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Undergraduate Level 

A Personal Note of Introduction 

My first introduction to Food Not Bombs (FNB) was when I was helping out in the 

kitchen at Occupy Wall Street. The kitchen at Occupy was a place where food was served to 

anyone who was hungry. I saw an incredible sight of people from all different backgrounds and 

classes eating together and building community through sharing a meal. Many of the people in 

the kitchen were members of FNB from various places who were keen to share their knowledge 

and thoughts about food provision. Ultimately, their thoughts reflected the contradiction that 

plagues many affluent societies: we have a vast amount of wealth and wasted food, but a high 

number of people who are experiencing food insecurity.1 This experience inspired me to conduct 

this research to further understand and address this contradiction and concern. 

Introduction 

Since the 1980s, emergency food provision services have increased dramatically to meet 

Canadians’ demands for food security (Tarasuk & Eakin 2003). Emergency food provision is 

defined as “programs that distribute food, either as prepared meals or as groceries, directly to 

people in need” (Poppendieck 1994, p 69). This term encompasses organizations like soup 

                                                 

1 For the purposes of this paper, the term food security is discussed in reference to the definition used by 

the Atlantic Health Promotion Research Centre (AHPRC). They define food security as when “individuals or a 

community has access to nutritious, safe, personally acceptable and culturally appropriate foods that are produced, 

procured and distributed in ways that are environmentally sound and socially just” (2006). Food insecurity is 

therefore when individuals and communities do not have access to food in these ways. 
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kitchens or food banks. Traditionally these services have operated primarily as charitable, 

donation-based organizations (Poppendieck 1994, p 69). Such services have been subject to 

many critiques including: 1) lack of commitment to political action and community organizing to 

address issues of hunger and food insecurity; 2) charitable orientation viewing food as a gift 

rather than a right; and 3) problematic relationships between organizational service providers and 

users accessing their resources (Wakefield et al. 2012, Allen 1999, 2007). In response to such 

critiques, community based alternatives to more traditional food provision have appeared (Allen 

1999, Warshawsky 2011 p 10). One example is Food Not Bombs (FNB), a non-hierarchical 

grassroots activist organization that serves free food and involves itself with nonviolent political 

action (foodnotbombs.net). Although FNB addresses many of the common critiques of more 

traditional food provision organizations, FNB and other alternatives remain underrepresented in 

food provision literature. Little is known about what effects these alternative approaches have on 

the services provided and the organization’s place in communities.  

This project compares FNB Halifax, an activist group providing food, with Hope’s 

Cottage, a traditional emergency soup kitchen, to expose how two different approaches impact 

organizations and those who utilize them. My research questions how the structure and 

philosophy of food provision organizations affects their contributions and relationships with 

communities. The goal of this research is to provide a realistic view of different approaches to 

food provision to inspire more comprehensive solutions. Organizations are evaluated in relation 

to three main critiques found in previous studies of emergency food provision organizations.  

Literature Review 

Within the plethora of food provision literature, there is a clearly defined category which 

is critical of charity. This subset of the literature is based on the premise that a charitable 
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orientation to food provision is not a solution to food insecurity (Poppendieck 1998, Wakefield 

et al. 2012, Levkoe 2011, Heynen 2010, Tarasuk & Eakin 2003). This literature argues that the 

cause of food insecurity lies in societal, political, and economic factors, particularly income 

insecurity (Wakefield et al. 2012). Within this societal context, these authors find it necessary to 

evaluate food providers’ success based on the ability to serve adequate and appropriate food that 

fits the guidelines of food security as well as the ability to politically fight causes of hunger 

(Warshawsky 2011). Previous studies have revealed the three major critiques outlined in the 

introduction: the lack of ability for political action, the image of charity, and the problematic 

relationships between organizations and those accessing their resources. These studies show that 

these three critiques are inherent in the organizational structure of emergency food provision and 

greatly influence organizations’ ability to provide adequate food or address the underlying causes 

of hunger (Wakefield et al. 2012). 

Three Common Critiques of Food Provision Organizations 

1) Food provision and political action limitations  

Political action is typically limited by how an organization acquires resources (Heynen 

2010, Riches 2002, Lyon-Callo 2004). Emergency food providers characteristically compete 

with each other for scarce and unreliable resources from the government or other donors 

including corporate partners (Poppendieck 1998, Wakefield et al. 2012). Ethnographic literature 

has found that the source of funding prevents emergency food provision from becoming political, 

and shapes organizations’ ability to organize for political action to address longer-term food 

security issues (Lyon-Callo 2004, Warshawsky 2010). Where an organization takes a stance that 

is against the views of donors, corporate sponsors, or the government, it may lose the support of 
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the donors. As a result, this structural reliance of food provision organizations fundamentally 

locks them out of the true fight against hunger (Warshawsky 2010).  

2) Food as a gift vs. a right 

The second biggest critique identified by the literature is that emergency food provision 

portrays access to food as a gift, not a right, which puts those who receive it at the mercy of those 

who give it (Warshawsky 2010). On the one hand, food is seen as a commodity where free 

market ideals apply to food accessibility. With this, having food is seen as an individual’s 

responsibility; therefore, service seekers must be grateful for the gifts of emergency food 

provision. On the other hand, having access to adequate quantity and quality of food to support a 

healthy life is seen as a human right (United Nations, Article 25). This division in philosophical 

orientation creates a separation between those who serve food and those who eat it. This 

separation in turn contributes to a number of negative effects including a dominance of those 

who serve food over those who eat it, and a blindness to the needs of recipients. Previous studies 

show that traditional food provision organizations rarely take clients’ critical feedback, since 

there is no basis to complain about a service which is a gift that does not have to be provided 

(Lyon-Callo 2004). 

3) Relationships between servers and eaters 

Ethnographic studies in the literature focus on individual and localized perspectives that 

illuminate problematic volunteer-client relationships within charities. For example, Tarasuk and 

Eakin’s ethnography shows food bank volunteers often speak of gratitude as a sign of need. They 

found that even when the recipients did not get enough food, food bank volunteers still expected 

the clients to be grateful for whatever they could give. If a client did not express gratitude for 

what was given, the volunteer thought that the client was not desperate enough and unworthy of 
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the service. Not surprisingly these attitudes can be reflected in a negative treatment of service 

users and a lack of consideration for any individual needs such as dietary requirements. These 

attitudes put blame upon the service users and privilege the providers instead of realizing there is 

a problem with the service (Tarasuk & Eakin 2003, p 1510). Mauss’s study of the gift concept 

mirrors Tarasuk & Eakins’ findings. Mauss describes the idea of the “gift” not as something that 

comes from generosity, but as a means of social deception, where “the transaction itself is based 

on obligation and economic self-interest” (Mauss 1967, p 2). In the case of food provision, the 

volunteers give and expect a formal sense of recognition and gratitude.  

Additional Perspectives in the Literature 

Moral bargains: preventing real change 

The literature reflects criticism in the three main areas specified, but there is an obvious 

overlap among perspectives, which is evident in what Poppendieck refers to as the “moral 

bargain” (1998, p 47). In our society, emergency food provision is often seen as a means to fight 

hunger (Poppendieck 1998, 165). Large amounts of time and resources are put into these hunger 

organizations and once individuals, businesses, or governmental agencies contribute to these 

services they feel as though their contributions have been made. This feeling then prevents 

further action to correct the underlying cause and achieve wider structural changes that can 

eliminate food insecurity (De Schutter, 2012). This phenomenon is obvious to many who have 

worked within food provision organizations, as it is an incredible amount of work just to provide 

food, let alone keep up activism duty at the same time. However, this kind of contribution offers 

a false sense that volunteer time and money can eliminate hunger (Warshawsky 2011). As 

Professor Olivier De Schutter, the UN Special Rapporteur on the Right to Food, concludes in his 

observation of food insecurity in Canada, “Food banks that depend on charity are not a solution: 
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they are a symptom of failing social safety nets that the Government must address" (De Schutter, 

2012).  

Representing an alternative: FNB 

The major critiques defined in the literature identify structural confines, and, as stated 

previously, there are now emergency food providers and grass root organizations emerging 

which address such critiques through changes of structure. Food Not Bombs (FNB) is a leading 

example of these alternative structures. FNB proclaims itself to operate in opposition to charity. 

Their awareness is made obvious by their mission statement which asserts:  

Each group is independent and invites everyone to participate in making decisions for 

their local chapter using the consensus process. Food Not Bombs is dedicated to taking 

nonviolent direct action to change society so no one is forced to stand in line to eat at a 

soup kitchen expressing a commitment to the fact that food is a right and not a privilege. 

(foodnotbombs.net)  

To accomplish its mission, FNB operates through a horizontal, anarchistic structure. 

There is no direct leader, and power is in principle equally distributed throughout the group. 

FNB believes all people who serve, cook, collect, and eat their food have equal opportunity to 

organize and shape the group (foodnotbombs.net). In their attempt to diminish the dominating 

power structure of traditional charities, FNB considers their servings to be collective action 

opposed to a service (Gelderloos 2006, McHenry 2000). Additionally, FNB, which started during 

the antiwar movement, considers political activism to be the first priority of the organization. It 

aims to continually educate both those who participate and the general public about the root 

causes of hunger. This is done through providing literature at food servings, and serving food in 
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a public space that makes hunger visible to raise awareness (Gelderloos 2006, Heynen 2010, 

Butler & McHenry 2000, McHenry, 2012).   

Although the literature describes FNB’s structure as a direct response to the current 

critiques of food service provision, there is little academic research about what effects this 

change of structure has on the communities or individuals who participate. Most of the existing 

literature is written by long-term FNB activists who advocate for FNB’s ideology, but do not 

critically examine the organization (Heynen 2010; Butler & McHenry 2000, McHenry, K. 2012, 

Crass 2002).  

What critical accounts I could identify only base research on literature produced by FNB 

and personal experience (Gelderloos 2006). Still, even with this limitation, perceptions of FNB 

appear similar to previous critiques of the more traditional food security structure. Gelderloos 

notes that although FNB aims to involve everyone, there are few people who rely on the food 

who also help with other tasks. Additionally, although no leadership positions are defined, work 

of the organization falls into a few individuals hands and leadership roles can be “observed” 

(2006, p 9). Needless to say, there is a large gap within this literature, and there is a need for 

further examination of FNB in communities.  

The Context: Food (In)security in Nova Scotia 

Halifax offers a good site for this study because there is a prevalence of food insecurity in 

the province caused by wider political problems and the obvious lack of effective solutions. In 

Nova Scotia, families on a minimum wage cannot afford both food and basic living expenses. A 

food costing report produced by the Nova Scotia Food Costing Project was conducted in 2012 

after the minimum wage was raised to $10.50. The report found that a family of four with two 

working parents, one working full time and one part time, earned $2,798 and would need $850 a 
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month to cover the costs to provide their family a basic and nutritious diet. After deducting basic 

living costs such as housing and transportation, this family would be $303 a month short of what 

is needed to feed their family adequately. This situation is intensified for those receiving income 

assistance which barely covers even their housing and transportation needs, leaving little or no 

money for food (2012, p 16-18). 

In light of this data, it can be seen that Nova Scotia is not a food secure province and 

many people have to choose between basic necessities. When faced with the choice of paying for 

housing or other basic living expenses and food, food is likely the first thing cut in a budget; 

food is a cost that people have the most control over compared to other bills like rent (AHPRC et 

al.2006, p 10). Although cutting costs on food can be viable for the short-run, not purchasing 

sufficient or adequate food has long-term health and societal implications (AHPRC et al. 2006). 

The 2012 food costing report also shows that to approach food security issues, hunger must be 

seen in its broader context giving consideration to minimum wage rates and insufficient income 

assistance in order to address the structural nature of these issues (Nova Scotia Participatory 

Food Costing Project, 2012).  

Methodology 

As this study is exploratory and concerning attitudes and relationships, I took a 

qualitative approach. Data was gathered through semi-structured interviews with three volunteers 

from FNB Halifax and three from Hope’s Cottage, which is representative of a traditional soup 

kitchen. I used purposive sampling and recruited from FNB by approaching individual 

volunteers and from Hope’s Cottage through a contact representative. All interviews were 

recorded and transcribed. Data was coded based on themes such as boundaries, gratitude, and 

political action. After coding, data from participants from both organizations was compiled under 
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themes for comparison and analysis. As food security can be a highly sensitive issue, participants 

were able to skip questions if uncomfortable and informed that they could leave the interview at 

any time.  

A Qualitative Approach 

My decision to use semi-structured interviews was based on other case studies of 

individual organizations that I found to be successful in representing views of participants and 

bringing out unexpected themes (Wakefield et al. 2012, Lyon-Callo 2004). I found this method 

useful because it allowed for flexibility, letting participants guide conversation towards 

important topics that might not have been obvious in my role as a researcher otherwise. When 

examining organizational structure, this approach seems necessary as it is impossible to tease out 

details of task division or routines without first having a vast amount of experience doing the 

work that these organizations do. Conducting interviews with a small number of participants 

allowed me to bring out the themes identified by my participants, however, this also limits my 

research as it is not necessarily generalizable. Regardless, this research serves as an exploratory 

study which aims to provide a resource of different approaches to organizations.   

A Comparative Approach  

This research also uses comparison between two different types of organizations, which 

was an integral part of my understanding. I did not find many studies in food security literature 

that compared organizations. Through analyzing organizations which represent different 

approaches to food security, my knowledge of the current state of food provision organizations 

and what might be possible in the future is broadened. It is my hope that this research will 

present varying approaches in a way that promotes knowledge sharing and communication 

between groups that may not otherwise contact each other based on their structural differences.  
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Overview of the Organizations 

To frame my research I will give a brief overview of the daily operations of both Hope’s 

Cottage and FNB and further explain my reasoning as to why I chose Hope’s Cottage as my 

traditional soup kitchen representative. 

Hope’s Cottage 

I chose Hope’s Cottage as representative of a traditional soup kitchen because it is the 

oldest and most active in the city, serving two meals a day, Monday through Friday. It is 

geographically near where FNB Halifax serves, and this proximity was also a factor when 

deciding which soup kitchen to study. 

Hope’s Cottage is a privately run soup kitchen, which receives no governmental funding. 

The budget necessary to run Hope’s Cottage is much higher than that of FNB as it serves two 

meals a day and also has to operate and maintain a space and pay employees. Funding comes 

completely from private donations. Hope’s Cottage has a longstanding reputation and has 

developed an extensive network of benefactors that reaches as far as Ontario. Hope’s Cottage has 

a group formed specifically to fundraise for Hope’s Cottage called Friends of Hopes Cottage, 

and most of the funding comes from a golf tournament put on by the Halifax Employers 

Association and a Thanksgiving dinner put on by Friends of Hope’s Cottage. These efforts are 

sufficient for them not to have to solicit for further resources. 

Most days of the week Hope’s Cottage does not actually cook food but hosts other 

organizations that donate pre-prepared food to serve. Most meals are meat-based and include 

things like beef soup or casseroles. The range of groups that come is very broad, coming from all 

over the HRM. Many are religious groups of various faiths, but other organizations including 
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Saint Mary’s University and Dalhousie University fund an Aramark meal once a month. The 

number of people served can range from 150-260 people per day, with fluctuation depending on 

when income or welfare checks are received, with fewer people at the beginning of the month 

and more people at the end. 

Hope’s Cottage runs on a hierarchical structure in which there are volunteers, paid staff 

members, a supervising director, and a board of directors. Despite its religious roots, meals are 

not served in a church, but in their own space located on Brunswick Street, a few blocks from the 

North End library where FNB Halifax serves its meals. Hope’s Cottage is a “dry” soup kitchen, 

meaning that no one under the influence of alcohol or drugs is allowed inside. This is enforced 

strictly; however, anyone who is not allowed in for a meal is given two sandwiches at the door. 

This dry policy is seen as highly important in Hope’s Cottage as they pride themselves on 

offering a safe environment for people to come in and relax. This policy was seen positively by 

participants as one that can decrease the conflicts between clients in Hope’s Cottage, potentially 

a big problem for soup kitchens. One participant noted that it is likely you would see the police 

outside of many other soup kitchens, but that they rarely make an appearance at Hope’s Cottage.  

Food Not Bombs  

Food Not Bombs Halifax serves two free meals a week, on Wednesdays and Sundays 

outside the North End library and the Spring Garden library. Recently they have also started 

bringing food to the Out of the Cold shelter on Wednesdays.2 The food is prepared in members’ 

                                                 
2 The Wednesday and Sunday servings of FNB have two different locations. My data was gathered from 

participants at the Sunday servings which may not be applicable to the other day as there are two different groups of 

people cooking. I would have liked to extend my research to the other day and examine the relationship between 

FNB and Out of the Cold, but failed to do so due to time constraints.  
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private kitchens, and anyone is invited to participate in cooking. FNB servings typically feed 

around 20-30 people, a considerably lower volume than Hope’s Cottage.  

FNB differs from the traditional soup kitchen as the food served is food that would 

otherwise go to waste. The majority of the food is collected from vendors at the Halifax farmers’ 

market. As many vendors only participate in the market on Saturdays, often food that is not sold 

on Saturday will not be able to be sold again until the next week, leaving vendors with large 

quantities of produce that can’t be sold beyond the end of a market day. FNB has established a 

relationship with a number of produce vendors who allow them to come in at the end of a market 

day and collect produce that will not make it until the next week. Other food used by FNB is 

salvaged from grocery store dumpsters or donated waste from small businesses like bakeries that 

need to keep food fresh every day. Using reclaimed food can be risky, as your food source is 

dependent on the season, dumpster contents, or donations. Despite what seems like a risk, all 

FNB members reported no time where there was not enough food to serve.  

Consistent with the FNB philosophy, FNB Halifax runs on a non-hierarchical structure 

with no defined leaders. Decisions are made through consensus, allowing anyone to suggest 

changes to the group’s operations. Also consistent with the FNB philosophy, all meals are vegan 

for a number of reasons described by participants as including nutrition, accommodating dietary 

requirements, addressing sustainability issues, and advocating for animal rights.  

Findings 

Resources and Political Action 

As the previous studies have noted, acquiring resources can be a challenge for food 

provision organizations (Poppendieck 1998, Wakefield et al. 2012). Not only is it difficult for 
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organizations to procure sufficient resources, but also the source of resources can have wider 

implications on the operations of food security organizations. These studies have argued that 

using resources from certain sources restricts political action and influences how community 

members are treated. I found that at Hope’s Cottage and FNB the sources of both funding and 

food have a large impact on the internal workings of the groups.  

Hope’s Cottage 

As described previously, fund-raising may not be as difficult for Hope’s Cottage as it is 

for some organizations due to their well-established network of benefactors. Nevertheless, 

Hope’s Cottage still caters to their donors. Many groups that bring meals have been working 

with Hope’s Cottage for years and come with certain preferences, for example, a particular night 

and time or even menu. Hope’s Cottage accommodates such requests and also seems to offer 

groups a certain level of individual gratification in return for their service. For example, when 

groups come in they will bring members to serve the food. Although this seems like it may be 

helpful for Hope’s Cottage, serving seemed to be considered a privilege for regular volunteers. 

As one participant stated, “the groups always have priority over serving positions.” While the 

donating group’s volunteers serve, the permanent volunteers of Hope’s Cottage are responsible 

for tasks such as dishes and coffee, which are jobs that have fewer client interactions. It was also 

noted by a regular volunteer participant that many times groups want to bring too many servers. 

For example, while I was conducting an interview, a group requested to bring in 15 servers, a 

number that could not even fit into the small kitchen of Hope’s Cottage. In addition, participants 

said that in the past groups have complained when they are not serving the food they brought. 

Frequently groups will bring enough food so that some can be used the next day. As Hope’s 

Cottage is a soup kitchen, they try to have zero food waste. To do this, leftovers must be served 
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as soon as possible. Thus, a group’s request to serve their own food can prevent serving food 

before it goes bad. Like serving, this also seems like an issue of gratification for the donors who 

want to see people eating what their work produced.  

These instances of gratification of benefactor needs display the precarious relationship 

between donors and organizations, and evince caution in any approach to these groups with 

issues or suggestions concerning their donations. Although at first one participant suggested 

Hope’s Cottage staff felt comfortable bringing issues to donation groups, when asked if they 

would ever ask a group to bring another type of food the response was more telling:  

We can’t tell them don’t bring this anymore because they won’t come…some of them 

don’t have a lot of money and maybe that’s all they can afford to make and its very 

helpful for us so you don’t want to mess something up that’s working pretty good.  

Thus, what can be seen is both reliance upon donor organizations and obligation to serve 

the need of those donors for gratification. In this way, Hope’s Cottage must mold itself to 

accommodate to their sources of food and finance.  

Food Not Bombs 

FNB works with local farmers and businesses that are producers in the same community 

as FNB. Through using food that would otherwise go to waste, FNB asks very little from its 

partnerships. A few volunteers go to personally pick up or find food that has already been 

discarded leaving little work for the donor. As a result, the donors often ask very little of FNB, 

and in many ways FNB is doing them a favor by taking what would be compost or trash. Since 

donors to FNB do not see themselves as hard-working givers, FNB feels little to no restriction on 

political action from their food sources and little to no responsibility to those donors.  
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Additionally, using food that would otherwise be wasted, particularly from local farms, 

actually furthers FNB’s philosophy and politics. As one participant expressed, using wasted food 

is a means of showing that “food shortage is not necessarily a product of the situation of 

capitalism.” Through showing the Halifax community that all of the food being served is what 

would have otherwise been garbage, FNB displays that experiencing food insecurity is not 

inevitable. To promote this point, FNB makes an effort to express that all food served would 

otherwise be wasted to people at servings. FNB Halifax also focuses on issues of sustainability 

not only by preventing food waste, but also by promoting the use of local food which reduces 

carbon emissions and air pollution (AHPRC et al. 2006, p 8). 

Although using wasted food can be unreliable, all FNB participants reported that there 

are ample food resources not just for their current capacity, but enough to increase the number of 

servings. As one participant described it, “there’s plenty of food being wasted so there’s no 

reason why we can’t have free food every day.” Also, collecting food directly from local 

producers arguably allows FNB to offer higher quality and more nutritious meals (AHPRC et al. 

2006, p 8).  

Although they reported having plenty of food, FNB participants did report a lack of 

volunteer and kitchen resources. For example, FNB runs on “essentially zero dollars” so is not 

able to secure larger or commercial kitchen spaces to offer more servings. Similarly, securing 

otherwise wasted food does take more time and labor than more traditional food acquisition. The 

resources FNB procures may not limit their political action in theory, but they are limiting in 

practice and stability of servings.  
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  Leadership & Hierarchy: Do you need leaders? 

This section describes how hierarchy is present or absent in Hope’s Cottage and FNB and 

discusses how leadership structure effects the operations of the organizations.  

Hope’s Cottage  

Hope’s Cottage runs on a hierarchical structure which was found to benefit the 

organization in terms of assuring a reliable and stable service. Hope’s Cottage has a formal 

structure with clearly defined leadership roles. As explained by participants who were 

interviewed,3 Hope’s Cottage has a board of directors who are in charge of finances. In addition, 

there is a director who is in charge of management and “supervision.” When participants were 

asked what the duty of the supervisor was, they replied that it was to oversee the daily 

operations, though it seemed the supervisor was not required to be present at Hope’s Cottage. 

Indeed, as volunteers and staff members do all of the daily operations it was not surprising that 

two out of the three participants stated that there was no need for a supervisor. One of these 

participants’ stated, “the manager isn’t in too often, but we have it under control.” The third 

participant said that having a supervisor is necessary to handle a problem that might arise 

between staff members and that operating with leaders is important to hold people accountable 

for the schedule for the entire duration of the operation.  

Despite the hierarchical structure of Hope’s Cottage, participants expressed that the way 

staff members and volunteers work together was through a consensus-like approach. Participants 

noted that there are rarely defined assigned tasks within Hope’s Cottage. Although some people 

                                                 

3 It should be noted that there is no information about the structure of Hope’s Cottage on their website and 

therefore, all structural information is based on how the organization was described by participants and lacks 

precision that might have come from information provided directly from the organization. 
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always did certain jobs, for example, the same person always makes the soup, commonly 

everyone works together by picking up on things that need to be done as the day goes on. Most 

volunteers expressed that they “wear every hat” as everyone ends up doing all the jobs. Or as 

another stated, “you just pitch in.” The volunteers also noted that there was little distinction 

between staff members and volunteers within the actual work of servings. 

Unlike FNB where anyone is invited to participate in cooking or organizing, at Hope’s 

Cottage the process to become a volunteer is quite strict. Prospective volunteers are required to 

provide a list of three reference contacts and participate in a three week trial period in which the 

future volunteers and existing Hope’s Cottage participants can see if they are the right fit 

(Hope’s Cottage website). Most importantly, volunteers must be able to commit. As stated by a 

Hope’s Cottage participant, “when you volunteer here you’ve got to commit to a shift…you 

can’t have people not knowing whether or not they are going to show up because that leaves us 

short so the person has to be fairly responsible.” In this way, Hope’s Cottage is able to create a 

stable volunteer base through a stricter structure and hierarchy with explicit expectations of 

volunteers. If the volunteer can’t comply, Hope’s Cottage has the right to ask a volunteer not to 

come back.  

The strict approach to volunteers allows Hope’s Cottage to know how many volunteers 

they will have and assure that these volunteers will be aiding the organization. However, having 

strict requirements for the volunteer base also limits the ability for clients to get involved with 

cooking or assisting. In fact, if you are currently eating at Hope’s Cottage you are not allowed to 

volunteer there. A participant explained that this is to make sure that the volunteers are 

“stable…or, as well as they can be,” which aids in the functionality of the organization.  
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Yet there is some ambiguity about the possible integration of clients into the operations 

of Hope’s Cottage among those currently working and volunteering there. One participant 

described a time when Hope’s Cottage used to take volunteers who were doing required 

community service, but found that it hurt the overall organization and clients: 

We tried for a little while to help out people…who may have committed a crime 

and were doing community service but it never works well because a lot of people 

don’t want to be here and that’s not the type of person we need here. If they’re 

just here for the wrong reasons then they are the ones who are going to be hurting 

the people who are here. So that didn’t work so well, didn’t know when they were 

going to show up or not. 

Although Hope’s Cottage sees the potential for harm, it can be incredibly helpful for clients, or 

“unstable” individuals to assist in organizations like Hope’s Cottage to develop new skills, 

develop networks, and feel gratification for assisting others (Nova Scotia Participatory Food 

Costing Project, 2012). This benefit was recognized by the same Hope’s Cottage participant as 

quoted above who stated that there is a lack of programs to connect people who are experiencing 

poverty or addiction with community work.  

Food Not Bombs 

FNB has no formal distinctions among volunteers or division of tasks. When a volunteer 

walks into the kitchen there is no direction as to what he or she should do. As stated by one 

participant, “People are free to do whatever they want, people come at all different times, people 

ask what’s been done or what could be done, people offer suggestions or people do whatever 

they want with whatever is available to them.”  
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During cooking at FNB, all the available food is put out in a box for everyone’s use. 

Volunteers can come in, see what food is there, and make their own dish or help with one that is 

already being made. Some volunteers end up doing the same jobs each week, but these habits 

form organically rather than formally. Tasks that have to be done are not assigned but are instead 

picked-up by someone who notices that they need to be done. 

The lack of any hierarchy at FNB has advantages. As volunteers have no defined roles, 

each one can decide what to do on any given day, and the volunteers see this as highly desirable. 

Volunteers enjoy what they do. For example, one participant was hesitant to call their 

participation work, stating, “I don’t want to say work, but you prepare the food.” Although it 

may seem like there needs to be some accountability for the functioning of the group, FNB 

participants were adamant in pointing out that despite the lack of leadership everything gets 

done: “We can all accomplish what we want to accomplish on equal terms, leaders are 

unnecessary, we do perfectly well without them.” This is borne out by the fact that without 

hierarchy or formal accountability FNB consistently feeds 20-30 people twice a week. 

Where group decisions are needed, FNB makes all decisions based on consensus rather 

than having one leader make an ultimate decision. FNB participants consistently noted that 

consensus decision making was crucial to their organization as it left the group open to 

suggestions from anyone: “Different people have different solutions and hearing alternative 

solutions and weighing our options should allow us to find better solutions.” The volunteers 

found this approach to be highly beneficial, allowing the group to conform to the needs of the 

entire FNB community, including those who do not cook.  

Although not having leaders was shown to have many benefits in the group, some FNB 

participants recognized that there is a downside to the lack of hierarchy. Since there are no 
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“rules” or set expectations for volunteers, people come and go as they please, leaving FNB 

uncertain as to how much help they are going to receive on any given day. For example, it is not 

expected that a typically steady volunteer will alert the group if he or she can’t make it. This can 

obviously be concerning. If only one or two volunteers are left to do all the work, there will 

likely be less food when there are fewer cooks. This open-endedness also makes it extremely 

difficult to make decisions by consensus as it is difficult to get all the volunteers together at one 

time. One FNB participant actually expressed a desire for more structure in the group stating, “I 

mean it would be ideal to have sort of a more stable base; but you work with what you have.” 

From the interviews overall it seems that in many ways having no hierarchy can benefit FNB, 

but as an organization it craves a type of structure and accountability to make volunteer service 

more reliable. 

While there are advantages and disadvantages in the FNB structure, it may also be the 

case that FNB is not quite as anarchical as described. Previous critiques of FNB have argued that 

despite there theoretically being no leaders, there are “observed” leaders (Gelderloos 2006, p 9). 

This was also brought up in my research at FNB Halifax where one volunteer was mentioned as 

being looked at as a leader by all participants. At the same time, there was also an “active 

discouragement” of that view and the observation that this individual only appeared to be the 

leader because they do the most work in the group. It should be noted that if a leader is defined 

as someone who is putting in the most work, FNBs horizontal structure allows and encourages 

anyone to take up more work, theoretically allowing anyone to be seen as a “leader.” Along these 

same lines, two participants explicitly stated that just because someone is doing more, this does 

not mean that their contribution is any more valuable than someone else’s—showing that they 

see work being a collective whole which is more than the sum of its parts.  
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As all aspects of FNB are open to all members of the community, unlike Hope’s Cottage, 

people who might be experiencing food insecurity or other issues are more than welcome to 

participate. There was no mention of this occurring by FNB participants in my interviews. This 

does not mean that this has not happened in the past or that there are not current members of 

FNB who are in fact experiencing food insecurity or other issues that are not necessarily visible 

distinctions or something that would be known to other FNB participants.  

Relationship between Servers and Eaters: Does it matter if food is a right or a gift?  

A common theme in the discussion of the relationship between servers and eaters at food 

provision organizations is the boundary that is created between those who serve food and those 

who eat food. These distinctions obviously relate to other critiques about food service 

organizations around adequacy or appropriateness of food and around the need to politicize (or 

depoliticize) the debate around hunger. I found these divisions were present in both 

organizations; however, these divisions appeared more distinct in Hope’s Cottage.  

Hope’s Cottage 

At Hope’s Cottage, the boundary between servers and eaters is literal as food is served 

from behind a counter and servers do not usually eat with volunteers. Nevertheless, in all of my 

interviews volunteers from Hope’s Cottage expressed undeniable respect for clients. They used 

phrases such as “they’re just people” or “it could happen to anybody,” attempting to indicate that 

they felt no difference between themselves and those using the service. These phrases seemed to 

be used to diminish the stigma that “other people” (not Hope’s Cottage volunteers) have towards 

those receiving assistance. At the same time, language distinguishing us and them, continued 

throughout the interviews including phrases such as “they like that.” These boundaries became 

clear when one respondent explicitly spoke to purposefully creating division: 
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You need to know where to draw the line…the relationships are great, they’re just 

people you know, but you also have to be conscious of where that line is…I’m not 

here to be a psychiatrist… [I] can’t go for coffee or be your friend, I mean I can 

be your friend but I think I know how to talk to somebody to make sure that they 

understand the boundaries, so I try to be proactive on that. 

This remark displays the boundary between servers and eaters as a personal one and as a severe 

divide. This participant is happy to be respectful in the relationship of server and eater, but does 

not consider these relationships as possible friendships. This point is consistent with the view of 

the same participant wanting to develop friendships with other volunteers and “get to know who 

else is behind the counter.” This contrast shows that relationships are not developed in the same 

way between servers and eaters, exposing a boundary between them.  

Food Not Bombs 

Unlike Hope’s Cottage there is no formal recognition of volunteers in the horizontal 

power structure at FNB. To further prevent any division between people, food is put out in a 

public place and people help themselves and eat together. Thus, servers or cooks are not visibly 

identifiable; instead you just see a group of people eating. 

With no formal distinction and collective meals, when FNB participants spoke about 

people eating at servings, they included themselves in the same category. For instance, instead of 

saying they like that, they would say we like that. As one cook replied to a question about 

whether FNB has an impact on the Halifax community said, “Yes. I am so sure of it because it 

has an impact on me; I’m benefitted by food not bombs.” This response shows the participant is 

not putting up a division among or against people who come to eat; instead, FNB participants 

consider everyone to be a part of the same community. Indeed, friendships are actively fostered 
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outside of FNB; for example, everyone is invited to participate in activities done after servings 

like playing basketball, or skating. Participants also expressed that they met people or neighbors 

through FNB that they “wouldn’t have otherwise.”  

Consistent with their structure and philosophy, FNB has two target participants, those 

experiencing food insecurity and people who are not. Providing food to anyone, not just those in 

need, raises awareness of food insecurity to the wider community and offers opportunities for 

communities to connect regardless of class. As stated by one participant, this is what 

distinguishes FNB from charity: “FNB is not a charity organization, we’re not trying to provide 

food for people who may not have enough resources, we are open to serving food to everybody.” 

In fact, participants identified community building as the main focus of FNB Halifax and 

recognized its political goal of bringing people together to strengthen community over a meal 

that by definition displays the waste of capitalism.  

From speaking with participants it is clear that FNB is successful in building community 

in many ways; yet, despite these new bonds that are formed in FNB there are still similar 

boundaries to Hope’s Cottage. The boundaries that were talked about in Food Not Bombs were 

not between servers and eaters, but between people who seemed to be “in need” or not “in need.” 

This was shown in an interview when one FNB volunteer who was asked what kinds of people 

come to FNB servings replied, “a pretty solid divide between people who are young and are kind 

of in an alternative culture and people who are older and require assistance.” In this statement the 

participant shows that despite an integration of servers and eaters, there are still boundaries being 

put up based on visible distinctions of need.  
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Charity or Right and Issues of Adaptability 

As discussed in the previous section, the presence of boundaries has a lot to do with the 

structural organization of both Hope’s Cottage and FNB. It is reflected in their daily operations 

and underlies the philosophical difference between those who see food as a gift and those who 

see food security as a right. Boundaries that are put up between those who serve food and those 

who eat food, or, those who are suffering from food insecurity or not are important to look at in 

terms of organizational adaptability. Studies including Tarasuk and Eakin’s, found that such 

boundaries limit input taken from clients accessing services (2003). Adaptability to clients’ 

needs is important as these services exist for the clients, and it is arguable that no one knows 

better what could be improved to suit their needs than clients themselves.  

The question of adaptability was an important theme in the structural examination of 

FNB and Hope’s Cottage. I targeted adaptability in interviews by asking about the possibility of 

catering to specific dietary requirements and how making a change in the organization would be 

made; questions on dietary requirements were chosen specifically because choice of food was a 

common suggestion or request of clients. Additionally, it has been found that choice of food is 

also something denied of clients making this a good point of entry for the adaptability of 

organizations (Tarasuk & Eakin 2003). In theory, I expected FNB’s non-hierarchical structure 

and consensus decision making processes to allow those using the service to have equal input as 

all other members of the group, however, I found that in both groups adaptability was limited by 

resources.  

Hope’s Cottage 

Hope’s Cottage’s hierarchical structure does have an effect on the adaptability of the 

organization. With a hierarchical structure the ultimate decision is left up to one person or a 
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specific group of people. Also, with this type of structure it is unlikely that eaters would be able 

to advocate for a change on their own without approaching a volunteer who would approach a 

staff member, etc. This was seen in the participants’ discussion of the supervisor indicating a 

reported openness to change, but there “might be a change or there might not be.”  

Not surprisingly in this construct, the distinction between eater and volunteer seemed to 

matter when it came to suggestions. As found in the literature, suggestions from clients were 

noted as a sign of ungratefulness for the service being provided. This was displayed in Hope’s 

Cottage as a participant also expressed that requests from clients are sometimes seen as 

unjustified complaints stating: 

You don’t come up to the counter and complain, you don’t…you know, you’re 

coming here to get a free meal, these people from the different organizations are 

working hard to provide you a good meal, you have no right to complain about 

it… if you don’t like it, that’s fine, we can’t help that everyone is not going to like 

everything but you don’t go up and complain to them about it after they just 

prepared it for you. 

At Hope’s Cottage, those serving food behind the counter are typically donating 

organizations. Therefore, complaints directed to those behind the counter can be problematic as 

the complaints are not going to the organizers of Hope’s Cottage, but to donors who have the 

ability to stop assisting Hope’s Cottage. This structure can limit the organization’s ability to 

adapt or accommodate. In addition, Hope’s Cottage participants reported that they receive many 

compliments from clients who like how things are done. Thus, they know that the service is 

beneficial, but this prevents them from taking other client’s complaints: 
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Now I’m not trying to sound like I don’t care about them because I care a lot 

about them, but you get some that no matter what you do they’re going to 

complain…The reason why I feel comfortable saying that is because I know we 

offer a good service and I know that the staff here are decent people and treat 

these people good so if you’re coming up here and whining all the time that’s 

your issue. 

Despite this seeming lack of adaptation, this same participant asserted throughout the interview 

that it’s made clear to the clients that they are always available to talk, telling clients, “if you 

want to chat I’m here, I always leave that door open. . . ”  

This remark about an open-door suggests that at Hope’s Cottage there is a channel of 

communication where suggestions could be taken, however, this is not a channel which is 

structurally in Hope’s Cottage where there seems to be no designated space for clients to have a 

say in the organization. Instead this remark seems to come from the personal care of one 

participant suggesting that the likelihood of client requests being put into action is questionable. 

When asked about catering to dietary requirements, Hope’s Cottage participants 

answered that there is limited capacity for accommodation. As groups bring in pre-prepared food 

to serve, Hope’s Cottage has little control over what is served and has to take whatever is 

brought by donors. Hope’s cottage typically serves meat-based dishes or macaroni casserole, 

which are sometimes not appropriate for everyone. Still, they do try to accommodate specific 

needs if within their resources. As one participant stated, “We do have some [regulars] people 

who can’t eat beef for health or religious backgrounds and if there is chicken soup that day they 

will set some aside for people who can’t eat beef.” Nevertheless, when Hope’s Cottage is not 

serving food that is accessible to clients, people may be turned away. As one participant stated, 
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“If we have nothing that they can eat, they come in and they understand they just go home and 

get something if they have it.” This remark illustrates the problem of capacity of a soup kitchen 

in which they rely on donors for food and the resulting insensitivity to the needs of the client 

since, it is likely clients who can’t find anything they can eat at the soup kitchen will have 

something more suitable at home. 

FNB 

FNB’s non-hierarchical structure provides a formal space where anyone can give input as 

to how the organization can be improved. This structure does allow for more adaptability to 

community’s needs as comments are taken from all members regardless of involvement level. 

However, this adaptability is limited by the resources that FNB has available.  

At FNB all participants were asked about making changes to the group and all were 

adamant that “anyone is capable of making changes” due to the consensus-based decision model. 

As one participant said, “I think everyone’s opinion is welcomed and considered…we work on a 

consensus basis so if people think of improvements they are well received.” All participants felt 

that they personally were capable of making a change in the group and could approach other 

group members or bring the issue to a meeting. Indeed, the very idea of having feedback was 

welcomed and encouraged regardless of where the feedback was coming from.  

When asked about catering to specific dietary requirements, two FNB participants replied 

that it was likely that they could not cater to such requests because “we have to cook with what 

we have.” However, all participants expressed that it was rare that anyone requested a change in 

the food provided. This may be because FNB serves vegan food which is highly accessible; this 

diet is free from all animal products including dairy which means it can accommodate many 

dietary needs from lactose intolerant to kosher. Typical meals at FNB consist of soup, roasted 
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vegetables, a few salads, tofu chunks, and sometimes apple crisp for dessert. In this framework, 

the specific dietary requirements that were mentioned by FNB participants to have been 

requested (gluten-free or diabetic) were already addressed by the majority of food served. 

Although structurally limited to catering to some dietary requests, at FNB, participants noted that 

there “will be at least something for everyone there.” Additionally, if there is not, one participant 

stated that they would cater to requests; this willingness is illustrated by my observation that 

FNB prepared a cake for one eater’s birthday despite only having met the week before, clearly 

showing that they are listening to eaters and open to adapting their servings to them.  

Discussion & Concluding Recommendations 

Discussion  

In response to my research question, how does organizational structure affect services 

provided to communities, I found that structure does indeed have a large impact on organizations 

and their ability to serve and relate to communities. While FNB’s structure formally addresses 

problems previously identified in emergency food provision by organizations like Hope’s 

Cottage, my research shows there are positives and negatives to each approach. I conclude that 

that Food Not Bombs’ structure broadens the perspective of communities and organizations and 

offers some significant improvements in terms of relationships and understanding the politics of 

hunger. However, its structure can be self-limiting in terms of capacity to expand the numbers 

involved. I also conclude that while Hope’s Cottage suffers from the weaknesses identified in the 

literature and in my observations, it offers an important and stable source for providing food in to 

those in need in the community.  
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With both advantages and disadvantages found, my research suggests attention should be 

given to an integration of traditional and alternative structures and approaches to food provision. 

Although soup kitchens are not solutions to food insecurity, they serve an integral part of the 

Halifax community and provide immediate relief for those experiencing food insecurity. At the 

same time, as FNB’s goal is not to be a charity, there is little likelihood that they will ever 

replace soup kitchens. Given this, I suggest that soup kitchens in Halifax can expand attention to 

the issues of food insecurity by engaging in a more politically active approach with its 

benefactors, clients, and the community at large.   

Concluding Recommendations 

Focus on local agriculture  

My research showed Hope’s Cottage is bound to what is provided by organizations. 

However, some participants reported Hope’s Cottage has some say with some larger benefactors 

who ask Hope’s Cottage for what they need instead of donating cash. I suggest that Hope’s 

Cottage encourage all benefactors to provide locally produced food. This change would not only 

address the decreasing viability of local farms, which is known to be one of the wider causes of 

food insecurity in Nova Scotia (AHPRC 2006, CCPA 2014) but also bring support to local farms 

and farmers experiencing food insecurity as competition from large scale agriculture has 

decreased their profits (AHPRC et al. 2006). Using locally produced food would be also offer 

healthier and more nutritious options and strengthen community networks (AHPRC et al. 2006). 

Improve Relationships 

My interviews showed distinctions between those experiencing food insecurity and those 

who are food secure are being made regardless of approach. Food Not Bomb’s non-hierarchical 
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structure diminishes many formal distinctions between servers and eaters. Having a place where 

there are as few formal boundaries as possible for these two groups to eat together is incredibly 

valuable as it allows for such distinctions to be noticed and confronted with the potential to 

diminish stigmas around food insecurity. Means of doing this would be encouraging volunteers 

to eat with clients and finding ways to allow willing clients to assist in cooking without 

disrupting the operation. Integrating clients into the operations of organizations would also help 

build individual capacities through offering opportunities to build new skills like how to prepare 

food and networking across the community (AHPRC et al. 2006, 16). However, it should be 

noted that this might diminish boundaries, but may not be comfortable for clients as they may 

want to only sit with other clients while eating a meal. Thus, such changes would have to be 

discussed at length with clients to see if such integration would be welcomed. 

Future Research 

The above suggestions provide possible integrated methods, and I feel that they have only 

arisen through the comparison of two different organizations. I feel this research has proved that 

alternative organizations have much to offer when thinking about food insecurity and their 

examination can assist in finding new solutions. However, this research is limited as I was 

unable to speak with more food provision organizations in the HRM that could have given a 

broader understanding as to what is being done and what could be done. Additionally, I was 

unable to speak directly with clients or community members who use or rely on these 

organizations. This is a huge hole in my research as they are the ones who will know what is 

really happening on the ground in these organizations and what resources might be lacking in 

food provision. I suggest future research with a greater number of organizations and a specific 

focus on clients and community members. I hope that this integration of Food Not Bombs into 
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academic literature will promote a synergy of methods that can diminish stigmas around food 

insecurity and tackle the political system that causes it. Despite its limitations, what my research 

does show is that our current approaches to food security need to become more innovative and 

that this project is urgent for the health and safety of our communities. 
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