
 
 

University of Birmingham

Loneliness, food poverty, and perceived benefits of
communal food consumption from a charity service
Rotenberg, Ken ; Surman, Emma; McGrath, Mary

DOI:
10.1080/10875549.2020.1869667

License:
Creative Commons: Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs (CC BY-NC-ND)

Document Version
Peer reviewed version

Citation for published version (Harvard):
Rotenberg, K, Surman, E & McGrath, M 2021, 'Loneliness, food poverty, and perceived benefits of communal
food consumption from a charity service', Journal of Poverty, vol. 25, no. 5, pp. 465-479.
https://doi.org/10.1080/10875549.2020.1869667

Link to publication on Research at Birmingham portal

General rights
Unless a licence is specified above, all rights (including copyright and moral rights) in this document are retained by the authors and/or the
copyright holders. The express permission of the copyright holder must be obtained for any use of this material other than for purposes
permitted by law.

•Users may freely distribute the URL that is used to identify this publication.
•Users may download and/or print one copy of the publication from the University of Birmingham research portal for the purpose of private
study or non-commercial research.
•User may use extracts from the document in line with the concept of ‘fair dealing’ under the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988 (?)
•Users may not further distribute the material nor use it for the purposes of commercial gain.

Where a licence is displayed above, please note the terms and conditions of the licence govern your use of this document.

When citing, please reference the published version.
Take down policy
While the University of Birmingham exercises care and attention in making items available there are rare occasions when an item has been
uploaded in error or has been deemed to be commercially or otherwise sensitive.

If you believe that this is the case for this document, please contact UBIRA@lists.bham.ac.uk providing details and we will remove access to
the work immediately and investigate.

Download date: 18. Apr. 2024

https://doi.org/10.1080/10875549.2020.1869667
https://doi.org/10.1080/10875549.2020.1869667
https://birmingham.elsevierpure.com/en/publications/55643fb9-c5d8-4f89-b64e-15c523e931d9


1 
  
  Food Poverty, Loneliness, and Charity Food Service 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Loneliness, Food Poverty, and Perceived Benefits of   

Communal Food Consumption from a Charity Service   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Running Head: Food Poverty, Loneliness, and Charity Food Service  



2 
  
  Food Poverty, Loneliness, and Charity Food Service 
 

Abstract 

 In the study, 686 (345 male) patrons of a UK charity communal food service reported 

their demographic attributes, loneliness, food poverty, and benefits of the service. Food 

poverty was associated with loneliness. Women reported greater benefits of the services than 

men. Loneliness and food poverty were greater in middle adulthood and among the 

unemployed than other groups. Loneliness during middle adulthood and unemployment was 

associated with forming friendships during visits which may have been motivated by the need 

for social belonging. Gender, age, and occupation played a role in the benefits of a food 

charity to redress loneliness and food poverty.  

 

Key Words: Charities; Food Services; Food Poverty; Loneliness  
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Loneliness, Food Poverty, and Perceived Benefits of  

Communal Food Consumption from a Charity Service 

 In the 21st century a major challenge facing the world’s population is that of redressing 

food poverty and the resulting psychosocial problems (Royal Geographical Society). Hunger 

has typically been associated with developing nations but is now a serious concern in 

developed nations (Pollard & Booth, 2019), a situation that has intensified following the 

global financial crisis of 2008 and resulting financial austerity (Garthwaite, 2017). For 

example, in the UK, welfare payments and household income have reduced substantially and 

the number of people experiencing food poverty has increased (All Party Parliamentary 

Group, 2014; Garthwaite, 2017; Lambie-Mumford & Dowler, 2014; Livingstone 2015). Food 

poverty (also called food insecurity) is the limited or uncertain access to securing enough 

nutritious and safe food in ways that conform to social rules and the law (Kalil, & Chen, 

2008). People in the UK have increasingly missed meals (Save the Children 2012) and have 

needed to use food banks to obtain emergency food aid (Trussell Trust). During the same 

period, loneliness has emerged as a serious problem in the UK as well as other countries. 

Two and ½ million adults living in the UK currently report suffering from chronic loneliness 

(Smith, 2018).  

 There has been a renewed interest in charitable organizations as a means of redressing 

the increases in food poverty and loneliness in the UK (Feeding Britain 2020, Lambie-

Mumford & Dowler, 2014). The purpose of this study was to examine the potential benefits 

of one such charitable organization, FoodCycle. This charity provides its patrons1 with 

freshly cooked three course vegetarian meals in a communal setting, using food donated by 

local businesses. The current study examined the relation between food poverty and 

loneliness and the perceived food and social benefits to patrons of eating meals at FoodCycle 

events. The study examined further whether there were age, gender, and occupational status 
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differences in the magnitude, and associations between, food poverty, loneliness and 

perceived effects of the communal meals at FoodCycle.  

Loneliness  

Loneliness poses a serious problem for psychosocial adjustment and physical health. It 

has been found that loneliness is concurrently and prospectively associated with poor 

physical health (Böger, & Huxhold, 2018) and psychosocial maladjustment. Loneliness is 

concurrently and prospectively associated with the perceived lack of satisfactory relationships 

(e.g., friendships during the life span) (Nicolaisen &  Thorsen, 2017; Schwartz-Mette, 

Shankman, Dueweke, Borowski, & Rose, 2020). According to one line of research 

(Verhagen, Lodder, & Baumeister, 2018) loneliness results from a combination of the lack of 

satisfaction with relationships and an elevated need for social belonging. The remediation of 

loneliness, in older adults in particular, has been a major goal for social care (National 

Institute for Health Research) and an objective for policy makers (ONS, 2018).  

Food Poverty and Loneliness 

According to several streams of research, reduced eating deprives individuals of the 

opportunity of participating in the sharing of meals or social activities. This decreases the 

likelihood of experiencing cohesion among group members, social ties, and sense of 

belonging and reciprocity (Giacomon, 2016). As a consequence, individuals experience 

exclusion, isolation and loneliness. A relation between food poverty and loneliness has been 

found in several studies. Burris et al. (2019) found that food insecurity was associated with 

loneliness and lack of social support in older adults. Woolley, Fishbach, and Wang (2019) 

found that loneliness in young adults and children was promoted by food restriction (e.g., 

limited access to foods for health reasons). One line of research showed that consuming 

comfort food (e.g., chicken noodle soup) alleviated the experience of loneliness in young 

adults (Troisi & Gabriel, 2011). O'Connell and Brannen (2018) investigated the narratives 
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from interviews of 11–15 year olds and their parents or carers from as part of the “Families 

and Food in Hard Times” investigation. It was found that food poverty was a multi-

dimensional experience which encompassed hunger, poor quality food, and social exclusion.  

Food Poverty, Nutrition, and Health 

Food poverty is a factor directly linked to poor health outcomes, contributing to poor 

nutrition, illnesses (hypertension, coronary heart disease, stroke, type 2 diabetes, and some 

cancers) and an increased chance of mortality (see Holmes Roberts, & Nelson, 2008). Food 

poverty results in a low consumption of fruit and vegetables that account, in part, for poor 

health and mortality (Gans et al., 2018; Keith-Jennings, Llobrera, & Stacy, 2019). Limited 

nutritional intake in older adults, notably older men, has been found to be associated with 

lack of social connectedness and poor health (see Gans et al., 2018). The Meals on Wheels 

Association of America Program and Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program have 

successfully reduced food poverty and poor diets of older adults (Keith-Jennings, Llobrera, & 

Stacy, 2019). 

The FoodCycle Charity Food Service 

  FoodCycle is a charitable organization in UK which was established in 2009.  It has 43 

sites operating across the country and each week surplus produce is collected from retailers in 

each location and transformed by volunteers into a three course meal served free of charge to 

anyone wishing to attend. Any food that is leftover or isn’t used to make the meal is made 

available for the patrons to take home. FoodCycle serves approximately 15,000 people per 

week. The overall aim of this charity is to provide healthy meals and enable attendees to 

build social connections, friendships and community belonging. The food to produce these 

meals is donated by local businesses and retailers and is produce that would otherwise go to 

waste. This charity utilizes the food waste as provided by households, food manufacturing 

sectors, and retail sectors. These donations of food are renewable resources in industrialized 
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countries. Food waste in the UK in 2018 alone was 9.5 million tonnes with a value £19 

billion (WRAP, 2020). FoodCycle meals are 100% vegetarian and therefore have potential to 

increase the health and longevity of its patrons.  

Overview of Study and Hypotheses 

 The current study comprises the report of analyses of the data yielded by the FoodCycle 

survey completed in multiple food service sites in the UK during 2018. The survey assessed 

the patrons’ reports of their demographics, food poverty, loneliness, food benefits, and social 

benefits of the food service (friendship formation and community belonging). The study was 

guided by the expectation that food poverty would be associated with loneliness because the 

former reduced the opportunities for social connections and social cohesion. In relation to 

that expected association, the FoodCycle centres provided food services in a communal 

setting in which patrons eat their meals alongside others.  It was expected that patrons of the 

services would associate the food benefits of the services with the social benefits of the 

services.  

 The current study further examined whether the magnitude of the measures, and the 

associations between them, varied by gender, age, and occupational status.  It addressed, for 

example, whether women and men differed on measures of food poverty, loneliness, and the 

perceived benefits of the charitable food services. Because of the principle that older adults 

are an “at-risk” group, it addressed whether older adults would experience greater food 

poverty, and loneliness than those adults who are younger. The study was carried out with the 

recognition that lonely individuals might experience greater social benefits than would other 

individuals because lonely individuals’ have a greater need for social belonging. 

 Research has shown that financial poverty is associated with social isolation which 

includes loneliness (see Gallie, Paugam, & Jacobs, 2003; Samuel, Alkire, Zavaleta, Mills, & 

Hammock, 2018; Stewart, Makwarimba, Reutter, Veenstra, Raphael, & Love, 2009). Guided 
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by those findings, it was expected in the current study that food poverty and loneliness would 

be greater in adults who were unemployed than those who were employed because the former 

group had less financial resources and less social contacts. The current study also examined 

whether the relation between food poverty and loneliness was dependent on occupational 

status (as an index of financial poverty). Specifically, some independence between financial 

poverty and food poverty would be demonstrated if a relation between food poverty and 

loneliness was found for adults who were employed and those who were unemployed. The 

relation may be approximately equal in strength for the different occupations. Because food 

poverty involves the deprivation of social ties and the associated community cohesion, then it 

is possible that food poverty would be associated with loneliness regardless of financial 

income and the social contacts provided by employment.  

The following was hypothesized, that among FoodCycle patrons: 

(1) Food poverty would be associated with loneliness.  

(2) Food poverty would be associated with perceived food benefits.  

(3) Perceived food benefits would be associated with perceived social benefits. 

(4) Food poverty and loneliness would be higher among adults who were unemployed 

than those who were employed. 

Method 

Participants 

 The participants were 686 individuals (345 males, 301 females, and 4 preferring not to 

say) who were patrons of FoodCycle. This was an opportunity sample. The participants were 

primarily “not working” (25%) “unable to work due to disability or illness” (24%) and 

“retired” (20%). The participants primarily reported they had a combination of “a long-term 

physical health condition, homelessness, mental health problems, and lived by myself” 

(20%).   
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Measures  

 Loneliness.  The participants rated the extent to which they had felt lonely on a 4-point 

Likert scale: “Often,” “Sometimes.” “Rarely,” and “Never.” For purposes of analysis, the 

direction of the rating was reversed such that higher ratings denoted greater loneliness. Self-

reported frequency of loneliness has served as a measure of loneliness in older adults 

(Nyqvist, Cattan, Andersson, Forsman, & Gustafson, 2013) and many of the patrons of 

FoodCycle were older adults (i.e., 60 years of age and older).  

 Food poverty. The participants rated the extent to which “they worried that their food 

would run out because they do not have enough money to buy more” (item 1) and “how often 

they skipped a meal” (item 2). Ratings were made on 4-point Likert scales comprising 

“Often” “Sometimes,” “Rarely,” and “Never”. The two items were substantively correlated, 

r(685) = .51, p < .001, and therefore were summed and averaged to construct a Food Poverty 

scale. Higher ratings denoted greater Food Poverty. 

 Food benefits. This was assessed by the participants rating of the extent to which “they 

ate more fruit and vegetables” (Item 1) and “tried new foods” (Item 2) as a result of attending 

FoodCycle events. The ratings were made on a 5-point Likert scale comprising “Strongly 

Disagree,” “Disagree,” “Neither agree,” “Disagree, and “Agree Strongly.” These two items 

were substantively correlated, r(589) = .44, p < .001, and were summed and averaged to 

construct a Food Benefits scale. Larger numbers denoted greater perceptions of food benefit 

from the charity service.   

 Social benefits of food service. There were two separate measures of the social 

benefits of the food service. Food service friendship formation was assessed by the 

participants rating the extent to which “they made friends at centres.” Food service 

community belonging was assessed by participants rating the extent to which “they felt more 

part of their community as a result of their visits to the centres.” For each item, the rating was 
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made on a 5-point Likert scale comprising “Strongly Disagree,” “Disagree,” “Neither agree” 

“Disagree, and “Agree Strongly.” Higher ratings on the items denoted greater perceived 

friendship formation and greater perceived community belonging.  

 Procedure. Participation in the study was voluntary and depended on verbal consent by 

the individual. The patrons completed the survey at the food centres alone without 

interference or intrusions by staff or other patrons. The participants were guaranteed, and 

provided, complete confidentiality and anonymity of their answers. No information about the 

identity of the patron was obtained. The testing was carried out in accordance with the British 

Psychological Association ethical guidelines.  

Results 

Strategy for the Analysis  

 First, the data were aggregated for the analyses of age categories and occupational 

statuses. Some subsamples of categories of age and occupation were too small to be included 

in the analyses and were omitted accordingly. Second, the data were subjected to a 

MANOVA and corresponding ANOVAs to assess whether there were differences on the four 

measures by gender, age category, and occupational status. Third, the data were subjected to 

correlational analyses to assess whether there were associations for those measures and 

whether the pattern of associations were different by gender, age category, and occupational 

status. The participants had the option of not answering given items in order to comply with 

ethical codes of practice. In some cases, the participants had the option of giving multiple 

answers to given questions which were not amenable to analysis. Inputting estimates of 

missing data required assumptions about the data that were not necessarily met and therefore 

the unadjusted scores were used. As a consequence, there was variability in the sample sizes 

for the various measures in the analyses. The data is available for viewing at the OSF site: 

https://osf.io/vgwj6/?view_only=73a34ac0c7a04f91ae9716ac2d5c792c 
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 Age grouping. The age of the participants was assessed in the survey by their 

endorsement of one of six age groups: Under 18 (n = 11, 1.6%), 18-24 (n = 28, 4.1%), 25-49 

(n = 265, 38.6%), 50-64 (n = 215, 31.3%), 64-75 (n = 83, 12.1), and 75+ (n = 39, 5.7%). For 

data analysis purposes though, three dominant age groups were calculated: young adulthood 

(25 to 49 years, n = 184), middle adulthood (50 to 64 years, n = 150), and older adulthood (64 

to 75+ years, n = 73). This age grouping represents conventional age categorization in 

research. Participants under 18 were excluded using this categorization and data analyses 

because they were not adults and comprised a very small sample size. The age categorization 

did ensure that there were reasonable sample sizes per age grouping and sufficient sample 

sizes for the correlational analyses.  

 Occupational status.  The final occupational status was composed of employed (full or 

part-time; n =78), retired (n = 80), unemployed due to disability or illness (n = 113) and 

unemployed (n = 117). The subsample of students (n = 4) were omitted because they were a 

very small sample. This data was limited by patrons’ frequent declining to report their 

occupation and multiple answers for that question (which was permitted as answers).  

 Gender and age group differences. The measures were subjected to a Multivariate 

Analysis of Variance (MANOVA) with Gender and Age Group as between factors. The 

MANOVA yielded a main effect of Gender for the Roy’s Largest Root, F(5, 397) = 2.847, p 

= .032, µ2= .030. (The Ms and SDs are shown in Table 1.) The ANOVAS showed that there 

were Gender Differences on Food Benefits, F(1,401) = 7.78, p = .006, µ2 =.019, Food 

Service Friendship Formation, F(1,401) = 6.80, p = .009, µ2 = .017, and Food Service 

Community Inclusion, F(1,401) = 7.33, p = .007, µ2 = .018. (The Ms and SDs are shown in 

Table 1.) Women reported greater Food Benefit, Food Service Friendship Formation, and 

Food Service Community Belonging, than did men.  
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 The MANOVA also yielded a main effect of Age Group with the Roy’s Largest Root, 

F(10,796) = 3.64, p < .001, µ2 = .04. The ANOVAS showed that there were Age Group 

Differences on Loneliness, F(2,401) = 5.68, p = .004, µ2 = .028 and Food Poverty, F(2,401) = 

11.56, p < .001, µ2 =.054.  (The Ms and SDs are shown in Table 2). Least Significant 

Difference (LSD) a posteriori contrasts showed that loneliness was greater for middle 

adulthood than for young adulthood and older adulthood. Also, food poverty was greater for 

middle than for older adulthood. Food poverty was not appreciably different between young 

adulthood and the two other age groups.  

 Occupational status differences. The measures were subjected to a Multivariate 

Analysis of Variance (MANOVA) with Occupational Status as the between factor. The 

MANOVA yielded a main effect of Occupational Status for the Roy’s Largest Root, F(15, 

1146) = 15.88, p < .001, µ2= .049.  The ANOVAs showed that there were Occupational 

Status differences on Loneliness, F(3 384) = 15.88, p < .001, µ2 =.110, and Food Poverty  

F(3,384) =5.69, p = .001, µ2 = .043. (The Ms and SDs are shown in Table 3.) LSD a 

posteriori contrasts showed that there was no appreciable difference between the employed 

status and retired occupational status on food poverty but each of those was different from the 

food poverty of the unemployed due to disability or illness and unemployed occupational 

statuses (which were not different from each other). A similar pattern was found on 

loneliness with the exception that there was no appreciable difference between the loneliness 

of retired and the unemployed participants.  

 Correlations between the measures (all participants). The correlations between the 

measures (with Ms and SDs) are shown in Table 1. There was a correlation between 

Loneliness and Food Poverty. There was a modest but appreciable correlation between Food 

Poverty and Food Benefit. There were correlations between Food Benefits and both Food 
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Service Friendship Formation and Food Service Community Belonging, which were 

correlated.  

 Correlations between the measures by gender.  The correlations between the 

measures by gender (with Ms and SDs) are shown in Table 1.The observed pattern of 

correlations was found for men and women with one exception. The correlation between 

Food Poverty and Food Benefit was found for women only. 

  Correlations between the measures by age group. The correlations between the 

measures (with Ms and SDs) for each of the three age groups are shown in Table 2. The 

correlation between Loneliness and Food Poverty was found in all three age groups. The 

correlations between Food Benefits, Food Service Friendship Formation and Food Service 

Community Belonging were found for each age group. In addition, there was a correlation 

between Loneliness and Food Service Friendship Formation for middle adulthood.  

 Correlations between the measures by occupational status. The correlations 

between the measures (with Ms and SDs) for each of the three age groups are shown in Table 

3. The correlation between Loneliness and Food Poverty was found for all four occupational 

statuses with approximately equal strength. The correlations between Food Benefits, Food 

Service Friendship Formation and Food Service Community Belonging were found for all 

four occupational statuses. In addition, there was a correlation between Loneliness and Food 

Service Friendship Formation for the unemployed occupational status. 

Discussion 

 The findings yielded support for the four hypotheses. As expected, loneliness was 

associated with food poverty. As expected, food poverty was associated with perceived food 

benefits, although this applied to women only. As expected, perceived food benefits were 

associated with perceived social benefits (friendship formation and community belonging). 

Finally, as expected, food poverty and loneliness were higher in adults who were unemployed 



13 
  
  Food Poverty, Loneliness, and Charity Food Service 
 

(notably those unemployed due to disability and illness) than adults who were employed or 

retired.  

  The findings yielded by the current study complement studies showing that food 

poverty is associated with loneliness (Burris et al., 2019; O'Connell & Brannen, 2018: 

Woolley, Fishbach, & Wang, 2019). Previous studies have demonstrated that association 

though, in older adults, persons with specific food restrictions, the consumption of a given 

food (i.e., chicken soup) or in the narratives of children in families suffering financial 

hardship. The current study showed that that association is evident across a wide range of 

adults and separately by gender, age and occupational status. The findings support the 

principle that reduced eating deprives individuals of the opportunity of participating in the 

sharing of meals or social activities. This decreases the likelihood of experiencing cohesion 

among group members, social ties, and sense of belonging and reciprocity (Giacomon, 2016). 

As a consequence, individuals experience exclusion, isolation and loneliness 

 The principle that food opportunities promote social contact and social cohesion 

received further support from the patrons’ perceptions of the benefits of the charity food 

services. The patrons associated food benefits with social benefits. This finding highlights the 

principle that FoodCycle provides communal eating which affords the patrons the 

opportunities of eating meals with others and thus forming friendships and experiencing 

community belonging.  

 The different patterns shown by women and men in the current study may reflect 

conventional gender roles regarding food preparation and socializing.  Women in general 

assume the main responsibility for feeding the family and, when experiencing poverty, will 

dedicate their time to meet the food consumption needs of their family (Cappellini, Harman, 

Marilli & Parsons, 2019). Consequently women are more receptive to the new food 

opportunities offered by the FoodCycle services and when experiencing food poverty may be 
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more receptive to the food benefits than men. Women show a modestly greater orientation to 

social communion in social relationships by greater striving for intimacy, social 

connectedness, and social solidarity (Wiggins, 1991; Zarbatany, Conley, & Pepper, 2004). 

Consequently, the women may be oriented to the opportunities for friendship formation and 

community inclusion afforded by the meals at FoodCycle.  In light of these findings, it could 

be worthwhile for FoodCycle to consider providing various types of social interaction 

opportunities in the centres.  For example, it could structure the food consumption activities 

(tables that serve smaller groups, volunteers at each table) to promote social interaction that 

would benefit all clients, especially men. 

 As expected, loneliness and food poverty were greater among the unemployed than 

other occupational groups. The findings complement studies showing that financial poverty is 

associated with social isolation which includes loneliness (see Gallie, Paugam, & Jacobs, 

2003; Samuel, Alkire, Zavaleta, Mills, & Hammock, 2018; Stewart, Makwarimba, Reutter, 

Veenstra, Raphael, & Love, 2009). The findings from the current study provide a basis, 

however, for concluding that the relation between financial poverty and loneliness are 

independent of the relation between food poverty and loneliness. The association between 

loneliness and food poverty was found for each occupational status and were approximately 

equal in strength. The findings support the principle that food poverty reduces the 

opportunities for social connections and social cohesion, and thus enhanced loneliness, 

whether the person is employed or unemployed with accompanying income and social 

opportunities.    

 Research has yielded evidence for the conclusion that loneliness results from a 

combination of the lack of satisfaction with relationships and an elevated need for social 

belonging (Verhagen, Lodder, & Baumeister, 2018). Such findings provide one account of 

the observed associations in the current study between loneliness and the formation of 



15 
  
  Food Poverty, Loneliness, and Charity Food Service 
 

friendships in the food centres for those in middle adulthood and the unemployed. The 

associations may have been due to the need to belong and the need to establish a social 

connection by lonely adults in middle adulthood and those unemployed. It should be noted, 

though, that finding such a correlation suggests that the friendships formed in the service 

centres were not be sufficient to overcome the general loneliness of those patrons. The 

findings are consistent with the proposition that the FoodCycle food service centres provide 

the opportunity for friendship formation for adults especially those who need those 

opportunities the most – the lonely.   

 Research indicates that both loneliness and social isolation contribute to poor health 

and psychosocial problems in very old adults (Courtin & Knapp, 2017; Ong, Uchino, & 

Wethington, 2016). Interventions or strategies that reduce social isolation and loneliness in 

adults have the potential to improve their health and psychosocial functioning. Only a few 

types of interventions (animal-assisted therapy, mindfulness-stress training and new 

technologies) have been found to be effective in reducing loneliness and isolation in very old 

adults (Hagan, Manktelow, Taylor, & Mallett, 2014). There is evidence that providing food 

services decreases loneliness in older adults. The home-delivered meals program has been 

found to reduce feelings of loneliness in homebound older adults (Thomas, Akobundu, & 

Dosa1, 2016; Wright, Vance, Sudduth, & Epps, 2015). Similarly, the FoodCycle charity food 

service program has the potential to be an effective intervention for lonely adults and those 

experiencing food poverty. Previous studies have reported the sense of stigma experienced by 

those receiving food parcels from food banks (Grathwaite, 2016) which may exacerbate 

loneliness and social isolation of those experiencing food poverty. However, organisations 

responding to food poverty vary in format, values and practices (Parsons, Kearney, Surman, 

Cappellini, Harman, Moffat & Schurenbrand, 2020) and the social contact and friendship 
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benefits arising from eating meals in a communal setting such as that at FoodCycle could 

address the problem of food poverty without the accompanying sense of stigma and shame. 

 Previous research has focused on loneliness, social isolation, and food poverty in older 

adults who are typically retired. This has served as an impetus for interventions and social 

policies for that age group. Participants in the current study represented young, middle and 

older adulthood and the findings show that the persons who are at greatest risk of loneliness 

and food poverty are those who are in middle adulthood and unemployed notably because of 

disability and illness. These groups may have been left exposed because the austerity policies 

implemented in recent years have resulted in a shift in responsibility from the state to 

charitable organizations (Lambie-Mumford & Dowler, 2014) for meeting the needs of the 

most vulnerable.  The consequence is that many such individuals “fall through the cracks” of 

the current re-employment and welfare system. This group of adults are not yet eligible for 

pensions and may have failed to receive or continue receiving welfare or other financial 

benefits. As a result, they suffer more food poverty and deprivation of social contacts than 

other groups of adults.  

Directions for Future Research 

 The findings are limited because they are cross-sectional in nature and comprise data 

from an opportunity sample. These problems could be redressed by longitudinal research that 

investigates loneliness, food poverty, perceived food benefits, perceived social benefits 

across time. This design could provide evidence for changes in the measures and therefore 

evidence for causal relation between the measures. The designs could include comparison 

groups that did not use the charity food services. In summary, the findings from the current 

study provide evidence for associations between loneliness and food poverty by gender, age 

and occupational status. The findings support the conclusion that those can be addressed 

through the commensality of meals provided by charity organizations such as FoodCycle.  



17 
  
  Food Poverty, Loneliness, and Charity Food Service 
 

References 

All Party Parliamentary Group. (2014). Feeding Britain: A strategy for zero hunger in 

England, Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland. London: The Children’s Society.  

 https://feedingbritain.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/feeding_britain_report_2014-

2.pdf  last accessed Jan. 6, 2021 

Böger, A. & Huxhold, O. (2018). Do the antecedents and consequences of loneliness change 

 from middle adulthood into old age? Developmental Psychology, 54(1), 181-197.  

 doi: http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/dev0000453 

Burris, M., Kihlstrom, L., Arce, K., S. Prendergast, K.,  Dobbins, J., McGrath, E., Renda, A.,  

 Shannon, E., Cordier, T., Song, Y. & Himmelgreen, D. (2019). Food insecurity,  

 loneliness, and social support among older adults. Journal of Hunger & Environmental  

 Nutrition. doi: 10.1080/19320248.2019.1595253 

Kalil, A., & Chen, J-H. (2008). Mothers’ citizenship status and household food insecurity 

among low-income children of immigrants. In H. Yoshikawa & N. Way (Eds.), Beyond 

the family: Contexts of immigrant children’s development. New Directions for Child 

and Adolescent Development, 121, 43–62. 

Cappellini, B., Harman, V., Marilli, A. & Parsons, E. (2019).  Intensive mothering in hard 

times: Foucauldian ethical self-formation and cruel optimism. Journal of Consumer 

Culture, 19(4), 469-492 

Courtin, E., & Knapp, M. (2017). Social isolation, loneliness and health in old age: A scoping  

 review. Health & Social Care in the Community, 25(3), 799-812. 

Feeding Britain (2020) Available at https://feedingbritain.org/, last accessed on the 24th of 

January 2020 

Gallie, D., Paugam, S., & Jacobs, S. (2003). Unemployment, poverty, and social isolation. Is  

 there a vicious circle of social exclusion? European Societies, 5(1), 1-32,   



18 
  
  Food Poverty, Loneliness, and Charity Food Service 
 

 doi: 10.1080/1461669032000057668 

Gans K. M. et al. (2018). Multilevel approaches to increase fruit and vegetable intake in low- 

 income housing communities: Final results of the 'Live Well, Viva Bien' cluster- 

 randomized trial. The International Journal of Behavioral Nutrition and Physical 

 Activity, 15 (1), pp. 80. 

Garthwaite, K. (2016). Stigma, shame and 'people like us': An ethnographic study of food 

bank use in the UK. Journal of Poverty and Social Justice, 24(3), 277–289. 

Garthwaite, K. (2017). I feel I’m giving something back to society: Constructing the ‘active 

citizen’ and responsibilising food bank use. Social Policy and Society, 2, 283–292. 

Giacommon, C. (2016). The dimensions and role of commensality: a theoretical model drawn 

fom the significance of communal eating among adults in Santiago Chile. Appetite, 

107: 460-470. 

Hagan, R., Manktelow, R., Taylor, B. J. & Mallett, J. (2014). Reducing loneliness amongst  

 older people: A systematic search and narrative review. Aging & Mental Health, 18(6), 

  683-693. 

Holmes B. A., Roberts C.L., & Nelson, M. (2008). How access, isolation and other factors  

 may influence food consumption and nutrient intake in materially deprived older men.  

 Nutrition Bulletin, 33(3), 212-220. 

Keith-Jennings, B., Llobrera, J., & Stacy, D. (2019).  Links of the supplemental nutrition  

 assistance program with food insecurity, poverty, and health: Evidence and potential. 

 American Journal of Public Health, 109(12), 1636-1640. 

 doi:  http://dx.doi.org/10.2105/AJPH.2019.305325 

Knight, A., O'Connell, R. & Brannen, J. (2018). Eating with friends, family or not at all:  

 Young people's experiences of food poverty in the UK. Children & Society. 32(3), 185- 

 194. doi: 10.1111/chso.12264 



19 
  
  Food Poverty, Loneliness, and Charity Food Service 
 

Lambie-Mumford, H. & Dowler, E. (2014) Rising use of “food aid” in the United Kingdom. 

British Food Journal, 116, 1418–1425. 

Livingstone, N. (2015). The hunger games: Food poverty and politics in the UK. Capital & 

Class, 39, 188–195. 

Stewart, M. J., Makwarimba, E., Reutter, L. I., Veenstra, G., Raphael, D.  & Love, R. (2009).  

 Poverty, sense of belonging and experiences of social isolation, Journal of Poverty,  

 13(2), 173-195, doi: 10.1080/10875540902841762 

Nicolaisen, M. &  Thorsen, K. (2017). What are friends for? Friendships and loneliness over  

 the lifespan—From 18 to 79 Years. The International Journal of Aging 

 and Human Development, 84(2), 126–158. doi: 10.1177/0091415016655166 

Nyqvist, F., Cattan, M., Andersson, L., Forsman, A. K., & Gustafson, Y. (2013).  Social  

 capital and loneliness among the very old living at home and in institutional settings: A  

 comparative study. Journal of Aging and Health, 25(6), 1013-1035. 

 doi: http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0898264313497508 

Ong, A. D., Uchino, B. N., & Wethington, E. (2016). Loneliness and health in older adults: A 

 mini-review and synthesis. Gerontology: Behavioral Science Section/Mini-Review, 62,  

 443-449. 

ONS (2018) ‘National Measurement of Loneliness: 2018’, available online at  

 https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/wellbeing/compendium/natio 

 nalmeasurementofloneliness/2018 

Pollard, C., & Booth, S. (2019). Food Insecurity and Hunger in Rich Countries—It Is Time 

for Action against Inequality, International Journal Of Environmental Research and 

Public Health, 16(10), 1804; https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph16101804 

Royal Geographical Society (with IBG).  https://21stcenturychallenges.org/food-security. 

Accessed  



20 
  
  Food Poverty, Loneliness, and Charity Food Service 
 

Samuel, K., Alkire, S., Zavaleta, D., Mills, C., & Hammock, J. (2018) Social isolation and its  

 relationship to multidimensional poverty, Oxford Development Studies, 46(1), 83-97.  

 doi: 10.1080/13600818.2017.1311852 

Save the Children (2012) Child Poverty in 2012: it shouldn’t happen here, Available at 

https://resourcecentre.savethechildren.net/library/child-poverty-2012-it-shouldnt-

happen-here, last accessed on the 24th of January 2020 

Schwartz-Mette, R. A., Shankman, J., Dueweke, A. R., Borowski, S., & Rose, A. J. (2020,  

 May 14). Relations of friendship experiences with depressive symptoms and loneliness  

 in childhood and adolescence: A Meta-Analytic review. Psychological Bulletin.  

 Advance online publication. http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/bul0000239 

Smith (2018) https://www.independent.co.uk/life-style/health-and-families/loneliness-lethal- 

 condition-therapy-psychology-cox-commission-ons-health-a8311781.htm 

Stewart, M. J., Makwarimba, E., Reutter, L., Veenstra, G., Raphael, D., & Love, R. (2009). 

  Poverty, sense of belonging and experiences of social isolation. Journal of Poverty.  

 13(2), 173-195. doi: 10.1080/10875540902841762 

Thomas, K.S., Akobundu, U., & Dosa1, D. (2016). More than a meal? A randomized control 

trial comparing the effects of home-delivered meals programs on participants’ 

 feelings of loneliness. Journals of Gerontology: Social Sciences, 71(6), 1049–1058.  

 doi: 10.1093/geronb/gbv111 

Troisi J. D., & Gabriel, S. (2011). Chicken soup really is good for the soul: “Comfort Food”  

 fulfills the need to belong. Psychological Science, 22(6), 747–753.  

doi: 10.1177/0956797611407931 

Trussell Trust https://www.trusselltrust.org/ 



21 
  
  Food Poverty, Loneliness, and Charity Food Service 
 

van der Horst, H., Pascucci, S., & Bol, W. (2014). The “dark side” of food banks? Exploring 

the emotional responses of food bank receivers in the Netherlands. British Food 

Journal, 166, 1506–1520. (Remove) 

Verhagen M., Lodder G. M. A., & Baumeister, R. F. (2018). Unmet belongingness needs but  

 not high belongingness needs alone predict adverse well-being: A response surface  

 modeling approach. Journal of Personality, 86 (3), 498-507. doi 10.1111/jopy.12331 

Wiggins, J. S. (1991). Agency and communion as conceptual coordinates for the  

 understanding and measurement of interpersonal behavior. In W. M. Grove and D.  

 Cicchetti (Eds.), Thinking clearly about psychology (pp. 89–113). Minneapolis:  

 University of Minnesota Press. 

Woolley, K., Fishbach, A., & Wang, R. (M.) (2019, November 14). Food restriction and the  

 experience of social isolation. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology. Advance  

 online publication. http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/pspi0000223 

WRAP (2020). 

https://wrap.org.uk/sites/files/wrap/Food_%20surplus_and_waste_in_the_UK_key_facts_Jan

_2020.pdf 

Wright, L., Vance, L., Sudduth, C., & Epps, J. B. (2015). The impact of a home-delivered  

 meal program on nutritional risk, dietary intake, food security, loneliness, and social  

 well-being, Journal of Nutrition in Gerontology and Geriatrics, 34(2), 218-227.  doi:  

 10.1080/21551197.2015.1022681  

Zarbatany, L., Conley, R., & Pepper, S. (2004). Personality and gender differences in  

 friendship needs and experiences in preadolescence and young adulthood. 

 International Journal of Behavioral Development, 28(4), 299-310.  

 doi: 10.1080/01650250344000514 

  



22 
  
  Food Poverty, Loneliness, and Charity Food Service 
 

Footnote 

1.  FoodCycle uses the term guest to refer to patron.  
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Table 1 

Correlations Between the Variables (with Ms and SDs)  Across Gender and Separately by Gender 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Measure/Gender M  SD  FP FB FRFF FSCB   

_______________________________________________________________________________________________ 

All Participants 

Loneliness 2.96 .99 .45***  .02 .07 .05  

Food Poverty (FP) 2.90 .92 .09* .05 -.02 

Food Benefits (FB) 4.16 .68 .39*** .42*** 

Food Service Friendship Formation (FSFF) 4.16 .81  .58*** 

Food Service Community Belonging (FSCB) 4.18 .80   

_________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Men 

Loneliness 2.97 .99 .45*** -.02 .01 .01 

Food Poverty (FP) 2.86 .91 .07 .09 -.02 

Food Benefits (FB) 4.06 .72 .35*** .40*** 

Food Service Friendship Formation (FSFF) 4.08 .80  .54*** 

Food Service Community Belonging (FSCB) 4.06 .83   

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Women 

Loneliness 2.97 1.00 .45*** .06 .11 .10 

Food Poverty (FP) 2.75 .94 .17* .02 .00 

Food Benefits (FB) 4.29 .61 .42*** .41*** 

Food Service Friendship Formation (FSFF) 4.27 .80  .62*** 

Food Service Community Belonging (FSCB) 4.33 .70   

___________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Note: *p <.05 and ***p < .001. Dfs = 516 to 560 

 

  



24 
  
  Food Poverty, Loneliness, and Charity Food Service 
 
Table 2 

Correlations Between  the Variables (with Ms and SDs) by age group 

________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Measure M  SD  FP FB FRFF FSCB  

________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Young Adulthood 

Loneliness 2.92 .70 .49*** -.04 .03 .05 

Food Poverty (FP) 2.85 .73 .07 .05 .05 

Food Benefits (FB) 4.25 .90 .36*** .42*** 

Food Service Friendship Formation (FSFF) 4.14 .96  .54*** 

Food Service Community Belonging (FSCB) 4.21 .79   

_______________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Middle Adulthood 

Loneliness 3.19 .96  .49*** .14 .18* .13 

Food Poverty (FP) 3.00  .87  .14 .11 .05  

Food Benefits (FB) 4.14 .88 .36*** .50*** 

Food Service Friendship Formation (FSFF) 4.05 .78 .61*** 

Food Service Community Belonging (FSCB) 4.12 .81   

_________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Older Adulthood 

Loneliness 2.84 1.01 .32*** -.10 -.17 -.07 

Food Poverty (FP) 4.80 .89 .10 -.10 -.13 

Food Benefits (FB) 4.15 .69   .38*** .29** 

Food Service Friendship Formation (FSFF) 4.26 .82   .66*** 

Food Service Community Belonging (FSCB) 4.23 .78   

_________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Note: * p <.05, **p < .01, and ***p < .001. Dfs = 89 to 190.  
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Table 3  

Correlations Between the Variables (with Ms and SDs) by Employment Status 

_________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Measure/Employment Status M  SD  FP FB FRFF FSCB  

_________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Employed 

Loneliness 2.61 1.00 .34** -.05 .02 -.01 

Food Poverty (FP) 2.42 1.00 .04 .03 .03 

Food Benefits (FB) 4.11 .68 .34** .30** 

Food Service Friendship Formation (FSFF) 4.10 .79 .65*** 

Food Service Community Belonging (FSCB) 4.15 .77   

___________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Retired 

Loneliness 2.87 1.00 .42** -.04 -.06 .05 

Food Poverty (FP) 2.52 .88 .13 -.15 -.11 

Food Benefits (FB) 4.11 .63 .31** .21* 

Food Service Friendship Formation (FSFF) 4.23 .79 .67***  

Food Service Community Belonging (FSCB) 4.16 .81    

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Unemployed Due to Disability or Illness 

Loneliness 3.13 .97 .39** -.05 -.02 -.05 

Food Poverty (FP) 3.16 .81 .00 -.03 -.17 

Food Benefits (FB) 4.09 .73 .37** .56** 

Food Service Friendship Formation (FSFF) 4.19 .80 .58** 

Food Service Community Belonging (FSCB) 4.14 .79 

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Table 3 (Continued) 

_________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Measure/Employment Status M  SD  FP FB FRFF FSCB  

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Unemployed 

Loneliness 3.04 1.01 .41** .14 .20* .16 

Food Poverty (FP) 2.95 .86 -.01 .16 .06 

Food Benefits (FB) 4.20 .69  .49** .45** 

Food Service Friendship Formation (FSFF) 4.08 .82     .46** 

Food Service Community Belonging (FSCB) 4.12 .79  

___________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Note: * p <.05, **p < .01 and ***p < .001. Dfs = 76 to 114.  

 
 
 

 


