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Chapter

Social Resilience in Local Food 
Systems: A Foundation for Food 
Security during a Crisis
Tanya Zerbian, Mags Adams and Neil Wilson

Abstract

The Covid-19 pandemic has presented new challenges for food production, 
distribution, and consumption and has exacerbated existing inequalities in access 
to food. However, it has also provided new opportunities for local communities to 
work differently, to increase collaboration, and to improve outcomes for those most 
in need. This chapter focuses on how various local food initiatives within a specific 
UK city, Preston in NW England, interact, cooperate and collaborate, and the 
changes to these interactions during a crisis. The findings derive from a social net-
work analysis (SNA) conducted during summer 2020 examining how relationships 
changed during the crisis, and online semi-structured interviews. Using resilience 
as a framework to understand these dynamics, the chapter argues that social pre-
conditions, such as a previously organised local food network in partnership with 
local authorities, have helped communities to self-organise and respond to difficult 
circumstances. Moreover, it also highlights the ways in which responses to major 
disruption (Covid-19) can bring about the collective questioning of current models 
of emergency food provisioning and create stronger collaborative bonds within 
already organised networks. We demonstrate that such processes could potentially 
improve food insecurity outcomes by combining locally grown food and dignified 
food access options.

Keywords: food resilience, social capital, food security, local food systems, Covid-19, 
local food initiatives

1. Introduction

The global Covid-19 situation has presented new food production, distribu-
tion, and consumption challenges and has potentially exacerbated existing 
inequalities for those in deprived areas. Significantly, the implications of the 
Covid-19 pandemic on global food supply chains and food systems’ resilience have 
aggravated food insecurity indicators. As defined by the Food and Agriculture 
Organisation (FAO), food security is a condition that “exists when all people, at all 
times, have physical, social and economic access to sufficient, safe and nutritious 
food that meets their dietary needs and food preferences for an active and healthy 
life” ([1], p. 49). The FAO estimates that up to 811 million people worldwide 
faced hunger in 2020 – up to 161 million more than in 2019 – as conflict, climate 
extremes, and economic slowdowns, aggravated by the Covid-19 pandemic, 
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continued to increase in frequency and intensity [2]. The World Food Program 
(WFP) calculated that the number of acutely food insecure people in the coun-
tries where it operates reached more than 271 million people directly due to the 
aggravating impact of the Covid-19 pandemic. In the UK, it is estimated that the 
number of people experiencing food insecurity quadrupled due to lack of food in 
shops, economic impacts, and isolation brought about by the pandemic [3].

As well as these challenges, the Covid-19 situation presents new opportunities 
for local food initiatives to work differently, increase collaboration, and improve 
outcomes for those most in need. Local food initiatives usually refer to social 
innovations that aim to address environmental and social issues derived from 
current food system structures, reconfiguring food supply chains and relations 
within a locality [4]. The collective responses of local food initiatives to the disrup-
tion caused by Covid-19 provide the perfect space to increase knowledge about 
how local food systems – collaborative networks that integrate individual local food 
initiatives efforts [5] – and could potentially lead to better food security outcomes. 
Case studies have increasingly documented how networked responses in diverse 
local communities during the Covid-19 crisis managed to respond to rising food 
insecurity needs and the opportunities this might provide for food systems change 
[3, 6]. Our research aimed to expand this body of literature by providing knowledge 
about how various local food initiatives interact, cooperate, and collaborate, how 
these changed during the Covid-19 pandemic and what this means for a local food 
system. To date, there are few studies that have investigated the changing structure 
of local food systems using a comparative research design before and during a 
disruption. Lessons learned from this examination might help local responses to 
future crises such as the climate crisis and other external stresses that affect food 
systems and society.

We focus on the local food system of the Local Authority Area of Preston in 
the Lancashire region of the UK. In the first section of the chapter, food security 
resilience is introduced. By providing an overview of the concepts of resilience 
and social capital, a theoretical framework is presented that is used to unpack 
the dynamics of Preston’s local food system. The following section outline the 
methodology used to study Preston’s local food system – namely, a social network 
analysis (SNA) conducted during 2020, examining collaborative relationships 
before and during the crisis, and online semi-structured interviews with a subset 
of local food initiatives. Next, the results from the research are presented in order 
to illuminate the changing characteristics of the local food system and its potential 
outcomes. The final section returns to the concept of food security resilience, using 
social capital as a proxy, to highlight important lessons learned from the case study 
presented, namely the relevance of previous social preconditions to ensure adapta-
tion and response.

2.  Social resilience, a key factor in addressing food security needs  
during a crisis

2.1 Food security resilience; beyond ecology

Resilience is a concept that holds different meanings depending on the various 
situations in which it is being used [7]. Ecology literature usually frames resilience 
as a technical concept that refers to the “capacity of a system to withstand shocks 
and external pressures while maintaining its basic structure, processes, and func-
tions” ([8], p. 601) In this context, resilience was perceived as an isolated ‘outcome’ 
rather than connected to specific abilities, as many academics and practitioners now 
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recognise [9]. Resilience thinking has expanded from this initial narrow definition 
by integrating adaptability and transformability as crucial ingredients [10, 11]. 
Social theory has contributed to this reconceptualisation adding essential dimen-
sions, such as agency and collective action, to the concept [12]. As such, resilience 
is defined at the communal rather than individual level, focusing on coordinated 
efforts and cooperative adaptation [13]. Here, resilience refers to the ability of a 
given community or group to cope with external shocks and disturbances to its 
infrastructure and functioning [10]. It involves both the capacity to learn and adapt 
to ongoing pressures using existing economic, social, and environmental resources 
while also developing new strategies and capabilities [11].

Both literature and practice have increasingly acknowledged the potential of 
resilience thinking to contribute to food security. Tendall et al. [14] develop the 
notion of food security resilience at the system level by breaking it down into four 
components: robustness (the capacity to withstand the disturbance in the first 
place before any food security is lost); redundancy (the extent to which elements 
of the system are replaceable, affecting the capacity to absorb the perturbing effect 
of the disturbance and avoid as much food insecurity as possible); flexibility and 
thus rapidity (or the speed with which the food system can recover any lost food 
security); and finally, resourcefulness and adaptability (how much of the lost food 
security is recovered). More broadly, it has been argued that food security resilience 
is “about the capacities of households and communities, to deal with adverse events 
in a way that does not affect negatively their long-term wellbeing and/or function-
ing” ([12], p. 806). Although Tendall et al.’s [14] definition offers a strong starting 
point to understand how particular local food systems have been able to respond to 
the Covid-19 pandemic, resilience variables such as those proposed are difficult to 
observe and measure, and there is no current consensus on how to do so [7].

Therefore, to understand how local food systems can contribute to food security 
and what is needed to address external stresses, this study assessed the changes 
in resilience capacities (the inputs required to achieve resilience) of Preston’s local 
food system. Although these capacities cannot be regarded as a proxy for the actual 
resilience of a system, there is a direct linkage between them and the potential of a 
system to be resilient [7]. Thus, they are helpful variables for understanding why a 
particular system might successfully respond to a specific crisis. Building on litera-
ture that integrates social theory into resilience thinking, this study concentrated on 
social resilience capacities of local food systems using social capital as an analytical 
tool, which other scholars have regarded as a key feature of community and social 
resilience [10, 12, 15].

Overall, there is not a universal definition of social capital [16]. Adler and Known 
[17] categorised definitions of social capital depending on whether their focus 
was on an individual or a collective group, and divided the definitions into three 
categories. The first refers to social capital as a resource that an individual has as a 
result of their external linkages with other actors [13]. The second category focuses 
on the structure of relations of multiple actors that give the collectivity cohesive-
ness, which facilitate common goals. In this category, social capital is defined as “the 
features of social organisation, such as trust, norms, and networks, that can improve 
the efficiency of society by facilitating coordinated actions” ([18], p. 167). It is thus 
defined by its function to facilitate certain action within a social structure [19]. The 
third category of social capital refers to both external linkages and internal linkages 
of a social grouping. The current study adopts the second view of social capital, as it 
allows the analysing of local food systems’ structure and the collective characteris-
tics that facilitate action in times of crisis. In this regard, it moves away from focus-
sing on an individual resource pool to address adversity towards the social resilience 
capacities of local food systems as a whole.
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To aid the analysis of social capital influence upon the response of local food sys-
tems to emergencies, two forms of social capital are examined: bonding and bridging 
social capital. Bonding usually refers to strong and emotional connections, such as 
friends or family, among individuals that commonly share similar characteristics in 
class, race, attitudes, and available information and resources [17, 18, 20]. Bridging 
describes loose relationships that enables information to be exchanged across diverse 
groups [16]. Bridging social capital, in contrast to bonding social capital, usually 
appears in more open networks, increasing chances to expand and access new 
relationships, information, resources, and opportunities [21].

2.2 The changing relationships of local food initiatives pre- and during Covid-19

The methodology used in this study involved a three-phase process. Phase I 
consisted of an initial internet search to identify a preliminary list of local food 
initiatives supporting one or more areas that contribute to the sustainability and 
food security of the Preston, Lancashire area. Local food initiatives in Preston were 
identified based on their nature as a component of a local food system as charac-
terised by Clément [22]. Clément identifies local food initiatives as those that focus 
on direct local food marketing, local food procurement, food access programmes, 
and food education and policy [21]. We added an overarching criteria of having a 
specific focus on improving food security and sustainability at the local level and 
follow ethical principles to differentiate them from the conventional food system 
[23]. We initially identified 44 organisations in Preston that could be considered 
local food initiatives working within the local food system.

Phase II involved gathering survey data from key personnel working in these 
organisations to establish which local food initiatives have active relationships and 
collaborations and which are more marginal within Preston’s local food system. The 
survey identified how these connections have changed since the Covid-19 crisis 
developed and enabled comparison with pre-Covid-19 relationships. To do this, we 
asked questions relating to the scale of interactions between organisations before and 
during the crisis. To answer these questions participants had to indicate which option 
best described their relationship with other organisations in the local food system. 
The scale used in the study was derived from the four Cs of interorganisational 
partnering to respond to a disaster and Himmelman’s collaboration continuum [24, 
25]. Reflecting increasing degrees of interaction and integration with other organisa-
tions, the options provided were ‘communicating’ (exchange of ideas and informa-
tion), ‘sharing’ (communicating and sharing of resources for mutual benefit), and 
‘collaborating’ (communicating, sharing and working together to create something 
new). Based on the definitions of bonding and bridging social capital, collaborating 
refers to the former, while communicating and sharing to the latter.

The survey analysis was coupled with SNA to measure the social capital features 
of the local food system, following a network approach to social capital, which 
focuses on the patterns and collection of relationships within a group [26]. SNA 
has been identified as beneficial for demonstrating the relationships among food 
systems’ actors both visually and numerically [27]. Gephi, an open-source platform 
for visualising and analysing network graph data, was used to analyse network-
based questions to assess the overall characteristics of the local food system and 
identify central actors within it. Of the 44 identified organisations, 21 local food 
initiatives completed the survey. Although there are various methods available to 
impute the missing data of non-respondents, doing so can create biased network 
measures and metrics [28]. Missing data in this context is missing at random and 
the probability of it being missing is unrelated to the value of the missing connec-
tions and observed organisational attributes [29]. Therefore, the analysis was based 
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on the 21 responses from local food initiatives that we received. Phase III included 
semi-structured interviews with key stakeholders in the local food system and will 
be discussed further in Section 2.3.

2.2.1 The social network of Preston’s local food system

Data about social networks is depicted as sociograms. Sociograms are graphs show-
ing network actors (in our case these are local food initiatives which are represented as 
‘nodes’ in the network) and their relationships (these are the connections between the 
local food initiatives and are represented as ‘edges’) [30]. Relationships (edges) can be 
directed (having a certain quality that can be different in both directions) or undirected 

Figure 1. 
Sociogram pre-Covid-19 - Preston’s local food system.

Figure 2. 
Sociogram during Covid-19 - Preston’s local food system.
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(where the type of relationship is not specified). We gathered information about 
both, as knowing the direction of the edges can provide information about reciprocal 
relationships. Reciprocal relationships denote the level of trust between organisations 
because it reflects the cultivation and utilisation of tangible and intangible resources 
by network members for the common interest [16, 21]. Figures 1 and 2 illustrate the 
sociograms of the relationships among organisations before Covid-19 and during 
Covid-19. For the SNA, we concentrated on measures of connectivity and centrality1, 
as they represent some of the fundamental structural properties of importance to any 
network and have been used to clarify the vulnerability of networks [30].

Table 1 shows the local food system’s connectivity network measures, compar-
ing pre-and during Covid-19. Network diameter is the longest distance between 
any two nodes (i.e., how many edges are between the two most distant nodes). A 
short network diameter means it is possible to move through the network in a very 
few steps through a small number of nodes and implies that an idea or resource 
will spread quickly across the network, signalling integration to the system [31]. 
The average path length is the mean distance between all possible pairs of nodes in 
the network; the closer to 1, the more connected the network [32]. In the case of 
Preston, with a diameter of 2 and an average path length of approx. 1.5 even before 
Covid-19, the local food system was already ‘compact’ [33].

Similarly, network density – the number of identified links divided by the 
maximum possible number of links [32] – remains between 0.44 and 0.45. This 
measure captures the bonding social capital within the local food system, reflecting 
sociological ideas like cohesion, solidarity, and membership, by calculating how 
many edges exist between actors compared to how many edges between actors 
are possible; the closer to 1, the more connected the network is [34]. In terms of 
resilience, having a medium network density, low diameter, and average path length 
means that resources can spread quickly between organisations. In times of crisis, 
such connectivity can facilitate rapid social action and setting up new processes and 
activities without the potential for duplication of activity and attendant waste of 
resources, making it easier to respond to changing situations such as Covid-19. This 
could explain the successful response to food insecurity described by participants 
(see Section 2.3.). Based on these measures, it could be argued that Preston’s local 
food system already possessed a strong level of bonding social capital, as it dem-
onstrates collective cohesiveness. However, as will be seen next, this changes when 
looking at the types of relationships present.

Figure 1 illustrates the overarching interconnectivity between organisa-
tions of Preston’s local food system before Covid-19. The size of the nodes in 
the sociograms indicates the importance of an organisation within the network. 
The edges (connections) are coloured based on the type of relationship: blue: 

1 Connectivity is an aggregate metric that gives information about the cohesiveness of the network as a 

whole; the interconnectedness of actors. Centrality is a measure relating to individual nodes. It indicates 

which nodes possesses critical positions in the network [27].

Metric Pre-Covid-19 during Covid-19

Network Diameter 2 2

Network Density 0.442 0.453

Average Path Length 1.568 1.553

Table 1. 
Connectivity measures in Preston’s local food system.
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communicating, red: sharing, green: collaborating. The local food system before 
Covid-19 already shows a high number of edges between the many organisa-
tions within it. Approximately half of edges were collaborative relationships, 
and the other half were communicating and sharing connections (see Figure 1). 
Notably, the sociogram pre-Covid-19 presents a small network of organisations, 
which share collaborative ties with the same initiatives. In this regard, there was 
a strong presence of bridging social capital exemplified through weaker ties such 
as communicating or resource sharing, with a sub-group of organisations with an 
enhanced bonding social capital reflected through collaborative relationships.

Comparing the sociograms before and during Covid-19, it can be identified 
that the pandemic has affected the associations between local food systems’ 
members, although the overall features of the local food system remain the same. 
Significantly, it has increased the quality of interactions. Figure 2 illustrates a 
higher number of green coloured, collaborative relationships across the local food 
system, accounting for 60% of the edges. In this regard, many weaker connections 
in the form of sharing and communicating pre-Covid-19 were replaced by col-
laborations during-Covid-19, signalling the creation of bonding social capital from 
previous connections based on bridging social capital.

Despite the overarching interconnectivity between organisations within Preston’s 
local food system, it can be identified that a small number of organisations have 
particularly central roles in the network, which has been strengthened during Covid-
19. To understand the role of specific organisations within the network, we used 
centrality measures to identify the most connected actors in the network that hold 
a significantly higher than average number of links [31]. In-degree centrality is the 
number of edges pointing towards a node, i.e., how popular or sought-after a given 
organisation is. Out-degree centrality denotes the outgoing connections of a node 
with other organisations, which refers to the sociability or outreach of an organisation 
[31]. This is important to understand the social resilience capacities of a local food sys-
tem, as it points to particularly influential and prominent actors that could facilitate 
rapid response, network organisation, or those holding the resources needed to adapt. 
Table 2 presents the degree centrality per organisation. The nodes in Figures 1 and 2 
are sized according to their in-degree centrality score, which indicates the number of 
incoming links a local food initiative possesses. From this, four organisations, the local 
authority, the food redistributor, CGA (a community housing association), and Let us 
Grow Preston (LGP - a network of community gardens), can be identified as having 
high levels of in-degree and out-degree centrality. As such, they hold an advantageous 
position concerning their roles and leadership within the local food system. This has 
remained during Covid-19, albeit with the scores increasing for each organisation, 
indicating an increased number of connections.

Betweenness centrality measures how often a node lies on the shortest path 
between two other notes. This helps to identify the brokers or gatekeepers, those 
with links that stretch well beyond their local network neighbours, as these nodes 
are the critical actors on the path for routes of exchange. Eigenvector central-
ity measures the influence of a node in a network concerning the importance or 
connectedness of its neighbours [35]. Both betweenness and eigenvector centrality 
refers to the effect that an organisation may have within a network. Based on their 
eigenvector and betweenness scores (see Table 2), the local authority and LGP 
are also the most strategically located overall to create links with other local food 
initiatives and share information and resources [31, 36]. The position of these 
organisations has been strengthened during Covid-19, indicating their potential 
role in structuring an organised response to the crisis, act as a bridge to facilitate 
information exchange and new information flows (bridging social capital), and 
increasing trustful connections (bonding social capital).
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Name In-degree Out-degree Betweenness C. Eigenvector C.

Pre-Covid During Covid Pre-Covid During Covid Pre-Covid During Covid Pre-Covid During Covid

Local authority 13 15 16 16 0.239 0.354 0.942 0.960

CGA 11 13 8 9 0.053 0.094 0.953 0.989

Food redistributor 11 12 8 7 0.053 0.066 1.000 1.000

Let us Grow Preston 9 10 12 13 0.119 0.122 0.720 0.709

Food bank2 7 7 2 2 0.000 0.000 0.584 0.536

Fulwood Food Bank 6 7 0 2 0.000 0.055 0.569 0.519

British Red Cross 6 6 1 1 0.003 0.002 0.571 0.522

Sahara Centre 6 6 15 14 0.086 0.053 0.635 0.572

The Larder 6 6 7 6 0.027 0.111 0.619 0.560

Avenh. C.Garden 5 5 4 3 0.016 0.006 0.436 0.401

Grimshaw St. Community C. 5 7 3 4 0.001 0.007 0.509 0.524

Fishwick Food Bank 4 5 1 8 0.001 0.005 0.451 0.450

Food bank1 4 5 5 2 0.003 0.000 0.465 0.500

Larches and S. Community A. 4 4 9 7 0.010 0.006 0.534 0.506

Millbank Wellbeing C. 4 4 7 8 0.004 0.007 0.487 0.449

Ascension Church 3 3 0 4 0.000 0.001 0.352 0.407

Community C. Groups 3 1 3 6 0.008 0.005 0.187 0.012

Churches Together 2 4 3 3 0.001 0.003 0.287 0.423

Comunity Garden 2 3 3 3 0.000 0.005 0.200 0.234

Food Futures 2 1 6 6 0.003 0.054 0.184 0.077

Table 2. 
Centrality measures per node.
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The following section uses data from semi-structured interviews to build on 
these findings and provide explanations for why Preston’s local food system has 
remained relatively unchanged in terms of overall characteristics, but more sig-
nificantly changes in relation to the strength of ties. It explains how the previous 
structure of the local food system helped a coordinated response to the crisis, and 
the role of LGP and the local authority in facilitating coordination.

2.3 The importance of previous connections for self-organisation and adaption

In addition to the survey and SNA, we conducted semi-structured, in-depth 
interviews with a purposively selected subset of survey respondents. Of the 21 
respondents to the survey, nine participated in this Phase. Additionally, to gain a 
deeper insight into Preston’s local food system, two local food researchers who had 
been involved in collaborative work within the local food system before Covid-19 
were interviewed. Interviews lasted between 45 and 90 minutes, were conducted 
online following Covid-19 restrictions, and were recorded with the participant’s 
consent. Interviews were transcribed, and analysis was supported by NVivo soft-
ware, following Stake’s [37] guidelines to qualitative case study analysis, which 
focuses on pattern recognition across the collected data. The use of case study 
analysis was intended to gather further explanatory details about the local food 
system and its changes.

As the SNA has shown, Preston’s local food system already had a high degree of 
connections before Covid-19, including both bonding and bridging social capital. 
This is mainly because Preston’s local authority had created a space in 2019 where 
local food initiatives within Preston could share their approach to food insecurity, 
could discuss various models of food aid provision, and foster mutual learning. 
According to participants, this initiative was taken up very positively by local food 
initiatives:

“My feeling is that they definitely, the meeting I went to, there was an enthusiasm 

around sharing and working together. There was a collective kind of wanting to do 

that […]” (local food expert).

This demonstrates the potential for developing bonding social capital was pres-
ent before COVID-19, fostering stronger collective sharing and mutual learning. 
With the facilitation of the local authority, this embryonic food poverty alliance 
was working closely with LGP, a community gardens network initiated by the local 
authority, to grow and collect surplus food from allotments and gardens to use the 
produce in food insecurity schemes and nutrition education. These events prior to 
Covid-19 further suggest the centrality of local authorities in fostering coordinated 
approaches towards food-related issues and increasing social capital within local 
food systems. In addition, while the local food system was not necessarily demon-
strating strong collaborative ties pre-Covid-19, as seen in the previous section, it 
reveals that providing opportunities to share information (bridging) is important in 
facilitating coherence between organisations and that can lead to increased bonding 
social capital in local food systems.

Interview findings corroborated the centrality of the local authority and the 
importance of previous relationships, as found through the SNA, to respond to the 
Covid-19 food insecurity crisis in the city. Covid-19 acted as a catalyst for the food 
poverty alliance by strengthening ties that pre-existed the pandemic. Pre-existing 
relationships that previously simply shared information, extended to collectively 
working towards a common purpose. In March 2020, the local authority called for 
a joint meeting of the food poverty alliance and other local food initiatives working 
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on food access and LGP, leading to the creation of a WhatsApp group for coordina-
tion. Multiple interviewees reinforced the importance of the council’s leadership in 
ensuring the successful organisation of networked responses:

“And that I think, really, it's just having that permanency, 'cause a lot of the organ-

isations involved in the community food hub and the network are charity-based. 

So, they can't necessarily focus on that side of um, sort of leading on the project, 

so what [the local authority] have been doing is they've taken that kind of lead to 

coordinate things, and I think it definitely needs somebody like that to focus on it, 

'cause we are all funding dependent, we might not be here tomorrow, but it still 

needs somebody to carry on and push that forward” (community food hub).

The importance of the local authority role in coordinating the food poverty 
alliance is not only because many local food initiatives are reliant on external 
funding. Participants, including the local authority, perceived that the alliance was 
moderated and formed in an inclusive and accepting manner, leading to a feeling of 
building collective realities and a shared mission under a notion of diversity:

“And I think that is partly because from the onset I think we’ve all recognised that 

each of the groups are unique and offer their own individual services and I think 

that has been key. We are not, certainly the network isn’t trying to mould everybody 

to deliver one certain service. It’s actually recognising that everybody is […] unique 

and special in their own rights” (local authority).

This signals a high level of respect among the participants of the food poverty alli-
ance, acknowledging the uniqueness of each. Significantly, this indicates that bond-
ing social capital and cohesiveness can still be present in non-homogenous groups, 
leading to a closely connected network, yet open enough to accept new entries. This 
acknowledgment of diversity within the alliance has led to the development of new 
connections. Interviewees agreed that Covid-19 prompted new relations between 
organisations, which might not have been considered previously. Covid-19 prompted 
a closer collaboration between food banks organised by diverse faith and ethnic groups 
and community gardens and sustainable food initiatives. This lead to a cross-fertili-
sation of beliefs, demographics, and purposes. In terms of social resilience capacity, 
this meant that bridging social capital was invigorated, promoting channels for the 
food poverty alliance to expand and potentially build stronger links with heterogenous 
groups. Indeed, the ability to respond quickly to Covid-19 in terms of food access was 
attributed to the strengthening of the relationships among these diverse groups:

“I know from an organisational point of view, how much I became under pres-

sure at end of March to about July and then is continuing and couldn’t have done 

it without my partners and then having those conversations. And as you know, 

everybody was learning, we went from face-to-face meetings to learning a technol-

ogy that nobody was au fait with […]. Even though, there were difficult times, we 

got to do it all.” (community centre).

This experience emphasises the importance of developing trust and mutual sup-
port in collaborative relationships. In Preston’s case, Covid-19 acted as a catalyst to 
reach higher levels of these attributes, helping member organisations to collectively 
overcome the challenges imposed by COVID-19 due to the increased strength of 
their connections. This increased coherence and thus new-found bonding capital 
among local food initiatives also meant a better response to food access concerns 
that might have been overlooked otherwise. Notably, this was related to the 
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increased information sharing among organisations and the exchange of food and 
resources. While talking about the benefits of joint coordination, one participant 
explained how, with the help of various providers, they were able to respond to a 
gap in food access for students in the city:

“It came to light through one of the other organisations… There is about three or 

four hundred students from South India who are in Preston and… The university 

were just, just ‘go away and leave us alone’. So, between us, between the various 

food providers we got on to the Vice Chancellor and said, ‘What are you doing? You 

should be helping these people’. And… The university said, ‘Oh, well we are shut 

down and we can’t do this, and we can’t do that…’ And we said, ‘Yes you can get a 

key and open the door to one of your big rooms and between us we will find food 

and the students can come to this one spot’” (community food market).

This communication between the food initiatives and the university ultimately 
led to a process being put in place to support these students. The university was not 
one of the organisations identified for the SNA as they are not a significant part of 
the local food system in the city, but this example illustrates how a local food system 
with strong bridging and bonding capital can swiftly identify and support other 
organisations outside of already established platforms. Furthermore, the ability 
to feed back to the food poverty alliance was highlighted as important for making 
sure that those in vulnerable positions were receiving food according to their needs, 
culture, and eating habits. Significantly, these examples elicited reflection across 
the local food initiatives, and led to discussions that questioned the adequacy of 
some of the models and food currently being used:

“So, in a crisis situation sometimes you have to do things because if it's a matter of 

you know somebody going hungry […] But I said that this is a plan strategy we need 

[…] be supporting our local small local businesses who are struggling, who may go 

out of business, who may be forced into poverty if we don't support them. So, you just 

perpetuate in that cycle and he, he's, I think he's going to get it now” (food hub).

“I was having a meeting the other day and saying ‘yes, we are giving food parcels 

out, but what else goes with giving a food parcel, how are we making a difference 

other than putting that food on that table, but what else has that family learned? 

[…] What else is happening in the house? Is there other issues? Who is actually 

talking?’” (community centre).

The above statements illustrate ways in which having spaces for discussion and 
knowledge exchange helps initiatives to move beyond a model of emergency food 
aid that mainly uses surplus food. Indeed, the prominent participation of LGP, 
which during the pandemic decided to grow as much food as possible and collect 
as much fresh local food from allotments and community gardens for the food 
poverty alliance, has signalled a possible mechanism for introducing other local 
and sustainable food to address food insecurity needs. The local authority reflects 
this sentiment:

“And then of course, LGP have been key to this, because LGP work with all the 

local allotments […], so LGP have been providing all the food hubs with fresh 

produce and continue to do so. I know in some of the areas they’ve been talking 

about more community allotments, growing spaces, having gardens where they can 

grow their own produce and that will definitely without a doubt will be on the 

agenda going forward.” (local authority).
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Although ‘it is by no means perfect’ and ‘there is still a lot to do’, as participants 
mentioned, the development of the local food system in Preston suggests the 
importance of developing both bridging and bonding social capital through strong 
collaborative links and information exchange across the diversity of organisations in 
the local food system to be able to respond better to future crises. Notably, the role 
of local authorities has been identified as key in such a process. More importantly, 
the Covid-19 pandemic has fostered the creation of spaces of mutual reflection, 
whereby the purpose and avenues of emergency food aid are reconsidered, and 
more sustainable and structural strategies are considered.

3.  Social resilience capabilities for improving food security outcomes 
during crises

This analysis of how the relationships between Preston’s local food initiatives 
changed because of the Covid-19 pandemic reveals the importance of how social 
resilience capacities can help communities better respond to shocks and distur-
bances. Within this local food system strong communicative, sharing, and collab-
orative relationships and connections were already present before the pandemic 
hit, with engagement occurring across an already highly connected network. 
Collaboration, mutual sharing, and communication between different types of 
local food initiative indicate the presence of both bonding (strong collaborative 
connections) and bridging (loose relations through sharing and communicat-
ing) social capital before Covid-19. In particular, the prior formation of a food 
poverty alliance by the local authority provided the opportunity to construct a 
relatively cohesive response to food insecurity. Findings highlight that the criti-
cal component of these ties is the quick mobilisation of resources (e.g., food and 
information). This provided the capacity during Covid-19 to ensure food access 
across multiple communities during this major disruption to food systems and 
society’s structures. Reflecting on these features of local food systems in relation 
to the literature on resilience and social capital, can help us better understand 
the role of networks of local food initiatives in adaptation, crisis mitigation and 
collective reflection and what these dynamics could mean for future successful 
food security responses.

Returning to the two types of social capital used to analyse the food security 
resilience capacity of Preston’s local food system, it can be argued that bonding 
and bridging social capital worked in complementary but distinct ways before 
and during the crises [21]. Bonding social capital, due to preparatory work of the 
food poverty alliance, helped the local food system adapt quickly to new ways of 
delivering food, whilst bridging capital helped integrate a more diverse set of local 
food initiatives. As explained by Putnam, bonding social capital fosters mobilising 
solidarity, allowing communities to ‘get by’, as in the case of increasing exchange of 
food and resources in Preston. On the other hand, bridging social capital is essential 
to ‘get ahead’, broadening identities and reciprocity across diverse groups [21]. In 
this regard, despite the presence of a relatively collaborative network before Covid-
19, which others have argued can limit possibilities for expansion and inclusion 
[13], the presence of bridging social capital before Covid-19 might have helped the 
‘openness’ of the alliance to create bridges across local food initiatives in terms of 
religion, type and beneficiaries. In addition, results show how a particular emer-
gency can increase the level and type of social capital within local food systems, 
from loose connections based on information sharing to collaborative ties, leading 
to greater bonding social capital. Increased bonding social capital has been related 
to trust and a sense of unity within communities [38]. Indeed, interviews highlight 
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new levels of trust and respect among the food poverty alliance and across the local 
food system, working towards a common aim in a recognition of diversity as a result 
of newer collaborative relationships.

The literature on local food systems and local food initiatives has increasingly 
identified the potential benefits of increased collaboration between different 
types of organisations working on food-related concerns [39–41]. Our findings 
show that providing the space for local food initiatives to meet helps shape and 
develop relationships. This has enabled discussions within the local food system 
about some of the disadvantages of food aid and the potential to develop avenues 
of support that can bring about better food insecurity solutions. In particular, 
this has demonstrated the possibility of creating a bridge between organisa-
tions working with vulnerable communities and those focusing on local food, 
spaces which have previously been heavily criticised for being exclusionary and 
‘elitist’ [42]. Moreover, food aid organisations have frequently been presented 
as supporting short-term strategies that concentrate on emergency patch work 
and sacrificing long-term solutions, thereby creating dependant and passive 
recipients of charity whilst also benefiting big corporations along the way [43, 
44]. Providing spaces of deliberation for initiatives within the local food system 
to develop collective responses to food insecurity is shown to increase the pos-
sibility of questioning current models of food provisioning and to develop more 
imaginative structural solutions.

In addition, this study highlights the importance of a neutral organisation, 
with resources and strategically located in the local food system, to bridge ties 
between diverse organisations. Preston’s case showcases the role of city councils 
in developing social capital within local food systems [16]. This means that urban 
food governance – the modes of interaction within local food systems and the 
operational and decision-making mechanisms that steer changes in it – have the 
potential to create synergies within local food systems [45]. Notably, given that 
local food initiatives often have limited capacities to manage collaborative spaces 
[46, 47], local authorities have the advantaged position to adopt a leading role in 
forming partnerships and strategies within the local food system and more so in 
times of crisis. Moreover, the above findings lend support to acknowledging the 
need for a coordinated response to emergency situations and crisis. However, 
this does not mean that, after crisis mitigation, no contingency plans should be 
adopted in these new collaborative spaces. Previous studies have highlighted 
the lack of consideration of vulnerabilities of food supply structures and crisis 
management plans in local food strategies and partnerships [48]. In this sense, 
local authorities should also take advantage of the collectivisation of food security 
responses to learn from the experience of the Covid-19 pandemic and ensure that 
structures, in combination with social resilience capacities, are in place to respond 
effectively to emerging risks.

Although the lessons learnt from Preston’s case reveal the importance of social 
resilience capacities and urban food governance in being able to respond and 
adapt to sudden emergencies to ensure food security, the long-term impacts of 
the changes Covid-19 has had on the dynamics of local food systems remain to be 
seen. Bonding capital could lead to a close network of those already established 
initiatives, with less opportunity for others to join. Higher levels of trust among 
the food poverty alliance might also act as a barrier [36]. In particular, there is a 
risk of stagnation if the considerations resulting from the reflexive discussions 
and dialogue among local food initiatives does not lead to a broader focus beyond 
food poverty. Scholars indicate the deficiencies and challenges of a siloed focus 
of urban food governance spaces, such as diminishing its potential to create more 
transformative interventions [48, 49].
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4. Conclusions

This article has sought to draw attention to the role of social resilience capacities 
in helping communities to self-organise and respond to difficult circumstances, 
especially during times of crises and disruption. This study is primarily aimed at 
revealing the structures needed to ensure that food access is guaranteed across 
diverse communities in all circumstances. Using SNA and semi-structured inter-
views with key actors within Preston’s local food system, this research has helped 
shed some light on the relevance of social capital, both bridging and bonding, 
in developing collective food security responses in times of crises. Although it is 
essential to ensure physical infrastructures such as food supply chains and storage 
are in place to support food security, building social infrastructures like cohesion 
and trust across local food systems should also become a priority in cities to support 
populations, particularly those most vulnerable, in disaster. A key actor in Preston 
in developing these processes has been the local authority. As such, the research 
finds evidence good urban food governance is important for leveraging the col-
lectivisation of food insecurity initiatives. Given that social capital can be fostered 
or deteriorated [16], a key focus in the future of local food systems, and urban 
food governance, should be on harnessing the new found bonding social capital to 
increase cohesiveness, but also seek to build up connections across diverse commu-
nities and local food initiatives.

While we acknowledge that our case may not be representative of all local food 
systems, it provides a place to begin unpacking the relevance of local food initia-
tives’ relations in addressing food security challenges. The inclusion of diversity 
within already established networks and alliances within local food systems can 
lead to collective reflexive processes and questioning of current approaches to food 
system deficiencies. Future research should examine how the increased collabora-
tive ties developed by the Covid-19 pandemic are affecting local food systems’ 
dynamics in the long-term and if these help move those systems beyond charity-
based approaches to food insecurity. A particular focus should be if the increased 
connectedness of communities and local food initiatives due to solidarity remains 
even when external shocks are no longer a threat, working towards a collective 
effort to ensure food for all. With increased research in these areas and others, we 
will begin to better understand the nuanced nature of social capital and local food 
initiatives relations for food security resilience and creation of long-term solutions 
to food insecurity within local food systems.



15

Social Resilience in Local Food Systems: A Foundation for Food Security during a Crisis
DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.5772/intechopen.101998

Author details

Tanya Zerbian*, Mags Adams and Neil Wilson
University of Central Lancashire, Preston, UK

*Address all correspondence to: tzerbian1@uclann.ac.uk

© 2022 The Author(s). Licensee IntechOpen. This chapter is distributed under the terms 
of the Creative Commons Attribution License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
by/3.0), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, 
provided the original work is properly cited. 



16

Food Systems Resilience

References

[1] FAO. The State of Food Insecurity in 
the World 2001. Rome: FAO; 2002

[2] FAO. The State of Food Security and 
Nutrition in the World [Internet]. The 
State of the World. Rome: FAO; 2021 
Available from: http://www.fao.org/3/
cb4474en/cb4474en.pdf

[3] Loopstra R. Vulnerability to Food 
Insecurity since the COVID-19 Lockdown 
[Internet]. Preliminary Report. London: 
The Food Foundation; 2020 Available 
from: https://foodfoundation.org.uk/
sites/default/files/2021-10/Report_
COVID19FoodInsecurity-final.pdf

[4] Levkoe CZ. Towards a transformative 
food politics. Local Environment. 
2011;16(7):687-705. DOI: 
10.1080/13549839.2011.592182

[5] González De Molina M, 
Lopez-Garcia D. Principles for designing 
agroecology-based local (territorial) 
agri-food Systems: A critical revision. 
Agroecology and Sustainable Food 
Systems. 2021;45(7):1050-1082. DOI: 
10.1080/21683565.2021.1913690

[6] Bellamy AS, Furness E, Nicol P, 
Pitt H, Taherzadeh A. Shaping more 
resilient and just food systems: Lessons 
from the COVID-19 pandemic. Ambio. 
2021;50(4):782-793. DOI: 10.1007/
s13280-021-01532-y

[7] Béné C. Resilience of local food 
systems and links to food security – A 
review of some important concepts in the 
context of COVID-19 and other shocks. 
Food Security. 2020;12(4):805-822

[8] Schipanski ME, MacDonald GK, 
Rosenzweig S, Chappell MJ, Bennett EM, 
Kerr RB, et al. Realizing resilient food 
systems. Bioscience. 2016;66(7): 
600-610

[9] Béné C, Wood RG, Newsham A, 
Davies M. Resilience: New utopia or new 

tyranny? Reflection about the potentials 
and limits of the concept of resilience in 
relation to vulnerability reduction 
programmes. IDS Working Papers. 
2012;2012:1-61

[10] Adger WN. Social and ecological 
resilience: Are they related? Progress in 
Human Geography. 2000;24(3):347-
364. DOI: 10.1191/030913200701540465

[11] Wilson GA. Community resilience: 
Path dependency, lock-in effects and 
transitional ruptures. Journal of 
Environmental Planning and 
Management. 2014;57(1):1-26

[12] Armitage D, Béné C, Charles AT, 
Johnson D, Allison H. The interplay of 
well-being and resilience in applying a 
social-ecological perspective. Ecology 
and Society. 2012;17(4):15. DOI: 
10.5751/ES-04940-170415

[13] Aldrich DP. Building Resilience: 
Social Capital in Post-Disaster Recovery. 
Chicago: University of Chicago Press;  
2012

[14] Tendall DM, Joerin J, Kopainsky B, 
Edwards P, Shreck A, Le QB, et al. Food 
system resilience: Defining the concept. 
Global Food Security. 2015;6:17-23

[15] Putnam R, Leonardi R, Nanetti RY. 
Making Democracy Work. Civil 
Traditions in Modern Italy. New Jersey: 
Princeton University Press; 1993

[16] Aldrich DP, Meyer MA. Social 
capital and community resilience. The 
American Behavioral Scientist. 
2015;59(2):254-269

[17] Adler PS, Kwon SW. Social capital: 
Prospects for a new concept. The 
Academy of Management Review. 
2002;27(1):17-40

[18] Mouw T. Estimating the causal 
effect of social capital: A review of 



17

Social Resilience in Local Food Systems: A Foundation for Food Security during a Crisis
DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.5772/intechopen.101998

recent research. Annual Review 
Sociology. 2006;32(1):79-102. DOI: 
10.1146/annurev.soc.32.061604.123150

[19] Coleman JS. Foundations of Social 
Theory. Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press; 1990

[20] McPherson M, Smith-Lovin L, 
Cook JM. Birds of a feather: Homophily 
in social networks. Annual Review of 
Sociology. 2015;2001(27):415-444

[21] Putnam RD. Bowling Alone: The 
Collapse and Revival of American 
Community. New York: Simon & 
Schuster; 2000

[22] Clément C. The New Governance of 
Sustainable Food Systems: Shared 
Insights from Four Rural Communities in 
Canada and the EU [PhD Dissertation]. 
Ottawa, Ontario: Carleton University;  
2016

[23] Jarosz L. The city in the country: 
Growing alternative food networks in 
Metropolitan areas. Journal of Rural 
Studies. 2008;24(3):231-244

[24] Martin E, Nolte I, Vitolo E. The  
Four Cs of disaster partnering: 
Communication, cooperation, 
coordination and collaboration. 
Disasters. 2016;40(4):621-643

[25] Himmelmman AT. Collaboration for 
a Change [Internet]. Minneapolis: 
HIMMELMAN Consulting; 2002 
Available from: http://tennessee.edu/
wp-content/uploads/2019/07/
Himmelman-Collaboration-for-a-
Change.pdf

[26] Woolcock M, Narayan D. Social 
capital: Implications for development 
theory, research, and policy. World Bank 
Research Observer. 2000;15(2):225-249

[27] Christensen L, O’Sullivan R. Using 
social networking analysis to measure 
changes in regional food systems 
collaboration: A methodological 

framework. Journal of Agriculture, 
Food Systems, and Community 
Development. 2015;5(3):113-129

[28] Huisman M. Imputation of  
missing network data: Some simple 
procedures. In: Alhajj R, Rokne J, editors. 
Encyclopedia of Social Network Analysis 
and Mining. New York, NY: 
Springer; 2014

[29] Huisman M, Steglich C. Treatment 
of non-response in longitudinal network 
studies. Social Networks. 2008;30(4): 
297-308

[30] Janssen MA, Bodin Ö, Anderies JM, 
Elmqvist T, Ernstson H, Mcallister RRJ, 
et al. Toward a network perspective of 
the study of resilience in social-ecological 
systems. Ecology and Society. 
2006;11(1):15

[31] Borgatti SP, Everett MG, Johnson JC. 
Analyzing Social Networks. London: 
SAGE Publications Ltd; 2013

[32] Wasserman S, Faust K. Social 
Network Analysis: Methods and 
Applications. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press; 1994

[33] Scardoni G, Laudanna L. 
Centralities based analysis of complex 
networks. In: Zhang Y, editor. New 
Frontiers in Graph Theory. London: 
IntechOpen; 2012. DOI: 10.5772/35846. 
Available from: https://www.
intechopen.com/chapters/29865

[34] Hansen D, Shneiderma B, Smith M, 
Himelboim I. Analyzing Social Media 
Networks with NodeXL: Insights from a 
Connected World. 2nd ed. Cambridge, 
MA: Elsevier Inc; 2020

[35] Golbeck J. Analyzing the Social 
Web. Boston: Elsevier Inc.; 2013. DOI: 
10.1016/B978-0-12-405531-5.00001-8

[36] Bauermeister MR. Social capital and 
collective identity in the local food 
movement. International Journal of 



Food Systems Resilience

18

Agricultural Sustainability. 
2016;14(2):123-141. DOI: 10.1080/ 
14735903.2015.1042189

[37] Stake RE. The Art of Case Study 
Research. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage 
Publications, Inc; 1995

[38] Cheshire L, Esparcia J, Shucksmith M. 
Resiliencia comunitaria, capital social y 
gobernanza territorial. Ager. 2015;18:7-38. 
DOI: 10.11144/Javeriana.cdr13-77.nrad

[39] Holt-Giménez E, Shattuck A. Food 
crises, food regimes and food 
movements: Rumblings of reform or 
tides of transformation? The Journal of 
Peasant Studies. 2011;38(1):109-144. 
DOI: 10.1080/03066150.2010.538578

[40] Guthman J. Neoliberalism and the 
making of food politics in California. 
Geoforum. 2008;39(3):1171-1183. DOI: 
10.1016/j.geoforum.2006.09.002

[41] Werkheiser I, Noll S. From food 
justice to a tool of the status quo: Three 
sub-movements within local food. Journal 
of Agricultural and Environmental 
Ethics. 2014;27(2):201-210. DOI: 10.1007/
s10806-013-9459-6

[42] Alkon AH, Mares TM. Food 
sovereignty in US food movements: 
Radical visions and neoliberal 
constraints. Agriculture and Human 
Values. 2012;29(3):347-359. DOI: 
10.1007/s10460-012-9356-z

[43] McEntee J, Naumova E. Building 
capacity between the private emergency 
food system and the local food 
movement: Working toward food justice 
and sovereignty in the global north. 
Journal of Agriculture, Food Systems, 
and Community Development. 
2012;3(1):235-253. DOI: 10.5304/
jafscd.2012.031.012

[44] Poppendieck J. Sweet Charity?: 
Emergency Food and the End of 
Entitlement. New York: Penguin 
Group; 1999

[45] Wiskerke JSC. On places lost and 
places regained: Reflections on the 
alternative food geography and 
sustainable regional development. 
International Planning Studies. 
2009;14(4):369-387. DOI: 10.1080/ 
13563471003642803

[46] Baldy J, Kruse S. Food democracy 
from the top down? State-driven 
participation processes for local food 
system transformations towards 
sustainability. Politics and Governance. 
2019;7(4):68-80. DOI: 10.17645/pag.
v7i4.2089

[47] Van de Griend J, Duncan J, 
Wiskerke JSC. How civil servants frame 
participation: Balancing municipal 
responsibility with citizen initiative in 
Ede’s food policy. Politics and 
Governance. 2019;7(4):59-67. DOI: 
10.17645/pag.v7i4.2078

[48] Zerbian T, de Luis RE. The role of 
cities in good governance for food 
security: lessons from Madrid’s urban 
food strategy. Territory, Politics, 
Governance. 2021;0:1-19. DOI: 
10.1080/21622671.2021.1873174

[49] Andrée P, Clark JK, Levkoe CZ, 
Lowitt K. Civil Society and Social 
Movements in Food System Governance. 
Oxon: Routledge; 2019


