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Abstract: 

This study investigated food provision in Nottingham for the homeless and rough sleepers of 
the city, with particular focus on supply during the Covid-19 pandemic. The initial issue 
regarding free food provision is that whilst there is a variety of free food available from various 
outlets on most days of the week, there is currently no set timetable for when the food is 
available. The survey found that weekends, particularly Saturday afternoon and Sundays have 
the lowest level of availability.  

We found that whilst some providers had to stop their service due to lack of resources, others 
were combining their efforts and stocks to provide for a higher level of need than before the 
pandemic. A positive outcome of the pandemic was that providers found working together to 
be a successful way of utilising their stock and volunteers. The data gathered from both the 
food providers survey and the beneficiaries survey demonstrated a desire to both provide and 
receive food that was nutritional and substantial. The general consensus from providers was 
that they believed that whilst tackling food poverty was the responsibility of the government, 
they believed that no one should go hungry.  

The study also found that beneficiaries of food provision really appreciated the additional 
benefits that some of the providers offered, including clothing and clothes washing facilities. 
Having someone to talk to about housing and other people in the community in a similar 
position was also found to be highly beneficial to service users. One beneficiary highlighted 
the need for help with access to medication and support with addiction, which Emmanuel 
House provided.  

Although we are aware from prior research that some people that are homeless or rough 
sleeping wish to continue to live this lifestyle for various reasons, our survey found that some 
would like to see housing prioritised alongside providing food. The main findings from this 
study are listed in the executive summary below.  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 



Executive summary: 

1. 77.3% of the beneficiary survey respondents got their food from Emmanuel House when they 
were homeless. The Friary was the second most popular provider at 45.5%. 
 

2. Clothing was highly rated as a benefit to food outlets with 68.2% of beneficiaries listing it as a 
welcomed essential. 
 

3. 63.6% of beneficiary respondents selected “meeting other people” as another important 
benefit to visiting a food bank. This was closely followed by 45.5% selected “someone to talk 
to” and 45.5% selecting “someone to help fill in forms”. 

 

 
4. Interestingly “safety” was the least selected benefit of visiting a food outlet with only 22.7% 

(this amounts to just 5 out of 26 beneficiaries).   
 

5. Other important benefits of food outlets included: 

“Knowing somebody is helping and you have somebody” 
(Beneficiary survey respondent: 11, 2021) 

 
“Meeting staff” 

(Beneficiary survey respondent: 14, 2021) 
 

“Friends from other countries” 
(Beneficiary survey respondent: 4, 2021) 

6. When asked how many times each day they visited a food outlet, 45.8% of 
beneficiaries selected once a day, followed by 20.8% selecting twice a day. 
 

7. 40% of respondents have gone three days before without food.  

 

8. Improvements for food provision:     

“Monthly information boards to show where and when food is available” 
(Beneficiary survey respondent: 7, 2021) 

 
“More information to find out when/where, especially for new rough sleeping. Some time is 

hard to ask another sleeper as my issue was I didn't want company” 
(Beneficiary survey respondent: 16, 2021) 

 
“Mobile soup kitchen vouchers to be spent on food only food banks” 

(Beneficiary survey respondent: 2, 2021) 
 



 
Introduction: 

The Covid-19 pandemic has had a huge impact on the already stretched resources for the 
homeless and rough sleepers of Nottingham. The crisis has seen some food providers close 
their doors to keep their volunteers safe, whereas others have been forced to stop providing 
due to a decrease in donations and funds to keep up with the demand. On the other hand, we 
have seen an increase in food providers who have started their service in response to the 
pandemic. We have seen members of the general public who have been furloughed with more 
time and disposable income to set up “pop-up” soup kitchens around the city. Whilst the 
pandemic has seen people put their resources to good use and help where they can, the 
inconsistency of food provision could potentially cause problems for those that find themselves 
homeless long after the crisis comes to end. Furthermore, for long-term rough sleepers, 
providing free food could enable them to continue sleeping on the streets rather than help 
them overcome the root causes of their situation. 

This research project has enabled us to gather perceptions of food provision around 
Nottingham from both the food providers and the people using the services. These findings 
can be used to help implement strategies to improve the current organisation and distribution 
of food for the homeless and rough sleepers in Nottingham. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Methodology: 

Face-to-face research was not possible due to the pandemic. When conducting sociological 
research, “suitability needs to be considered in light of the particular research endeavour” 
(Sturges et al, 2004 p. 108). To overcome the loss of benefits that face-to-face research 
affords, we opted for a mixed-methods approach. This allowed us to gather statistics on 
homelessness provisions using a survey. After some initial research around food provision, 
we collated a database detailing all of the food providers that we could find in Nottingham city 
centre and surrounding areas. The food providers on the database were sourced through 
Emmanuel House staff, online research and previous research on the topic. This came to a 
total of around 60 providers, including those that have been running since before the 
pandemic, temporary pop ups and providers that had recently stopped providing. Some of the 
providers were branches of the same charity working in different districts of Nottingham (e.g., 
Trussell Trust Food Bank). From this we were able to send an online survey to all those that 
had email addresses or contact forms on their websites, this was 35 in total. We had responses 
from 19 of the 35 surveys sent out. Although the total response to the survey was less than 
we would have liked, it was to be expected due to the current situation. Food providers have 
been extremely busy with an increase in need for their services, therefore they may not have 
had the time or inclination to complete the survey. The survey’s given to the food providers 
were created with the intention of being short and quick to fill in, acknowledging that participant 
fatigue can often lead to surveys being abandoned (Lavrakas, 2008). The limitations of the 
survey responses made the qualitative element of the research more important. We realised 
from the responses that some providers wanted to share more about their experience and the 
best way to gain more in-depth information was to conduct an interview via MS Teams. From 
the respondents that agreed to interview, we selected a provider who had been working with 
other providers during the pandemic. 
   

To gain an understanding of food from the beneficiaries’ perspective, a paper survey was 
posted under the doors of those staying in the hotel and to people not in the hotel via the 
outreach team at Emmanuel House. The survey was completed by 26 people, 25 male and 
one female. From the responses, we tried to set up an interview with the female respondent 
to offer us an alternative viewpoint to the predominantly male perspective that we had. 
Unfortunately, due to the precarious nature of living as a homeless person, the respondent 
had moved out of the hotel before we could arrange an interview. However, we were able to 
interview a Polish male respondent via the use of a translator using Zoom. Semi-structured 
interviews enabled us to gain an insight into human behaviour and knowledge from the very 
people whose lives this affects and those who hope to help create change (Oppenheim, 1992). 
From the interview we found that providing medical support was a top priority for this person 
as he suffers with mental health issues and alcoholism. He was very grateful for the support 
that Emmanuel House had been providing, including help applying for jobs and learning how 
to speak English. Furthermore, being housed in a hotel room under the “Everyone In” scheme 
has given him the opportunity to tackle his alcohol dependency through having no contact with 
those who may have previously encouraged it. However, he did point out that some people 
take advantage of free food as “people go from one place and eating for themselves and after 
go to [an]other place and take it for selling” (Interviewee, P: 2021). He also noted that food is 
regularly wasted or thrown away because there is plenty of food available, people do not need 
to buy it from those who are trying to sell it on.  

 

 

 



 

Findings: 

1.   Food providers are interested in providing food that is nutritious and substantial. 

2.   Most food providers focus on providing food, ensuring no one goes hungry: 

“We chose to start with food parcels, not food and groceries as food is a basic human need 
and we didn’t want anyone to sleep on a hungry stomach”. 

(Food provider survey respondent: 1, 2021) 
 

“We have always been out on the streets serving food and drinks, this is at the heart of 
values. We want to meet with the last, the lost and the least, to let them know we see 

them and that they are valued and loved”. 
(Food provider survey respondent: 10, 2021) 

3.   Some food providers want to provide other essentials such as clothing. 

4.  Other providers believe that continuing to provide food is essential, but the real task is to 
end homelessness at the source and providing food can enable people to continue to be 
homeless and not seek help for housing and financial support – because they are 
surviving. 

5. Food providers recognise that some people do not want to be housed because 
homelessness is all they have ever known. 

6. The pandemic has encouraged food providers to pull their resources together in a 
collaborative approach to meet the ever-growing demands. Regardless of their values and 
religious beliefs. People can provide better services for those who need it if they work 
together.  

7.   Food service users would like access to food that is nutritional and substantial enough for 
them to get through the day: 

“Provide them with foods rich in vitamins and in appropriate quantities to help them stay 
healthy.” 

(Beneficiary survey respondent: 1, 2021) 

8. Service users appreciate the other aspects of support that places like Emmanuel House 
supply: 

  



and they believe that accommodation should be a priority for those that want to be housed:  

“1- Number one provision of housing. 2- Serve food. I have a problem, I love to prepare for 
myself. I have a big problem I want to wash my clothes. When I was on the street, I used to 

enter restaurants and ask for food. They were giving food” 
(Beneficiary survey respondent: 4, 2021). 

This respondent also highlighted the need to feel independent by being able to prepare and 
cook food themselves as well as wash their own clothes. Another respondent had a similar 
perspective when visiting food banks: 

“food banks to cook food as no good to homeless - no cooking facilities” 
(Beneficiary survey respondent: 2, 2021) 

The Nottingham Homelessness prevention strategy (2019) highlights the need for 
collaboration across sectors and services to help tackle and prevent homelessness in 
Nottingham. The Covid-19 pandemic has furthered this need for the sharing of resources and 
information at times when stock is low, and volunteers limited. Although providing free food to 
rough sleepers does not tackle the root causes of homelessness, these provisions, alongside 
the homelessness preventative strategies are paramount to ending homelessness in 
Nottingham. Initiatives that aim to combat singular issues for example, housing or food 
poverty, alone cannot overcome an issue that in has multifaceted causes. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Conclusion: 

Since the beginning of the Covid-19 pandemic the socio-economic landscape has changed, 
with the third sector, on top of years of austerity, being hit hard. The aim of our project was to 
find out what impact Covid-19 has had on food provision for rough sleepers in Nottingham. 
Women, and those who do not identify within the gender binary are often left out of statistics 
when conducting research on homelessness. Unfortunately, due to all but one of the 
respondents being male, this was also the case for our study and therefore it is overwhelmingly 
representative of the male perspective.  

However, what we have discovered is that the type of food that is provided can have a massive 
impact on the health and mental wellbeing of the homeless and rough sleepers. Although food 
banks provide vegetables, there are no facilities for preparation and cooking, therefore, if the 
food that is cooked by providers could contain more healthy options including fruits and 
vegetables that would be very much appreciated by beneficiaries. This provision of healthier 
foods does not have to be more costly, as we found when speaking to a food provider, they 
always ensure that their food is healthy and substantial and this does not have any cost 
implications, so it can be achieved.  

The main purpose of food provision is to ensure that no one goes hungry. However, providers 
need to equip themselves with the knowledge of where the homeless and rough sleepers can 
go if they need additional services including but not exclusive to housing and job application 
support. Newly homeless people may not know that these services are available to them but 
openly offering advice could lead to a reduction in the number of homeless people and rough 
sleepers in Nottingham.  

Communication, organisation, and collaboration between all of the food providers working 
towards the same goal will ensure that there is healthy, fulfilling food available every day of 
the week, along with providing additional information about helpful services available to those 
who want and need it is important in helping to improve the lives of the homeless and rough 
sleepers in Nottingham.  

This project has highlighted the variety of services Emmanuel House provides, from food 
provision to English lessons. Furthermore, in times of extreme crisis the third sector is heavily 
relied upon. The Covid-19 pandemic has seen more people in need of these services, but also 
more people who are willing to donate whether that be time, money, or resources. Moreover, 
food provision in Nottingham has been found to be in abundance with many providers first 
setting up in direct response to an unprecedented crisis. This eye-opening research has the 
potential to be extended beyond the area of Nottingham and to a national level. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Recommendations: 

Based on the findings of this research project, we would recommend the following: 

• A meeting for all providers in the city to discuss collaboration and additional services 
that they could provide that would work towards reducing the levels of homelessness 
and help for those wishing to be housed.  

 
 

• Discuss the importance of providing food that is healthy and substantial. Providers who 
already offer vegetable rich foods could advise other providers on how to do this 
logistically and cost effectively. 

 
 

• Ensure that there is enough provision of food every day of the week by communicating 
with other providers, for example weekends and some weekday evenings are quieter 
than others but the need is the same.  
 
  

• Highlight the negative impacts of “pop up” soup kitchens in enabling homelessness to 
continue without recourse and contingency. This could be discussed during a food 
providers meeting. 

 
 

• An official online and physical timetable in a city centre location to be created that could 
be edited and maintained by a central provider. This should include all food providers 
and the times and dates that they offer services. This should be accessible and made 
visible to the homeless and rough sleeping community via outreach to ensure nobody 
goes hungry but also that they know where they can get additional help from.  

 
 

• Regular meet ups with all providers to review services will ensure that if providers are 
struggling to keep up with demand that they can seek help from other providers with 
excess food to ensure that food is not wasted.  

 
 

• To gain further insight into food provision for the homelessness and rough sleepers 
with intersectional attributes such as being female, non-binary or disabled the survey 
could be circulated again in the aforementioned groups. 
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