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after the Great Recession (Lambie-Mumford and Silvasti 
2020). Particularly in the UK, the rise of food support has 
been most visible and discussed, possibly because several 
organisations have advocated for and provided evidence of 
the high levels of food insecurity throughout the country. 
The Covid-19 pandemic further confirmed the centrality 
of food charities in addressing financial precarity and food 
poverty, as increases in the number of food parcels distrib-
uted were reported from several organisations (Power et al. 
2020; Boons et al. 2020; Oncini 2021; Hirth et al. 2022).

The growing importance of food support providers as 
a safety net for the poorest ones has been paralleled by a 
plethora of scholarly studies dissecting and analyzing vari-
ous facets of food support provision and food poverty, pro-
viding fine-grained case studies, saddening ethnographies 
(Garthwaite 2016), and detailed descriptions of how vari-
ous providers work (Williams et al. 2016). Literature to date 
has been fundamental to increasing our understanding of 
charitable food provision and its ambiguous relation with 
food loss and surplus. However, we still lack a coherent 
theoretical framework that can account for food charities’ 
relationships of conflict and interdependence, their shared 
understanding, boundaries, social positioning, and power 
relationships. This paper aims to advance the literature on 

Introduction

The growth and institutionalisation of food charities across 
the global north has spurred academic debate at least since 
the 90s. Already in 1994, Poppendieck (1994) summarised 
the strengths and weaknesses of the charitable food provi-
sion sector in the US in the article Dilemmas of Emergency 
Food: A guide for the perplexed. Almost 30 years later, the 
paper is still current in listing of the tensions and ambigui-
ties affecting the provision of food support in high-income 
countries. In Europe, where food assistance has long been 
part of civil society, an increasing body of country-specific 
research has highlighted that the growth and institutionali-
sation of food support provision has occurred in conjunc-
tion with the retrenchment of social security programmes, 
the 2000s economic crises and the austerity measures taken 
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charitable food provision (CFP) by illustrating that the sec-
tor can be usefully framed as a field, and particularly as a 
strategic action field (SAF) (Fligstein and McAdam 2012). 
Building on a case study of Greater Manchester CFP field 
conducted in 2020, the paper shows how SAF meso-level 
theorization provides a valuable lens to understand CFP 
dynamics both in times of stasis and crisis, and discusses 
possibilities to extend research of food support in a compar-
ative perspective. In this context, the term ‘meso’ refers to 
the fact that the focus of our attention is the explanation of 
social action in an empirically defined arena (the CFP field), 
where actors take each other into account in their framings 
and in their actions (Kluttz and Fligstein 2016).

The paper is organised as follows. I first provide an over-
view of the literature distinguishing between three main 
research streams that have characterised the study of CFP. 
I then outline how field theories have been applied in the 
non-profit sector (Barman 2016) and explain why I rely on 
SAF theory to describe the CFP field in Greater Manchester. 
After presenting the region of Greater Manchester as a typi-
cal case study (Gerring 2007) and the data collection strat-
egy, I explore the CFP field around four main propositions 
capturing the central building blocks of SAF theory: first, I 
highlight the shared rules, understandings and practices that 
characterise the organisations that belong to the field; sec-
ond, I focus on the broader field environment and identify 
distant and proximate fields that impose constraints on and 
offer opportunities to the actors; third, I illustrate the social 
positions and interests of some of the most relevant organ-
isations operating in the field; finally, I focus on Covid-19 
as an exogenous shock, and provide some evidence on the 
effect of the campaign carried out by an extremely ‘socially 
skilled’ actor (the football player Marcus Rashford). In 
the conclusions, I outline future research developments to 
extend the investigation of CFP fields across countries using 
SAF theory as a conceptual tool.

Charitable food provision in high-income countries

The importance acquired by food charities in higher-income 
countries is hard to understate. The number of non-profit 
organisations providing parcels or meals has increased vir-
tually everywhere, and so did scholarly publications. While 
the Covid-19 crisis comprehensibly put in the spotlight the 
hard and compassionate work of food support providers and 
spurred reflections on the social and environmental sustain-
ability of our food systems (Sanderson 2020; Hirth et al. 
2022), the consolidation of food charities as a permanent – 
if undesirable – feature of social security in wealthier societ-
ies took place much less recently, and found in the aftermath 
of the financial crisis a fundamental tipping point (Lambie-
Mumford and Silvasti 2020). Literature to date dissected the 

phenomenon of food support to a great extent and can be 
broadly distinguished into three main streams.

Survey data played a fundamental role in examining the 
characteristics of food support providers and their users 
(Loopstra et al. 2019; Oncini 2021; 2022a), to identify 
diverse food charity profiles (González-Torre and Coque 
2016), to map their distribution and accessibility in the 
territory (Bacon and Baker 2017; Casellas Connors et al. 
2022), and also to evaluate their long-term impact on the 
food security levels of people living in poverty (Tarasuk et 
al. 2020; Rizvi et al. 2021). In the UK, using data from the 
Trussell Trust – the largest food bank network – some schol-
ars were able to demonstrate the existence of a causal rela-
tionship between cuts in welfare services, reforms of social 
security payments, benefits sanctioning and the growth of 
food banks (Loopstra et al. 2015, 2018, 2019). Especially 
during the Covid-19 crisis, survey data provided an over-
view of the challenges and the innovations undertaken by 
the sector to continue operations, as well as documentation 
of the increasing number of people in need for food support 
(e.g. Warshawsky 2022; Oncini 2022a).

The bird’s-eye view obtained through survey data has 
been complemented by enlightening qualitative accounts 
of the experiences of people forced to rely on food assis-
tance, stressing the feelings of shame, stigma and embar-
rassment that come with food support, and on the difficulties 
of transitioning back to buying food (Garthwaite 2016; Pur-
dam et al. 2016; Moraes et al. 2021). Scholars have also 
examined the organisational life of food banks to reflect on 
their ambivalent nature: on one side, food banks do not offer 
solely food support, but a ‘space of care’ characterised by 
moral support, empathetic listening, advice and hospitality 
that can turn into a space to coordinate food justice cam-
paigns and raise awareness of the structural nature of (food) 
poverty (Williams et al. 2016; Swords 2019). On another 
(darker) side, the organisation of food banks – through the 
use of intrusive assessment procedures, vouchers and refer-
ral systems – is increasingly indistinguishable from the wel-
fare system (May et al. 2019, 2020), albeit one that provides 
food, rather than cash, transfers. Inspired by Foucauldian 
concepts, some authors have highlighted how these proce-
dures seek to act over the conduct, capacities, and capabili-
ties of lives through conditionality and triage, demarcating 
between lives that are provisioned and those for whom the 
protections and provisions of foodbanks are suspended 
(Strong 2019). Systems of food support are often imbued 
with subtle and explicit forms of coercion, as highlighted in 
the use of pastoral power to obtain detailed knowledge of 
subjects’ poverty histories and biographies, and in the disci-
plinary acts entailed in the monitoring of their conducts and 
limiting their entitlements (Möller, 2021; Power and Small 
2022).
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Finally, a third stream paid attention to the ambiguous 
relationship between food poverty and food loss. As aware-
ness and moral outrage over food waste increased, food 
surplus became one of the key sources of charitable food 
distribution. Hence, the institutionalisation of food support 
has been further cemented by the idea that recovering food 
loss and reducing food poverty could represent a win-win 
(Caplan 2017; Lohnes and Wilson 2018; Arcuri 2019; Tikka 
2019), although arguably such an approach neither solves 
inefficiencies in the production and distribution chain, nor 
addresses poverty. The ambiguity is further amplified by 
the emergence of an anti-hunger industrial complex (Fisher 
2017), with corporations benefiting from food surplus dis-
tribution and food donations in terms of brand image and 
public relations. At the same time, some have argued that re-
evaluating food loss can actually become the means for food 
charities to replace the personal stigma attached to food aid 
with an ethics based on care toward the environment and the 
other participants (Edwards 2021).

Despite the aforementioned themes recur across coun-
tries and allowed the scholarly community to engage in a 
productive international and interdisciplinary debate, litera-
ture to date still lacks a meso-level theoretical framework 
that could let us consider how different charities relate to 
each other within the same arena, and potentially to com-
pare different CFP systems across regions and countries. 
Among meso-level theories, field theory has been extremely 
successful in providing a set of conceptual tools to under-
stand how sectors within the market, the state, and the civil 
spheres operate.

Understanding meso-level social orders using field 
theory

The term field theory identifies a conceptual framework in 
sociology seeking to explain social action in a particular 
social arena (Kluttz and Fligstein 2016; Hilgers and Mangez 
2015). In studying the third sector, its application has been 
particularly fruitful, as the theory proposed an interpretation 
of the sector’s structure and internal dynamics that could 
make sense of the origin, diffusion and institutionalisation 
of several non-profit organisations, social enterprises and 
social movements (Spicer et al. 2019; Barman 2016; Chen 
2018; Lang and Mullins 2020).

According to Barman (2016: 445), the sociological con-
tributions to the study of the non-profit sector de facto over-
lapped with the introduction of field theory, which can depart 
from both methodological individualism – excessively con-
cerned with explaining voluntaristic action by actors’ moti-
vations, beliefs or ascribed characteristics – and the view of 
the third sector as an autonomous space in society resulting 
from inefficiencies in the public sector and failures of the 

market to take care of the public good. Instead, field theory 
posits a substantial resemblance between field dynamics 
regardless of the subject field’s nature (market, public, non-
profit) (Barman 2016); in fact, it is particularly well suited 
to investigate mutual imbrication and common modus ope-
randi across spheres (Spicer et al. 2019; Lang and Mullins 
2020).

Although field theories are often seen in dialogue with 
each other, and central concepts recur across approaches 
(Barman 2016; Kluttz and Fligstein 2016), each version 
emphasises different aspects of how a field works, which 
in turn can trigger alternative, rather than complementary, 
descriptions and explanations (Kluttz and Fligstein 2016). 
For example, Bourdeusian approaches (Bourdieu and Wac-
quant 1992; Hilgers and Mangez 2015) stress how strug-
gle and competition over material and symbolic resources 
characterise all fields, and therefore also the ones consti-
tuted around charitable donations, altruistic behaviour or 
public interest (e.g. Ostrower 1995; Greenspan 2014). New 
institutionalism, on the other hand, has mostly been con-
cerned with how and why organisations within a field tend 
to homogenise, and suggested that business practices are 
imitated because they confer legitimacy in the eyes of the 
stakeholders and not necessarily because they are efficient 
(Di Maggio and Powell 1983). More recently, SAF theory 
(Fligstein and McAdam 2012) attempted a synthesis of 
these approaches. The authors say a SAF is

a constructed mesolevel social order in which actors 
(who can be individual or collective) are attuned to 
and interact with one another on the basis of shared 
(which is not to say consensual) understandings about 
the purposes of the field, relationships to others in 
the field (including who has power and why), and the 
rules governing legitimate action in the field (Fligstein 
and McAdam 2012: 9).

Hence, in line with Bourdieu’s approach, actors in a SAF 
are unequally positioned, vie for advantage and compete 
to define the rules of the game depending on the quantity 
and composition of capital they control - social, economic, 
cultural and eventually symbolic (Bourdieu, 1986). Analyti-
cally, this means that in a SAF we should always be able 
to identify incumbents – ‘actors who wield disproportion-
ate influence within a field and whose interests and views 
tend to be heavily reflected in the dominant organizations’ 
of the SAF, and challengers ‘who wield little influence over 
its operation’ and ‘while they recognise the dominant logic 
of incumbent actors … can usually articulate an alternative 
vision of the field and their position in it’ (Fligstein and 
McAdam 2012: 13). At the same time, in line with new insti-
tutionalism, SAF agrees that already existing fields contain 
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field, capable of affecting the dynamics of the CFP field to 
a great extent.

Finally, SAF theory is particularly attentive to processes 
of field emergence and change, and identifies three prin-
cipal external sources of field destabilisation: invasion by 
outside groups – when a powerful outside actor enters the 
field and alters the existing equilibrium; specific changes in 
proximate fields or broader ones in the field environment; 
and large-scale exogenous shocks creating a sense of gener-
alised crisis. I will illustrate how the outbreak of Covid-19 
has possibly marked the beginning of a period of contention 
in the field, with powerful new actors entering the arena. In 
fact, the Manchester United footballer Marcus Rashford – a 
representative socially skilled outside actor – was able to 
partly modify the power relationships at work by becom-
ing an ambassador for FareShare, the biggest food surplus 
distributor in the UK.

Study context, data and methods

Greater Manchester is a city-region in Northwest England 
comprising ten local authority districts and a population 
of 2.8 million. Despite successfully transitioning from an 
industrial- to a modern knowledge-based economy, the 
region is marked by significant economic disparities (Folk-
man et al. 2016). The unemployment rates are higher, and 
workers earn less than the national average. Additionally, 
one in four children lives in relative poverty (before hous-
ing costs), and 15% of households experience fuel poverty 
(GMPA 2022). Given the high levels of food insecurity and 
diffusion of food charities in Greater Manchester (GMPA 
2020, 2021), the region could be considered a typical case 
‘capable [of] provid[ing] insight into a broader phenome-
non’ (Gerring 2007: 91). Focusing on Greater Manchester 
enabled the consideration of relationships between differ-
ent actors, including small food charities with one distribu-
tion centre and large organisations covering several regions 
or the entire country, without losing sight of the roles of 
local and national authorities alike. Moreover, using Greater 
Manchester as a starting point for the investigation bridges 
the conceptual scale of SAF theory with the geographical 
scale of the region. In line with Jonas (2006, 402, emphasis 
mine), the region ‘can be seen to operate both as a between 
space and a mesolevel concept, which is amenable to think-
ing about a spatial combination of flows, connections, pro-
cesses, structures, networks, sites, places, settings, agencies 
and institutions’.

During the initial months of the Covid-19 pandemic, I 
started gathering data on the food charities active in the met-
ropolitan area of Greater Manchester (UK) with a variety 

forces pushing organisations towards conformity, stability 
and eventually reproduction. Externally, various forms of 
certification by state actors can ensure compliance with field 
rules. Internally, the authors introduce the concept of inter-
nal governance units, namely non-state organisations that 
facilitate the functioning and reproduction of the field – and 
therefore of its power relationships – by ‘overseeing com-
pliance with the rules’ (Fligstein and McAdam 2012: 13).

While fully recognising its debts, however, SAF theory 
contains several innovative features that are particularly 
helpful for describing the functioning of food charities in 
Greater Manchester – and in the UK at large. First, next to 
competition (and coercion), Fligstein and McAdam stress 
that cooperation is a fundamental force at play in each 
field, as actors act strategically both when they jockey for 
legitimacy and when they aim to secure the cooperation 
of others. This is possible because all actors are socially 
skilled, namely ‘possess a highly developed cognitive 
capacity for reading people and environments, framing lines 
of actions, and mobilizing people in the service of broader 
conceptions of the world and of themselves’ (Fligstein and 
McAdam 2012: 17). This capacity is more pronounced in 
some individuals, and depending on their role in the field 
– and on its stability – they could help reproduce the status 
quo (incumbents) or mobilise other people to reorganise the 
field (challengers). As we will see, especially in a field ori-
ented towards a collective end – such as feeding the most 
disadvantaged – hierarchy, competition and cooperation are 
at work simultaneously, and continuously structure the field 
and its internal struggles for legitimacy.

A second distinctive feature concerns the importance 
given to the broader environment in which a field operates. 
On one side, we are invited to think that fields work like 
Russian dolls: ‘open up an SAF and it contains a number 
of other SAFs’ (Fligstein and McAdam 2012: 3). On the 
other, SAF theory accords analytical importance to the 
broader environment surrounding fields and provides some 
binary distinctions that help make sense of the extended net-
work in which they operate. Other fields can be distant or 
proximate depending on the ties they have with the field 
being studied; dependent or interdependent if subjected to 
different influences; and distinguishing state from non-state 
fields identifies whether the field possesses the authority ‘to 
intervene in, set rules for, and generally pronounce on the 
legitimacy and viability of most nonstate fields’ (Fligstein 
and McAdam 2012: 19). This second characteristic of the 
theory will greatly help to single out the field relationships 
within the CFP field, and between it and its environment, as 
well as to highlight potential application of SAF in proxi-
mate fields of interest. In this context, I will show the critical 
role of food surplus distribution as a distinct, yet proximate, 
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analysis proceeded iteratively while the interviews were 
taking place, in a continuous and productive feedback loop. 
Table A1 in the supplementary materials illustrates how the 
different types of data responded to a specific objective, how 
they were used in order to inform SAF theoretical blocks, 
and furnishes some empirical examples.

Charitable food provision as a strategic action field

Shared rules, understandings and practices

The lack of a consistent and agreed terminology surround-
ing food poverty and food charities has prompted several 
taxonomic attempts based on types of food provision (e.g. 
Parsons et al. 2021). Such analytic endeavour can help sin-
gle out subtle differences between providers but does not 
inform us on the positions different organisations take in the 
social space. Here, I rely on the straightforward classifica-
tion used by GMPA (Greater Manchester Poverty Action) 
in their mapping of the food support organisations active in 
Greater Manchester. I think this is the most helpful distinc-
tion because among its primary targets are users in search 
of support. The map distinguishes between food banks, 
pantries/food clubs and meal providers. Food banks are the 
best-known providers: people can receive a parcel contain-
ing food to take home, prepare and eat. The second includes 
activities that provide access to groceries, usually every 
week, for payment of a small subscription. Finally, warm 
meal providers distribute cooked meals or operate free-
access canteens (soup kitchens, soup vans, holiday hunger 
programmes, breakfast clubs) (Oncini 2022b). Later I will 
look in more detail at how the different social positions of 
some leading actors structure the field and underpin their 
framing of food poverty. Before doing that, however, we 
need to focus on the shared rules, understandings and prac-
tices that make the field relatively autonomous.

As commonplace as it could be, the first element, cru-
cial to comprehending why food charities are embedded 
in a field, is the role that food plays across all organisa-
tions. Despite organising around different types of service 
and scope, food support lies at the core of all the activities. 
Whether given for free as a meal or a parcel, or in exchange 
for a token fee, food is the capital around which the whole 
field turns. As a matter of fact, all food charities – not just 
some – played a central role in the provision of emergency 
food during the Covid-19 crisis (Oncini 2021; Hirth et 
al. 2022). For all organisations, food is both the material 
means through which help takes shape, and the social hook 
around which orbit a whole series of complementary forms 
of aid, such as empathetic listening, financial advice, addic-
tion treatment and cooking courses. These forms of sup-
port, as important as they are, are central for many other 

of techniques.1 Using the map of food support providers 
accessible on the website of the Greater Manchester Pov-
erty Action (GMPA) charity, I conducted a small quantita-
tive survey to understand how food charities were adapting 
to the new safety measures (Oncini 2021; 2022a). The sur-
vey was followed by a series of semi-structured interviews 
with 30 directors and 12 additional stakeholders recruited 
using personal contacts and snowball sampling. The inter-
view sample includes Trussell Trust (the largest UK food 
bank network) and independent food banks (often mem-
bers of the Independent Food Aid Network, IFAN), pan-
tries, warm meal providers and a few others operating with 
a mixture of methods. Among stakeholders, I interviewed 
directors of charities that distribute funding, three area man-
agers or coordinators from Trussell Trust, IFAN and Fare-
Share, experts in food surplus redistribution and members 
of advocacy groups. Following SAF theory, the questions 
aimed to obtain information about the rules and understand-
ings of the field, its power structure and symbolic bound-
aries, the embeddedness and broader interlinkages, and the 
effect of Covid-19 as an exogenous shock (Oncini 2022b). 
All the interviews were recorded, anonymised, then tran-
scribed verbatim, and participants were thanked via a char-
ity donation.

Interviews were complemented by several other data 
sources that could help obtain a more detailed depiction of 
the field. First, I examined the websites, blogposts and yearly 
reports of several food charities and stakeholders to under-
stand how they presented themselves and their approach to 
food poverty; second, I obtained income and turnover data 
of relevant organisations using the Charity register data-
base; third, I mapped all the food charities active on Twit-
ter and examined their social network (Oncini and Ciordia 
2023); fourth, I used the Factiva database – a news aggre-
gator with more than 30,000 sources (such as newspapers, 
journals, etc.) – to outline the emergence and structuring of 
the CFP field. In particular, I focused on the number of times 
different food charity types (food bank(s), soup kitchen(s) 
and pantry(ies) with related synonyms)2 appeared in UK-
based news sources, trade publications, transcripts and press 
releases between 2010 and 2020. Fifth, I used newspaper 
articles on food poverty, food support, and the UK govern-
ment measures to counter poverty to contextualise all the 
other data and to understand how the most powerful field 
actors were responding to the Covid-19 crisis. Finally, all 
the data were enriched by gathering fieldnotes at the online 
meetings of a GM-based umbrella organisation connecting 
food support initiatives throughout the Covid-19 crisis. The 

1  The project obtained ethical clearance from the University of Man-
chester Ethics Committee (2020-9377-15273).

2  As well as ‘pantry’, I searched for: food club(s), pantry scheme(s), 
community grocer(s), social supermarket(s), community pantry(ies).
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as they permit uncertainty to be reduced via coercive and 
mimetic isomorphism (Di Maggio and Powell 1983). On 
one side, the legal framework forces new food charities 
entering the field to comply with existing regulations; on 
the other side, newcomers tend to shape their proposal by 
selecting among the models at their disposal. The first set 
of rules refers to the bureaucratic logic the organisations are 
subjected to qua charities and qua food providers. These pri-
marily include the requirements of charity law (principally, 
the Charities Act, 2011) that delimit their purpose, duties 
and obligations; and the food safety requirements, as out-
lined by the Food Standards Agency (FSA) (among other 
regulations, the EU General Food Law, The Food Safety 
and Hygiene (England) Regulations 2013 and The General 
Food Regulations 2004). A second set of rules refers to the 
possible ways charities can obtain food (i.e. via donations or 
surplus) and distribute food, namely as food banks, as pan-
tries, as meal providers. Although a few charities run mixed 
models and others complement food aid with additional 
activities (e.g. cookery schools), channels of provision and 
types of distribution define the field of possibilities that new 
actors entering the arena can undertake. These are testified 
by the many online sources explaining ‘how to open’ or ‘how 
to start’ one of the three types of charitable food provider, 
often offered in the websites of the organisations themselves 
– especially those working with a network or affiliate-based 
model. Finally, each type of provider has internal logics 
and courses of action it regards as legitimate: for instance, 
many food banks set a limit to the number of consecutive 
times users can access a food parcel and often keep a record 
of users’ access; pantries set a limit to the number of users 
that can subscribe to the service while aiming to develop a 
long-lasting relationship with them; conversely, warm meal 
providers often follow the unwritten rule of offering a meal 
to everyone without asking for background information (see 
also Power and Small 2022).

The broader field environment

A second crucial element defining the CFP field is the com-
plex web of distant and proximate fields that impose con-
straints on and provide opportunities to the actors in the CFP 
field. Table 1 below illustrates the most important external 
fields by cross-referring the state/non-state dichotomy to 
the dependent/interdependent one. First, as partially seen 
above, the field is largely influenced by a group of distant 
state agencies and bodies that can lay down bureaucratic 
and legal requirements and take decisions that affect food 
charities’ operations. The Charity Commission, with its 
quasi-judicial function, acts as a registrar and regulator, 
and deals with monitoring and investigations (UK Gov-
ernment 2020a). The FSA, as seen above, polices the food 

anti-poverty organisations that do not provide groceries or 
meals. Moreover, despite the extremely heterogeneous offer 
within each type of provision, the channels through which 
food can be obtained are the same, namely food surplus and/
or food donations. Only when these two do not suffice do 
charities purchase additional groceries, using funding and 
monetary donations.

At the same time, the field is constructed on a set of 
shared understandings, rules and practices that push it 
towards conformism and stability. On a general level, all the 
interviewees shared a view of what is going on in the field. 
This common feeling builds on four points generally taken 
for granted by all food charities’ directors:

1. Cognizance that food poverty in the UK has increased 
because of the austerity measures taken after the Great 
Recession and the reform of the social security system 
that saw the introduction of the Universal Credit;3

2. The admission that food charities are just a ‘sticking 
plaster’ that do not fix the problem of poverty;

3. Awareness that charities working within the field coop-
erate towards the same goal (i.e. relieving from hunger 
and possibly ending food poverty) but at times compete 
for the same resources (funding, food and monetary 
donations);

4. Identification of the Trussell Trust as the actor that pos-
sesses most power and of food banks as the most com-
mon type of provider, though not necessarily always the 
most appropriate type.

In addition, the field rests on two sets of rules that together 
define legal, meaningful and legitimate courses of action. 
These rules push the field towards conformity and stability, 

3  The Universal Credit system consolidates various benefits and tax 
credits into a single payment, designed to decrease welfare depen-
dency and increase financial security for those employed instead of 
on social security. Additionally, the system includes stricter condi-
tionality requirements and benefit sanctions, and payments are made 
in arrears to align with common payment practices in the job market.

Table 1 The broader field environment
Dependent on Interdepen-

dent with
State National authorities

• Charity Commission
• FSA
• DEFRA
• Department of Work and 
Pensions
• HM Treasury

Local 
authorities
• GMCA
• Councils’ 
departments 
dedicated to 
social care 
and support

Non-state Funding institutions
Corporate support
Food surplus distributors
• FareShare

Academic 
research
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private organisations to delivery emergency parcels (Man-
chester City Council 2020) – a patent example of mimetic 
isomorphism.

Among the many non-state fields sharing ties with the 
CFP field, three are crucial as they are capable to affect 
charitable food providers’ economic capital, the stock of 
food and their symbolic capital respectively. First, as well 
as funding provided by central and local governments, all 
organisations access resources through grants set up by 
hundreds of other charities and private organisations (trusts, 
private companies, etc.) and sometimes through donations 
by corporate actors. The resources obtained through these 
grants are fundamental for supporting CFP activities, as 
they can be used to purchase equipment to store food and 
cook meals, to directly buy additional foodstuffs and, in the 
few larger organisations, to sustain staff and running costs. 
Concurrently, the field is affected by the food surplus distri-
bution sector, as over time this has become more and more 
relevant both as a source of food and as an agenda setter. In 
fact, although most food charities are capable of obtaining 
part of the surplus directly from local retailers, manufactur-
ers or producers, several professional surplus distributors 
now surrounding the sector make decisions that can greatly 
affect the CFP field’s dynamics. In the food surplus field, 
FareShare is the biggest distributor working in the UK (the 
incumbent of that field), and its decisions can greatly affect 
perceptions of legitimacy within the CFP field.

Finally, academic research into food poverty consti-
tutes the third non-state field of interest. Scholars’ intellec-
tual capital – prestige ‘measured through the recognition 
accorded by the scientific field’ (Bourdieu 1988: 79) – con-
fers on (some of) them the authority to shape the discourse 
on and the social perception of the CFP field by informing 
the debate with case studies, position papers, quantitative 
evidence, ethnographic pieces, blogs and newspaper arti-
cles. However, the process of generating this knowledge is 
neither detached nor disengaged from the internal dynamics 
of the field, since many academics actively collaborate with 
food charities by offering their expertise to analyse data, 
write reports and help the charities’ causes – in a sense, by 
converting their own intellectual capital into symbolic capi-
tal for the organisations.

A structured field: incumbents, challengers and sideliners

Like all fields, the CFP arena is characterised by a struc-
tured space of positions – determined by the volume and 
nature of the types of capital at the actors’ disposal – and 
by position-takings – stances through which actors seek to 
maintain and increase their influence and legitimacy in the 
field (Oncini 2022b). Food charities with greater economic 
capital can usually count on larger organisations working 

safety requirements; the Department of the Environment, 
Food and Rural Affairs (DEFRA), by actively promoting 
food surplus redistribution, can affect the quantity of food 
available for CFP. For instance, in the immediate aftermath 
of the first lockdown, food surplus redistribution organisa-
tions across England received £3.25 million to redistribute 
surplus stock to charities (UK Government 2020b); on the 
other hand, the decision to end the fund that helped farmers 
and producers cover the costs of storing and transporting 
unsold food could reduce the amount of food available to 
charities (DEFRA 2021).

Finally, HM Treasury and the Department of Work and 
Pensions, by establishing the government’s public finance 
policy and administering social security benefits, have the 
power to influence the field both directly and indirectly. On 
one side, they can regulate the flow of resources towards 
charities. On the other, they can indirectly influence the level 
of food requests charities are going to face by the decisions 
they take in administering or reforming welfare. A case in 
point is the roll-out of Universal Credit in 2012, which has 
been causally associated with increasing the number of food 
parcels the Trussell Trust needs to distribute (Reeves and 
Loopstra 2020). Alternately, one might think of the debate 
surrounding the £20-a-week uplift in Universal Credit intro-
duced during the Covid-19 crisis and then removed once the 
crisis was ‘over’, despite forecasts that this will pile further 
pressure on food charities (e.g. Cameron et al. 2021; Patrick 
et al. 2021).

Unlike national authorities, proximate state fields are 
in a relation of mutual dependence with the CFP field. In 
Greater Manchester, these proximate fields mainly amount 
to the Greater Manchester Combined Authority (GMCA) 
and its ten councils’ departments dedicated to social care 
and support. In this sense, the nearer the political field draws 
to actual deployment of poverty relief measures, the more 
it becomes imbricated with the CFP field. Clearly, chari-
table food providers depend on resources: funding distrib-
uted by the GMCA and by each council. Yet councils are 
aware that current welfare measures often are not enough 
for low-income families to make ends meet and conse-
quently signpost people in need to the local charities of the 
area – via street-level bureaucrats, hotlines and/or on their 
websites. During the Covid-19 crisis, this interdependency 
became a de facto alliance, as the rising number of users 
requesting food aid and the necessity of maintaining physi-
cal distancing measures required a concerted effort to face 
the emergency. Cross-fertilisation became immediately 
evident: in April 2020, the GMCA opened a platform that 
gathered data on food charities and residents in need so as 
to match and connect them, while Manchester council cop-
ied charities’ organisational structure by opening a ‘public’ 
temporary food bank in partnership with both voluntary and 
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network. The visibility acquired over the years has brought 
several high-profile corporate and funding partners to back 
up the Trussell Trust and allowed it to become the reference 
point around which food poverty issues are discussed, and 
more recently to organise advocacy campaigns and lobby-
ing activities to end hunger and ‘the need [for] food banks’ 
in the UK (the current mission of the Trussell Trust).

Although the Trussell Trust was the most success-
ful organisation to scale up and coordinate a nationwide 
response to the increasing levels of food insecurity, it is 
by no means the only one. In point of fact, many charities 
already operated food banks without being affiliated to the 
Trussell Trust network. Some of them simply wanted to 
maintain independence and a looser formal structure; others 
did not want to apply limits to the number of consecutive 
parcels that users could request, or criticised the corporate 
partners that backed the Trussell Trust; others again simply 
existed before the Trussell Trust and were already equipped 
to manage a food bank on their own; finally, ethnic-spe-
cific food banks have appeared to respond to refugees’ and 
minorities’ need for culturally appropriate food that could 
not be provided by the Trussell Trust (e.g. Ukeff or the Afri-
can food bank project based in Oldham). The hidden world 
of unaffiliated food banks was eventually brought to light 
by IFAN, which in 2016 surveyed non-Trussell Trust food 
banks in the UK and began to speak on behalf of the many 
providers ‘without national representation’. This small 
charity network now counts more than 500 members UK-
wide (32 in Greater Manchester). However, as Table A2 
shows, it has operated without paid staff and with an income 
which is thousands of times smaller than that of the Trussell 
Trust;4 in addition, it only accepts donations over £500 if 
the donor (i) does not actively increase inequality, (ii) offers 
real living wages, (iii) does not hold investments in tobacco, 
arms, oil, pharmaceuticals or alcohol, and (iv) is not look-
ing to use IFAN as a way to improve its reputation – an 
implicit departure from Trussell Trust reliance on corporate 
funders, often accused of using charities’ work to improve 
their brand reputation. In the past, IFAN has challenged the 
Trussell Trust modus operandi and presented itself as the 
heterodox alternative whose focus was not to feed the poor, 
but to fight poverty tout court (Bartholomew 2020). Against 
the idea that ‘every town should have a food bank’, IFAN 
immediately aimed to end the need for food aid once and 
for all and eventually influenced the Trussell Trust to adopt 
a similar aim. Similarly, it harshly criticised Trussell Trust 
alliances with corporate members: in 2018, it referred to a 
£20 million partnership with the British supermarket Asda 
as ‘disappointing given the company’s own record on low 

4  IFAN currently has two paid staff that have not yet appeared on the 
Charity Register.

in entire regions or across the UK, employing several paid 
staff members, adopting clearly defined hierarchies and 
organigrams and having outside partners and sponsorships. 
Economic capital can be therefore converted into cultural 
capital, as higher financial means give access to profes-
sional grant writers, managers and communicators. Con-
currently, social capital is constituted by the number of 
volunteers and donors a charity can count on and the formal 
and informal ties that can be established with the broader 
field environment (see Table 1). These forms of capital 
interact with and reinforce each other and eventually con-
tribute, either directly or indirectly, to the food capital of the 
charity – the stock of foodstuffs and drinks that can be con-
verted into meals or parcels – and to its symbolic capital – 
namely the ‘collectively recognized credit’ (Bourdieu 1972: 
121) (reputation, legitimacy and importance) attributed to 
the organisation.

In Greater Manchester there are more than 200 food 
charities (GMPA 2021). These organisations vary to a great 
extent in reach and in how their capitals are composed, 
as they range from small independent parishes setting up 
a food bank, through independent pantries with dozens of 
users per week, to far-reaching organisations working in 
multiple locations and across several councils. Although 
all the food charities in Greater Manchester are part of its 
CFP field, this section will focus on a few more prominent 
organisations, so I can identify the incumbent, some crucial 
challengers and what I have named the sideliner of the field.

The Trussell Trust network counts more than 1,300 food 
bank centres all over the UK (more than 60 of which are 
in Greater Manchester). With its 20 years of activity, 121 
paid staff members, more than 40,000 volunteers, 2.5 mil-
lion parcels distributed between March and April 2021 and 
a 2020 income of more than £21.3 million, the Trust can 
rightly be considered as the incumbent of the field, and pos-
sibly the organisation that made the field emerge (Table A1). 
In some respects, the initial objective of the charity – ‘every 
town should have a food bank’ – has almost been met (Lam-
bie-Mumford 2013). The Trussell Trust model mainly relies 
on the food that private individuals and companies directly 
donate to the local centres thanks to arrangements put in 
place by the head charity, and to the trust inspired by its 
brand image. Although the local centres can eventually rely 
on surplus through direct contacts and via surplus distribu-
tors, tackling food loss is not part of the charity’s mission, 
which in fact only refers to food as ‘donated by the public at 
a range of places’ (Trussell Trust 2021).

The charity was the first to operate with a large-scale 
affiliate-based model, and since the 2008/9 recession, has 
continually increased the number of affiliated food banks 
operating all over the country, to the extent that the term 
‘food bank’ immediately became associated with the 

1 3

196



Charitable food provision as a strategic action field: introducing a meso-level perspective on food support…

be freely picked from the shelves. At the same time, pantries 
aim to create small communities, as the great majority of 
their members tend to use these services for longer peri-
ods to ride out financial precarity in the longer term. Hence, 
while food banks are depicted as temporary solutions for the 
emergency – despite being often used as long-term solutions 
as well – pantries are thought of as open-ended. Finally, 
since these schemes mostly rely on food surplus, much of 
the focus is also on the environmental benefits of saving 
food from waste.

In Greater Manchester, as elsewhere in the UK, pan-
tries have tended to be independent from other providers, 
and from one another. In recent years, however, a handful 
of charities started to scale up their model to increase its 
reach. One salient example is perhaps Your Local Pantry: 
the project was launched in 2016 by Foundations Stockport, 
the charitable arm of a company that manages Stockport 
Council’s housing stock, and is now run jointly with Church 
Action Poverty, a large charity with annual income greater 
than £600,000, dedicated to tackling poverty in the UK. Like 
the Trussell Trust, Your Local Pantry uses an affiliate-based 
model and in a short time has opened 35 pantries across 

pay’ (IFAN 2018), which in turn is associated with food 
insecurity.

While IFAN was challenging the Trussell Trust on its 
own ground, other food charities proposed a different model 
of food provision. In 2017 a Guardian journalist asked ‘Are 
pantry schemes the new food banks?’, discussing the rise of 
this alternative model of support (Butler 2017). As shown 
below (Fig. 1), pantries are still far from replacing food 
banks in the public discourse. Nevertheless, they actively 
challenge the incumbent model by strategically placing 
themselves as heterodox to all food banks. In fact, pantry 
schemes (also called food clubs) opposed the food bank 
model altogether, claiming that the system based on refer-
rals, vouchers and free parcels does not offer a long-term 
solution to the problem of food poverty, and is responsible 
for prompting feelings of shame and embarrassment among 
its users (e.g. Garthwaite 2016). Against this backdrop, pan-
tries claim to offer a more dignified experience based on 
choice, building community and environmental sustainabil-
ity. The fact that members usually pay a small weekly fee 
to access the pantry’s food offer is seen as a way to create a 
supermarket-like experience - especially since products can 

Fig. 1 Factiva trends over time
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43 projects in the UK (5 of which are in Greater Manches-
ter), a network of 4,600 volunteers and 19 employees, a long 
list of corporate partners and an annual income of £1.6 mil-
lion (see Table A1 in the supplemental material). Despite its 
size, however, the charity cannot be considered a challenger 
to the food bank model. Like other warm meal providers, it 
is ‘vulnerable’ to the field’s external shocks (e.g. funding, 
food availability, number of requests). At the same time, it 
is ‘strategically’ positioned at the margins of the field, thus 
remaining distant from the struggle for legitimacy within 
the field. In a sense, it takes a position by abstaining from 
position-taking. Its impact report, for example, never men-
tions other models of provision (as Your Local Pantry does), 
nor does it discuss the root causes of food insecurity (as 
IFAN and the Trussell Trust do).6

A rough illustration of the emergence and structure of the 
field can be obtained by looking at the number of times food 
charities appeared in UK-based news sources, trade publica-
tions, transcripts and press releases. The left-hand panel in 
Fig. 1 presents the number of references retrieved through 
Factiva divided by type of food charity: food bank(s), soup 
kitchen(s) and pantry(ies) (with related synonyms).7 This 
provides a concise depiction of the field’s emergence over 
the last ten years and illustrates the different prominence 
of the three types of provision. Food banks are the most 
common, and from 2010 to 2020, moved from 250 to more 
than 12,000 references; soup kitchens have remained rela-
tively stable, moving up and down between 700 and 1,300 
references per year;8 finally, pantries have appeared in the 
public discourse only recently, but displayed an elevenfold 
increase from 45 to 2010 to 513 in 2020.

In Fig. 1 the right-hand panel presents the number of ref-
erences to the five food support providers mentioned above 
and to the largest food surplus distributor (FareShare) over 
the same period. In this case also we can notice how ref-
erences to the field grew after 2010, and in particular the 
capacity of the Trussell Trust to attract news coverage, mov-
ing from 55 references in 2010 to 2,351 in 2020. Conversely, 
the other charities mentioned slightly augmented their media 
presence but never reached the same penetration.

6  A similar stance is adopted by Feed My City, a charity that operates 
a mobile van offering meals around the county. In their website they 
describe the motivation for their work as follows: ‘we believe that 
every human being has the right to have a hot meal and this should 
NOT be dependent on them having money’ (Feed My City 2021).

7  As well as ‘pantry’, I searched for: food club(s), pantry scheme(s), 
community grocer(s), social supermarket(s), community pantry(ies).

8  Interestingly, between 2000 and 2010 references to soup kitchens 
are always higher than ones to food banks, moving from 241 to 437 
(data available upon request). The latter started climbing in 2011 and 
became the point of reference for discussions about food poverty and 
food aid following the 2008/9 recession and the subsequent austerity 
measures (Lambie-Mumford 2013).

the UK (6 in Greater Manchester). It counts on 360 volun-
teers. Most of its surplus food comes from FareShare, which 
also appears on its partner list, and it has participated in a 
promotion video with a FareShare spokesperson for Greater 
Manchester. The ‘antagonistic’ nature of the organisation is 
clearly exhibited on its website, which claims that the ser-
vice wants ‘to go beyond the food bank model creating a 
sustainable and long-term solution to food poverty’ (Your 
Local Pantry 2021). Similarly, The bread and butter thing 
(TBBT) is a charity that totalled £1.81 m in 2020, and that 
operates several mobile food pantries based on food surplus 
since 2017. In their latest report, they state that they have 
helped over 14,000 families ‘stop or reduce their food bank 
use’ (The bread and butter thing, 2022, p.3). They currently 
work in the North East and the North West of England, and 
from 2023 they will expand their operation in three addi-
tional regions.

Finally, I use the term ‘sideliner’ to describe food chari-
ties like soup kitchens and soup vans, that while not actively 
engaging in the struggle for legitimacy that characterises 
the field, are inevitably part of its internal dynamics and 
are equally affected by the broader field environment. As a 
matter of fact, during the Covid-19 emergency, warm meal 
providers helped distributing food next to the other food 
charities, sometimes switching their mode of provision and 
distributing parcels as a food bank would do (Oncini 2021). 
In fact, the provision of cooked meals to people on a low 
income is the oldest form of organised charitable food dis-
tribution, and in the UK it rapidly developed during the 18th 
and 19th centuries in response to the increasing number of 
poor and beggars caused by the rise of food prices, wars, 
stagnant trade and high unemployment (Carstairs 2017). 
In this sense, warm meal providers have always been here, 
and it is plausible that in the past they constituted a field by 
themselves.5 With the exception of programmes targeting 
children’s food poverty during school holidays, today most 
organisations that distribute cooked meals can be accessed 
by anyone at any time, as they do not check for vouchers or 
subscriptions to their services, but provide food to anyone 
asking for it. At the same time, warm meal providers use 
the same channels of food provision as other charities (food 
donations and surplus), rely on volunteers, build relation-
ships with (food) corporate partners and are clearly used by 
people suffering food poverty.

For instance, like other organisations, FoodCycle states 
that their vision is to ‘nourish the hungry and lonely in our 
communities with delicious meals and great conversation, 
using food which would otherwise go to waste’. The charity 
was able to scale up its soup kitchen model and now counts 

5  Carstairs (2017) cites an 1887 pamphlet that recorded the existence 
of over 200 soup kitchens in London serving around 100,000 meals 
per day.
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generous funding dispensed by the government to food sur-
plus organisations (via the Emergency Surplus Food Grant 
and the Winter Support grant) but most importantly thanks 
to Marcus Rashford, a popular footballer for Manchester 
United and the English national team, who had campaigned 
against food poverty and engaged in philanthropic activi-
ties well before Covid-19. In March 2020, Rashford agreed 
with FareShare CEO Lindsay Boswell to become an ambas-
sador for the organisation, and this immediately impacted 
the donations inflow. Guardian journalist Adams (2021) 
reported:

In previous years, the best we might get is £200,000 
of donations from the general public,’ Boswell says. 
‘Within a week of Marcus’s involvement, we had half 
a million pounds, from people in 35 different coun-
tries. Pre-Marcus, we were delivering 930,000 meals 
every week. We’re now consistently exceeding 2 mil-
lion meals – but sadly, we’re still not keeping up with 
demand.

And as donations surged, so did FareShare’s media pres-
ence. The right-hand panel in Fig. 1 shows the references 
peak: after ten years of relatively modest penetration, in 
2020 the charity’s name was cited more than 2,000 times 
and almost reached the Trussell Trust’s figure.9

In any SAF, a socially skilled actor is someone capable 
of inducing cooperation in others. Taking advantage of his 
celebrity capital (Driessens 2013) in the window of oppor-
tunity opened by the Covid-19 crisis, Marcus Rashford suc-
cessfully provided ‘an interpretation of the situation and 
frame[d] courses of action that appeal[ed] to existing inter-
ests and identities’ (Fligstein 2001: 112). First, by drawing 
on his experience as a hungry child, he gained the legiti-
macy to link ‘the personal’ and ‘the structural’ and to create 
an appealing story that would motivate people to donate. 
Second, by presenting food poverty from the perspective of 
children’s hunger, he depicted himself and the problem of 
food poverty as transversal, apolitical and of general con-
cern. Third, and connected, by indicating which food charity 
to support and by specifying a fundraising target (£20 mil-
lion), he set the terms of the discussion and indicated the 
course of action to follow. Figure 2 summarises the main 
elements of the CFP field and the impact of Covid-19.

It is hard to evaluate whether Rashford’s effect will have 
a long-lasting impact on the field. At present, there are 
signs that the prominence acquired by FareShare during the 

9  Additional analyses show that this increase is attributable to Mar-
cus Rashford’s campaign: between January and March FareShare 
was mentioned in only 84 articles. Moreover, in 477 articles (22.4% 
of the total) FareShare’s name appears alongside that of the English 
footballer.

Covid-19 as an exogenous shock: continuity and change in 
the CFP field

Although earlier statements may suggest conflict in the CFP 
field, the actual weekly life of many food charities is built 
on reciprocal cooperation. At the local level, they often 
work together and help each other regardless of member-
ship or mode of operation. This is not surprising, as the 
third sector is often based on community empowerment 
and collaboration. For instance, it is not uncommon for pro-
viders to request food from, and donate it to, one another 
if shortages or overstocking occur, or to participate in the 
same events to share experiences and insights on the state 
and evolution of the sector. Moreover, many food charities 
are also involved in campaigns such as ‘End Hunger UK’ 
and ‘End Child Food Poverty’, where coalitions consisting 
of national charities, frontline organisations, faith groups, 
academics and individuals advocate to eradicate hunger and 
poverty in the UK. In a sense, these campaigns represent the 
social movement arm of the field. Concurrently, they also 
work politically with local and national government bod-
ies by sitting on committees, sharing evidence and insights 
from the field, and by running joint pilot schemes. Hence, 
if discord over the best way to feed the hungry creates frac-
tures and contrapositions within the field, the overriding 
objective to counter hunger helps draw the actors together 
(Oncini 2022b). Interestingly, alliances have recently been 
established even between ‘rival’ head charities: IFAN and 
the Trussell Trust are currently working together to encour-
age a ‘cash-first’ approach – switch subsidies from food to 
cash whenever possible – and since May 2020 have joined 
a coalition of anti-poverty charities pushing the government 
to increase social support measures (Trussell Trust 2020).

The food emergency that followed the Covid-19 outbreak 
further cemented food charity cooperation, as the shocking 
rise in food requests required coordination among all actors 
to increase the sector’s reach. Although the destabilisation 
pushed small providers with low capital to temporarily sus-
pend their activities, the crisis had the paradoxical effect 
of reinforcing the role of food charities and food surplus 
distributors, as national authorities heavily relied on both 
to tackle the crisis (Power et al. 2020; Hirth et al. 2022). 
This created an ambivalent situation where the two types 
of organisation overlap. On one side, the Trussell Trust 
reinforced its incumbency position with stronger funding 
and an increased media presence, serving as a pillar of the 
emergency response with its extensive network throughout 
the UK. On the other side, FareShare expanded its opera-
tions during the crisis, distributing both surplus and newly 
donated food from companies to charities across the UK – 
interestingly, even including Trussell Trust food banks. This 
(temporary) field incursion was possible partly because of 
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DEFRA to help farmers send their unsold food to charities, 
and was not endorsed by IFAN or the Trussell Trust.10

10  The #FoodOnPlates campaign was actually criticised by IFAN on 
several occasions. For instance, the following post appeared on the 
IFAN Twitter account: ‘It’s appalling that 2 million tonnes of edible 
food is wasted but the solution is not to direct it to people unable to 
afford to buy food. We need to stop both hunger and food waste from 
happening in the first place’ (See https://tinyurl.com/42cbumkb).

crisis made more salient the contrast with both IFAN and 
the Trussell Trust, who are instead advocating ending the 
need for food charities in the UK by strengthening social 
support measures. One evident sign of this opposition is 
the launch of two parallel campaigns, #KeepTheLifeline 
and #FoodOnPlates. The former, supported by a hundred 
front-line organisations, urges the government not to cut 
the £20-a-week Universal Credit supplement, and counts 
IFAN and the Trussell Trust but not FareShare. Conversely, 
#FoodOnPlates was launched by FareShare to ask the 
government not to cut the £5 million annual funding from 

Fig. 2 Main elements of the charitable food provision field and the impact of Covid-19. Courtesy of Letizia Nardi
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adopt a transnational field perspective (Schmidt-Wellenburg 
and Bernhard 2020) and investigate cross-border alliances 
and frictions between incumbents and challengers. In both 
instances, a promising approach to enhancing our under-
standing of nestedness involves integrating SAF theory with 
geography debates on the politics of scale, in order to inves-
tigate further the interplay between the social construction 
of space hierarchies and a relational understanding of social 
processes (Marston et al. 2005; Jonas 2006).

Fourth, focusing on five, more structured, food chari-
ties operating with different models of provision, I single 
out their social positions and the position-takings in the 
field. Here, following the theory, I distinguish the incum-
bent (Trussell Trust) and different challengers both ‘within’ 
(IFAN) and ‘between’ (Your Local Pantry, TBBT) types of 
provision. The soup kitchen FoodCycle, and more gener-
ally warm meal providers, can be instead called ‘sideliners’. 
Akin to the other collective actors, sideliners are influenced 
by the field’s internal dynamics, shared understandings and 
by the exogenous shocks affecting the field equilibrium; 
at the same time, they refuse to engage in the struggle for 
legitimacy, and act as if they had no stakes or interests in 
the field’s existence. This conceptual addition to SAF theory 
was necessary to account for the epoché (an attitude that 
is simultaneously engaged and detached) that we find in 
interviews and in the organisations’ documents. However, 
I surmise that sideliners could actually be part of all non-
profits fields, as the nature of the sector allows organisa-
tions to seem to ‘mind their own business’ and take a neutral 
stance. Future research should delve deeper into the role of 
sideliners so as to better characterise their positions and 
position-takings.

Finally, Covid-19 gave me the opportunity to look at the 
short-term effects of an unexpected exogenous shock and to 
consider the polarising impact of an extremely skilled actor 
in the interstice of two adjacent fields. As shown elsewhere, 
the emergency response set up by food charities was effec-
tive overall, and the field showed considerable adaptability 
and resilience, and eventually came back to pre-pandemic 
operations. Now that a new phase of coexistence with the 
virus seems to be under way, this points to a situation of 
field reproduction. However, the growing importance of 
food surplus, especially from an environmental point of 
view, may leave room for field encroachment processes, a 
particular type of field emergence where ‘new fields may 
encroach on existing, overlapping fields, by borrowing 
their logics to forge a “hybrid” field’ (Spicer et al. 2019, 
p. 196). Possibly, new lines of enquiry could extend the 
investigation to the broader environment, and particularly 
to the food surplus field, to identify the actors and practices 
that characterise it, and further excavate the web of influ-
ence that shapes its close relationship with the CFP field. In 

Discussion and conclusions

The expansion and consolidation of food charities in the UK 
has been met with tremendous interest and preoccupation 
by the scholarly community. Although some authors illus-
trated how different types of food support can be charac-
terised by contrasting logics (Power and Small 2022), the 
scientific literature to date has not focused on the meso-level 
interactions and structured social relations that characterise 
the sector. In this paper, I build on SAF theory to provide 
a sociological reading of the CFP sector in a UK context. 
Using several data sources and SAF theory, I aim to illus-
trate that considering food charities as part of a field yields 
considerable advantages. On a general level, the sociologi-
cal imagination entailed in the use of SAF can be of help to 
CFP practitioners, decision-makers, and users to understand 
the connection between the ‘personal troubles’ of individu-
als’ experiences and the ‘public issues’ of the field, to para-
phrase Mills (2000). The theory can in fact provide a better 
understanding on potential areas of collaboration and com-
petition among food charities within and between fields, and 
potentially inform decisions on how to allocate resources 
and coordinate efforts to address poverty and food loss.

Second, looking at the rules, understandings and prac-
tices that food charities share lets us understand why we 
can talk of a CFP field in the first place. Regardless of the 
differences between models of provision, all food charities 
distribute food to counter poverty and hunger, and adhere to 
more or less formalised codes of conduct on how to obtain, 
manage and distribute food. While doing so, they keep each 
other into account for either collaborative or competitive 
purposes.

Third, the emphasis placed on the broader field environ-
ment enables us to recognize the actors that have the abil-
ity to influence the trajectory of the field - its reproduction 
and evolution over time. Cross-referring the state/non-state 
dichotomy with the interdependency/dependency relation-
ship, I have identified various nearby and distant fields that 
warrant consideration when discussing the CFP field. While 
these connections have been briefly outlined here, further 
research can explore the relationship between the broader 
environment and the Russian doll structure in greater detail 
to gain a better understanding of fields nestedness and to 
identify lower- and upper-level fields (Oncini and Ciordia 
2023). Given the interdependency of local authorities with 
food charities, for instance, one could explore the processes 
through which street-level bureaucrats redirect people in 
need to the providers, and the role the latter play in the 
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distributors (e.g. the European Food Banks Federation) 
increase their number of affiliates, it would be crucial to 
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addition, the example of food surplus distribution is particu-
larly interesting as it could serve as a focal point for further 
bridging SAF theory with the sustainability transitions lit-
erature (Kungl and Hess 2021). Besides, field theory could 
be useful to harness for comparative research into other CFP 
fields in Europe and beyond, possibly building on compara-
tive non-profit sector research (Krause 2018; Anheier et al. 
2020). Food charities and food surplus distribution have 
been increasing everywhere across rich countries, but prob-
ably with different trajectories, timing and arrangements. 
Understanding how charitable food provision – and its rela-
tionship with the food surplus distribution field, vary across 
capitalist regimes could shed further light on how different 
welfare systems and third sector configurations shape food 
charity practices, relationships and balance of power, and 
eventually the lives and survival strategies of the urban poor.
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