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Executive summary

Introduction

To what extent does attending a Big Lunch event 
contribute to an individual’s and a community’s 
lasting sense of local cohesion and, in turn, to 
the community wellbeing of a neighbourhood?

Earlier evaluation findings 
show that The Big Lunch 
has an immediate, positive 
impact on connections 
and relationships within 
communities. This research 
looked at what happens 
on the day of Big Lunch 
events, but also explored 
if and how this impact is 
sustained, embedded or built 
on beyond the event. Our 
findings show that Big Lunch 
events do have an impact 
beyond the day itself. Big 
Lunch events have become 

an important part of local 
community calendars, 
contributing over time to 
lasting, positive changes in 
the wellbeing and cohesion 
of neighbourhoods. 

This executive summary 
shares what we have learnt 
about how Big Lunch 
events are impacting on the 
cohesion and wellbeing of 
the communities we studied, 
and it highlights how it can 
serve as a catalyst for further 
collaborative action.

In May 2020, the Institute for Voluntary Action 
Research (IVAR) was appointed to work with Eden 
Project Communities (EPC) to undertake research 
exploring the legacy of The Big Lunch. 

The main research question looked at was:
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Sparking place-based connections

The Big Lunch consolidates certain community-based principles 
and practices within a single event: using food as a vehicle to bring 
people together; celebrating and strengthening residents’ connection 
to a place; and providing an opportunity for individuals to form new 
connections and relationships with their neighbours. 

Creating connections

The Big Lunch is seen as an 
opportunity to strengthen existing 
and forge new connections, often 
between individuals and groups 
that may be less likely to interact 
due to differences in age, culture, 
economic background, etc.

The Big Lunch is not just about 
connecting people through food, 
but about connecting them in a 
different way with the place in 
which they live, highlighting the 
positives in their communities and 
drawing attention to what needs 
to be done, e.g. where buildings 
need repainting or rubbish needs 
clearing. It is up to the individuals 
hosting The Big Lunch to define 
‘place’ – it can be as small as a 
BBQ in a garden or street, or as 
large as an area of a city. Through 
participating in Big Lunch events, 
participants are encouraged to get 
to know their area and see it in a 
new and often more positive light.

Food... naturally brings us 
together, as human beings, to 

give us that wellbeing and 
resilience. At the same time it 
can unlock that conversation 
about your place, where the 

issues are, and where the 
opportunities are.

- Local partner

There’s that sense of rebuilding and regenerating the 
area... The Big Lunch can be triggering that as well as 
changing people’s mindsets... we can help change the 

narrative...  It’s also a way of... moving away from our 
individual, isolationist behaviour... but knowing that you 

can just go back in your friend zone 80 yards away. 
- Co-organiser
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The Big Lunch as a catalyst
The Big Lunch acts as a simple but powerful 
catalyst for building connections within a 
community through sharing food and skills – and 
by harnessing the passion, energy and skills of 
volunteers who are committed to helping to 
bring about positive change in their communities.

Volunteering

Informal local volunteering1 is a vital part of The 
Big Lunch, with many areas relying on volunteers 
to organise events. Volunteer roles for Big Lunch 
events are designed based on the talent, interests 
and skills of the individuals wanting to get involved, 
empowering people to do so in a more meaningful 
way. Volunteers felt their work on The Big Lunch 
gave them a sense of purpose and an understanding 
of their ‘role’ in the local community, aided their 
personal growth, and allowed them to showcase 
their skills:

Volunteers enjoyed feeling part of something bigger 
and, since volunteering at The Big Lunch, many 
have gone on to volunteer for other local initiatives 
and community groups such as food banks and 
local charities.2

It made me get out and help. It made me 
feel useful knowing that I had helped 

somebody, even if in a small way.
- Participant
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Collaborative working

The Big Lunch helps to create 
the conditions for collaborative 
working, which can help 
strengthen existing relationships 
and build new ones. Local partners 
joined forces with Big Lunches in a 
range of ways including:

•	 Helping with the design and 
delivery of the event, e.g. 
helping to engage volunteers 
through their networks

•	 Providing venue space
•	 Hosting a stall or activity
•	 Helping to fundraise

The Big Lunch also provides 
an opportunity to address 

power dynamics and challenge 
hierarchical practices within 
communities. For example, a 
common theme described by 
Big Lunch organisers was not 
knowing who to contact in the 
local authority about things like 
road closures. 

Seeing local authorities change 
from working for communities 
to working with them – e.g. with 
organisation or providing materials 
for events – breaks down barriers 
and misconceptions and helps 
build stronger relationships. By 
working together and getting to 
know each other, volunteers learn 
who to go to for help when they 
want to set up an event.

A space to practise skills

The link to Eden Project 
Communities and the network 
it provides also gives Big Lunch 
participants access to support and 
resources to help them build and 
hone their community leadership 

skills. Our research recognised an 
additional space3 created by The 
Big Lunch to practise community 
leadership skills learnt and 
developed during the process. 
For example:

•	 How to work with and draw on the community to hold an event
•	 How to encourage a transparent process by listening and 

promoting dialogue
•	 Bringing in different stakeholders and equally valuing their skills, 

knowledge and expertise
•	 Delegating roles and responsibilities
•	 How to avoid over-organising or demanding too much from people
•	 How to ensure individuals lead on activities, promoting autonomy 

and a feeling that they have collective ownership over the day



Conclusion
The Big Lunch provides an accessible and inclusive starting 
point for residents to meet one another, find out more 
about their local area, and about other opportunities to get 
involved. Big Lunch events are oftenused as a deliberate tool 
to tackle and overcome local divisions or a lack of cohesion. 
The Big Lunch provides the ideal mechanism as events can 
be tailored to, appeal to, and be inclusive of, different age 
groups, cultures and interests. 

The connection to place is key. Through their participation 
in Big Lunch events, residents are encouraged to get to know 
their area and see it in a new and often more positive light. 
This has resulted in residents not only getting involved on the 
day of events but going on to participate in and volunteer for 
other local initiatives. This has 
a long-term, cumulative effect 
on the wellbeing of a place, as 
residents take greater pride 
in their local area and so 
continue to invest in its 
improvement and develop 
their skills and expertise. In 
particular, Big Lunch events 
provide a safe and inclusive 
space for residents to practise 
community leadership skills, 
such as how to work with and draw on the community to hold 
an event and how to create spaces for community dialogue.

Our report shows that The Big Lunch plays, and will 
continue to play, an exciting role in helping to create and 
sustain thriving communities by harnessing the incredible 
energy, passion and skills of individuals whowant to make a 
difference within their locality.

Executive summary  8



1. Introduction



Introduction

In May 2020, the Institute for Voluntary Action Research (IVAR) 
was appointed to work with Eden Project Communities (EPC) to 
undertake research exploring the legacy of The Big Lunch. 

The main research question was:

This report outlines findings from the research on the long-term impact 
of The Big Lunch on individuals and communities and highlights the 
implications for The Big Lunch moving forward.

To what extent does attending a Big Lunch event 
contribute to an individual’s and a community’s sense of 
local cohesion and, in turn, to the community well-being 

of a neighbourhood?

1.1   About The Big Lunch

The Big Lunch was set up in 
2009 and is the UK’s annual get-
together for neighbours across the 
four nations. It runs every June in 
communities across the UK to bring 
neighbours together in a nationwide 
act of community and friendship. 
The Big Lunch is funded by the 
National Lottery Community Fund 
and sits alongside a range of other 

EPC community-focused activities, 
including Community Camps and 
free online workshops, and support 
for its wider community network. 
The Big Lunch has extensive reach: 
in 2021 nine million people took 
part in a Big Lunch and a further six 
million took part in partner activities 
as part of the Month of Community. 
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1.3 This report

Earlier evaluation findings4 
show that The Big Lunch has an 
immediate, positive impact on 
connections and relationships 
within communities. This research 
looked at what happens on the 
day of Big Lunch events, but also 
explored if and how this impact is 
sustained, embedded or built on 
beyond the event. Our findings 
show that Big Lunch events do 
have an impact beyond the day 
itself, for example, providing 
opportunities to bring together and 
involve communities in the design 

and planning process. Big Lunch 
events have become an important 
part of local community calendars, 
contributing over time to lasting, 
positive changes in the wellbeing 
and cohesion of neighbourhoods. 
This report will outline what we 
have learnt about how Big Lunch 
events are impacting on the 
cohesion and wellbeing of the 
communities we studied, and 
it highlights how it can serve 
as a catalyst for further 
collaborative action. 

This report is set out under the following chapters:

	 Introduction

	 Place-based connections

	 Building a sense of social cohesion

	 The Big Lunch as an opportunity for collaborative working

	 Challenges

	 Conclusion 

1.2   Research approach

IVAR worked collaboratively with EPC to collect data and evidence to:

1.	 Learn about the transformative effect of The Big Lunch programme
2.	 Learn about the range of factors that contribute to making this 

impact possible
3.	 Contribute data and evidence to EPC’s growing body of research

This report draws on findings from the following data collection activities 
conducted between May 2020 and June 2021 (see Appendix One for 
detailed methods and sample):

•	 A desk-based review
•	 Eight interviews with key members of staff from across 

the EPC team
•	 Facilitated workshops (including a theory of change workshop)
•	 Co-designed an online survey with EPC that went out to all Big 

Lunch Organisers (total n=211; Legacy question response n=73) 
•	 Eight in-depth case studies of local communities running Big 

Lunches; we spoke to 34 participants (see Appendix Two for an 
outline of Big Lunch areas and activities)

•	 A ‘share and build workshop’ held with Big Lunch organisers 
and the EPC team to share findings and shape the key messages

The research was conducted 
during Covid 19, a period of 
heightened uncertainty for 
individuals and organisations. 
In 2020, The Big Lunch, which 
is normally delivered in-person, 
supported communities to move 
activities online or hold socially 

distant events for the first ever 
‘Big Virtual Lunch’. During this 
time, we have seen a growing 
recognition of communities 
stepping up to support their 
neighbours during the pandemic 
and the community power 
generated from coming together.
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Place-based connections

Food and the principle of coming together to share food or a meal is 
something everyone can relate to, regardless of age, ethnicity, culture, 
class or religion. The Big Lunch uses food as the starting point to create 
shared community spaces that bridge real or perceived divides within 
communities and bring together people that would not otherwise meet. 
The survey of Big Lunch organisers supports this, with 96% saying that 
sharing food is a great way to encourage people to take part and 98% 
agreeing that food helps to foster connections/start conversations.

2. Place-based connections  13

Food... naturally brings us together, as human beings, to 
give us that wellbeing and resilience. At the same time it 

can unlock that conversation about your place, where the 
issues are, and where the opportunities are.

- Local partner



2.1   Encouraging inclusivity

The Big Lunch reaches people from different ethnicities, age groups, 
culture and socio-economic backgrounds; in 2021, 27% of Big Lunch 
pack requests came from the most deprived parts of the UK. The 
Big Lunch is seen as an opportunity to forge connections between 
individuals and groups that may not otherwise take place:

The Big Lunch events in this study took place on a street or streets 
where community events might not normally happen: for example, in a 
local park that residents want to turn into more of a community hub; on 
an estate that struggles with inter-estate divides.

Three factors help make Big Lunch events inclusive and accessible to all 
community members:

1.	 Where the event takes place. Careful thought goes into the 
physical space in which a Big Lunch event is hosted: for example, 
hosting it in an open, visible, accessible and neutral space that 
allows people to watch and observe before committing: 

2.	 Free or affordable food and activities encourage people to take 
part regardless of income.

3.	 Activities that appeal to different ages and cultural interests. 
Farland Way’s 2020 Big Lunch included some house-to-house 
food deliveries. They realised from doing this that there are 
residents who do want to get involved but are not able, or don’t 
feel comfortable enough, to engage in the larger event on the day.

The square, it’s [next to] a very busy road. So... you’ll 
see folks in the cars looking in and seeing what’s going 
on... You’ll usually see them go round the square, park, 

and come in... [Asking] ‘What’s all this?’, then you’ll have 
the conversation. 

- Participant

Households of two totally different types of people 
could sit almost side by side... and say, ‘Well try this... 
This is a really nice chocolate cake... Try that’... and 

all of a sudden, the barriers are being broken, they’re 
communicating where previously they wouldn’t. It’s just 
a simple communication between two people over food. 

- Participant

People don’t get the intergenerational opportunity to 
connect as much these days. People aren’t living with/

near their grandparents anymore.
- Participant

2. Place-based connections  14



In one area of Peckham in south-east London, the residents that The Big 
Lunch organiser works with are predominantly housed within high-rise flats 

and come from a range of different cultural backgrounds. They saw The 
Big Lunch as an opportunity to ‘bring all these different groups together’, 

through providing free food and family activities. Although people were 
encouraged to bring their own food if they wanted to, organisers also provided 
free chicken and pizza for everyone that wanted it. Making sure that everyone 
had access to some of the same food, regardless of tastes or income, was a 

way of encouraging everyone to attend: 

‘Come help and get some free chicken and pizza or get your bike fixed’.



A general principle of The Big Lunch is to 
encourage people to bring and share food. It is 
recognised by many organisers as an important 
part of bringing people together and enabling 
them to connect with others:

In Edinburgh an old guy who had a 
bit of a reputation of being a bit of 
a thorny person finally came out 
of his house and asked what was 

going on in a gruff voice. And when 
it was explained to him he says, 

‘Hang on, I’ll be back’, goes away to 
his house and comes back with this 
big pot of soup (his own recipe). And 
for a couple years... his thing now 

was the soup and bringing that 
out for The Big Lunch... Again, that 
perception, assumptions we have 

about people because we don’t know 
their story... here’s a safe space and 

an opportunity to unlock, his gift 
was the soup and bringing that soup, 

and that helps him connect. 
- Participant

2.2   Building relationships

Big Lunch events help to instigate longer-term shifts in residents’ relationships with 
each other in a community. The Big Lunch builds social capital, which means access 
to knowledge, skills and resources. The Big Lunch gives people the confidence to build 
relationships with neighbours and cuts across differences in age, culture, etc. Nearly three 
quarters (74%) of Big Lunch organisers agree that The Big Lunch helps to bring different 
generations together.

Some Big Lunches achieve this by hosting events in a local community hub or community 
centre, run by their staff and volunteers. After attending a Big Lunch at these locations, 
people often sign up to participate in other groups and activities in the community:

The connections made at The Big Lunch are often lasting, with 59% in the survey 
saying they have ongoing connections with their neighbours and 64% saying they have 
attended follow-up events. 

People have gotten to know their neighbours better, and are connecting 
better, and help for one another is more intergenerational. 

- Lead organiser

There aee some ladies who are part of the African community asylum 
seeker families. The Big Lunch... was a lovely way for them to come and 
connect with their family and the children more. And after that, they 

started to connect with more things... One of them specifically started 
being part of that little planning group in the hub. Mom was really 

bringing some of her ideas and helping us think about how we can engage 
with that community in a better way. 

- Co-organiser
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2.3   Contributes to addressing 		
        isolation and loneliness

In recent years, the cohesiveness of UK 
society has been drawn into question, with 
increasing numbers of people experiencing 
loneliness and isolation.56 This isolation and 
loneliness has been exacerbated by Covid 19.7

Big Lunch organisers work to engage with 
groups or individuals that might be experiencing 
isolation (e.g. young people or lone parents) 
and make events inclusive for them. 74% of Big 
Lunch attendees in EPC’s recent audience survey 
agreed that participating in The Big Lunch made 
them feel less lonely.

Big Lunch organisers also introduce residents 
to other people/activities in their community 
and broker relationships. In one area, a newly 
arrived resident from India asked The Big Lunch 
organiser if she could help them host a Diwali-
themed Big Lunch. She was a young mother and 
had found it challenging to find opportunities to 
meet other community members. The Big Lunch 
organiser introduced her to local neighbours:

The Big Lunch also facilitates integration within 
the community.

There are also several examples of how Big 
Lunches help to address loneliness and isolation 
for older residents:

I knew most of the people who live there, 
they were mostly people who were born 

and brought up here. And she’d [newly 
arrived resident] never really had an 

opportunity to speak to them... We were 
just standing on the corner, you know, 
people would pass by and I would say, 

Oh, this is [name of resident], she lives on 
your own road... People are shy. And you 
know, they don’t want to come to knock 

on your door without invitation to.
- Lead organiser

It is very difficult to get that 
Indian touch in North Wales 

because it is completely remote 
and isolated. In the sense like in 
England, you get that exposure. 

But here I was feeling very 
lonely. And then everybody came 
together. And then we organised 

lunch and everybody brought 
their something from home like it 
was potluck. And it was nice – I 

really felt like I’m home.
- Participant

There is a lady who lost her husband 
recently... She was quite isolated... 
[She] had moved into the village in 
the last 10 years but, because she 
was caring for her husband, she 

didn’t have an opportunity to meet 
anybody. I took her to The Big Lunch. 
And through that she’s made lots of 
connections, and now has... friends 
to go for coffee with and stuff and 
she’ll help out in the charity shop.

- Co-organiser
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2.4   Strengthening people’s relationship        
        to a place

The Big Lunch is not just about connecting 
people through food, but about connecting 
people in their communities. How ‘place’ is 
defined is up to the individuals hosting The Big 
Lunch. It can be as small as a BBQ in a garden 
or street or as large as an area of a city. The Big 
Lunch provides the opportunity for individuals to 
connect in a different way with the place in which 
they live: ‘It helps to quietly build relationships 
and partnerships and make people more 
aware of what their local place has or doesn’t 
have’ - Local partner. This happens informally, 
through conversations with neighbours, as 
well as formally at Big Lunch events that have 
information stalls for residents to find out more 
about local services and activities.

Big Lunch events often involve decorating the 
place where they are held. Big Lunch organisers 
explained that this helps people see the place 
where they live in a different light and pay more 
attention to the environment around them. For 
example, when one Big Lunch closed the road for 
their 2018 event, residents commented on things 
they had previously paid little attention to:

For the more established and larger Big Lunches, 
a great deal of thought goes into how to help 
instil pride in the local area among residents. The 
simple act of choosing where to host a Big Lunch 
celebration achieves this, along with: inviting key 
local figures to attend and meet residents; local 
radio stations hosting shows from the event and 
interviewing residents; external organisations 
setting up stalls; and showcasing local talent. All 
of these activities are about residents and their 
area being seen and promoted in a positive light:

Building a sense of responsibility and helping 
residents to want to give something back to their 
community are key objectives for all the case 
study organisers.

People noticed the trees lining the 
street and the architecture and 
red bricks of the houses, things 

that they would normally not give 
a second glance to.

- Lead organiser

Showcasing the creativity within 
our area. And the fact that just 

because it’s a deprived area doesn’t 
mean that we don’t have people who 

want to work together.
- Lead organiser

There’s that sense of rebuilding 
and regenerating the area … The 

Big Lunch can be triggering that as 
well as changing people’s mindsets 

… we can help change the narrative 
… It’s also a way of … moving away 

from our individual, isolationist 
behaviour … but knowing that you 
can just go back in your friend zone 

80 yards away. 
- Co-organiser

Bringing local people from different 
cultures and estates together 

increases that inclusiveness, but 
also shows the wealth of talent 

that they had.
- Lead organiser

2. Place-based connections  18



Sandringham Park is a local green space (previously a quarry) in Wetherby, West 
Yorkshire, with a large grass field, wooded area, children’s play park and adult gym 
equipment. Big Lunch events have been held here every year between 2012 and 

2019. They are used as a way to build intergenerational connections and establish 
some ground rules around using the space. This has really helped reduce antisocial 

behaviour by building positive perceptions on both sides. ‘It’s all about getting 
local people into the park, and really linked to health and wellbeing … especially 

during this current pandemic, when parks have been the places that people 
have gone to, because it’s one of the few places that they’ve been allowed to 

go to for their daily exercise’. - Lead organiser

Since hosting The Big Lunch in the park, ‘it has gone from being the black spot 
to being one of the jewels in the crown’ - Volunteer, and teenagers now take 
responsibility for keeping the park clean. The Big Lunch showcases why these 
spaces are important and increases pride in community spaces and builds a 

stronger sense of community.



2.5   National campaign helps to enable 
        a local connection

The connection of The Big Lunch to a national 
campaign makes it different to many other 
community events. The national connection is 
recognised and appreciated: 79% of participants 
in the 2020 audience survey saw it as a national 
event and 89% said it is open/welcoming to 
all communities. For some areas, the national 
connection helped to provide a neutrality to 
the event, as it is not connected to a specific 
religion, or political or other agenda, but simply 
about forming connections in a place. This was 
particularly important in Northern Ireland, where 
there is high sensitivity towards events that 
are perceived to be connected to a particular 
political agenda:

The connection to a national campaign also 
helps give status to local events. It makes 
residents feel special on the day, knowing that 
they are part of something bigger than their local 
area. Some organisers also felt that it made 

it easier to knock on people’s doors and invite 
them to a Big Lunch:

Big Lunch template materials provided by EPC 
made the process of producing leaflets or 
banners easier for organisers. The EPC and Big 
Lunch brands give credibility to promotional 
materials, while still allowing areas to personalise 
them. The EPC brand has helped some to get 
the support of local residents and organisations, 
and attract future funding:

It wasn’t sort of specifically 
around celebrating some battle 
over 400 years ago, you know, it 
was totally apolitical, and even, 

you know, a non-religious event as 
well, that, I think that’s important 

too, because it was an event to 
celebrate who we are as human 

beings as well.
- Co-organiser

It is almost like a certain alibi, 
certainly a catalyst. It is easy to 

not get around to things when 
there is not a specific date, and if 
it is part of a national initiative, 

it is like yeah we are all doing it − 
which normalizes it, encourages it 

and really supports it.
- lead organiser

Otherwise, there is too much ice to break, it is like an excuse. I gave up smoking 
when it was a quit week, because you are on a wave, it is the energy of the time. 
Same with Eden Project you have got this wave. It is intentional, let’s meet our 

neighbours, it is out there, people are thinking and talking about it. You are not a 
crank going from door to door saying let’s get together. It is a public invitation 
that crosses all kinds of boundaries, it is much easier to use a vehicle like that.

- lead organiser
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Building a sense of social cohesion
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Meeting new people and 
building connections is 
an integral part of social 
cohesion and wellbeing.8 
The Big Lunch enables 
this by acting as a catalyst 
for other community 
action and initiatives, 
and by complementing 
existing activity:

Other organisations 
have been connected 

too − they can 
connect and help 

each other. We only 
tend to know of 

those that we’re 
involved in, so The 

Big Lunch connected 
organisations and 
helped us realise 
the tapestry of 

all the community 
groups.

- PARTICIPANT



3.1   A tapestry of community activity

Residents that are involved in local community action are more 
invested in their community and develop a stronger sense of 
belonging. When residents attend a Big Lunch they often find out 
about, and sign up to volunteer for, other community initiatives, as 
well as meeting and building relationships with community leaders:

Many residents go on to get involved in other community activity. 
The National Representative survey (2021) showed that 75% of attendees 
were more likely to get more involved in their community as a result of 
The Big Lunch and 72% said it encouraged people to get more involved 
in voluntary work.

Information stalls at Big Lunch events also help raise awareness of 
community activity by promoting local community groups, statutory 
services and businesses. Organisers in one area went a step further: 
they involved stallholders in a treasure hunt for local families where each 
stallholder held a clue. This actively drew people to the information stalls:

...the Men’s Shed. That’s been good because people are aware 
of, you know, maybe think ‘I’ve heard of the Men’s Shed, but I 
didn’t know what it was or what they did’... An awareness 
of ‘Oh, I didn’t know so and so or the club had a marquee’, or 
who to contact for face painting, or who to contact if you 

want to join the Men’s Shed? 
- Lead organiser

If somebody took in even just one of the stalls, because I 
think there was about 10 in total, to take in just one, you 
knew that education or information was being passed on. 

- Participant
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The Big Lunch in Peckham was used to inform local people about, and connect 
them to, services and amenities in the area. This helped ‘families learning about 

organisations they’d never heard of ’. It was ‘a prime opportunity to provide 
information, so we invited churches, mosques and other organisations...  it 
became a community day. The Children’s Centre were involved and others 
hosted stalls, local businesses were able to promote their services’. Others 
like The Smoking Cessation Service and Diabetes UK were invited in response to 

a perceived need in the community. Local businesses were invited to support the 
event and in return their logos were placed on banners. This effort to link people to 
local services led to an increase in the number of people using the local library and 
‘more young book lovers’, and new volunteers at the Children and Families Centre.



3.2   Informal local volunteering

Informal local volunteering9 is a vital part of 
The Big Lunch; many areas rely on volunteers 
to organise events. Volunteering often 
increases during and after Big Lunch events. 
This is echoed in findings from the audience 
survey where 43% of participants had taken 
up new volunteering opportunities because 
of The Big Lunch.

The Big Lunch volunteers in this study had gone 
on to volunteer for other local initiatives and 
community groups:

Most people volunteer because they want to 
help people in their community.10 The same 
motivation applies to Big Lunch volunteers 
who are keen to help improve issues in their 
own locality. 

Volunteering with The Big Lunch helped create 
a sense of belonging to the community and 
feeling a part of something bigger:

Volunteers said their work on The Big 
Lunch gave them a sense of purpose and 
an understanding of their ‘role’ in the local 
community by aiding their personal growth and 
allowing them to showcase their skills. It also 
helped improve wellbeing:

Well, if you think about an individual 
involved in The Big Lunch, they don’t 

just stop at The Big Lunch − they 
involve themselves in so many other 

things. So they feel they’re part 
of the community in their role, and 
what they identify their role as.

- Participant

That’s what community 
development is all about... feeling 
like you’re making a contribution, 
you really help make this happen 
by doing whatever it was you did.

- Local partner

We have quite a few volunteers 
that have mental health issues, 
and we know that volunteering 

has had a really positive impact on 
them... We always say that a lot 

of the activities we do, the benefit 
is just as much for the volunteers 
as it can be for the person coming 

along and using the service.
- Local partner

We invited them to come along and 
give us a hand in return for free 
chicken and getting their bikes 

fixed... Young people could meet their 
friends, have a laugh, everyone left 

with a smile on their faces.
- Lead organiser

It made me get out and help. It 
made me feel useful knowing 
that I had helped somebody, 

even if in a small way.
- Participant
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Big Lunch volunteers also have 
a key role to play in bringing 
people together. In 2017, 
Holylands Big Lunch included 
volunteers representing 
multiple nationalities, who in 
turn invited other members 
of their community to get 
involved on the day. For 
example, one volunteer from 
the Roma community was 
approached by several children 
from that community asking 
if they could join in with The 
Big Lunch celebrations and 
activities. She described how 
often children from the Roma 
community are accustomed 
to ‘being chased away’ from 
similar events. Instead, she 
was able to encourage them 
to take part. More broadly, 

the National Representative 
survey (2021) found that 
80% of attendees say that 
The Big Lunch helps to bring 
people from different ethnic 
backgrounds together.

Volunteering is a key part of 
The Big Lunch model because 
it also embodies the same 
principle of coming together 
to share something. In areas 
where Big Lunches have 
grown to accommodate large 
numbers of residents, we saw 
a move from sharing food to 
instead providing catering. 
The focus is still on everyone 
coming together around food, 
but the focus on everyone 
having something to share has 
shifted to volunteering:

I could see the potential for volunteering and all 
sorts of getting involved in all sorts of ways with 

something like that, because there was so much that 
needed to be done... because that’s what community 
development is all about really, you know... feeling 

like you’re part of it, feeling like you’re making a 
contribution... by doing whatever it was you did.

- Local partner
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The Big Lunch helps people to feel more connected to their community: 

This sentiment was shared in the survey, where 87% agreed or strongly 
agreed that ‘It made me feel a part of something bigger’ and ‘I feel a 
stronger sense of community’:

Afterwards, residents reported to the council there is 
a really strong sense of community here. It didn’t visibly 

change things that much, but it did give people that sense 
of belonging and that there is a community here.

- Lead organiser

It’s taught me you have to put into a community, you can’t 
just expect the community to give you know. You have to be 
willing to participate in making that community and then 

breaking down those barriers.
- Co-organiser

3.3   Building a shared identity and sense of community

The Big Lunch brings together people who would not usually interact and 
helps inform residents about their local area and community activity. This 
combination helps to create a ‘a feeling of connectedness, belonging 
and pride’ that is shared by all residents:

Creating a shared identity helps to 
build a stronger sense of community. 
By celebrating the community, The 
Big Lunch helps to ‘build community 
solidarity and cohesion’, and enables 
areas to ‘focus on the remaking of 
collective memory of a community and 
increase a sense of belonging’.11

3. Building a sense of social cohesion  27



Big Lunch organisers in Peckham were motivated ‘to make the community a better place to 
live’ and tackle the ‘narrow, limited views of Peckham’ as a troubled area with lots of antisocial 

behaviour. In one of the most deprived wards in the area, organisers wanted to ‘encourage 
and empower young people to be more than just a stereotype’ and help them connect with 

positive role models in the community. Young people were also encouraged to help on the day, so 
it became a way of doing something together. The Big Lunch was also about ‘showcasing local 
talent’ and ‘help[ing] the community feel better about themselves’, and ‘to come together’. 
It was ‘a celebration of community’ and ‘an acknowledgement that Peckham wasn’t crime 

ridden and full of families that let their children run riot’. Although organisers were particularly 
interested in attracting young people and their families, they wanted The Big Lunch to be for the 

whole of the community as an opportunity to ‘unify and provide a positive experience’.



3.4   Community preparedness for 
        crisis

A community with strong neighbourhood links is 
likely to be more resilient in the face of external 
shocks such as Covid 19.12 This resilience is 
seen in the way that many Big Lunch areas 
established effective and rapid responses to 
Covid 19, such as setting up WhatsApp groups 
to connect neighbours, arranging groceries 
for quarantining residents, and picking up 
prescriptions for shielding neighbours. This 
was particularly evident in Big Lunches held in 
streets rather than larger community events, as 
these Big Lunches were more close-knit and 
had formed more trusting relationships. 

The pandemic affected different people in 
different ways (and varied in terms of Covid 19 
restrictions across the four nations), heightening 
existing social issues and inequalities. Some 
local residents, who had started to become 
engaged in their local area through The Big 
Lunch and other community activities, found 
lockdown worsened their mental health and 
severed connections to the community:

One challenge for Big Lunch areas during 
the pandemic was to reconnect with isolated 
residents. Some Big Lunch organisers set 
up their own initiatives to help with this, 
while others co ordinated efforts from street 
networks. This community response was seen 
in our survey findings, with three-quarters of 
respondents agreeing/strongly agreeing that ‘I 
have felt supported by others in my community 
throughout the Coronavirus pandemic’. A 
further 83% agreed or strongly agreed with the 
statement ‘Without informal volunteering, the 
community responses to Covid 19 would have 
failed’.

The Big Lunch was instrumental in some areas 
to alleviate social isolation during Covid 19. In 
2020, two-thirds (64%) attended a virtual or 
socially distanced Big Lunch because: ‘I thought 
it would be a good event for lifting the spirits of 
people who have been feeling lonely as a result 
of the lockdown’.
 

There are a lot of residents that were 
already struggling with some element 
of mental health, physical disability, 
or isolation before the pandemic... So 
for those people, some of them were 

starting to take some steps into making 
some connections and now there’s no 
options... That feeling of isolation is 
more acute. And they’re more aware 

of that. And it feels like they’ve taken 
many steps backwards.
- Local authority member

[The Big Lunch] gives people a purpose 
and connection. I know that people 

are desperate to get back to it [after 
Covid] − there is no substitute.

- Participant

3. Building a sense of social cohesion  29



4. an opportunity for collaborative 
    working



an opportunity for collaborative 
working
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Some areas worked with local 
organisations and councils to find a 
space to host The Big Lunch, such 
as a town square or hall. Partnership 
working through Big Lunches occurred 
in a number of ways, including:

External organisations, such as 
churches and village halls, hosting 
Big Lunches at their premises

Drawing on a variety of groups and 
organisations to contribute and 
lead on activities

Distributing roles and 
responsibilities equally between 
external stakeholders to set up and 
organise an event

The Big Lunch provides an opportunity 
to promote and establish local 
collaborative working. This also has the 
potential to influence future initiatives 
and further contributions within the 
local community. The next section 
explores collaborative working through 
Big Lunch and the potential long-term 
impact of this.



4.1   Building community capacity

The Big Lunch is shaped by the needs, interests 
and issues of local areas. When planning an 
event, Big Lunch organisers start by focusing 
on the local community and identifying relevant 
issues, bringing individuals, groups and 
organisations together around a shared goal. 
For example, in Sandringham Park one of their 
objectives was to tackle anti-social behaviour. 
The organiser made a concerted effort to work 
with the local youth club, local schools, and 
community groups such as Scout clubs to hold 
conversations with young people about their 
needs and concerns. The Big Lunch provided 
an opportunity to bring young people and 
older residents together to create a dialogue 
and listen to each other’s perspective in an 
inclusive and welcoming space. In turn, this led 
to an informal agreement to make the park a 
place that everyone can enjoy, and improved 
intergenerational relationships locally. 

The Big Lunch helps to create the conditions 
for collaborative working, which can help to 
strengthen existing relationships and build 
new ones:

A broad range of stakeholders play a role in 
setting up and organising Big Lunch events, 
including faith organisations, schools, local 
charities, community groups, local councils 
and local businesses, some of which may not 
otherwise get involved in community activities. 
In one area, The Big Lunch gave organisers a 
reason to approach a school that had previously 
been reluctant to get involved with community 
activities. There were also examples of Big 
Lunch organisers working with local businesses 
who were keen to contribute to local community 
activity but had previously had little opportunity 
to do so:

The Big Lunch also provides an opportunity 
to address power dynamics and challenge 
hierarchical practices within communities. For 
example, a common theme described by Big 
Lunch organisers was not knowing who was 
the right person in the local authority to contact 
about road closures. 

The EPC staff played a connecter role, linking 
the organisers with the appropriate local 
authority member:

This process was described as extremely 
supportive and started to bridge these divides.

Seeing local authorities change from working for 
communities to working with them has broken 
down barriers and misconceptions. Some Big 
Lunch organisers worked collaboratively with 
their local council to organise the events and 
develop the event materials. This process of 
working together, getting to know individuals 
from the local authority better, learning where to 
go and who to work with if they wanted to set up 
an event, helped to build stronger relationships.

Big Lunch provides an 
opportunity to bring in other 
professionals. We were able 
to make new connections and 

strengthen existing ones.
- Local partner

I had to have a bit of a leg up 
from the Country Managers 
a couple of times when that 

person would change or there 
would be no response from them.

-Lead organiser

The shops, businesses have been 
so supportive in terms of the 
community competition that 

we’ve had, and they’re always, 
‘Oh, yes, but that’s no problem’. 

We’ve had supermarkets donating 
tea bags, biscuits, juice, coffee, 

sugar, you name it.
- lead organiser
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Leading to other initiatives
In one area in Swansea there was concern 

from the local community about poor 
social cohesion and anti-social behaviour. 

Consultations were underway with the 
local council about how to address this 
situation. It was thought that having a 

physical space would be beneficial to bring 
the community together, to connect and 

provide additional support focused on 
local need. Around the same time 

the community held three different 
Big Lunch activities across several streets.
This brought together a diverse community 

(including families, asylum seekers and 
refugees, and students), provided an 

experience of working collectively to run 
activities, and built connections between 

individuals and groups. These events were 
used as evidence for the local council to 

support the opening of a community 
hub in the area.



4.2   A space to practise community leadership

The energy and driving force behind a Big Lunch event often comes 
from one or two individuals who are well-known in the community and 
embedded within local activity. These trusted individuals hold relationships 
in their community and are responsible for drumming up community 
support for, and engagement in, yearly Big Lunch events. We found these 
‘champions’ acted as ‘the glue that stuck a lot of this together’. 

Organising Big Lunch events provides a useful space for these individuals 
to practise their leadership skills. Several organisers attended EPC 
community camps and workshops. At one of the community camps, EPC 
ran a practice session on how to set up and organise a Big Lunch activity. 
Organisers learnt about the different roles required, how to organise the 
different parts, and the importance of making it fun. These individuals 
saw The Big Lunch as a space to apply what they had learnt in a real-life 
situation and build their self-confidence:

She [Big Lunch Organiser] knew them all by name... knew 
who their parents were, their sisters and brothers... 

She just seemed connected into the community in a very 
gentle way. 

- Local partner

We had a practice … we all split up into groups and 
everybody had a job to do to prepare this Big Lunch. So, 

there were people decorating, people setting the tables 
up, people preparing the batching things. And then they 

had two chefs cooking it … so yeah, a lot of fun.
- Lead organiser
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These Big Lunch organisers focus on drawing in people and organisations 
with ideas, motivation and energy, and encouraging them to run their own 
activities. They draw out the talent within individuals and the community, 
empowering people to use their skills and assets and be more 
meaningfully involved:

Our research recognised an additional space13 created by The Big Lunch to 
practise skills such as promoting collective decision-making and using a 
value-led approach to community organising. For example:

How to work with and draw on the community to hold an event

How to encourage a transparent process by listening and promoting 
dialogue

Bringing in different stakeholders and equally valuing their skills, 
knowledge and expertise

Delegating roles and responsibilities

How to avoid over-organising or demanding too much from people

How to ensure individuals lead on activities, promoting autonomy and 
giving them a sense of ownership over the day

I see myself as 
linking people, I 
do as little as 

possible and bring 
people together.
- Lead organiser

[Big Lunch Organiser] gets 
everybody on board, she’s 

not like a dictator or 
anything, [BLO] just says 
this is what we’re going 

to do. And then it just 
somehow comes together … 
she’s not like the huge big 
organiser … it just brings 

out the talent to each 
person – she’s really good 

at doing that. Without 
kind of, you know, bossing 
people around you because 

that’s a huge important 
thing because people leave 
organizations because of 
that, they need to feel 

empowered.
- co-organiser

You find the 
catalysts, find 
the people that 
are doing stuff, 

and help them do 
what they are 

doing. That’s what 
my focus was, my 
approach was to 
see who was up 

for doing it.
- Lead organiser
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Challenges
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The following describes some of the challenges Big Lunch areas 
encounter when running or planning Big Lunch events and how they 
are responding. Many are likely to be familiar challenges to those 
involved in community work and/or running a national programme 
that supports community-based initiatives. 

The act of sharing food

While the general principle of 
bringing and sharing food can 
be a unifier, there are occasions 
when it can exclude individuals 
or groups. For example, 
individuals from both high 
and low income households 
sometimes felt reluctant to 
participate either because they 
mistakenly thought The Big 
Lunch was for people on lower 
incomes to get free food, or 
were not able to contribute food. 

Bringing people from the 
community into the decision-
making process to tailor events 
and help think through these 
sorts of unintended barriers 
has helped overcome this 

challenge. Instilling the principle 
of sharing and collaborating 
beyond food has also helped, for 
example, involving residents in 
the design and delivery of Big 
Lunch activities and decorations. 

Many areas are also exploring 
how to ensure Covid-safe 
sharing of food. They are 
looking at a range of solutions, 
including: hiring food trucks 
to provide affordable food; 
providing free, catered food 
for residents in individual 
portions; and encouraging 
good hygiene practice among 
residents to mitigate risks, e.g. 
sanitising hands.



Building connections

Building trusting relationships is one of the great successes of Big Lunch 
events. However, some Big Lunch areas found they had initially faced 
suspicion or uncertainty when trying to organise an event. Often this was to do 
with existing concerns about threats to the established community identity. 

By holding The Big Lunch events over several years, this area was able to 
address this suspicion and attract local community members to the event. The 
Big Lunch provided a neutral space to bring different parts of the community 
together to build community cohesion:

In areas where the Eden Project is less well known, the national connection is 
potentially less useful in lending credibility and status:

In terms of the other national components of The Big Lunch, some areas found 
these useful, while others found them slightly restrictive. For example, some 
areas would prefer more flexibility in the time of year to host The Big Lunch, 
whereas others like the unity of having it at a set time each year.

There is a certain amount of suspicion, ‘What’s just 
gone on, and haven’t we got enough going on?’. And ‘is 

this going to take from what we’ve got already?’.
- Co-organiser

It was just something different... to bridge that divide 
between the two kinds of communities that live side by 

side here.
- Co-organiser

The Big Lunch is not very well known here in Scotland 
… A lot of people still don’t know what the Eden 

Project is and what it’s about. 
- Lead organiser
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Volunteering

While our case studies show that a wide range 
of volunteers are getting involved in Big Lunch 
events, volunteer retention is a challenge 
for some areas. While not specific to The Big 
Lunch and something that is perennial to most 
initiatives reliant upon volunteer resource, 
it is nonetheless important to acknowledge. 
For most areas, the challenges in engaging 
volunteers were closely aligned with the local 
context and demographics. For example, one 
area that has a large student population who 
would normally engage in volunteering found 
that they struggled to attract student volunteers 
for The Big Lunch because it takes place at 
a time in the year when many of them have 
returned home for the summer. Similarly, one 
area whose Big Lunch volunteers have tended 
to be made up of an older population were 
struggling to find volunteers that could help
with some of the more physical tasks such 
as putting out tables and chairs, putting up 
banners, setting up gazebos and transporting 
power generators. 

The passion and dedication of Big Lunch 
organisers are a great success of the campaign. 
However, if these individuals don’t have the 
time or energy, events may not happen. EPC 
addresses this by providing information and 
resources to make it simple and easy for people 
to join in and take on small local community 
led events. When events become larger and 
more established, it can be more challenging 
for another person to take on this role; the 
endurance of The Big Lunch depends, therefore, 
on organisers being able to ‘pass the baton’ and 
delegate tasks and responsibilities. 

Resources

Big Lunch organisers sometimes feel pressure 
on their time and resources. For example, some 
organisers put their own money into hiring 
out spaces to host The Big Lunch events, due 
to feeling uncomfortable asking for financial 
contributions or thinking it was quicker/easier 
to contribute costs than to fundraise. While 
many areas have been successful in generating 
resources, they were frustrated that there was 
not more support for these initiatives locally. 
There was recognition of the lack of public 
resource available for community activities 
generally, but Big Lunch areas stressed other 
ways that local councils could support them, 
such as lessening the burden of bureaucratic 
processes and costs for things like road 
closures, health and safety officers and 
council fees:

Many of these challenges can be overcome 
with support from the EPC team but organisers 
weren’t always aware of the support available 
or how to access it. Big Lunch organisers 
were keen for support on health and safety 
information, equality diversity and inclusion 
practices, and how to make Big Lunches 
environmentally responsible and accessible.

Risk assessments and paperwork 
was immense. I wrote a risk 

assessment that amounted to 17 
pages... health and safety was 

becoming more important.
- lead organiser

The council made it a bit more 
difficult for us... they started to 
charge us... there’s just been lots 
of little things that have all gone 
on, and reinventing [The Big Lunch] 

every year is difficult.
- Co-organiser
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Covid-19

Restrictions across the country may have 
eased but Covid-19 remains and there are 
varying levels of anxiety around social contact 
within communities. Big Lunch organisers 
assess and manage the risks for themselves 
and are acutely aware that participants/
residents assume that those organising the 
event have assessed and are managing these 
risks.

Big Lunch organisers are weighing up the risk 
of doing something against the risk of doing 
nothing, and the potential impact on their local 
community of not hosting a Big Lunch event. 
Some of the additional associated risks linked 
to Covid 19 are:

Supporting and managing volunteers who 
may be vulnerable.

Potential financial losses due to changes 
in regulations or spikes in Covid cases, 
with some areas considering whether they 
should have insurance in place in order to 
mitigate the financial risks of 
late cancellation.

The exclusion of certain groups. The desire 
to be inclusive prevented some areas 
from running a Big Lunch event during 
2020/21, knowing that certain people 
would not be able, or feel comfortable 
enough, to attend.

Big Lunch organisers are seeking advice on 
risk assessment templates and considering 
resource implications, e.g. having a 
volunteer(s) responsible for keeping the 
event Covid-safe. Most of all though, their 
focus is on using their relationships with the 
community to understand what residents 
want and feel comfortable with. There is an 
appetite to continue with The Big Lunch, ‘As 
long as the benefits are greater than the risk’.

Do we carry on with it the 
way it is? Because we don’t 

have the people power to set 
it up and to take it down. We 
don’t have that anymore. And 

especially Covid now as well, I 
think this is a good time to sort 
of ask ourselves that question. 

What are we doing with it 
now? I don’t know if there’s 

any help we can receive from 
various organisations? I think 

it’s important that we ask 
ourselves how we’re wanting 
to go ahead with it, and if the 

community wants us to go 
ahead with it.
- Lead organiser
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Conclusion

The Big Lunch acts as a simple but powerful 
catalyst for building connections within a 
community. It does this through enacting the 
principles of coming together and sharing – in 
this case sharing food and sharing skills through 
informal volunteering – and by harnessing the 
passion, energy and skills of individuals who 
are committed to helping bring about positive 
change in their communities. 

It provides an accessible and inclusive starting 
point for residents to meet one another and find 
out more about their local area and about other 
opportunities to get involved. Big Lunch events 
are often used as a deliberate tool to tackle and 
overcome local divisions or a lack of cohesion. 
The Big Lunch provides the ideal mechanism 
as events can be tailored to, appeal to and be 
inclusive of different age groups, cultures 
and interests. 

The connection to place is key. Through their 
participation in Big Lunch events, residents are 
encouraged to get to know their area and see it 
in a new and often more positive light. This has 
resulted in residents not only getting involved 
on the day of events but going on to participate 
in and volunteer for other local initiatives. This 
has a long-term, cumulative effect on the 
wellbeing of a place, as residents take greater 
pride in their local area and so continue to 
invest in its improvement and develop their skills 
and expertise. In particular, Big Lunch events 

provide a safe and inclusive space for residents 
to practise community leadership skills, such as 
how to work with and draw on the community 
to hold an event and how to create spaces for 
community dialogue.

Many areas feel extremely passionate and excited 
about being able to continue to host events in 
future. However, there are also those that are 
committed but will need to be supported by EPC 
and others in their community to help overcome 
some ongoing challenges with organising these 
events, including additional barriers presented 
by the pandemic. The organisation of these kinds 
of community events often places a significant 
burden on a single or a few key individuals within 
a community. They are faced with a difficult 
decision, made harder by Covid 19, which is the 
risk of doing something and the risk of doing 
nothing – assessing the potential impact on 
their local community of not hosting a 
Big Lunch event. 

Our report shows that The Big Lunch performs, 
and will continue to play, an exciting role 
in helping to create and sustain thriving 
communities: harnessing and supporting the 
incredible energy, passion and skills of individuals 
who want to make a difference within their 
local community.



Appendix  43

Appendix One: Outline of data collection tools

Scoping interviews: Eight semi-structured scoping interviews completed 
during June/July 2020 with key members of staff from across the Eden 
Project Communities (EPC) team.
 
Desk-based review: Including existing data and data collection 
processes during May to September 2020. A review of key programme 
materials, including current evaluation reports, as well as a brief review of 
literature sources in relation to the topics of local/community cohesion 
and resilience, community wellbeing, and encouraging environmentally 
sustainable behaviour. 
 
Theory of change workshop: An online facilitated workshop was
held in August 2020 with 19 key members of the EPC team. A draft 
theory of change was developed from discussions at the workshop 
and scoping interviews.
 
Online surveys: IVAR co-designed an online survey with EPC that went 
out to all Big Lunch organisers in September 2020. This survey captured 
insights into the range of ways in which The Big Lunch is contributing to 
community cohesion, wellbeing and the promotion of environmentally 
sustainable behaviours across a range of geographies and local contexts. 
The questions explore the short/medium-term impact as well as the 
legacy of the programme. IVAR also had access to Big Lunch National 
Representative survey data. 
 
Indicator and outcome workshop: Insights from the survey provided 
useful indicators of the sorts of questions to then explore in greater depth 
through the case studies. We held a facilitated workshop with Big Lunch 
representatives across the four countries to sense check the outcomes 
and indicators we have developed to understand the long-term impact of 
The Big Lunch. This developed the outcomes and indicator framework 
(see Appendix Three) which informed our case study research design and 
topic guides.

Case studies of eight Big Lunch activities across England, Wales, 
Scotland and Northern Ireland (two in each country). Case studies (see 
Appendix Two) were selected for the range of activities delivered and what 
has been achieved. Activities have been running for over three years, and 
differed by place and location. Overall, we have heard from a total of 34 
Big Lunch organisers, partners, volunteers and residents between March 
and June 2021.
 
Share and build workshop held with 11 Big Lunch organisers and seven 
EPC team members to share findings, shape the key messages and prompt 
further discussion.



Appendix two: Outline of case study areas

Area Big Lunch Activity

England:
Sandringham 
Park

The Big Lunch takes place in Sandringham Park, a local green space. Big Lunch events have been held there every year 
between 2012 and 2019.
The first Big Lunch was held there to tackle anti-social behaviour in the park, and was seen as a way of bridging divides and 
bringing the community together.
Activities include food stalls run by the local Scouts group, a tombola to raise money for the park, bouncy castles and a 
miniature railway.

England:
Peckham

The Peckham Big Lunch (2015 and 2016) and Bigger Lunch (2017) were held in Leyton Square Park, Ledbury estate. Two key 
organisers worked with local organisations (including the local authority and businesses) to produce a one-day community 
festival event with activities aimed at young people and families. It included a catered lunch provided by local businesses and 
stalls run by local charities and organisations.
The main aim of The Big Lunch was to build community connections, showcase local talent and connect the community with 
local services.

Wales:
Swansea

The Big Lunch takes place in Mount Pleasant, a suburban district of Swansea.
Big Lunch events have been held every year between 2017 and 2019.
One of the key drivers of holding The Big Lunch was to create a central space that joins different communities.
The format of the Big Lunch in Swansea has changed through the years:

2017: A full day event (mad hatters tea party) across three neighbouring areas including two residential streets 
and a community park. This helped to ensure that the whole area is included. 
2018: Took place at the ‘Hub on the Hill’ – a new community space. Activities included face painting, 
circus tricks and a potluck.
2019: Took place at ‘Hub on the Hill’. Activities included circus tricks, a potluck and tea and coffee.

Wales:
Y Felinheli

The Big Lunch in Y Felinheli is hosted in the town’s Memorial Hall and was started as a way to bring together the 
Welsh-speaking community and the newer transient communities.
There have been four Big Lunch events between 2017 and 2019, which included a Diwali-themed Big Lunch.
Activities typically include a potluck and games for children and families.
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Appendix two: Outline of case study areas

Area Big Lunch Activity

Scotland:
Forres

The Big Lunch is organised by the Forres Area Community Trust (FACT) which also runs other community events. The Big 
Lunch takes place every year from 2017 to 2019. The Big Lunch used to be held in the town square but has since been moved 
to the Town Hall which FACT now owns.
The main aim was to bring the community together and regain community spirit.
Activities include stalls from local organisations, community groups and businesses, treasure hunts, garden games, 
music and free food (donated by local businesses and local food banks).

Scotland:
Brechin

The Big Lunch is hosted by the Gardiner Memorial Church and is held on the town square opposite the church. It has taken 
place from 2011 to 2019.
The main aim of The Big Lunch is to bring people together who would not usually meet.
Long tables and chairs are put out on the town square for people to sit around and connect.
Activities include food donated by local businesses, live music, face painting, fancy dress, garden games, an emcee and stalls 
from local organisations and businesses.

Northern Ireland:
Holylands

Holylands has held The Big Lunch between 2015 and 2019.
It has often been organised in partnership with local organisations such as the Belfast City Church, the Belfast Friendship 
Club and the Muslim Family Association.
Big Lunch venues and activities varied, and included:

2015: The Big Lunch acted as an official opening event for ‘Wildflower Alley’; a resident alleyway that became gated and was 
turned into a community garden and communal safe space for residents.
2017: A global food theme hosted in the public area in front of the church. 
2018: A street party attended by up to 500 people.

Northern Ireland:
Farland Way

The Big Lunch takes place at Farland Way, a collection of four cul-de-sacs in the West of Derry.
Big Lunches are typically themed and include: Eco-friendly Big Lunch; Independence Day; Mad Hatters Tea Party; A Day at 
the Races; Disney Day.
The connection between food, health and the environment also remains a consistent theme throughout all Big Lunches. 
In 2020, Farland Way hosted a virtual Big Lunch which included some house-to-house food deliveries.
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Appendix Three: Outcomes and indicators table

Outcome Short/medium-term impact Longer-term impact

People feel valued, 
connected and 
less isolated, and 
empowered across 
a wide range of 
communities

Individuals met new people whom they would like to stay 
in touch with
Individuals felt a stronger sense of community
Individuals are more likely to help each other out, e.g. 
with small favours (such as DIY) or when someone 
needs support (such as during the Covid 19 pandemic)

Individuals have a stronger sense of belonging to 
their neighbourhood
Individuals are more likely to undertake a Big Lunch 
in their neighbourhood in the future
There is a growing sense of pride in the neighbourhood
Individuals feel supported by their local community

Increase in 
participation: 
relationships, 
strong networks 
and trust forged and 
maintained

It opened up the possibility for more conversations with 
their neighbours
Individuals felt closer to their neighbours

Neighbourhood feels like a friendlier place to live
Individuals have arranged/attended one or more 
follow-up (social) events with people they met at 
The Big Lunch
Individuals have ongoing connections with their 
neighbours, e.g. through social media

People solving 
problems together – 
increase in initiatives 
for positive change

Individuals have gained confidence to try new things in 
their community/neighbourhood
Individuals have gained knowledge and skills that can be 
applied to benefit their community/neighbourhood
Individuals feel more invested in their local area

Individuals have since worked with their neighbours 
(and/or local community groups) to improve the local 
community
Community groups and/or initiatives have been set up/
created based on the connections made at a Big Lunch
Individuals are getting involved in local community 
initiatives/social action

The Big Lunch as a 
national movement 
– people are part of 
something bigger

It made individuals feel like they are part of 
something bigger

Individuals are continuing to take part and/or organise 
a Big Lunch in their local area
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	 Definition of informal volunteering: 
‘Giving unpaid help as an individual to 
people that are not a relative’, taken from 
Community Life Covid 19 Re-contact 
survey 2020: Gov.UK. 

	
	 This was also found in The Big Lunch 

survey which found two-fifths (43%) of 
participants agreed or strongly agreed 
with the statement: ‘I have taken up a 
new volunteering opportunity in my local 
community/area’.

	
	 Eden Project Communities report, 

‘Closing the distance between us’, 
highlights the range of spaces The Big 
lunch generates such as to connect; to 
share; to build community; and to ‘bump’.

	
	 Phar (2019) ‘Big Lunch 2019: Awareness, 

attendance and impact summary’, 
unpublished; Phar (2020) ‘Big (Virtual) 
Lunch 2020’, unpublished.

	
	 Campaign to End Loneliness (2020) 

‘The facts on loneliness’.

	 The National Representative survey 
(2021) study showed 38.38% of the UK 
feels lonely some of the time or always 
(11.59% always). This is mostly evident 
among the younger generation, with 
58% of 16–24-year-olds saying they feel 
lonely either always or some of the time, 
compared to 18% of the 65+. In addition 
to this, EPC’s research also found that 
73% of people feel ‘the UK is a more 
divided nation than ten years ago’, and 
32% ‘never see their neighbours’.

	 Groarke J.M., Berry E., Graham-Wisener 
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Wellbeing Study’, PLOS ONE 15 (9).
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London: LGA Publications.

	 Definition of informal volunteering, 
‘Giving unpaid help as an individual to 
people that are not a relative’, taken from 

Community Life Covid 19 Re-contact 
survey 2020: Gov.UK.

	 Time Well Spent findings show that of 
recent volunteers, 42% got involved in 
volunteering because they wanted to 
improve things and help people, and 
28% volunteered because they felt 
there was a need in their community.

	
	 Hustedde, R. and King, B. (2002) ‘Rituals: 

emotions, community faith in soul 
and the messiness of life’, Community 
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R. (2020) Community resilience or 
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	 Eden Project Communities report, 

‘Closing the distance between us’, 
highlights the range of spaces The Big 
Lunch generates such as to connect; to 
share; to build community; and to ‘bump’.
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