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The on-going rise in demand experienced by voluntary and community organisations
(VCOs) providing emergency food aid has been described as a sign of a social and public
health crisis in the UK (Loopstra, 2018; Lambie-Mumford, 2019), compounded since
2020 by the impact of (and responses to) Covid 19 (Power et al., 2020). In this article we
adopted a social practice approach to understanding the work of food bank volunteering.
We identify how ‘helping others’, ‘deploying coping strategies’ and ‘creating atmospheres’
are key specific (and connected) forms of shared social practice. Further, these practices
are sometimes suffused by faith-based practice. The analysis offers insights into how such
spaces of care and encounter (Williams et al., 2016; Cloke et al., 2017) function,
considers the implications for these distinctive organisational forms (the growth of which
has been subject to justified critique) and suggests avenues for future research.

Keywords: Social practice, food banks, volunteering, faith, qualitative.

I n t roduc t ion

The on-going rise in demand experienced by voluntary and community organisations
(VCOs) providing emergency food aid (including food banking) has been described as a
sign of a possible social and public health crisis in the UK (Loopstra, 2018; Lambie-
Mumford, 2019), compounded since 2020 by the impact of (and responses to) Covid 19
(Power et al., 2020). There has been a growing (critical) analysis of this situation.
According to Williams et al. (2016), four critical narratives of food banking have emerged:
food banking depoliticises food insecurity issues; it enables the state to retreat; it
contributes to the subjectification of ‘the poor’; the charitable ethos assuages guilt rather
than prompting active engagement. Taking each in turn, it has been suggested that food
banking is representative of the ‘depoliticalisation’ of food poverty through the ubiquity of
charitable institutions (Dowler and Lambie-Mumford, 2015). The retreatment of the state
(local, regional, nation) – in the UK significantly hastened by the implementation of
austerity measures from 2010 onwards – has also been cited as a driver of shifting
responsibility for addressing issues of poverty to VCOs (Caplan, 2016; Garthwaite, 2017;
Lambie-Mumford, 2019; MacLeod et al., 2019). The creation of places of ‘neediness’ –
and the use of voucher systems – has led to criticisms of food banking as contributing to
the stigmatisation of people living in poverty (Carson, 2014) through an active production

Social Policy & Society (2023) 22:3, 408–425
© The Author(s), 2021. Published by Cambridge University Press. This is an Open Access article, distributed under the terms of the
Creative Commons Attribution licence (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted re-use, distribution, and
reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited. doi:10.1017/S1474746421000555

408

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1474746421000555 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3854-601X
mailto:richard.p.lee@northumbria.ac.uk
mailto:caroline.a.coulson@outlook.com
mailto:kate.hackett@northumbria.ac.uk
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1474746421000555
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1474746421000555


of scarcity (May et al., 2019). Food banking has also been critiqued as having a placatory
(and even celebratory) impact on volunteers and wider publics (Poppendieck, 1998;
Strong, 2021). The argument of Williams et al. (2016) is that while all these perspectives
are important and valuable, they may miss (or downplay) opportunities. In particular,
Williams et al. (2016) consider food banks as possible ‘spaces of encounter’ (albeit
existing within a highly problematic ‘meantime’, or ‘realism’; see Fisher (2009) on
‘capitalist realism’), with potential for generating new relationships and enabling dialogue
between people with different experiences, backgrounds, incomes, cultures, resources
and values.

Based on our analysis of interviews with volunteers, in this article we consider the key
social practices which comprise the work of food bank volunteering: helping others,
deploying coping strategies, creating atmospheres. Volunteers play a crucial role in the
operation of food banking. Along with tasks such as unloading and sorting food and other
items (such as toys) and making up food parcels, volunteers work to produce spaces of
encounter and care (Cloke et al., 2017). In studies of volunteer work, associations have
been proposed between volunteering and enhanced purpose of life (Son and Wilson,
2012) and feeling less hopeless (Gilster, 2012). It has been suggested that volunteering
could function as an effective intervention for those suffering role and spouse loss in older
age (Jenkinson et al., 2013; Jang et al., 2018) and could improve functional and cognitive
abilities (Okun et al., 2010; Chiao, 2018). However, stress and burnout can affect
volunteers (Roche and Ogden, 2016) and the Trussell Trust (the largest food bank
organisation in the UK) has reported concerns regarding the health and wellbeing of
their volunteers as demand increases (The Trussell Trust, 2017).

The initial focus of our study (in terms of research aims, questions and interview topic
guides) was on exploring the wellbeing practices of volunteers. In doing so we drew on
notions of wellbeing as being situated, emergent and contingent (Sointu, 2005; Deci and
Ryan, 2008; Carlisle et al., 2009; White, 2017; Smith and Reid, 2018). However, guided
by the data, interpretations and critiques of food banking, our analysis focused less on the
concept of situated wellbeing, and more on the social practices that comprised the work of
food bank volunteering1. In particular, we recognised that three key social practices
(‘helping others’, ‘deploying coping strategies’ and ‘creating atmospheres’) were some-
times ‘suffused’ (a conceptual term discussed later in the article) by faith-based practices.
In the following section we describe in more detail social practice approaches.

Social practice approaches

Our initial focus on situated wellbeing bore some resemblance to the analysis of Armour
and Barton (2019), who consider some of the key elements of psychological wellbeing
relevant to people volunteering in food banks. In particular, their focus on the importance
of ‘relatedness’ resonates with situated wellbeing. A relational approach ensures that
individuals are not conceptualised and investigated as self-contained entities. Baylis et al.
(2008) terms this ‘relational personhood’ and draws attention to the centrality of relation-
ships and social connections to the constitution of an individual. However, our engage-
ment with the data suggested that social practices (rather than wellbeing directly) should
be the focus of analytical interpretation.

Social practice approaches give primacy to shared, routinised forms of behaviour
(Reckwitz, 2002). Practices are repetitious ways of doing, incorporating talk, bodies,
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minds, knowledge and things. Schatzki (2001: 48) regards a practice as a ‘set of actions’,
with each action being constituted by ‘doings and sayings’. Similarly, Reckwitz (2002)
identifies a practice as a discernable ‘type’ of behaving and understanding. Further,
Schatzki (2005) contends that an organisation is a mesh (or nexus) of practice-arrange-
ment bundles and that these bundles (arising from local actions and tasks) are constitutive
of social formations.

A social practice approach has been theorised, developed and deployed to under-
stand a range of social policy, public health and organisational issues (Milne, 2011;
Nicolini, 2012; Shove et al., 2012; Watson, 2013; Meah, 2014; Maller, 2015; Blue et al.,
2016; Hui et al., 2017). All draw attention to the performance of practices (through doings
and sayings) by people who are recruited into the practice; as Blue et al. (2016) emphasise
the focus is upon how participation in a practice is sustained (and that commitment
arises through engagement, rather than an individualised pre-condition for ongoing
participation). This is not to say that people do not have reasons for becoming involved
in a practice-arrangement bundle (an organisation), but that these reasons become
integrated as one of several actions which will make up practices and their continued
performance. Shove et al. (2012) and Maller (2015) emphasise the importance of
meanings (conventions, expectations, intentions and shared meanings), materials (objects,
tools, infrastructures) and competencies (knowledge and embodied ‘know-how’) to the
ongoing performance of social practices. Further, Reckwitz (2012) elaborates on the
importance of emotions, senses and spaces to social practices, emphasising that every
social practice forms senses and perceptions in particular ways.

In order to understand the work of food bank volunteering, a social practice approach
suggests attention should be paid to the shared, routinized actions and tasks performed
and to consider how they are made coherent, how practices compete or are compatible
and the senses and perceptions they produce.

Methods

Semi-structured interviews were conducted June - July 2018 by CC with thirteen
volunteers (also referred to as participants) from three food banks (referred to as Red;
Blue; and Green) in a large city in the North of England (see Table 1 for participant details).
All interviews were conducted at these sites, along with informal observations and
conversations. Interviews and focus groups are valid methods when adopting a social
practice perspective (Milne, 2011; Hitchings, 2012). In particular, Hitchings (2012) argues
that talk is an appropriate means of understanding practices and that semi-structured
interviews can play an important role in producing accounts of shared, routinised
activities. Keane et al. (2017) and Milne (2011) make use (respectively) of surveys to
understand vaping practices and focus groups to understand food storage practices,
demonstrating that reported action can be an important means by which to examine social
practices. The importance of language in social practice is also recognised by Schatzki
(2017) in his discussion of the ‘sayings and doings’ that form practice arrangements
bundles.

All except two of the thirteen participants were retired and only one participant was
male. The selection of the city was guided by practical constraints (time and funding), but
we sought to draw upon diverse sites. The Red and Blue sites were both operated by the
Trussell Trust. The Red site was a solitary building in a small area of grounds. It had a room
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that functioned as an office, a store cupboard, a room used largely for storage and a
kitchen that opened onto a comparatively large space used for dining. The Blue site
operated out of a church. Here food parcels were kept and clients would come in, hand
over their voucher and collect their food. To the rear was a small open kitchen where
beverages were prepared and an adjacent room where clients could talk to volunteers.
The Green site also operated out of a church, this time in a town centre, but the available
space for the volunteers to perform their tasks was far greater than at the Blue site and
included at least four large multi-purpose rooms, a large kitchen and the manager’s office/
store cupboard.

Participants in all three sites were approached directly by CC after gaining access
through gatekeepers (in all cases, the most senior site manager). The transcript from an
interview with Participant 2 was disregarded due to a subsequent age disclosure. As stated
above, Red and Blue were Trussell Trust sites and an invitation to visit the Blue site was
only received after visiting the Red site. All but one of the participants were female. A key
characteristic (discussed in more detail in the Results section) was involvement in
organised religion (Christianity). Participants 3, 4, 6-10 all described their involvement
with organised religion and the implications for practice. Participants 1, 11-14 did not
express any involvement with organised religion (see table).

Ethical approval for the research was obtained from Northumbria University Health
and Life Sciences Ethics Committee in June 2018. Semi-structured interviews were
conducted based on a topic guide featuring the following questions:

• Can you tell me about the food bank you work in and what you do there?
• How would you currently describe your health?
• Can you tell me about any experiences you have had at the food bank that you feel are

relevant to your health?

Table 1 Participants

No. Demographic details Work status
Express a faith
(Christian)

01 White British, female, 50+ Not working due to ill health No
02 N/A (see explanation in Methods) N/A N/A
03 White British, female, 50+ Retired Yes
04 White British, female, 50+ Retired Yes
05 White British, female, 50+ Retired Yes
06 White British, female, 50+ Retired Yes
07 White British, female, 50+ Retired Yes
08 White British, female, 50+ Retired Yes
09 White British, male, 50+ Retired Yes
10 White British, female, 50+ Retired Yes
11 White British, female, 18-25 Work experience before

University study
No

12 White British, female, 50+ Retired No
13 White British, female, 30-40 Not working due to ill health No
14 White British, female, 50+ Retired No
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• Can you tell me about any situations at the food bank where you have experienced
strong or surprising emotions?

• How would you currently describe your emotional wellbeing?
• Are there any interactions with those you work with or with people who use the food

bank that you would like to tell me about?

The interviews were audio recorded and transcribed verbatim by CC. All names of
participants and identifying details were anonymised. Data analysis was conducted by CC
and RPL drawing upon an iterative process of thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006).
A series of analysis meetings were used to develop the data-driven open coding, drawing
on the interview data and upon field notes from informal conversations and observations.
Twelve initial themes were developed and refined through thematic mapping and
referenced back to initial quotes to ensure reliability (Silverman, 2014). Thematic
saturation was identified (Saunders et al., 2018) and issues pertaining to this are discussed
further in the Discussion and Conclusion sections.

Fa i th , p rac t i ce and ‘su f f us ion ’

From a social practice perspective, certain identifiable objects or practices can ‘thread
through’ a nexus of practices, while other more diffuse socio-material arrangements can
‘suffuse’ practices (Hui et al., 2017). Threading and suffusion are important (though
nascent) theoretical categories in social practice approaches, the former involving the
‘concrete’ and the latter the ‘ethereal’. Through our analysis it became apparent that faith
practices suffuse other practices: for example, ‘acting as a Christian’ comprising one
action/element of the practice ‘helping others’ (see the following section and Table 2 for
further discussion of this). While the research design was not primarily focused on the
relevancy of religion, we expected (owing to the nature of the research sites and
the broader organisation of food banking) that religion would have an influence on the
practices of participants. Eight participants expressed an adherence to Christian beliefs and/
or stated that they attended church. Although not all volunteers practiced a faith, group
prayer took place at Red and Blue food banks (as also described by Garthwaite, 2016).

It has been recognised that organised religion often acts as a gateway to volunteering
(Wilson and Janoski, 1995; Mencken and Fitz, 2013; Lim and MacGregor, 2014), while
Cloke and Beaumont (2013) have considered the emergence of ‘postsecular’ urban
spaces, with renewed faith-based practical action taking place in partnership with secular
individuals and groups. More specifically, religious organisations have been heavily
involved in the (growing) organisation and management of food banks (exemplified by the
Christian principles of the Trussell Trust). A report by Eckley and Sefton (2015) for the
Church Urban Fund suggests that 81 per cent of Church of England churches are involved
with food banks. In this context, Allen (2016) has written critically on the importance
attached to charitable giving (rather than social change) by privileged church voices,
suggesting that food banks – as a response to poverty – are in keeping with the dominant
Christian social tradition in Britain. Such an approach, he asserts, is focused on charity at
the expense of ‘fellowship’ incorporating hospitality and sharing (though see the response
of Pemberton (2019) on the potential of foodbank volunteering), while Shannahan (2019)
argues for an ongoing consideration of the potential of liberation theology and poverty
activism. Given the growth of faith-based food banks, the questions provoked by such

Richard Philip Lee, Caroline Coulson and Kate Hackett

412

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1474746421000555 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1474746421000555


analyses highlight the need to understand how faith features in the social practices of food
bank voluntary work, including the potentially exclusionary effects of the dominance of
Christian-based food aid (Power et al., 2017). Drawing on ethnographic studies in Finland,
Salonen (2016) considers contestation between religious faith and secularism in ‘food
assistance places’, suggesting that the active construction of space mediates the negotiation
of religious practices. We agree with the proposal that such relational features of faith
and place making are made through practices. In the following section we consider how
social practices – suffused with faith-based practices – comprise the work of food bank
volunteering.

The soc ia l p rac t i ces o f food bank vo lun tee r ing

The following table details the three key social practices comprising the work of food bank
volunteering (the practice-arrangement bundle). It shows the main actions/tasks making
up the practice. Each social practice is discussed below.

Helping others

The social practice of ‘helping others’ encompassed a range of actions, from entering into food
bank volunteer work to developing techniques for engagement such as careful listening. It is

Table 2 Actions and tasks comprising key social practices

Actions/Tasks Social Practices Practice-arrangement bundle

Moving into an environment of
‘hardship’; Feeling and
expressing sympathy; Careful
listening; Reserving judgement;
Having empathy for ‘rudeness’;
Acting as a Christian; Engaging
with other beliefs; Reflecting on
political anger

Helping others All three social practices are
performed, with changing
emphasis depending on the
on-going situation. The
breakdown of one social practice
has implications for the others
(they are ‘meshed’) and are
suffused by ‘faith-based
practices’Intervention by church; Prayer;

Making use of religious texts;
Compartmentalising emotions;
Taking breaks; Recognising
fatigue; Intervention by
managers; Working to
constraints

Deploying coping
strategies

Taking on different work roles;
Having freedom to innovate;
Asking how people are; Making
hot drinks; Having a laugh;
Identifying appropriate items;
Recognising the qualities of
managers;

Creating
atmospheres
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important to recognise the power imbalances and inequalities which exist between volunteers
and people using the food bank (as critiqued by Poppendieck, 1998; Strong, 2021) when
interpreting these social practices. Some participants discussed how church involvement had
increased their awareness of food banks and social issues more generally:

Participant 04: : : : I always felt I would like to do something that perhaps took me out of my
comfort zone and meet people who really were having hardship. Because it’s so easy to stay in
your own environment and even in a church environment and not meet people like that at all.

In this passage, the participant discusses how involvement with the food bank was
enabled by conversations in church (and through existing connections). They describe
church members forming a relatively homogenous socio-economic group (as well as
sharing religious views). There is also a recognition that (to slightly paraphrase) ‘even a
church environment’ does not necessarily include people who use food banks. Such
a recognition corresponds with the arguments of Allen (2016) about the privileged
position occupied by church food bank volunteers and managers. This participant went
on to discuss how her sympathies could vary depending upon people’s situations:

Participant 04: Some you feel more sympathy for than others I have to say (laughs) : : :
particularly I suppose the women who come in, the refugee women who come, often believing
that they’re going to get a whole new life, children with them and sometimes, they’re stuck here
in not very pleasant surroundings. I feel sometimes they must feel very let down.

In the above quote, the participant is expressing sympathy and compassion for people
using the food bank, but also recognises that she finds some situations more affecting than
others. For another participant, their approach to working with clients in difficult situations
drew upon their faith:

Participant 10: I think I’ve learned to listen carefully : : : I think sometimes you’re judgemental
aren’t you on people, not to be judgemental, try to put yourself into their situation you know and
I try to be supportive. Yeah I think I have learned to be more understanding yeah, not
judgemental. Compassionate perhaps.

This participant reflected on her religious belief and practice; that a Christian should
support other people. However, she also recognises that she has developed her compas-
sion through her active work in the food bank, including through being careful to listen to
people’s experiences. Her Christian beliefs give her a guide to how she should act, but
putting those beliefs into practice then involves developing situational experience, which
she recognises can be testing at times.

For another participant, in response to a question about support between volunteers,
she invokes a sense of neighbourliness between all people in the food bank:

Participant 08: This is stupid. It’s not stupid to me but it sounds stupid. As a Christian this is what
the bible tells us to do. That we’ve got to help each other you know : : : Everybody’s your
neighbour : : : it doesn’t matter what circumstances they come here in, I mean some of them
come in here and wow, they’re a bit whiffy. We can sort that out, if we’ve got toiletries we’ll give
them toiletries.
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Here the participant articulates corporeal points of difference between volunteers and
people using the food bank. She points to the material resources they have in the food bank
to address these differences (toiletries). Although driven by compassion, neighbourliness
also involves helping people to becomemore like the volunteers. Another participant spoke
in more missionary terms about the kind of active engagement to be undertaken:

Participant 03: There’s not enough (clients) staying and I think that’s a shame because the other
manager said that’s your job, the Christian side of it : : : some don’t want to know that, some just
want to get their food and get out : : : I was talking to friends yesterday at church and they said oh
that’s such a shame : : : you’re missing out, they’re missing out on things. But of course a lot of
them are foreign, they don’t want to be Christians.

Here people using the food bank are characterised as missing out on important
aspects of the food bank environment, but in quite different ways. There is an implied
recognition that people might find the business of handing in a voucher and receiving their
food difficult enough and don’t want to stay (there is also the possibility that the
conversation might turn to matters of faith). However, the participant also raises the
issue of people having other forms of faith. Rather than considering this as a potential
starting point for inter-faith discussions, the participant seems disappointed that there
would be little opportunity for people to ‘be Christians’.

The process of putting Christian values into action was a motivation for some
participants:

Participant 06: I chose a community project because I wanted to see how you could, as a, you
know as a church engage with a community project and put your Christian faith into action : : :
This is what I want to be doing : : : Not stand up in a pulpit and spout every Sunday but actually
to come in and work with people and do things.

For this participant (who was undertaking ecclesiastical training) there was a strong
motivation to engage in a form of work requiring practical action, in a locality with many
more pressing socio-economic problems than the parish she lived in. Having contact and
interactions with people who were suffering seemed a particularly important factor and
she had experience of the difficulties faced by people without UK citizenship (and who
may have come to the UK to seek refuge, as described by Participant 04). A series of
situations involving visa and benefit issues for clients leading to increased poverty had
caused her to develop anger towards government institutions:

Participant 06: you reflect on that [changing visa rules] and also reflect on it from a theological
point of view, but I got very incensed with the Home Office. I couldn’t get past that cos I, that to
me that’s just wrong. But you could get to become a political activist : : :

Here a distinction is drawn between the work of the volunteers in the food bank and
political activism. Her (political) anger at people becoming severely destitute seems to sit
uncomfortably with the form of practical action she discussed previously. There is
recognition that seeking to bring about change in people’s conditions involves politics,
broadly defined. Anger at these conditions was also expressed by participants who did not
have involvement with organised religion:
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Participant 01: Do I get angry? I get furious. And I get really angry simply because we shouldn’t
have to do this. We really shouldn’t : : :But any Labour government, it’s not just Conservative,
the Labour government started it, the policies are wrong, they are not investing, they don’t have
enough people, they also sanction at a moment’s notice, so it’s all very well that people get their
Universal Credit sorted out, they do one thing wrong – bang, it’s taken off them.

She articulates her exasperation at the very existence of food banks but struggles to
place her anger beyond a general dismissal of successive governments (the one specific
policy she does mention is Universal Credit). There are discernible differences in the way
her fury remains unresolved, while Participant 06 explicitly tempers their anger through
recourse to faith and implies that political activism is not within the role of a volunteer.
Here faith suffuses the practice of helping others through ‘acting as a Christian’. Shared
routines and actions comprising a social practice – in this case ‘Helping others’ – are
suffused with faith-based practices which produce variations within the practice.
Variations within a social practice have been considered as ‘basic features’ of social
practices, meaningfully constructed and elements of performance (Hui, 2017).
The variation described above is one we will return to in the conclusion section,
exemplifying as it does some salient considerations for ‘spaces of encounter’.

Deploying coping strategies

Along with the practice of ‘helping others’, volunteers also shared a repertoire of actions to
help them cope with their work. In their deployment of coping strategies, volunteers drew
upon spiritual and non-spiritual reasoning and practice. For participants who expressed
religious involvement, the practices of their Christian faith were important:

Participant 03: I told someone : : : that God had other ideas. Yes, our minister at our church
asked me if I’d get up and say what I did at the food bank, the congregation, packed. And that’s
what I said, I said you see, I felt God had other ideas. He wanted me to do this.

Her faith, the church as an institution and the intervention of a senior cleric coalesced
to act as a rationale for continuing to do something she found difficult. She had previously
described her wellbeing as ‘not too good’ (and linked this to her hearing problems), but
that she found working at the food bank therapeutic.

Despite some participants following a religious motivation to work in the food bank,
there were times when they doubted it was something they wanted to continue doing.
One participant described the importance of talking with other volunteers in order to share
experiences, but also discussed the role of prayer in helping to address her doubts.
Another identified the importance of prayer as a shared activity within this social practice:

Participant 08: Because the food bank has a Christian ethos, hence the prayers that I said : : : but
I insist that they’re said each Tuesday because I think it starts the day and puts us all together.

The limits of religious faith and texts were also recognised:

Participant 06: I don’t go home and read the bible cos the bible doesn’t always help. But you can
reflect on things and you can reflect on the fact that you can’t solve the problems of all the world.
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From these quotes we can see how faith practices suffuse other social practices, with
important variations. Participants can account for the limitations of their voluntary work
through recourse to their faith, but may also reflect on the limitations of faith-based
practices. As with ‘Helping others’, we will explore the implications of these practice
variations in more detail in the Conclusions section.

As volunteers, participants were exposed to mentally demanding experiences. Those
who worked ‘front of house’ described how they had learned to embed their emotions
within the space of the food bank:

Participant 09: Mostly meet and greet, cups of tea, a chat erm. Initially I found it very gruelling,
I did get really quite upset. So then the manager said you don’t take this home with you, you’ve
got to leave this here. So it took a while didn’t it till I got used to that.

This regulation of interaction and emotions also involved reflecting and acting upon
situations:

Participant 07: I mean certainly when the Syrians [refugees] first came, most days of the week
we were doing things and it was fine cos it was time limited but : : : I’ve got other things going
on : : : And different times of your life you can do stuff and other times you can’t.

The volunteers recognised the need to remove themselves from difficult situations to
achieve physical and emotional distance. Such breaks could involve taking a couple of
minutes to weep, or staying away for a couple of weeks to replenish. Taking breaks was
not simply an individual act, but was embedded within ongoing interactions with other
volunteers and managers:

Participant 11: There was : : : there was one moment where I walked out : : :But then [the
Manager] came and we talked it through : : : there were too many clients and I felt so stretched
so much across so many different things : : : and it was just, I can’t do all this. I’m not being paid
for this, I can’t do this.

In order to successfully maintain wellbeing, some volunteers spoke of the
need to work within the constraints of their roles. This involved accepting that
problems faced by people using the food bank were not necessarily something they
could ‘fix’.

Creating atmospheres

As elements of social practice, atmospheres have been described by Reckwitz (2012) –
drawing on Böhme (2000) – as affective moods which are integral parts of social practices
produced within particular environments (or spatial arrangements). Such spatial arrange-
ments are not simply buildings containing objects but following Schatzki (2005) are
elements of practice-bundles with materials, competencies and meanings (Shove et al.,
2012). For the volunteers, creating situated atmospheres involved balancing work roles,
teams, actions and interactions with people using the food bank. The purpose of such
atmospheres was to increase the opportunities for everyone to experience wellbeing,
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albeit if only temporarily. A key element of this was volunteers forming a collective
(a ‘team’), having ‘camaraderie’ and being able to use this to generate atmospheres.

Volunteers described being able to define and redefine their role in the food bank
team and undertaking a diverse range of activities, including sorting donated food and
clothes, preparing refreshments and meals, giving out food parcels to clients and listening
and offering advice. Flexibility and an ambiguous role was felt to be important in
generating a happy, working atmosphere and volunteers described positioning themselves
on each shift:

Participant 10: Well I particularly enjoy being in the kitchen, working alongside other
volunteers and actually I don’t mind what I do : : : working as a team, that’s the best aspect
of it.

Participant 13: It’s better in a way to have an ambiguous role because there’s loads of people in
the kitchen today, for example, but tomorrow you could just have two or three.

Participant 04: We like to feel that we’re flexible and could do anything.

All these accounts relate to the interplay of spatial arrangements, interactions and
tasks to be performed. As suggested previously, the connections between the social
practices of ‘Helping others’ and ‘Deploying coping strategies’ comprise a tension for
the volunteers between engaging with people using the food bank and becoming
overwhelmed. Creating atmospheres has its own distinctive features as a social practice,
but is also an outcome of these tensions. However, the volunteers are not simply creating
atmospheres for themselves and their own wellbeing:

Participant 12: [I enjoy] the camaraderie really. We have a good laugh, we do. We have some
fun as well and we try to make it fun for the clients when they come in.

Volunteers sought to generate atmospheres which they considered to be relaxed, safe,
fun and enable people to talk and share stories. In order to do this they have organised
their work activities around flexibility and through a knowledge of the people who come
to use the food bank:

Participant 07: Remembering oh you’ve got a three year-old and a five year-old, right I’ve got
just what you need. These trousers might fit your son and this dress is perfect.

Anderson (2009) has written that atmospheres emerge in collective situations as well
as being felt by the individual; shifting from ‘shared ground’ to ‘subjective states’. The
volunteers assume a responsibility for creating atmospheres, but they cannot determine
how atmospheres will form, emanate and be perceived and felt. This is the outcome of
situated individual and shared talk and actions taking place in specific (and emerging)
spatial and sensory contexts. Nevertheless, identifying the best fitting clothes for some-
one’s son or daughter is not only an action focused on an end, but through remembrance,
recognition and kindness activities are imbued with qualities intended to enrol people into
a shared (yet subjective) state. Yet such actions can be problematised. Midgley (2018) has
considered how care in food assistance spaces should be premised on on-going mutual
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recognition of people’s capabilities. There is therefore a need to ensure kind actions do not
reinforce a passive construction of vulnerabilities. As with the social practices of ‘Helping
others’ and ‘Deploying coping strategies’, in the Discussion and Conclusion sections we
further elaborate on the implications of these practices for ‘spaces of encounter’.

Atmospheres are recognised by the volunteers as key elements of a social practice;
further they emphasise the importance of atmospheres when verbal communication is
difficult. Helping people who have been forced to leave their home countries (such
as Syria) and who have endured traumatic experiences means being attentive to pace
(a relaxed atmosphere), touch (a big hug for those who want one), humour (sharing
laughter) and having useful objects (clothes, bicycles, food) present and made accessible.
Further, laughter in particular has been analysed as more than humour, with ‘events
of laughter’ having atmospheric affects with multiple and contingent manifestations
(Emmerson, 2017). The importance of ‘events of laughter’ to the intersection of social
practices is considered in the Discussion section.

Earlier in this article we discussed the suffusion of social practices by faith-based
actions and have considered how the social practices of ‘helping others’ and ‘deploying
coping strategies’ were formed by and responded to such suffusion. One participant
(who spoke in missionary terms about her interactions with people using the food bank)
described her disappointment that people might just ‘ : : : get their food and get out.’ Faith
suffused social practices with a sense that the meaning of volunteer work had to be
conceptualised in relation to Christianity, whether that meant invoking neighbourliness,
questioning purpose or having a sceptical view of the practical import of religious texts.
Social practices were not dominated by faith-based practices but were responsive to them.

Discuss ion

We began this article by discussing current critical perspectives on the growth of food
banking in the UK, including those identifying opportunities for progressive action.
The focus of our study was on understanding the social practices of food bank volunteer
work. It has allowed us to develop a distinctive perspective on such ‘spaces of encounter’
(Williams et al., 2016) and ‘ethical in-commonness’ (Cloke et al., 2017), informed by
social practice approaches. To recap, Williams et al. (2016) point to the potential for
progressive politics in and though such spaces, suggesting that:

: : : there are significant opportunities for activist groups to collaborate with what might
otherwise be thought of as ‘unusual’ suspects (religious ‘publics’ and charitable food providers)
who are more usually seen as barriers to more radical approaches to a more socially just and
ecologically sustainable food system.

Our analysis of the social practices of food bank volunteer work drew on the accounts
of ‘unusual’ suspects and others. As stated in the Methods section, just over half of the
volunteers (seven from thirteen) described themselves as taking part in organised religion
(and were Christians). Two of the three research sites were operated by the Trussell Trust
(one from a church). The other site also operated from a church. Although our entry point
(in terms of research questions and topic guides) was through discussions of situated
wellbeing (the notion of situated wellbeing became a methodological heuristic), our
analysis of the data revealed three social practices to be constitutive of the work of
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volunteering: ‘helping others’, ‘deploying coping strategies’ and ‘creating atmospheres’.
These three forms of social practice were, we argue, ‘suffused’ by faith-based practice in
different ways. As we discuss below, the way these practices were ‘bundled’, ‘suffused’
and contained ‘variation’ has important implications for spaces of encounter.

While not all volunteers were involved in organised religion, faith-based practices
suffused the social practices of ‘helping others’, ‘deploying coping strategies’ and ‘creating
atmospheres’, producing variations within the practices and the practice-bundle. In
performing ‘helping others’, for some volunteers, faith-based practices provided a ratio-
nale for action and mediated responses to ‘political’ issues and actions. Practical action
rather than performative discourse (‘Not stand up in a pulpit and spout’) was often
favoured, in keeping with Cloke and Beaumont’s (2013) notion of food banks as pragmatic
and liminal sites of rapprochement of the secular and non-secular. Salonen (2016)
describes differences between ‘restorative’ and ‘accommodative’ understandings of
food assistance work, the former comprising public debate/empowerment (deemed
non-religious) and conversion, forgiveness and hope (deemed religious). These variations
and tensions within the social practice of ‘Helping others’ have implications for ‘Spaces of
encounter’, as discussed further below.

In the practice of ‘Deploying coping strategies’, recourse to faith-based practices
varied, with prayer recognised by some as an important means for coping, while others
described how reading the bible was not part of their coping repertoire (signalling
variation between individual and shared activities and the role of materials and
meanings). More typical was the sharing of stress and sadness with other volunteers and
with managers and co-ordinators, who could speak from their experiences or suggest a
break from the immediate task and hand. One action within this practice – not taking
things home with you – has some resemblance to the issues discussed under ‘Helping
others’. Specifically, in order to cope with the feelings and thoughts provoked by their
work, volunteers were sometimes encouraged to compartmentalise their emotions and
experiences. Such an approach to coping – combined with perceived limits to the extent
of social and political critique and action – has implications for the development of ‘public
debate’ and in developing politically-oriented discussion which might form part of a
‘space of encounter’. The diverse arguments of Cloke et al. (2017), Allen (2016),
Pemberton (2019) and Shannahan (2019) are relevant here in considering the form and
parameters of public debate when social practices are suffused by faith-based practice.
Shannahan (2019) argues that (religious) faith groups are well placed to challenge
the political choices producing the structural violence of poverty. In a close reading of
(and with) Gramsci, Slothuus (2021) has considered how a ‘secular-political form of faith’
– as collective affects – should be recognised as a core feature of social transformation
(as distinct from ‘rational’, ‘liberal’ interventions). It is beyond the scope of this article to
consider such proposals in detail, but the role of emotions, passions and faith (both
secular and religious) in political debate merits further research in the context of food
banks (see also Mouffe, 2005 on the weaknesses of Rawlsian liberal ‘reasonable’
pluralism). Food bank managers and co-ordinators can occupy an important role in
setting the scope and form of such debate, including the critical discussion of the causes of
poverty and the growth in food bank use.

It is important to restate that all three forms of social practice – ‘Helping others’,
‘Deploying coping strategies’ and ‘Creating atmospheres – exist as a practice-arrangement
bundle (Schatzki, 2005) forming the work of food bank volunteering. The social practices
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of ‘helping others’ and ‘developing coping strategies’ comprised the performance of
shared actions and tasks which contribute to the nexus of which ‘creating atmospheres’ is
part. The distinctiveness of ‘creating atmospheres’ as a social practice is in – following
Shove et al. (2012) and Maller (2015) – the specific meanings (happiness in the work
environment), competencies (knowing about the circumstances of families and indivi-
duals using the food bank) and materials (food items, clothes). The social practice of
‘creating atmospheres’ is embedded within the ongoing emergence of general and
specific atmospheres. From a social practice perspective, Reckwitz (2017) has noted the
experience of atmospheres emerges from social practices. Therefore, it is important to
ask – how are people within a bundle of social practices (the volunteers in this case)
experiencing atmospheres and what are the implications for those who are do not share
the same membership of the practice? Trying to ‘make things fun’ for people using the food
bank is as much about supporting atmospheres of ‘camaraderie’ for the volunteers.
Variations identified in the practice of ‘helping others’ and ‘deploying coping strategies’
suggests that the suffusion of faith-based practice influences how the volunteers
(as practitioners of the practices) interact with people using the foodbank.

The practice of ‘creating atmospheres’ has a distinctive role here, as intersections
between social practices within and outwith the practice-bundle of the volunteers become
possible (Shove et al., 2012; Maller, 2015; Hui, 2017). Specifically, ‘events of laughter’,
discussion over the appropriateness of clothing for a child and the organisations of spaces
within the food bank converge to produce performance of intersecting practices, and such
configurations should be recognised and reflected upon if ethical in-commonness is to
nurture solidarities. Importantly this should not marginalise the need for continuous
critique of the existence of food banks. Recent campaigns – led by those involved in food
bank provision – have sought to highlight the need for a multifaceted approach to
addressing food poverty, rather than uncritically consolidating the growth in food bank
use (for the ‘Right to Food Campaign’ on actions focused towards the elimination of food
poverty, see Byrne et al., 2021).

Conc lus ions

In setting out these social practices forming food bank volunteer work, and their suffusion
by faith-based practices, we have made mention of the role of managers and co-ordinators
(though this was not our primary focus). As with our discussion of intersections between
the practices of volunteers and people using food banks, intersections between volunteers
and managers are also critical to the performance of practices, leading us to consider the
social practices of organisations (Schatzki, 2005; Feldman and Orlikowski, 2011).
A number of studies have analysed food bank and food assistance work from an
organisational perspective (Santini and Cavicchi, 2014; Coque and González-Torre,
2017; Hebinck et al., 2018; Iafrati, 2018). In considering tensions between demands
and organisational ambitions (for example, between transactional and communal forms of
interaction), one approach which draws on a social practice perspective – ‘transformative
social innovation’ – has potential for future investigations (see Hebinck et al., 2018). It is
not within the scope of this article to develop a detailed argument here, but our analysis of
volunteers’ social practices provides an important inroad to build on the four components
(‘shades of change’) of transformative social innovations set out by Avelino et al. (2019):
social innovation (new ways of doing, organising, knowing and framing); system

The Social Practices of Food Bank Volunteer Work

421

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1474746421000555 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1474746421000555


innovation (changing institutions, social structures and infrastructures); game-changers
(events, trends and developments that change the conditions for interactions); narratives of
change (sets of ideas, concepts, metaphors). By understanding food bank volunteer work
from a social practice perspective (and embedded in the growing literature on VCO’s
providing emergency food aid and food assistance), we can begin to build an analysis of
organisations, focused on change through a longitudinal approach. Such analyses may
provide an important lens for considering the implications of the growth and diversifica-
tion of food banks and food assistance for social infrastructure and solidarities, during a
time of crisis.

When considering limitations, the study could have drawn upon a broader demo-
graphic of volunteers – in particular, male volunteers. The sample size could have been
expanded. However, thematic saturation (Saunders et al., 2018) was reached at the study
sites. A greater diversity of study sites could have added new insights – in particular in
relation to those with other or no faith – and this could be further explored in future
studies. In particular such studies might seek to explore further how such team-working
was established and maintained (or not), particularly in more diverse contexts. A relatively
novel feature of our study was the focus on volunteers – rather than on the people who
used food banks. However, the accounts of the participants draws attention to the severe
poverty experienced by many people in parts of the UK (a situation, as suggested
previously, well examined by sources cited in the introduction) and, of course, in other
countries where food banks exist (with manifold implications for social policy and public
health). Volunteers in food banks are engaging in an enterprise the existence of which
should continue to be the focus of scrutiny and challenge.
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