this is a recipe that serves four, and 
we want to serve hventy five, let's figure this out! And then 1 reaiized 
"Whoa! What am 1 doing?" 1 think I realized that the first or second 
session. "This is really stupid!" [Laughs]. ''This is really stupid of me." So 
I would do that behind the scenes. So when 1 started doing that behind the 
scenes a lot of that planning miff sort of got shifted away. People were 
more interested in the cooking than in the sitting and planning. So it was a 
battle to get people to corne and cook Or it was a battle to get people to 
come to the planning session, because the d e  was that if you didn't come 
to the planning session then you couidn't cook And we were starting to 
lose some people because of that. And then even~ually we got to the point 
where we said, well let's just p s t  a menu. And whoever cornes, 
wonderfui. And let's post a menu, saying this is what we are cooking on 
so and so days, sign up. You didn't have to come to the planning meeting 
anyrnore. Because we were scaring people. Particularly with people with 
low literacy skills, anytime there is a chance that they might be asked to 
read something, they are not going to take that risk, it's just not worth it. 
So we were just saying to people, and people I knew had literacy issues 
"You know what, on Tuesday we are cooking this, this, and this. Do you 
want to join? Yeah? OK, well this is the sign in, just sign here." You 
laiow? And that's how we go? aromd that. 

This method of dealing with the problem has since been abandoned and this 

organization's group once again engages in collective planning sessions. 

Generaily the more established the group, the more changes they reported. The 

fact that the community kitchen movement in Winnipeg is a relatively new phenornenon 

may be a large part of the reason that many groups codd not identify major changes to 

the prograrns. It may be that in time each group will go through its o w  growing pains 

and changes. 



4.8.0 Plans For the Future - 
Inte~ewees identified a wide range of plans for the future of their communiv 

?citchen groups, from immediate practical changes (such as ways to make their own 

eroup more effective, or their kitchen a better place to work in), to long range planning - 
and envisioning of community kitchens to be ody one part of an integrated 

neighborhood food securip strategy. 

Several organizen and facilitaton mentioned that their groups were in need of 

money so that they could buy more kitchen equipmenk or cook with mat more ofien, 

and planned to pume additional or more secure hinding sources. Othen mentioned 

plans to promote the existence of their kitchen more effectively to ensure that their 

groups would be more well attended on a regular basis. One organizer spoke of plans for 

their organization's particular group to becorne involved in providing food for children 

at the schwl in which the group was located: 

1 guess one of the things that this group now was doing, starting to look at 
is how they can be more helpful within the broader confines of the 
comrnunity and within the school. And there was some talk of helping out 
in terms of providing extra food, br&asts, light snacks, that sort of thing 
Now whether or not that will matendize remains to be seen. That's 
sornething that we're sort of Iooking at . . . We're looking at baking 
muffins for kids who perhaps may be hungry, or don't have, you know, 
adequate lunches, that sort of thing. 

Another spoke of the possibility of opening up a comrnunity restaurant in the family 

resource centre in which they worked as a naturai outgrowth of their comrnunity kitchen 

Like if we think of sornething like another catenng kind of idea, if people 
get involved in more entrepreneur training and want to start, we've talked 
about opening up a restaurant in the basement and having people cook at 
lunch houn for the restaurant at lunch for the teachen and people in the 



cornmunity. Whether that will d l  come to miition or whether we're just 
bandying about ideas about what would be neat, you how, we don't have 
a real concrete plan. 

Three other organizen spoke of plans for starting up corn muni^ gardens in 

which the ingredients for their community kitchen's cooking sessions could be DOW. 

The idea of a community garden is very complementaq to the ideais of the community 

kitchen modef, with participants being involved in the planning and implementation of 

ail stases of a collective comuni ty  response to meeting food security needs. 

Participants would benefit from al1 of the potential ski11 and capacity building that c m  

take place along the way. One organizer tells of dieir unfulfilled pians for a community 

based food straiegy: 

A comrnunity garden . . . I really thought thar this was part and parmer. 
That we would take the empty lots in the community, and plant vegetable 
gardens. That we would can tomatoes to be used in community kitchen. 
That there would be that sort of thing, develop a community larder, in 
effect, of canned vegetables, not fiozen, necessarily, but we could freeze 
them. Just jars and jars of vegetables and muts and whatever that we grew 
from our garden, and then using those as the staples in our wmmunity 
kitchen. You know, making big jars of tomato sauce and ketchup, and 
finding ways to make our own mustard. And just going nu&, and really 
taking an imer city comrnunity and bnnging them back to the earth, Iike 
fming communities. And reaily becoming self-sustainhg in a sense. 1 
mean, we wouldn7t be raising cattle in our backyard, but do you h o w  
what I mean? Just expanding it truiy to become self sac ient ,  and then- 
encouraging people to then have a commun@ garden - people would be 
pianting gardens in their own back yard. And it just never happened And 1 
mean, to me, the comrnunity kitchen, that was a start, and we were going 
to have a community garden come spring, and we would be canning by the 
fa11 . . . 

Many respondents spoke of the need for the commun@ kitchen rnovement to 

expand. They saw the model of community kitchen groups as effective tools in 

strençthening comrnunities and preparing hem for greater participation in defining their 



own destinies. Some organizen who were involved with groups that were facilitated by 

professionals mentioned the desire to give the position of facilitator to an emerging 

leader in the group once one was identifie4 and also to expand the movement: 

1 would like to see the community kitchen work without a facilitator, like 
with one of the participants facilitating, or with them rotating that piece. 
And we are hoping to recruit more volunteen to work as community 
kitchen facilitators. And that way we could have the kitchen running more 
than one day a week, and maybe possibly move this community kitchen 
out to one of the local churches. This group, group number one. And at a 
satellite kitchen. T k y  would still be fiorn us and still pick their food up 
here, unless the church was willing to offer suppon that way. But they 
would cook at another location and we would bring another group dom. 
And rnaybe after six months or a year move them out to another location. 
You know? And we're looking at doing this over a long penod of tirne, 
like we're not looking at rnoving this group before six months to a year. 

I thnk the reality is that it will probably be a year before we get it to 
where we want it to be. Until we have a cohesive group, or somebody who 
kind of emerges as a leader, and have them take on the group, and maybe 
move out into the community. 

An organizer and faci litator of community kitchens who is also involved in planning and 

delivering pre-natal programs saw ihat there was a natural link between the two 

programs, and envisioned pre-natal initiatives expanding to include community kitchen 

components: 

I look at what's going on with the [pre-natal program] . . . We get 
together once every two weeks to have an informal pre-natal drop in for 
low incorne mothen to be who ofien don? have parûiers and ofien have 
big food security issues, which are of course magnified because they're 
pregnant. And we give out food, you know, we give out twelve litres of 
milk every two weeks, and usually canned bans or peanut butter. And we 
dso do a snack each session. Wetl the snack, at most of the sites, has 
developed into a meai, and it's also evolved to the point where the women 
want to corne and help prepare the snack They want to leam how to cook 
whatever it is that we are doing, they7re saying they want to leam how to 
do that. The logicaf next step would be to achially have a community 
kitchen evolve out of tbat. The problem we face is, of course, resources, 



physical space, because we ofien have up to eighteen women at a site. And 
a tme comrnunity kitchen, as o p d  to a congregate meal program, 
where women are actually, or whoever, I keep talking about women, are 
actually taking food home with them. As you h o w ,  that7s a pretty big 
project, and the [pre-natal program], 1 mean we are barely holding 
ourseIves together with what we7ve got But the need and the desire of the 
participants is really there, and that wouid be a redly logical step. And 
&O, a lot of teaching around pre-natal happens in those food preparation 
sessions, it's a real medium for getting whatever nutrition messages we 
want to get out. 

It is interesting to note that most of the in t e~ewees  who discussed the need for 

an expansion of comrnunity kitchen programs saw this expansion in the context of 

retaining links to either established community agencies, schools, or churches. The two 

who did not see it confined to existing institutions saw benefits in the movement's 

expansion being organized in a grassroots fashion, with people within neighborhoods 

adopting the mode1 for use within their own homes, with groups that they themselves 

had organized. One of these organizers felt that any further deveiopment of community 

kitchens within organizations should take care to retain the size and conditions of the 

kitchens, and the recipes chose% to be able to be replicated by groups of people in their 

homes in their neighborhoods. They felt that both the Social Assistance program and the 

Winnipeg Harvest 

initiatives started b! 

1 do think 

food bank should support any grassroots community kitchen 

people in their neighborhoods: 

that Social Assistance needs to be more supportive of 
community kitchens, encouraging people to use comrnunity kitchens, and 
providing some sort of incentive. I don? know what that incentive could 
be, but if a woman says "Me and five of my friends want to start cooking 
together on a regular basis", then somehow they support that, or Harvest 
support that, and understand that, and say "Yes, just five women are doing 
that in their kitchen, yes, we'll help you." And encouraging those sort of 
things. I don't thinli we should let it stay with organizations. 1 think we 
need to move it away from organizations, and make this son of a 
grassroots ihing, people doing it in their home. And doing informal 



community kitchens of three or four women . . . I mean, community 
development s t a ~  with some sort of catalyst, but it needs to go nght back 
into the homes, you can't j u s  continue to be at the [family resource 
centre], it has to happen back in people's homes. So we need to see that 
happen. So like I sa-& if a group of three women say they want to cook 
together one &y a week, then Harvest should be saying 'Tm there for 
you We'll drop off this food at your house to help you do that." You 
know? So that's the next step . . . Because we need to encourage it, 
Harvest needs to encourage it This is a s w i v d  skill. This is something 
we should be helping people to do. This is going to strengthen 
communities, and women. And you know, like, and famiiies. 

1 agree that the future of community kitchens, if they are to be a truiy 

widespread tool of community development and change, cannot be tied to ~rganizations 

and the bureaucracy and control that they exert. Kitchens must begin in the homes of 

people within the context of their neighbourhoods and bring people together to work, 

bond, and becorne monger to engage in the many challenges that they face as a 

comunity. In this way, the futtue of community kitchens lies in their origins, in the 

times when neighborhoods corne together in the face of adversity to cook, plan, and 

work coo perativel y. 



4.9 Drawbacks and Difficulties With Communitv Kitchens - 
The interviewees. while mainly focushg on the goals, benefits, and possibilities of 

cornmunity kitchen goups, also identified a number of problems in both the theory and 

practice of the cornrnuniry kitchen model. These drawbacks and d ~ c u l t i e s  included 

problems around recruitment and formation of a cohesive group. Problems were 

identified in tuming control of the group over to the group's members. Difficulties 

regarding group facilitation were raised, as were difficulties with community kitchen 

oroups being based in social service agencies. - 
Sorne of the organizers had expected community kitchens to be a kind of magical 

link between what they have identified as "dysfunctional" families or individuals in the 

community and the "helping networks" of the community, both formal and informal. This 

expeaation was often disappointed: 

. . . There was at Ieast ten families that we identified, and 1 guess it was Our 
hope that there would be some way of connecting these families who are 
pretty dysfùnctionai in some ways with a cornmunity support resource that 
would be helpful to them. And as it tumed out, there was essentially one 
farnily that . . . actudy sort of became involved. Now part of that has to do 
not only with the stigmatization but also with the, I guess the cornmunity 
dynamics that happen . . . What we found out is the people who we 
thought might really benefit and should be there, they were hard to 
connect. And they didn't want to be stigrnatized, so as it tumed out they 
weren't really prepared to buy into it. 

. . . Working with some people, too, that could really benefit, but don't 
want to corne out. One of the groups that we have the hardest f i e  
convincing, like in the food bank, is you know, you get young single moms, 
teenagers, and they live off Coca-cola. And 1 mean they just don't want to 
leam. Or they don't see the value in it. So you cannot force people to go 
and do that. You just hold out the option. And we thought that the idea of 
saying well. you are going to get some food to take home . . . And we 
thought that would be an enticement. But, no. So 1 mean you can't just go 
out and Say "Look, we've got this wondemil idea!" &aughs]. You know, 
corne on! And sometimes the people that you think wiil never show up, 



show up. so it's a really sort of a lesson in t q k g  to understand human 
nature as weI1. 

One organizer identified a problem that arose over the course of their group's 

existence. They were cooking too much food in one day and everyone involved was 

gening tired of the pace. However, they stiil wanted to prepare the equivalent amount of 
C 

food each week. The group decided to start meeting twice a week for cooking sessions 

rather than fitting al1 of the cooking into one day. The organizer felt that this had a 

negative impact on the cohesion of the group: 

Splitting it up did two things: it reduced the workload. It also made the 
groups less cohesive because then they cooked two times during the week. 
"1 can come Tuesday, but 1 can't come Thursday." So it was really tough 
to build a cohort to carry on, and 1 think that's why it was difficult to keep 
groups growing and staying together as a group. Because when you had 
new people coming in, the group dynamics would constantly adjust and 
that was really difficult to deal with. And the successfùl models were where 
people had something in common before, and got together and decided 
that. you know they were friends, and they said "Well, let's cook 
together", and then they stayed together, and that was the most successfùl. 
And that is what 1 was trying to strive for. And it just wasn't possible . . . 
it still meets the food security needs, but it started to erode that support 
network, you know, building that support network within the cornmunity, 
shanng of information, those sort of things are not as easy as if you can get 
a core group and have them stick together, find some way to do that. And 
that's how you build those other supports. So in the beginning we had that, 
and when we split up into two sessions people were initially coming to two 
sessions. But it is a lot to ask of people, two days a week of cornmitment, 
that's a lot. So it eroded some of the really important pans of the program. 
1 thi& looking back. 1 think what we should have done is to have found a 
way to still cook on one day. Now whether you got a smail group to pre- 
cook some su& or whether . . . There is probably another way to look at 
the problem than how we did. We could have kept cohon groups, and just, 
this is the Tuesday cooking group. 1 think it would have been happier. But 
it just wasn't possible. 

The importance of group cohesion was identified by other inte~ewees as well. Many felt 



that the success or failure of groups forming and bonding depended on the miu of 

personalities of their members. Many groups were composed of a particular goup  of 

people who established themselves as "regulars." However, there was fluctuating 

membership as well as uneven attendance within the groups. The fact that the groups 

were sponsored by community social service asencies means that they are open ro al1 

community members. and new people are in theory welcome. In practice, however, it can 

be hard for a new individual to blend into an established group, and this may be 

exacerbated by issues of race and culture. As one organizer explains: 

It was always son of "Who are the other people?", you know? . . . So 
chernistry is really a crucial thing. We've tried to bnng in new people, 
where they've corne out on several occasions, either to a planning meeting 
or just to a cooking meeting, and sometimes that's very, very difncult. 
Most of the members who are involved with this group, they've lived in the 
community for years, . . Some of the newer members who have been either 
native or new immigrant families, the integration has been diacuit . . - it's 
more the sense oc you know, "do 1 belong?" . . . And for any new family, 
well for a lot of individuals who have just moved into the community, it's 
hard to get c o ~ e c t e d  unless they really make an effort. . . So that's been a 
struggle, 1 think. 

hother  organizer noted that due to the social nature of the cooking groups, and people's 

feelings of both shyness and isolation, they often declined the chance to participate. 

Comrnunity kitchen programs must work against people's perception that it is "easier" to 

go to a food bank than cook together as a group: 
c. 

1 guess the problem is, people just aren't used to working tosether 
anymore. like everyone's just used to individual . . . and let's face it, it's 
easier for you to go and stand in line and get a bag of grocenes than to 
actuaily have to show up, and stay somewhere for two hours, and work 
cooperatively with people you don? really know for what you get . . . So I 
think that has been one of the big, big problems, is getting people to realize 
yeah, it may take more work to have to show up for two hours and 
cooperate with people, but in the long run it's beneficial. So 1 think in that 



aspect its been really. really quite a stniggle . . . 

h o t h e r  explained that the personal situations of people living in poverty ofien prohibits 

any sort of regular attendance in the groups. While there are many benefits to people 

participating in community kitchens, the concept does not aiways work weil in practice: 

1 think it's basically up to the will of the individuals, like when you go to 
workshops and you hear people talk about kitchens, it sounds so 
wonderfil. but when you actually try to do one it's totaiiy dserent. You 
know, the difference between theory and practice. And food is not always 
high on people's agendas. You know, there are other things that get in the 
way. We do cooking classes at the [ f d y  resource centre]. And we can't 
get the wornen to corne out to acniaiiy do a kitchen. 1 mean the idea of 
saying "OK, we're giving you the option of aaually spending a day 
together, or part of a day to cook a bunch of mals  and ffeeze [them]." 
And they like the idea, and they would like to do it. But 1 mean they've got 
courses they have to attend, or they've got things to attend with their 
children, and you know ali kinds of personai problems that may corne up. 
So while they may like the idea, and want to participate, they just don? 
have the time to go and do that . . . But the thhg is it's basicaliy people's 
willingness and people's time. And it is my understanding that a lot of 
kitchens don? survive very long. They have to get new blood, they have to 
be re-invented and te-thought. It depends on the mk, and it depends on the 
economic situation. You know, 1 mean if people redy are in need then 
they'll be more inclined to go and do this. Others aren't. So that's what I 
guess 1 would Say is a major obstacle. Because you would think T e e ,  
people would love the concept of a kitchen!" You know. It's a great way 
to Save money. But there aren't that many people that are actually involved 
in the cooking of the kitchen. 

, 

Besides the problems in involving members of the communities in cornmunity 

kitchens, organizers also spoke at length of the dficulties behind trying to turn the 

leadership of the groups completely over to facilitators from the comrnunity and to group 

members. 

. . . We thought if we'd have a group that was fairly cohesive, and worked 
together well. that we could eventually get them to work on their own. and 
that they could take tums handling the difFerent functions of planning, and 



shopping, and so on. And we found that that didn't work. And that's what 
we hoped would happen. You know, that there would be leaders that 
would emerge from the group, so we wouldn't have to be in that role. and 
they would just do it themselves. And that has been our biggest 
disappointment, because that has never happened. They just don? like 
taking orders from each other. They don't rnind if the instmctor cornes out, 
and she says "Oh, you need this, you need that." That's fuie. But as soon as 
they're left to themselves, even though we designate one person in charge 
that t h e ,  and then change it, for the next month, they don? like it. I've 
never really, you know, reaiiy assessed that, or really done a study as to 
why, they just don? . . . But then maybe 1 wasn't being reaiistic, when 1 
was thinking of that. But we always hope, because we're working within 
the community, we always hope that we can identify leaders, you know 
we're always looking for that. But so far none have been forthcoming. But 
you know maybe it will still happen, 1 don't know. 

Others spoke of the difficulties of facilitating a group of this sort, and of the level of and 

sorts of skills demanded: 

Sometirnes it was difficult, because of the group dynamics. We had some 
homble kitchens because of the dynarnics. And teaching leaders how to 
lead in ways that were sensitive to the followers . . . you'd have very 
strong insecure women who would voice their opinion when people, and it 
was tough to reach a consensus with them, because their way was the right 
way. So, 1 mean, particularly with something as persond as family 
preferences when cooking, it is really difEcult to reach a consensus . . . 
And just keeping in rnind that people often won? speak up if they don't 
lke something, just as much as people won't speak up if they do like 
something. So it was those communication skills and those mediation . . . 
sometimes it was very fnistrating. 

. . . The main problem with comrnunity kitchens always is that the people 
stuE is so hard, and it requires an immense amount of ski11 to be able to 
facikate out al1 of the difEerent needs and wants and likes and dislikes and 
personality traits, and that you lose a lot of people before you get a mix of 
people that, that are OK together, and should people have to be OK 
together to get, to you know, to pay five bucks and cook their food? 1 
donTt think so, and there needs to be, we weren't proactive enough in 
terms of training. Like, you almost need the person who facilitates the 
comrnunity kitchen to have - ridiculous amounts of training - in terms of 
problem solving skills, and mediation skills, and conflict resolution skilk, 
and al1 those things, and yet to pay them . . . 1 mean they're not paid a 
great amount of money, they're not working a great amount of hours. 



necessanly, and itTs a huge investment in a position that unfortunately isn't 
like an administrative position, ri&, ail those courses cost so much rnoney, 
so that there is that kind of  weird dichotomy around it, because 1 think the 
personaiity stuff is the hardest, and is the weakness, I think, for lots of 
groups, is that they don't quite know how to deal with ail the personality 
stuff . . . 

I think you need someone who knows what they are doing in that 
facilitator role. So I think it's important to have good supports in the 
community for training people. And like anything, if it doesn't work weil, it 
eives whatever the initiative is a bad name. So if people had a bad - 
experience at it, they're going to go and tell everybody that community 
kitchens suck, right? . . . When 1 say faciiitator, thatTs of course dierent  
than having, you know, the controlling person that says "We're going to do 
it my way." That's a style of leadership that doesn't work with community 
kitchens. But also you can't just Say "Oh yeah, you five women or men or 
whoever go off into the kitchen and do your community kitchen thing, you 
can have Tuesday afkexnoons." Because that tends to fd apart as well. So 
you need really strong leadership and facilitation of it. 

InteMewees spoke of both the need for and the diiculties involved in community 

members facilitating the community kitchen groups. One organizer identifîed the reason 

why they felt that these dificulties arose in working with this pahcular population: 

The other thing that was a big learning experience in community kitchen 
that f thought was really important is leaming to work with others. Women 
tend to be isolated, you know people in the community are isolated fkom 
each other. Where do you learn those skills? In work, school. 1 mean we 
get socialized into working with groups. But if you are not in those 
environments where would you l e m  those skills? So there was a lot of 
fights. A lot of tirnes you'd need mediation between women. Try to teach 
them to work together. 

The same organizer spoke of difficulties encountered with overseeing a group facilitator 

that had emerged as a leader from the group: 

S. . . was a good example. Came into the kitchen a strong woman, who 
needed encouragement. And when she got encouragement it was sort of 
like a bu11 in a china shop was how she ran things. She started out as a 
participant in community kitchen. And it took a great deal of a time and 



effon and constant reminders to Say "You know what? This is a group of 
people cooking together. Your opinion counts, but so does hers." 
Sometimes it involved me directing more than 1 wanted to. One thing is 
that community kitchen never becarne as independent as I had hoped it 
would. The group seemed to need that son of constant monitoring, making 
sure that people aren't sort of taking over a group and preventing . . . and 
a lot of it just cornes as you feel good about yourself you take more 
control. So in a sense it was good. But there were peopie who were not at 
that stage yet, who were getting sort of bowled over, and pushed aside in a 
sense who just stopped corning. 

One organizer was philosophical about their experience in working with community 

members in trying to develop leadership skills and moving into positions of power: 

1 guess also a lesson learned is, working with people in the community, 
sometimes in your leadership building you couid see in them that they have 
the ability, but sometimes they're not ready yet, to be where you see they 
could be. And sometimes in the enthusiasm you could encourage people to 
take on responsibility that they're not ready for. So 1 think that's something 
that people really have to be careful about, is who they encourage to take 
leadership roles. You don? want to set people up to fail or feel bad about 
themselves because it didn't work out, you know? So that's been a real 
good lesson learned, is not trying to push people beyond where they're at. 
You know. just respect where they're at and however long, Wce, you may 
see they have the abiiities but it may take them two or three yean to 
actually realize it. So it's just being patient, 'ta you get to where you see 
they could be. So that's been a real Iesson leamed. 

As previously discussed. there was a community kitchen group that moved to a 

new large commercial kitchen that had been built for it. In hindsight, the organizer 

involved spoke of the drawbacks. She felt that this experience prevented the mode1 from 

being identified as something transferable to people's homes: 

If you could see right at the beginning, what the ideai was, and even though 
we modified it and changed it, what the ideal was, and then by the time that 
1 left 1 didn't feel that it was operating quite the same way. but it's just out 
of survival and necessity. 1 think in a way the commercial kitchen took 
away from some ofthat . . . Before we were cooking in somebody's home, 
in a sense. you know? It was, here we are, using stuff that you could find in 



anybody's home, and figuring out how we were going to get these thines in 
the oven. It was more likely that someone may Say "Me and my friend can 
do this." You know what 1 mean? And that happened to some degree. 
Where someone would Say "You know what? Me and so and so got 
together and we baked a whole bunch of pies." That's exactly what 
community kitchen is about, you're sharing resources. When we moved 
d o m  to the commercial kitchen it was wonde@i in tems of space. and 
ovens, and we were cooking giant things of stew on one element and that 
son of thing. So it was wondefil in that respect. But it took away, 1 think, 
the possibilities. The idea of transfemng this to someone's home . . . It 
institutionalized it. But it was necessary, for health reasons, for 
convenience. 1 meah we had sorne pretty mistrating times tryinq to cook 
on a regular kitchen stove. But yeah, it r edy  institutionalized it. And how 
do people transfer that to their homes? We've got giant gas ovens, and 
rnega pots, and aii this latest equipment. How do you transfer that back to 
home? You don?. And 1 thuik there needs to be a balance. 1 mean, ifIym 
going to set up any more cornmunity kitchens somewhere I'm going to Say 
OK, we're going to do community kitchen but we're going to have five 
stoves. five household stoves, instead of one big commercial stove. And 
when 1 Say £ive, 17m exaggerating, I'rn jus picking a number out of a hat, 
but use household miff We're not going to use a giant restaurant sized 
cauldron . . . Because we took away an element that this is a group of 
women getting together, cooking together sort of thing. 

One organizer mentioned the dangers of the cornmunity kitchens movement 

becorning seen by govemments as a solution to the problerns of poverty. She worried that 

this perspective would allow the various levels of governrnent to abandon their 

responsibilities to ensure that citizens of this country receive an adequate income, food, 

and other social services: 

The only danger. and it's a double-edged sword, I'm sure you have heard 
this. and you would adculate this as weii, is you don? want community 
kitchens to become like these motherhood wondefil answers to social 
problems that should be taken care of by govemment. 

.As previously mentioned, however, most inte~ewees expressed the view that community 

kitchens, rather than being an excuse for various levels of govemment to abdicate their 



. responsibilities. were the roots of comuni ty  based organizations that will work to 

change the systern. 



CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSION 

5.0 Summarv 

The amount of information contained in the i n t e ~ e w s  done for this study is 

enormous and sumrnarizing the findings concisely is dficult. Some of the more dominant 

themes that appeared throughout the course of the study were: 

1) Cornrnunity kitchens operate as progrms within existing social semice or other 

pubiic organizutions such as neighbourhood resource centres, schools, and churches. 

Their operation is funded maini) through a c o m b i ~ t i ~ n  of pmtrmtrc@mt fees, gants 

from their sponsoring organizations, food donations from the Winnipeg Hmest food 

bar& und some individi~dfindraising efforts on the part of the kitchens. 

2) The study's respondents identified the goaLF of cornmuni4 lotchens to be wide- 

ranging, including teaching rnittition and safe food M i n g  practices, budgeting, 

cooking and group work skiZZsV iinking communiîy rnernbers to "heiping networh", 
- 

and building capacity within the rnembership for participation in commnity 

development und sociui action. 

3) SkiZZ building takes place in comrnunity kitchens in areas such as cooking, budgeting, 

nutrition, food safety, and group work. Much of the Iearning nnd ~an$er of skills 

happens Iaterally within the group. Members l e m  nom one another, and in some 

cases rnmtoring [&es place between oldw and y m g e r  purticipunt~~ 



4) Through membership in a community kitchen group people are able to access dferent 

foms  of nipports. These include tmgible f o m  of nrppon such as food to take home 

ro their families and savings on food bills, emotionui support from fiendships formed 

within the group, and infomntzonal support when knowledge is shared amongst group 

members around issues ranging nom food to parenting to client's rights and advocacy. 

5) Cornmunity kitchens are places through which Zinkages me formed between 

participants and formai "helping networks, " between participants and individual 

professzonaLr invoived with the kitchen groups, beiween the kitchen's sponsoring 

ugency and other orgnnizations. and betwer n pattzcipmts and empioyment. 

6) Interviewees lelt that community kitchens far the most part operated democruticui!y, 

and that rules, decisions, and task delegation happened as a result of collective 

decision rnok»ig within the group. 

7) Cornmunity kitchens are vehicles through which the individkai self esteem and 

empowermenr of participants is built. They are also vehicles through which capacity is 

bzriit for commmity development and empowement. 

8) Community kitchens are d~flerrnt from food banks in that they are not seen as 

demeaning, and they offer the purticipants choice und conhd in food selecîion and 

quality, Frequency of attendance, and management of the program. They also were 



identified as toofs for the drveloprnent of bath the tndivzihrri pmtzctpmt and their 

cornrntrnity . 

9) As they manire, comrnzrnity rhtchens change to better mit the needî of thezr members. 

These changes have included changing meeting tirnes, fiequency of meetings, 

locations, and fundraising strategies. 

1O)Plart.s for the fitiire of comrnttnity kitchen grmtps inciude practical changes to make 

the grozps more eflectzve. They wiil be feeding people other than members and their 

families (either as an income generator or a philanthropie gemire), developing and 

linking with community gardens, and expanding the comrnunity kitchen movement in 

general, especially to independent groups in people's homes. 

1 1)Drawbacks and d@zdries wtth communtty kitchen p p s  include problems around 

recruitrnent and retention of group rnembers, problems in facilitating groups and 

turning control of the groups over to members, and philosophical problems around 

continuing to link with and house groups in social seMce agencies. 

The study found that participants' involvement in cornmunity kitchens has led to their 

linking with the community and its formal and informa1 support networks. In the 

community kitchen groups, participants have developed skilis and self esteem, and built 

supportive friendships that extend outside of the group. They have also become involved 

in other programs mn by the cornmunity kitchen's sponsoring agency, and by other 



community organizations. Comrnunity kitchens have been identified as places where 

people first begin working together in the community, with members often going on to 

becorne involved in additional neighbourhood organizations. In these ways, comrnunity 

kitchens arengthen both individuals and the comrnunity as a whole. 



5.1 Limitations of the Research - 

The findings of this study describe the experiences of thirteen people working in 

and with comrnunity kitchen groups. The findings cannot be widely generalized to the 

larger population, but may be applied to similar populations engaged in similar activities 

in other communities. One of the major limitations of the study is that there is an 

unequal representation in the findings of the perspectives of participants in community 

kitchen programs, and of cornmunity kitchen organizers. The study planned to interview 

an equal number of participants or facilitaton, and organizen. Some of the organizers 

that were interviewed dso facilitated community kitchen groups, at least occasionaily. 

Only five of the thirteen people intervieweci, however, were not organizen. The sarnple 

is therefore weighted towards the opinions of professionals. This happened for a number 

of reasons. To begin with, 1 contacted the organizen fint in soliciting volunteers for the 

study. This was done through letten of introduction, as their names were available 

through the informal community kitchens network in the city, and persunal contacts. 

Many organizen responded shortly after this and agreed to be interviewed. Includëd in 

the letter was a flier for them to p s t  or p a s  around in their community kitchen group 

that solicited facilitaton and participants to be interviewed This request was reiterated 

in conversation. Aithough 1 took these initial steps, 1 had no response from either 

facilitaton or participants. I realized that invoiving this group would not be as easy as 1 

had imagined. With the help of personal contacts, 1 was able to interview three 

facilitators, and due to tirne spent with a community kitchen group helping them clean 

up at the end of one of their cooking sessions 1 w s  able to do a joint interview with ~ V O  



participants. Accessing this population was probably more difticult becaw of its lower 

profile in the 'kornmunity kitchen network" than the organizers- The fact that 1 had 

fewer persona1 contacts with them than with organizen, the probability that taking the 

initiative to contact some peson doing a study was intirnidating, and the possibiliiy that 

this population is bury with their own &y-to-day struggles meant that they may not see 

an inherent value in coming forth for an interview about an activity that they participate 

in their personal lives. It is possible that participants feel that there is a negative stigma 

attached to king a member of a community kitchen group, as this identifies one as a 

"poor person. " 

I found that the interviews that 1 conducted with the "non-professionals" were of 

a rnuch shorter duration, and contained far fewer ''quotable" passages than the interviews 

with the professionals. While 1 had a general set of topics to cover in the interviews, 

their content and length was very much deterrnined by the interviewees. The 

professionals generally spoke at length, and in depth. This likely had to do with the fact 

that professionais were more cornfortable in a situation where an interview is king 

conducted, are more used to having their opinions soliciteci, and have a broader 

understanding of the philosophical issues and potentials of community kitchens than 

those who are involved at the participant level. 

For these reasons, the study is more representative of the experiences and iews 

of organizen regarding cornmunity kitchens than it is a balanced mix of the two groups 

viewpoints. However, the inclusion of these people's views is useful as it could give 

other professionals (social workers included) useful perspectives in working in low 

income imer-city neighbourhoods. The data that cornes fiom the professionals who 



have generaily k e n  linked to the community kitchens over the Iife course of the proups, 

represent. somewhat of a continuity over tirne, providing information about the ebb and 

flow of community kitchens, and al1 of the challenges, opporîunities, and rewards that 

have occurred over time. Therefore, the views and experiences of the professionals are 

valuable even though the information coming from them about the members of the 

community kitchen groups has to be cautiously interpreted as it is second hand. 

Due to the limited representation of in the sample, a cornparison 

between the viewpoints of the organizers, facilitaton, and participants was not 

attempted. Such an analysis could prove interesting if there was a more evenly balanced 

sample. 

Finally, another limitation of the research is that hvelve of the thirteen interviews 

were with women. This unequai representation behveen the sexes mirron the 

composition of the larger population that is involved with community kitchen groups, 

and therefore is more appropriate to the study than an attempt to achieve gender parity. 



5.2 Areas For Further Studv - 

Some questions were raised over the course of the mtdy, but due to the goals, 

desigrs and limitations of this particular research could not be answered. These may be 

areas for fùrther research: 

1) What are the barriers to community kitchen participants being able to mn their own 

groups successfully, independent of paid professional workers? (Is the perception of 

the ineffective functioning of these groups merely that of the professionals?) 

2) Are the people involved with comrnunity kitchen groups people who are already very 

resourceful and experienced when it cornes to budgeting, cooking, linking with 

resources, and joining groups? How does this group compare in these ski11 areas to 

people not involved in comrnunity kitchen groups? 

3) What are the barriers to people participating in community kitchens? What groups of 

people does the community kitchen not involve or attract? 

4) Are community kitchens in fact providing participants with a reasonable rneasure of 

food security? Outcome measurements need to be developed. 

5) Do community kitchens in fact instill in participants a belief in collective solutions to 

problerns faced in their neighbourhoods and larger systernic problems? 



5.3 Conclusion - 

The midy examined the origins, structure, and goals of local cornmunity kitchens. 

It identified the needs that the groups are meeting for their members and host 

cornmunities according to people who work in and around them. It examined the 

difficulties and drawbacks of  cornrnunity kitchen operations and philosophy, and looked 

at their potential for community building and transformation. 

In particular, it explored the role that cornmunity kitchens played in linking 

participants to each other and to other informal and forma1 resources in the community in 

which they operate. It also explored the building and Linking finaions that cornmunity 

kitchen groups play within and beiween sponsoring organizations and other 

neighbourhood organizations. The study also examined community kitchens as 

alternatives to food banks, and the dEerences between the two models. A brief synopsis 

of the hdings cm be found in the "Surnmary" section of the study. 

In beginning the study, the author had a preconceived notion that cornmunity 

kitchens' major function was that they were vehicles through which to increase families' 

food security. This had developed as a result of the cornmunity kitchen mode1 being 

touted as an alternative to the food bank mode1 The Linking of the two models occurred 

in discussions with people at conferences on cornmuniîy kitchens, in manuals describing 

how to aart community kitchens, and in a prelirninary literature review of articles on the 

subject. 

This preconceived notion did not correspond with the data coiiected for the 

purposes of this snidy. The nature of the study's design. with its open ended question 



interviews and non directive i n t e ~ e w i n g  approach, helped to reveal that increased food 

security was not one of the major benefits of cornrnunity kitchens, according to the 

orgnizen, facilitators, and participants interviewed. 

That community kitchens as they generally operate could provide signifïcantly 

increased food secunty to individuais, families, or the community as a whole is unlikely. 

However, groups that cook together ofien (for example, twice a week) move closer to 

helping to achieve food secunty. 

While r e c o e n g  that community kitchens play a role in helping to provide 

people with cheap food, nutritional information, and skills in cooking and budgetin& the 

study focussed on explonng the Iinkages that community kitchens facilitated that 

prornote penonal and comrnunity empowerment. It was discovered that these links 

included the forming of relationships between participants and both formal and informal 

helping networks that exist within the communities in which the community kitchens 

operate. These included the forming of supportive relationships between participants and 

between participants and people and prograrns fiom the sponsoring organizations in 

which the kitchens are housed. They were also found to be a stepping Stone in linking 

participants to paid employment, either indirectly through contacts and expenence gained 

by cooking in the groups, or directly through as  in one case a permanent catering 

cooperative. and in another, through cooking for a local cornmunity econornic 

development initiative. According to interviewees, participation in the community kitchen 

groups promotes both penonal and community empowerment. 

An unexpected and interesthg findùig was that community kit chen O rganizers 

identified community kitchens as a tool through which to bring targeted individuals and 



families into contact with forma1 and informal support networks. nie non threatening 

and non stigmahnng nature of the groups was seen as a "soR link" into other contacts 

and services which could support and assist people. However, it was noted that the 

people who are seen as k i n g  rnost in need of these supports by the organizers were dso 

the least likely to participate. 

Also interesting was the fact that many organizers who are employed by social 

service agencies felt that community kitchens provided a place in which to f o m  

relationships with participants that were different from the usual "professional" and 

"client" relationships that they often fomed with comrnunity memben. They felt that 

being involved in an activity such as cooking enabled participants to see hem in a way 

beyond their usual role as a "professional", and they were able to form a more informal 

and mutually beneficial type of relationship. 

The non threatening atmosphere of the groups provided an optimal teaching and 

leaming environment for participants. Such leaming ofien took place laterally behveen 

group members through both discussions and example, and ranged from simple math 

skills used in recipes, nutritional, budgeting and cooking information, to discussions 

around parenting issues and advice in navigating though and around the child welfare, 

legal, and social assistance systems. The potential of this environment has not yet been 

ftiily appreciated or utilized by community kitchen organizers, facilitaton, and 

participants. 

The most common drawbacks of the community kitchen groups identifiai by the 

interviewees included maintaining attendance and group cohesion, the inter-persunal 

disagreements which often a i s e  within the groups, and the dificulties in facilitation and 



handing over power to the group. The researcher feels that some of these difnculties stem 

from the existence of the kitchen groups within sponsoring organizations. In these 

forums, the goup's membenhip must remain open to all. This prevents the formation of 

cohesive groups as internai cliques i nv~ab iy  develop and impair group functioning. 

Groups would perhaps function more effectively in cornrnunity members' homes, where 

such cliques and closed membership may help in retaining group cohesion. If a tmly 

widespread and effective comrnunity kitchen movement is to deveiop, it must do so 

outside of the confines of the social service organizations. By havhg kitchens exclusively 

linked to them, the growth of the movement is lirnited due to a r t i f i d  constraints 

imposed (although unwittingly) by the sponsoring organizations such as access to space, 

funding, the control of the groups by organizers and facilitators (however benevolent!), 

and the sense that in order to operate a community kitchen one needs a sponsoring 

organization. It must be noted, however, that both the researcher and interviewees are 

aware of the many benefits that do corne to participants through contacts and linkages 

formed with people, programs, and ernployment as a result of community kitchens 

operating within various neighbourhood organizations. One possible permutation of the 

existing mode1 may be for the social service organirotions to act as a resoufce and 

support for the development of a network of home-based community kitchens, helping to 

start up, prornote, sustain, and link a grassroots cornrnunity kitchen movement. 

In closing, community kitchens are not a substitute for good social policy by 

governrnents. They cannot replace cuts made to Social Assistance or Employment 

Insurance rates and eligibiiity criteria, a raising of the minimum wage, or a governent 

strategy of working towards full employment. It should be recognized that the strengths 



of community kitchens lie in creating a process of persona1 and community 

ernpowennent- They should not be viewed as an end in themselves. Their role in this 

process has its limitations, as is discussed in the study. However. community kitchens are 

a small but valuable tool in building and strengthening communities, and should be 

promoted as such. 
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APPENDIX B 

Letter of Introduction to Organizers 

O rganiler, 
123 Any Street 
Winnipeg, MB 
Postal Code 

Date 
Dear , 

Hi! I am a social work student at the University of Manitoba working on my 
thesis. I am doing a study of local community kitchen groups and their rote in building 
aronger communities. 1 would like to i n t e ~ e w  a few people who have been involved 
with s t d n g  up and /or oveneeing the ninning of local community kitchen groups. I hope 
that the information gathered will be of use to both existing groups and those in the 
planning stage. 

Please contact me at 284-1858 if you are willing to participate. 1 d l  be beginning 
the interviews in August, and will need around an hour of your time if you agree to be 
involved. I would corne to rneet you at a time and place convenient to you. 1 will be 
taping the interview, or taking notes if you prefer. Participants' comrnents will be 
confidential. I will be preparing a surnmary of the snidy's hdings if you or your group 
would like one. My advisor is Tuula Heinonen at the Faculty of Social Work, and her 
phone number there is 474-9543. 

1 would also like to i n t e ~ e w  some community kitchen group members to get 
their perspective. Please pass around or post the enclosed notice in your organization's 
comrnunity kitchen, and please spread the word (and my nurnber!) to other kitchen 
organizers or participants you know who may be interested. . 

Thanks a lot! 

Geoff Ripat 
ph. 284-1858 



Flier Introducing Studv to Facilitaton and Participants 

A COMMUNITY KITCHENS STUDY PROJECT 
NEEDS YOUR HELP! 

Hi! 1 am a social work  student doing a research project 
on community kitchens and their role in building 
stronger communities. 1 would like to interview a few 
people involved in cooking in community kitchen 
groups. 1 hope t ha t  the information gathered will be 
useful to both existing groups and those in the planning 
stage. 

Interviews will take about an hour and 1 can meet you 
at a time and place that  is convenient for you. 1 will be 
taping the interviews, o r  can take notes if you prefer. 1 
plan to begin doing the interviews in August so please 
contact me as soon as possible if you want to be 
involved. Participants' comments will be confidential. 1 
will be preparing a summary of the findings if you or  
your group would like one. 

Contact Geoff Ripat a t  284-1858 if you are interested, 
and if you know anyone else who may want to take part 
please get them to give me a cal1 as well. 

THANKS! 



Consent Form 

Thesis: corn muni^ Kitchens in Wimioeg. 

Researcher: Geoff Ripat 
phone # 284-1858 

The study seeks to expand research on community kitchens and their role in 
building stronger comrnunities. Participants in the study are asked to participate in an 
i n t e ~ e w  with the researcher that wiil last around one hour. It is asked that part: 'ci *p ants 
allow the researcher to tape their interview, which will make anaiyzing the material 
coilected a lot easier. However, they may aiso choose not to be recorded. Participants are 
free to withdraw from the project at any tirne, and are free to choose not to answer any of 
the questions at any fime during the interview. Because of the smaü sample size it is 
possible that others involved in other local community kitchens may know that you have 
participated in the research. However, the idenîities of interviewees wili be kept 
confidential f i e r  the i n t e ~ e w  is completed: both in the interviewer's discussions with 
other interviewees, and in the h a i  document. A surnrnary of the study's findings will be 
prepared if you or your group would like one. 

1 consent to be a participant in this study 

signature 

date 

1 wish to obtain a summary of the results of this study: if yes, please provide: 

signature 

Address and phone Ir of 
place to send the summary 



APPENDLX E 

Potential Ouestions For Oreanizers 

Tnfo. O n  gr ou^ 

1. How and when did your organization's community kitchen stan? 
2. HOW is it fiinded? 
j. How many members do you currentiy have? Men? 1s there child care provided? 
4. When do you plan? Cook? How often? 
5. How much do you cook? To feed how rnany? Splitting up food? 

Motivations 

1. What was it about the model that attracted you to it? 

Structure 

1. When does the group meet? Do you have planning meetings too? When? 
2. Are there niles? How are decisions made in your group? 
3. How much does it cost to participate? How do you deal with payments? Do you run 

tabs? What if people pay and then don? show up? 

Goals - 
1. What are the goals of your community lo'tchen group? 
2. Based on your response to (1). how effective is the group in meeting these goals? 

1. What do you see as the mon important benefits of the comrnunity kitchen group? 
2. What has changed about the program over time? What would you W<e to change about 

the program? 

1. Tell me about any new resources, programs, or groups that you have become Uivolved 
with as a result of the community kitchen group. Met anyone new? Taiked to anyone 
as a result? 

2. TeU me about any new resources, programs, or groups that group participants have 
become involved with as a result of your comunity kitchen group. Suppon between 
members? How does this happen? Any skiils they've picked up as a result of 
membership in the group? 

3. What is your kitchen group thinking about getting involved with in tems of programs 



and activities, any plans for the future? 
4. Differences in ideology between food banks, community kitchens. . . 
5 .  How do kitchens benefit the community? Do you think that anythùig has gotten better 

as a result of cornmunity kitchens? 

Final Thou~htslCommen ts 

1. Any additional comments/ suggestions? 
2. Can 1 contact you for any further comments or clarifications ifnecessary? 



Potentiai Ouestions for Facilitaton and Participants 

Info. On GroudPerson 

1. How many members do you have in your group? Men? 1s there child care provided? 
2. How long have you been coming to this community kitchen group? 
3.  How many people do you usually feed with the food that you bring home from 

community kitchen cookùig sessions? 

Motivations 

1. How did you corne to be a part of this cornmunity kitchen group? 

1. What are the goals of your comrnunity kitchen group? 
2. Based on your response to (1), how effective is the group in meeting these goals? 

Structure 

1. When does the group meet? Do you have planning meetings too? When? 
2. Are there rules? How are decisions made in your group? 

1. What are the most important benefit of the cornmunity kitchen group for you? 
2. What has changed about the program over t h e ?  What would you like to change about 

the program? 

1. Tell me about any new resources, programs, or groups that you have become involved 
with as a result of you comrnunity kitchen group. Met anyone new? 1s there support 
insiddoutside program between you and other members? How does this happen? 

2. Tell me about any new resources, programs, or gmups that other group participants 
have become involved with as a result of your community kitchen group. 1s there 
suppon insiddoutside program between other members? How does this happen? 

3. What is your kitchen group thinking about getting involved with in terms of prograrns 
and activities. any plans for the future? 

4. How do kitchens benefit the community? Do you think anything hm gotten better as a 
result of comrnunity kitchens? 



1. Any additional commentd suggestions? 
2. Can I contact you for any further comrnents or clarifications if necessary? 
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