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impacts of food sharing
initiatives: User testing The
Toolshed SIA
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Dublin, Dublin, Ireland

The food system is unsustainable and requires reconfiguration, however more

data is required to assess the impacts of action which might contribute to

a more sustainable food future. Responding to this, extensive research with

food sharing initiatives—activities which have been flagged for their potential

sustainability credentials—led to the co-design of an online sustainability

impact assessment (SIA) tool to support food sharing initiatives to asses and

evidence their sustainability impacts. This paper reports on the initial user

testing of the resulting online tool: The Toolshed which forms the indicator

based SIA element of the SHARE IT platform. Feedback gathered from the

initiatives testing the tool are analyzed and summaries of their reported

impacts detailed. This analysis confirms the need for the tool, the relevance

of the indicators included and the value of SIA reports for internal reflection

and external communication. Nonetheless, challenges remain in relation to

resourcing the practice of SIA reporting.We concludewith a plan for expanding

engagement with The Toolshed and the wider SHARE IT platform.
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1. Introduction

It is widely accepted that the food system is unsustainable (Canales Holzeis

et al., 2019; Science Advice for Policy by European Academies, 2020) and that

large scale systematic changes are required to address the unsustainability of urban

food systems (Morgan and Sonnino, 2010; Cohen and Ilieva, 2015). This has

stimulated a plethora of initiatives seeking to do things differently around food

to help reorient the system toward sustainability. Food sharing, a term used to

describe collective practices around growing, cooking, eating and redistributing

surplus food, has been demonstrated to be an international phenomenon with many

initiatives articulating sustainability goals (Davies et al., 2017, 2018; Davies, 2019).
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As detailed in the expanding body of research in this area, food

sharing activities include community seed sharing, community

gardens, community kitchens, social dining experiences, surplus

food redistribution, gleaning and community composting

(Davies and Evans, 2019). However, despite sustainability

assessments being seen as a driver for sustainability transitions

(Bohunovsky et al., 2011) the sustainability reporting of these

initiatives is currently limited and their impacts largely unknown

outside those who directly participate. This means that impacts

are not taken into account in decision making about investment

allocations or in reporting on national commitments, for

example in relation to the achievement of the sustainable

development goals.

Although not without their limitations, particularly in terms

of their complexity and methodological heterogeneity (e.g.,

Potschin and Haines-Young, 2008), sustainability assessments

of activities are increasingly promoted as a powerful means

to assist the decisions of policy makers and investors, as

part of a wider drive toward thinking beyond economic

outcomes (Singh et al., 2012). As a result, sustainability impact

assessment (SIA) reporting has become common practice

amongst many large, for-profit organizations (Milne and Gray,

2013). However, small-scale, grassroots or community non-

profit organizations—a category into which the majority of

food sharing initiatives fall—can struggle to engage in SIA

reporting for myriad reasons (Jones and Mucha, 2014). A lack

of appropriate and accessible tools and methods for smaller,

not-for-profit organizations which typify food sharing initiatives

are key barriers, as well as time shortages and skills gaps. In

essence, and as outlined in Davies (2019), food sharing initiatives

find it hard to establish and maintain practices of sustainability

reporting due to the combination of rules, tools, skills and

understandings required to do so.

In response, a bespoke online sustainability impact

assessment (SIA) tool called The Toolshed1 has been co-

designed with and for food sharing initiatives as part of the

SHARE IT platform to better capture the impacts they create.

This platform also supports food sharing initiatives in their

sustainability efforts via The Talent Garden where initiatives

can share reports, videos, pictures, and stories about their work

(including brief summary SIA reports created in The Toolshed)

and The Greenhouse which provides a portal for food sharing

initiatives to connect and exchange knowledge and experiences

to create a supportive community of practice for sustainable

food sharing (Mackenzie and Davies, 2019).

This paper examines the outcomes of preliminary testing of

The Toolshed by active food sharing initiatives and summarizes

Abbreviations: CSR, Corporate Sustainability Reporting; EIA,

Environmental Impact Assessment; LCA, Life Cycle Assessment; SIA,

Sustainability Impact Assessment.

1 The SHARE IT toolkit can be accessed at: https://shareit.sharecity.ie/.

how they engaged with the tool and the reports they generated.

This testing process was carried out to investigate whether The

Toolshed met its goal of being an accessible and useful SIA

tool for food sharing initiatives to engage in reporting and to

communicate their impacts.

2. Sustainability impact assessment
as a practice for food sharing
initiatives

SIA is an umbrella term encompassing a range of impact

assessment practices (Hacking and Guthrie, 2008), which all

seek to understand the social, economic and environmental

impacts of particular activities, organizations, places or policies.

The core goal of SIA is to generate data on impacts in order

to assist with reshaping practices toward more sustainable

development (Bond and Morrison-Saunders, 2011). SIA began

as a technical managerialist tool following on from the practice

of environmental impact assessment (EIA) and then strategic

environmental assessment (Bond et al., 2012). However, SIA

is increasingly recognized as a social practice replete with

rules, tools, skills and understandings (Davies, 2019), with rules

about how impacts should be captured, tools for capturing and

managing data, skills needed to undertake an impact assessment

and understandings of what it means to report in impact

assessment (Mackenzie and Davies, 2019).

A spectrum of impact assessment models has been

developed by Costanzo and Sánchez (2019) to indicate where

innovations are occurring in the field. At one end is the

technicist model from which SIA derives its origins. Examples

of this model include the adoption by large companies

of quantitative Life Cycle Assessment (LCA) approaches to

improve the efficiency and reduce the environmental impact of

their industrial processes (Curran, 2012). Within the context

of food systems, LCA and other similar approaches have

been seen as providing useful evidence for managers, investors

and policy makers to include in decision making (Gava

et al., 2018). However, many of these approaches require

specific kinds of data, resources and skills to complete being

complex, expert-generated, preoccupied with quantitative data

and highly technical.

Additionally, technicist SIA approaches which incorporate

economic, environmental and social pillars of impact can

generate extensive datasets that are difficult to manage even for

expert practitioners and organizations with significant resources

(Gava et al., 2018). This can make more focused impact

assessments, e.g., which only address environmental impacts,

seem more attractive. It is notable that much of the academic

literature investigating the impact of the emerging phenomena

in the sharing economy, both in food systems and beyond, have

taken such an approach (Rabbitt and Ghosh, 2016; Nijland and

van Meerkerk, 2017; Sanyé-Mengual et al., 2018).
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The opposite end of the spectrum is the deliberative model,

where impact assessment is considered a civic science and

methods are designed to encourage social engagement through

technical facilitation, thereby altering the considerations and

structures of decision making (Costanzo and Sánchez, 2019). To

be deliberative means relating to or intended for consideration

or discussion. In the context of the research presented in this

paper it refers to the process through which the SIA was

developed and tested e.g., through discussion with relevant

actors to ensure the process and tool is robust, to ensure the

relevance to food sharing and to ensure the needs of food

sharing initiatives are met. This is important for, as detailed by

O’Faircheallaigh (2010), encouraging greater social engagement

with impact assessment including obtaining public input into

decision making processes can lead to greater engagement, trust

and transparency.

Research has demonstrated that food sharing initiatives and

particularly not-for-profit initiatives, while a diverse category

(Davies et al., 2017), often run on tight budgets and face a

wide array of funding and policy challenges (Davies, 2019).

Specific contexts will affect their activities in particular ways

but common challenges include: a lack of financial resources, a

lack of technical understand and challenges around identifying

relevant evaluation systems and outcome indicators (Mackenzie

and Davies, 2019); challenges that are familiar to many non-

profit organizations (Bach-Mortensen and Montgomery, 2018).

To provide significant value as a tool to support

sustainability transitions within food systems, the practice

of SIA needs to be accessible, defensible and transparent. This

means the people running food sharing initiatives must be

able to access the relevant tools, have the skills to be able to

use the available tools and gather relevant data to populate the

tools and calculate sustainability impacts. In this context SIA

is recognized as both technique and practice, e.g., there is a

technical method, but the application of the method takes place

in particular contexts by people with particular motivations,

skills, understandings operating within particular rules (both

social and regulatory).

In response, we co-designed an online, interactive SIA tool

called The Toolshed with food sharing initiatives. The need to

ensure that food sharing initiatives were able to use the tool

and purposefully engage with SIA reporting means that the

approach adopted fell toward the deliberative end of Costanzo

and Sánchez (2019) theoretical scale.

The Toolshed offers familiar features of mainstream SIA

reporting tools around food with modifications to ensure

it appropriately captures the impacts of food sharing. As

extensively documented in Mackenzie and Davies (2019), The

Toolshed contains a theme based framework of practice and

performance based sustainability indicators designed for the

activities of food sharing initiatives. The Toolshed is flexible

to support the wide range food sharing initiatives that exist.

It allows users to select relevant options from an extensive

offering of 110 indicator questions falling under 34 sustainability

impact areas (see Table 1), providing qualitative and quantitative

options for initiatives to report on their impacts. Those leading

food sharing initiatives answer indicator questions in the online

Toolshed portal for which they have data. This automatically

generates a full text-based report, an accompanying excel

spreadsheet and a three-page summary report to communicate

impacts with internal and external stakeholders and which can

be automatically shared publicly on The Talent Garden section

of the SHARE IT platform.

Previous analysis has found that a majority of food sharing

initiatives have explicit mission statements and goals for social

impacts (Davies et al., 2018). The relative importance of social

impacts for the target users of The Toolshed was reflected

in the final co-designed SIA framework, with 15 out of 34

impact areas designed to capture these social impacts related to

food sharing including: Accessibility: Contribution to improving

the accessibility of fresh nutritious food for all; Citizen health

and wellbeing: Contribution to improving health and wellbeing

outcomes; Community integration: Contribution to increasing

community integration through food sharing; and Education

and food choices (see Mackenzie and Davies, 2019 for further

explanation of indicator development). If successful in engaging

users in deliberatively evaluating their social impacts as part

of a wider sustainability impact assessment, this mechanism

will overcome an important challenge identified by Esteves

et al. (2012), that social impact assessment often does not meet

the expectations that it will be a deliberative process. As the

conceptual framing and co-creation process has already been

verified (Mackenzie and Davies, 2019), this paper focuses on the

process and results of user testing The Toolshed. The objectives

of this testing process were:

1) Usability—To establish whether The Toolshed is

sufficiently accessible to be of use as an SIA tool for food

sharing initiatives.

2) Value—To understand whether creating an SIA report

in The Toolshed changed the food sharing initiatives’

perspective of SIA.

3. Methods

When testing the usability of online platforms there are three

main phases that can be conducted: Exploratory; summative;

and validation (Rubin and Chisnell, 2008). In brief, exploratory

testing is conducted during the early phases of platform

development and its main purpose is to ascertain whether the

preliminary concept and designs for the platform are likely to

meet the users expectations. Summative testing is conducted

later in the platform development cycle and is used to test the

“low level” functionality of the platform. Summative testing

involves users performing tasks directly with the platform or
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TABLE 1 The Toolshed sustainability impact areas.

Indicator sector Impact areaa

Social 1. Increasing appreciation of different cultures across and within communities

2. Improving communication skills

3. Fostering a wider food and sharing culture

4. Increased access to and consumption of fruit and vegetables

5. Increased access to and consumption of fresh food

6. Connecting and creating new support networks within communities

7. Boosting levels of meal sharing

8. Increasing wellbeing through volunteering

9. Improving self-confidence and resilience

10. Increasing movement and exercise

11. Increasing access to health and wellbeing services

12. Thinking about issues beyond price when buying food

13. Increasing engagement in growing food

14. Increased confidence and participation in cooking

15. Discovery of new fresh foods

Environmental 16. Diverting organic waste from landfill

17. Water recovery

18. Maintaining and improving soil quality

19. Maintaining and improving biodiversity

20. Food waste reduction

21. Reducing the carbon footprint of the food system

22. Increasing preference for vegetarian meals

Economic 23. Reducing food packaging

24. Training and jobs

25. Fairly paid work

26. Contribution to food production

27. Reducing pressure on food budgets

28. Sharing specific skills and knowledge about the food system

29. Formal qualifications

Governance 30. Contributing to policy development

31. Sharing knowledge and good practice

32. Strategic planning and sustainability

33. Stakeholder engagement

34. Risk control

aThere are 34 impact areas and 110 indicator questions under these impact areas.

service in question, with less interaction from the moderator

of the testing process. In summative testing some quantitative

measures are usually employed to explore outcomes from the

user experience. Validation testing is performed during the final

stages of development and compares the platform in question

to established benchmarks for performance and usability when

compared with existing online platforms (Rubin and Chisnell,

2008). Under this rubric, the conceptual foundations and initial

co-design process set out in Mackenzie and Davies (2019) can

be categorized as exploratory testing, conducted to ensure The

Toolshed met the objectives of potential users. Here, we outline

and critically evaluate the summative testing undertaken to

establish whether The Toolshed online was able to meet its

objectives. First, we set out the testing protocol, which describes

how the summative testing was executed.

3.1. The testing protocol

The eight initiatives that took part in the testing process

are described in Table 1. These initiatives were selected to

represent a range of food sharing activities (spanning the

collective growing, cooking, eating and redistribution of food),

and organization sizes based on the large sample of food
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sharing initiatives identified in the SHARECITY 100 database

(Davies et al., 2017). The summative phase of testing involved

participating initiatives using The Toolshed to create an SIA

report of their activities for the most recent 12 month period for

which they had available data. Initiatives were asked to provide

feedback on their experience of using The Toolshed through

online feedback forms or through informal feedback provided

to researchers either verbally during a focus group or through

written communication afterwards.

The testing protocol had three stages (see Figure 1).

All initiatives participated in each stage of the testing

process, albeit in variable ways. At Stage 2, for example, multiple

meetings were conducted with some initiatives before they

were able to complete the SIA report. Initiatives 4 and 8 (see

Table 2) participated in all stages and engaged with the research

team, but did not ultimately produce a final impact assessment

report. Initiatives 1, 3 and 8 did not complete the feedback

questionnaire but did provide feedback on the toolkit through

other methods. Time restrictions and significant changes to

the circumstance of initiatives were the main barriers to full

completion of the process. This was expected and indicative

of a wider problem for incorporating SIA reporting into the

everyday practices of precarious, overstretched and small-scale

food sharing initiatives (Davies, 2012; Massa et al., 2015).

The feedback questionnaire was structured into

three sections:

1) The functionality and user experience of The Toolshed:

a. List up to 3 aspects of The Toolshed that you liked.

b. Describe any technical problems you had using The

Toolshed to create an impact assessment report.

c. List any technical changes you would suggest for

The Toolshed.

d. Add any further comments on whether you feel

The Toolshed is easy to use as a tool to make a

sustainability impact assessment and how its functions

could be improved.

2) The accessibility and aesthetics of The Toolshed:

a. Describe any general changes you would recommend the

content of The Toolshed.

b. Describe any specific problems you found with content of

The Toolshed tool.

c. Add any further comments you have on the accessibility of

the material and visual experience of using The Toolshed.

3) The perceived relevance of The Toolshed to the needs of

the user organization:

a. After testing The Toolshed do you feel it could be a useful

tool for your organization?

b. If not, please describe why and how we could change it to

make it more relevant.

c. Describe any benefits The Toolshed could have for

your organization.

d. Would you have any concerns about your organization

using The Toolshed?

e. Did testing The Toolshed make you consider different

forms of impact to those which you are tracking now? If

yes then please give details.

f. Did testing The Toolshed give you any ideas for additional

data you could collect to demonstrate the impact of your

activities? If yes then please give details.

g. Do you have any recommendations for how we can best

disseminate The Toolshed?

h. Would you use The Toolshed based on what you have seen

from testing?

i. Please add any further comments about The Toolshed and

how we can improve it.

Responses to these questions were collected using Google

forms and are discussed in the results section of this paper.

The testing process created two key data types necessary for

usability evaluations: interaction data from the observations of

the initiatives using The Toolshed; and design feedback data

from the online survey and informal feedback provided during

the test meeting. While the value of interaction data is relatively

unchallenged (Følstad, 2017), the value of design feedback

is contested by researchers (Whitefield et al., 1991; Neilsen,

2001). However, the Følstad (2017) review of usability testing

demonstrated that this form of feedback can greatly enhance any

testing compared to protocols based on interaction data alone.

It found that design feedback was particularly valuable when

considering interactive systems in specialized contexts, which

would apply to the case of food sharing and The Toolshed.

The outputs of the full testing process were threefold:

1. A completed SIA report detailing the impacts of each

initiative over a 12 month period using both quantitative

and qualitative evidence as available and appropriate;

2. Feedback from each initiative on using The Toolshed,

providing reflection on its accessibility, usability and

relevance to their objectives and activities;

3. Researcher observations regarding the behaviors of users

interacting with The Toolshed collated from the meetings

held with initiatives and the reports generated by the users.

3.2. Analysis

3.2.1. Usability and preference analysis based
on interaction data

The first step in the analysis was to test whether the tool

was sufficiently accessible for initiatives to create an SIA
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FIGURE 1

Flow chart showing the organization of testing activities.

TABLE 2 Summary characteristics of food sharing initiatives involved in summative testing.

Descriptor City Main activities Size of

initiative†
Current levels of SIA‡ reporting

Initiative 1 Berlin Food systems education (school gardens) Medium Detailed public annual report

Initiative 2 Dublin Surplus food redistribution Medium Detailed public annual report

Initiative 3 Dublin Collective food growing Micro None

Initiative 4 Dublin Collective food growing Micro None

Initiative 5 Dublin Shared cooking and eating Small Internal reporting on impact to board members

and partner organizations

Initiative 6 London Shared cooking and eating Small Report on impacts for funders and within annual

charity report

Initiative 7 Dublin Surplus food redistribution Micro None

Initiative 8 London Collective food growing+ shared cooking

and eating+ food systems education

Small Report on impacts for funders and within annual

charity report

†Definitions of organizational size were taken from UK government definitions for charities and small businesses (Ward and Rhodes, 2014).
‡SIA, Sustainability Impact Assessment.

report which effectively and appropriately communicates

their impacts. When making an SIA report, users of The

Toolshed selected from a suite of available indicators those

that were relevant to their activities. For each indicator

there were sub-indicators which provided different options

for demonstrating impact depending on the activity

of the initiative and the evidence they had available

to submit.

Two questions were asked to better understand whether the

indicators were appropriate and comprehensible as follows:

1) Did the evidence provided for each sub-indicator

demonstrate impact for the indicator in question?

This question was asked to see whether initiatives provided

data which was not appropriate to the indicator, made an error

in the data provided, or left the data incomplete.

2) Whether quantitative and qualitative evidence was

submitted as evidence of impact?

It is possible to submit either qualitative or quantitative

evidence for almost all indicators in The Toolshed. We analyzed

the type of evidence submitted to indicators and sub-indicators

to see if any clear patterns emerged. For example, if smaller

initiatives tended to submit more qualitative evidence.

3.2.2. Usability analysis based on design
feedback data

The data used for this analysis were:

• The answers to questions 1–7 of the user feedback

questionnaire;

• Relevant informal feedback recorded during the user

testing (this included feedback supplied verbally in person

during meetings as well as remotely by via email or phone).

We grouped and prioritized design feedback provided by

users into topical clusters using a directed content analysis

approach (Hsieh and Shannon, 2005; Assarroudi et al., 2018)
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where specific key words are not pre-defined prior to conducting

the analysis. The range of possible answers that could be

submitted for feedback on using the toolkit was too large to

restrict data inclusion on the basis of specific keywords.

Analysis of the qualitative design feedback data enabled us

to build a matrix to identify how frequently each topical cluster

was identified by users. These clusters were then placed into

two categories:

1) Problems in using the toolkit.

2) Suggestions for improvements to the user experience.

Within these sub-categories each cluster of user feedback

was given a rating in order to produce a prioritized list of the

most important barriers to usability.

For (1) Problems—the following categories of seriousness

were established:

1) Minor: Issue is likely to cause low-level irritation and/or

confusion for users but is unlikely to prevent users creating

a report with The Toolshed independently or reduce the

value of doing so from their perspective;

2) Medium: Issue is likely to cause significant irritation

and/or confusion for users, but could be overcome with

support from the research team in order for users to

complete their SIA report and value the output from

the process;

3) Major: Issue is likely to make using The Toolshed

inaccessible to the user and/or would make the exercise of

creating an SIA report not worthwhile in their opinion.

For (2) Improvements to the user experience of the toolkit—

the categories were:

1) Minor: easily resolvable through minor technical

modifications or additional guidance through tutorials or

help text that can be created in-house by the research team;

2) Medium: resolvable without major technical or other

restructuring but requiring additional technical assistance

and financial cost;

3) Major: only resolvable with significant redesign of

the toolkit requiring specialist technical expertise, and

incurring high costs.

By combining the number of users that raised

a topical cluster with the rating of the relative

seriousness of the issue described, a ranking of the

issues raised during the user feedback was produced. A

weighted score was used to rank the clusters using the

formula below:

WS = NxW (1)

WS=Weighted Score; N= The number of users in who raised

the issue; W=Weighting for relative seriousness.

For “Minor” W = 1, for “Medium” W = 1.5, for “Major”

W= 2.

3.2.3. Perceived value of The Toolshed and SIA
by users

Finally, we analyzed responses to questions 8–16 of the

feedback formed filled out by initiatives to establish whether:

1) Using The Toolshed had met users’ objectives and whether

they would be interested in using the tool again;

2) Users felt The Toolshed has value they had not considered

before or raised any concerns about SIA reporting that they

had not previously considered;

3) Using The Toolshed had altered users views on where their

activities created impacts.

Again feedback submitted by users was grouped into topical

clusters using a directed content analysis (Hsieh and Shannon,

2005; Assarroudi et al., 2018). This stage of analysis went beyond

conventional usability analysis protocols to test whether The

Toolshed had perceived value as a tool from the sample of users

that participated in the testing process. The following section

details the results of the three stages of user data analysis.

4. Results

4.1. Interaction data

Of the eight initiatives that took part in the testing process,

six were able to complete sustainability impact reports using The

Toolshed. Table 3 details which impact areas were answered by

these initiatives during their interaction with the tool. Each of

the 34 impact areas received at least one response from one

piloting initiative indicating that the impact areas are relevant

to a variety of food sharing initiatives. The Table also indicates

the breadth of impact creation by the initiatives across social,

economic, environmental and governance categories. As the

sample of piloting initiatives is not representative of wider food

sharing populations it is impossible to derive any generalizable

statements from these submissions in terms of the content

of their impact reports at this stage. Nor should the impacts

reported be read as the total range of sustainability impacts by

the participating initiatives as data collection in many of the

initiatives was limited at the time of engaging with The Toolshed.

New systems of data collection need to be developed by these

initiatives to fully document the impacts being created. Indeed

the experience of engaging with The Toolshed pilot highlighted

to these initiatives what kinds of data they should be collating to

evidence the sustainability impacts they seek to achieve.

Table 4 details the impact areas and indicator questions

where data was submitted by Initiative 6. This illustrates the

composition of a full Toolshed report which is collated by the
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TABLE 3 Summary of responses submitted to impact areas by pilot study initiatives.

Indicator

sector

Impact areaa Responsesb

Initiative 1 Initiative 2 Initiative 3 Initiative 5 Initiative 6 Initiative 7

Social 1. Increasing appreciation of different cultures across and within communities 2 0 1 0 3 0

2. Improving communication skills 1 0 0 1 2 1

3. Fostering a wider food and sharing culture 0 2 2 1 3 0

4. Increased access to and consumption of fruit and vegetables 1 3 1 0 4 0

5. Increased access to and consumption of fresh food 0 1 1 0 4 1

6. Connecting and creating new support networks within communities 0 0 2 0 3 0

7. Boosting levels of meal sharing 0 1 2 0 4 0

8. Increasing wellbeing through volunteering 0 0 0 0 2 1

9. Improving self-confidence and resilience 0 0 0 3 0 1

10. Increasing movement and exercise 2 0 2 0 0 1

11. Increasing access to health and wellbeing services 0 0 1 0 0 0

12. Thinking about issues beyond price when buying food 1 0 0 0 0 0

13. Increasing engagement in growing food 1 0 0 0 0 2

14. Increased confidence and participation in cooking 0 0 0 0 0 3

15. Discovery of new fresh foods 2 0 0 0 0 3

Environmental 16 Diverting organic waste from landfill 0 2 3 0 0 2

17. Water recovery 0 0 2 2 0 0

18. Maintaining and improving soil quality 0 0 1 1 0 1

19. Maintaining and improving biodiversity 0 0 2 0 0 0

20. Food waste reduction 1 4 1 0 0 1

21. Reducing the carbon footprint of the food system 0 3 1 0 0 1

22. Increasing preference for vegetarian meals 0 0 1 0 0 0

Economic 23. Reducing food packaging 1 0 0 0 0 0

24. Training and jobs 0 1 0 0 0 0

25. Fairly paid work 0 0 0 0 2 0

(Continued)
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tool into a text document and an excel spreadsheet for the

initiative. It also indicates where the impact areas reported map

on to the sustainable development goals (United Nations, 2015).

Figure 2 provides an example of a summary report which is

generated by The Toolshed from the full report. Initiatives can

select data from their full report to highlight in this summary.

The summary report is intended to be a communication device;

quick to read, visually appealing and focused on the key impacts

of the initiative, whilst also providing an overview of sectoral

impacts and sharing benefits (referred to as sharing stars in the

summary report).

The results from the interaction data suggested that The

Toolshed was partially successful in achieving its objective

of creating an accessible tool for food sharing initiatives to

engage in SIA and communicate their impacts. While the largest

initiatives with the greatest experience of impact reporting were

able to use the toolkit to create reports of their activities without

additional guidance, smaller initiatives with less experience were

more likely to struggle with identifying appropriate evidence and

designing new ways for collecting appropriate data requiring

additional support from the research team.

4.2. Design feedback data

Feedback data from users during the testing process was

provided in two formats; answers to the feedback survey

questions and informal verbal or written communications with

researchers. These data were combined to identify the most

important clusters of design feedback data for The Toolshed.

Table 5 sets out a ranking of topical clusters identified through

the combined analysis of all the design feedback data. The

ranking of relative importance for the issues was based on

the number of users that raised each topic and a qualitative

judgement on the relative seriousness of the issue (see Section

Usability analysis based on design feedback data). Given the

small sample size, the specific ranking of the issues (i.e., whether

they came second or third in the ranking) was not the purpose of

the analysis. Rather, it provides a broad picture of the challenges

The Toolshed will need to address and the resource implications

of making these modifications.

Positive feedback comments were not included in the

ranking shown in Table 4 as they were not given a rating of

relative seriousness. However, when asked what they liked about

the tool, all users who completed impact reports commented

positively on the three-page summary report produced by the

toolkit. They valued its potential to communicate their impacts

in a succinct manner. Two users also commented positively on

the graphics the tool produced, with two users also mentioning

the potential for the reports to be used as evidence of impact

for wider stakeholder such as funders and regulators. While it

was clear that users valued the outputs from The Toolshed only

two users made positive comments about the process of making
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TABLE 4 Example Toolshed SIA report by Initiative 6.

Impact area Indicator questions answered Initiative 6 responses Contributing

to SDG goals

1. Increasing appreciation of

different cultures across and within

communities

How many people attended your events which allowed people from different

socio-economic, ethnic or religious groups to mix?

3,092 5, 10, 11, 16

How many of your participants report or were observed having gained greater

knowledge and understanding of other groups of people in their community through

your initiative?

3,092 5, 10, 11, 16

Please enter here any relevant information about this indicator you wish to include in

your impact report.

Our events are effective means to altering people’s perceptions of who is homeless and

why

5, 10, 11, 16

2. Improving communication skills How many participants report or were observed having improved their language skills

as a result of engagement with your initiative?

1 5, 10, 11

Please enter here any other relevant information about this indicator you wish to

include in the impact report.

We worked with an asylum seeking family who now attend every week and have said

it has helped them improve their English, fostering a wider food and social circle

5, 10, 11

3. Fostering a wider food and

sharing culture

How many other food sharing initiatives are you in regular contact with to exchange

knowledge or collaborate with?

20 1, 2, 3, 4, 8, 11, 17

Please enter the number of current and former volunteers and/or employees who now

work for, or have established, other food sharing initiatives.

4 1, 2, 3, 4, 8, 11, 17

Please enter here any other relevant information about this indicator you wish to

include in the impact report.

One of our former employees set up the H Kitchen, this follows our community

canteen model. H Kitchen was the first community cooking project in that area.

1, 2, 3, 4, 8, 11, 17

4. Increased access to and

consumption of fruit and

vegetables

How many portions of fruit and/or vegetables did your initiative distribute directly to

participants in the year being reported?

15,460 2, 3, 11

How many of your participants report that they eat an increased amount of fruit and

vegetables since coming into contact with your initiative?

3,092 2, 3, 11

What is the average increase in the number of fruit and vegetable portions consumed

by participants who say they have increased their intake of fruit and vegetables?

4 2, 3, 11

Please enter here any other relevant information about this indicator you wish to

include in the impact report.

Most of our participants get at least one piece of fruit a day. By providing people with

access to a wide variety, we help people to eat more fruit and vegetables than they

would otherwise.

2, 3, 11

(Continued)
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TABLE 4 (Continued)

Impact area Indicator questions answered Initiative 6 responses Contributing

to SDG goals

5. Increased access to and

consumption of fresh food

In the year you are reporting, to how many people did your initiative distribute fresh,

or freshly prepared food,?

3,092 1, 2, 3

In the year you are reporting, how many people accessed your facilities to grow, store

and/or consume fresh food?

3,092 1, 2, 3

In the year you are reporting, how many participants in your initiative reported an

increase in their fresh food consumption?

350 1, 2, 3

Please enter here any other relevant information about this indicator you wish to

include in the impact report.

Many of our beneficiaries are volunteers. Although a lot of them are also food

insecure. The remainder of the people are food insecure for a variety of reasons

1, 2, 3

6. Connecting and creating new

support networks within

communities

How many people have increased their support or friendship network as a result of

coming into contact with your initiative?

3,092 1, 10

How many people who have increased their support or friendship network indirectly

as a result of food donations you have facilitated?

3,092 1, 10

Please enter here any other relevant information about this indicator you wish to

include in the impact report.

Part of our project relates specifically to befriending and sharing experiences. In our

annual survey socializing was given as top reason for people to attend and volunteer at

our events. We are a people focused food project.

1, 10

7. Boosting levels of meal sharing Number of people who shared meals at events run by your initiative in the reported

year

3,092 1, 3

Number of meals your initiative has distributed to other organizations to be

consumed at shared eating events in the reported year:

1 1, 3

Number of people eating shared meals at least once per week due to the activities of

your initiative in the reported year

600 1, 3

Please enter here any other relevant information about this indicator you wish to

include in the impact report.

Many people come regularly although in some cases it is just a one off. We try to make

the events as informal as possible so we do not systematically record the attendance of

individuals.

1, 3

8. Increasing wellbeing through

volunteering

Number of volunteers that reported improved self-confidence: 15 3

Number of volunteers that reported improved physical health and wellbeing: 15 3

25. Fairly paid work Percentage of your employees paid at a rate of 10% or more above the hourly legal

minimum wage in your country:

100 1, 8, 9, 10

Percentage of your workers who are paid the full time living wage for your country or

region:

100 1, 8, 9, 10

(Continued)
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TABLE 4 (Continued)

Impact area Indicator questions answered Initiative 6 responses Contributing

to SDG goals

29. Formal qualifications Number of people who gained formal qualifications relating to food systems partly or

fully as a result of participating in activities run by your initiative:

4 4, 9, 10

Please enter here any other relevant information about this indicator you wish to

include in the impact report.

Last year 4 people received level 2 food hygiene certificates as a result of being involved

with us. This certificate is required for a huge number of roles in the food industry.

4, 9, 10

30. Contributing to policy

development

If you have contributed to any consultation processes or engaged in lobbying to

establish more sustainable food policies at the local, regional or national level then

please list these activities.

Member of greater London assembly—food inequality committee and a co-op food

justice consultation

16, 17

Please enter here any other relevant information about this indicator you wish to

include in the impact report.

We advised several other food initiatives on adopting some of our practices and

participated in multiple regional committees and consultations.

16, 17

32. Strategic planning and

sustainability

Please select from the below options that which best describes the current state of your

formal planning. Select only one of these options

We have a formal plan which does specifically set out goals which relate to

sustainability issues.

16

33. Stakeholder engagement Please select the most accurate description of your strategy for identifying, engaging

and managing your relationships with stakeholders. Select only one of these options

We have no formal strategy relating to our stakeholders. 16, 17

34. Risk control Please select the most accurate description of your current strategy for identifying and

reducing the major risks facing your initiative. Select only one of these options

We have identified the major risks to our initiative but have not yet formed a strategy

to reduce them.

16

If applicable, please provide a summary of any steps you have taken in the last 12

months to minimize the major risks to the viability of your initiative.

We have produced a new fundraising strategy as part of our drive toward long-term

financial sustainability

16
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FIGURE 2

Example Toolshed summary report Initiative 6.

the reports, with one commenting that they appreciated the

flexibility of the tool in terms of not being required to answer

all indicators and the other highlighting the value of help text

provided to support users.

While the flexibility of The Toolshed was valued and utilized,

the wide range of available indicators and options for sub-

indicators that facilitate this flexibility also had unintended

consequences for user perceptions of the tool. They created

a perception that the data requirements to complete a SIA

report were onerous and therefore potentially prohibitive

for initiatives short on time and capacity. This was ranked

as one of the most important feedback clusters. While the

introductory video and help text provided with The Toolshed

clearly state that not all indicators will be relevant or need

to be responded to, this message was not picked up by some

initiatives. Moreover, there was another important feedback

cluster of general concerns about whether specific input data

was suitable. There was also feedback from multiple users that

they were not completely clear how the toolkit was relating

their input data to the sustainable development goals in the

sustainability reports created. All three of these clusters pointed

to a general challenge for SIA toolkits in providing flexibility

without appearing intimidating and communicating complexity

clearly without providing extensive, and therefore potentially

off-putting, explanations.

Another important and related cluster from the design

feedback data that came high in the ranking was that several

users made suggestions that the tool might be improved if

they could only see indicators and sub-indicators that were

relevant for their specific activities. For example, based on

whether they grow or redistribute food. However, technical

upgrades such as bespoke indicator pathways for different user

properties, for example based on the type of food sharing they

engage in, would require significant additional technical input

and costs.

A recurrent technical issue raised was the inability to

reopen and edit reports that users had created once they

were completed. While adding this function was not possible

during the first iteration of The Toolshed due to technical

and budgetary constraints, it will be an important addition

to future iterations. Given the precarity of many food

sharing initiatives (Davies, 2019), it was unsurprising that

two initiatives experienced disruption to their operations that

either significantly delayed or prevented them from completing

their SIA reports despite wishing to do so. This issue cannot

be mitigated by changing the design of The Toolshed or

similar toolkits, but it highlights the importance of considering

additional ways to support food sharing initiatives to expand

their sustainability reporting.

Collectively, the design feedback data reveals that changes

to The Toolshed are required to fully achieve the objective

of providing accessible SIA reporting for food sharing

initiatives. However, many of the issues raised in the

design feedback data were not insurmountable and identify

a roadmap for increasing accessibility, as discussed in the

Discussion section.
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TABLE 5 Ranking of the importance of topical clusters in the design feedback data.

Overall

ranking

Topical cluster of feedback Number of

users

Type of

feedback

Ranking of

seriousness

Weighted

score

1 Comments that the requirements of data collection or input for the tool were too

difficult

4 Description of

problem

Major 8

2= Desire to have bespoke pathways of indicators for different types of food sharing

initiatives

5 Suggested change Medium 7.5

2= Difficulties with registering or logging in 5 Description of

problem

Medium 7.5

2= Comments/misunderstandings that show the communication of how to use the

toolkit and its target audience needs to improve

5 Description of

problem

Medium 7.5

5 Requests to be able to go back and edit reports after they have been created 3 Suggested change Medium 4.5

6= Suggestions of change/s to format of specific sub-indicator/s for user needs 4 Suggested change Minor 4

6= Suggested technical upgrades to fit specific requirements of that user 2 Suggested change Major 4

6= Organizational disruption prevented or significantly delayed the user from

completing a report

2 Description of

problem

Major 4

9= Suggestions of how to make the online toolkit more user friendly 3 Suggested change Minor 3

9= A desire to make the link between the user inputs and the SDG’s clearer 3 Suggested change Minor 3

9= Suggested changes to the reports made by the toolkit 2 Suggested change Medium 3

12 Concerns about reporting some of the data asked for in the tool publicly 1 Description of

problem

Medium 1.5

13= The range of quantitative inputs needs to be expanded 1 Suggested change Minor 1

13= Error identified in toolkit content 1 Description of

problem

Minor 1
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4.3. Perceived value of The Toolshed and
perception of SIA

The final section of the feedback survey contained questions

about the perceived value of The Toolshed and the process of

SIA reporting. All initiatives who completed the feedback survey

felt that The Toolshed was potentially a useful resource for their

organizations and said they would use it in the future based on

their testing experience. However, Initiative 4 did provide an

important caveat regarding their perceived issue of burdensome

data requirements, despite the assurances already provided in

the toolkit guidance supports which indicate the contrary. One

initiative had important concerns about potentially negative

issues that might emerge from engaging with The Toolshed,

such as the information being used against them (and other

initiatives) if they indicate only small scale impacts in certain

fields, or by leading to increasing (and unrealistic) demands for

measurement by funders without additional supports to fund

such activities.

Initiatives 2, 4 and 6 felt that using The Toolshed had made

them aware that they may be having impact in areas and ways

that they had not previously considered. This finding was not

only expressed by those new to sustainability reporting (e.g.,

Initiative 4) but was similarly articulated by those who already

engaged in reporting (e.g., Initiative 2). These three initiatives

also engaged in different types of food sharing activities from

growing (Initiative 4) and shared cooking and eating (Initiative

6) to the redistribution of food (Initiative 2). Furthermore, four

initiatives responded that using The Toolshed had stimulated

ideas for further data collection, so that they can capture their

impacts in ways they were not doing previously. Indeed, two

users also responded that The Toolshed could help to improve

their data collection practices overall.

The feedback from testers provided evidence that using The

Toolshed had changed perspectives on (a) the value of SIA

itself as a practice; (b) the potential relevance and usefulness

of SIA for their initiative and; (c) their understanding of the

impacts that their activities create. While from a small sample of

testers, this was an important outcome of the testing process and

demonstrated the potential value of rolling out the tool further

to engage more food sharing initiatives in the practice of SIA.

5. Discussion

The Toolshed marks a step change in the way that SIA has

been developed and provided to food sharing initiatives. No

online SIA tools have been previously developed specifically

for use by this type of organization within food systems. Its

social practice underpinning and co-design roots alongside the

ongoing collaborative testing provides a novel, if preliminary

and provisional, picture of how and why food sharing initiatives

engage (or not) with the enhanced sustainability reporting

opportunities the tool offers. While the focus in this paper has

been on user testing of The Toolshed component of SHARE

IT because of the complexity of that aspect of the toolkit,

SHARE IT also offers alternative mechanisms in The Talent

Garden andGreenhouse (both described in the introduction) for

initiatives to share, engage with and communicate sustainability

impacts. These additional dissemination and communication

channels will also require further testing as engagement with

them increases and content expands. It will be particularly

interesting to examine how all three of the SHARE IT tool’s

components are received by those who fund and regulate food

sharing activities.

Reflecting on the outcomes of the user testing of The

Toolshed, it is important to note that only a minority of testers

were able to complete SIA reports to their satisfaction without

additional support from the research team. This is despite their

centrality in the co-design and development of the SIA tool and

their stated desire to engage in the practice of SIA reporting.

Replicating the difficulties faced by SME’s across all sectors

engaged in SIA and Corporate Sustainability Reporting (CSR)

(Jenkins, 2004; Murillo and Lozano, 2006), the initiatives best

able to navigate and complete SIA reports were those that were

already engaged in some form of reporting and were the largest

and most well-resourced initiatives in the testing group. Below

we discuss the underlying reasons for these patterns of patchy

engagement and propose a suite of supports that could accelerate

wider engagement with the tool.

5.1. Perpetuating patterns of
participation in SIA

Analysis of the feedback data identified three main factors

which prevented initiatives from engaging extensively with The

Toolshed without additional external assistance. These were:

- External factors—largely outside the control of the

initiative and the research team, these include major

disruptions to initiatives activities due to sickness and ill-

health or changes in personnel in core roles; COVID-19, for

example, has severely tested many food sharing initiatives

since 2020;

- Technical, resource and financial factors—initiatives

have extremely limited capacity to undertake additional

activities, even ones that they want to undertake, such as

SIA reporting. Initiating data collection about activities

was hard for initiatives to do without assistance from the

research team. In addition, there was limited time and

budget to design and build the tool within the grant which

supported this research. The length of time it took for

development, and the costs and complexity of building

the tool, meant that it was not possible to incorporate
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some desired functionality (e.g., bespoke pathways for

indicators) without considerable additional support;

- Socio-cultural and behavioral factors—in many cases,

as discussed below, challenges for engagement persisted

despite the existence of text or video supports which

dealt directly with their concerns. For example, the large

number of indicators was identified as being intimidating

by some testers, but they are required to ensure that all

food sharing initiatives are able to select relevant indicators

for activities. This was explained in the help guides, but

perceptions remained unchanged and users wanted more

bespoke pathways through the tool. Such pathways would

require significant additional knowledge about different

food sharing initiatives activities and characteristics, as well

as additional technical and financial resources.

Some of the issues flagged can be easily addressed with

stronger and clearer statements about the tool’s role, purpose

and scope, for example on the landing webpage. However,

bespoke versions of The Toolshed tailored to particular focus

areas of food sharing (e.g., growing, cooking or eating, and

redistributing food), the familiarity of the initiative with SIA

reporting (e.g., introductory, intermediate, advanced), and the

resource capacity of the user (e.g., micro, small, medium sized

initiative) would be an attractive upgrade. This could help

manage expectations and reassure resourced-strapped initiatives

with little experience of SIA reporting, but would be expensive

to develop. In any case, while such technical issues were flagged

as significant, it was often a combination of all three categories

that prohibited initiatives from progressing to SIA reporting. As

research elsewhere has illustrated (Davies, 2019; Weymes and

Davies, 2019), technical fixes alone will be unlikely to resolve all

issues and widening participation will require significantly more

hands-on support, particularly for early stage initiatives and

those operating under precarious conditions. As indicated by

research with impact reporting in small organizations and not-

for-profit initiatives (see for example, Nigri et al., 2017; Nigri and

Michelini, 2019), such challenges are commonly experienced

and further cross-fertilization of responses to these challenges

across different sectors of activity would be useful. Accepting

that open access, online tools alone are unlikely to be sufficient to

activate wide engagement in SIA reporting, the following section

outlines a phased strategy for providing more relational support.

5.2. Accelerating engagement with The
Toolshed

The potential pool of users for The Toolshed is large and

international, but suitable pathways to activating engagement

need to be developed because of the diverse challenges which

different kinds of food sharing initiatives face when trying to

incorporate reporting into their activities. The Toolshed has

been co-designed with food sharing initiatives to be free at

the point of use and to support initiatives to conduct their

own reporting independently. However, initial testing indicated

that few initiatives were in a position to engage actively with

The Toolshed without assistance from the research team. Some

initiatives responded well to a bespoke training session led

by a researcher and were able to develop a sustainability

report following this. The remainder required a much more

pro-active, sustained and targeted interaction before they

engaged, including the development of a preliminary report

by researchers based on publicly accessible data to illustrate

its capabilities.

This suggests that a system of additional supports and a

means of funding those supports will be needed to optimize

engagement with The Toolshed. A phased plan for activating

engagement with sustainability reporting is required:

Phase 1—Raising wider awareness: Following revisions of

the tool that are possible without further financial or technical

input, all 3,763 food sharing initiatives identified andmapped on

a global database (Davies et al., 2017) can be contacted directly

and analysis of the subsequent interactions examined. Based

on testing, it is expected that this could generate around 300

additional engagements amongst the largest, most experienced

food sharing initiatives in the database;

Phase 2—Targeted contact with online support provision:

A sample of those initiatives contacted in Phase 1 and based

in English speaking countries, such as UK, Ireland, USA and

Australia, which have not engaged with the tool within 2 weeks

of information being disseminated will be contacted again. The

aim here is to try and establish their reasons for non-engagement

and to explore their interest in availing of a free trial support

service to help them engage. Any reasons given for not taking

up this opportunity will be logged.

Phase 3—Bespoke service for new SIA reporters: A small

number of initiatives contacted in Phase 2 who are interested

in sustainability reporting but feel unable to complete an SIA

report themselves even with online support will be offered the

opportunity to trial a bespoke SIA service. A draft report will

be developed for the initiatives based on publicly accessible

data for their food sharing initiative and a virtual or face-

to-face workshop will support the initiative to move toward

sustainability reporting.

In terms of the results of user testing, it is clear that the

tool can help initiatives establish whether they are meeting their

stated goals, albeit with more assistance than was originally

envisaged. It is also clear that The Toolshed does provide the

means to demonstrate the impacts of their activities, at least in

certain ways and forms. Whether The Toolshed will stimulate

the formation of additional food sharing initiatives will depend

on users posting their summary impact assessment reports on

The Talent Garden and potential food sharing entrepreneurs

seeing and being inspired by the contents of these reports
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and other impact evidence (e.g., photographs, narratives, videos

etc.). Establishing a community of practice (Reed et al., 2014)

around sustainable food sharing through The Greenhouse could

assist in this regard and identifying and evaluating means to

generate engagement with these other elements of SHARE

IT are required. Nonetheless, the in-depth co-construction of

The Toolshed as an online SIA toolkit was extremely valuable

in providing greater understanding of the everyday practices

and impacts of food sharing. It usefully extended previous

ethnographic research conducted in multiple cities and with

many food sharing initiatives (Davies, 2019; Davies and Evans,

2019) in important ways. It was able to forensically examine

how the initiatives function, providing a fuller appreciation of

the demands on time and resources that simply maintaining

such activities takes. It also reveals just how challenging it is for

initiatives to increase their sustainability reporting and impact

analysis, even when they are committed to demonstrating their

sustainability worth publicly.

Sustainability assessments can be complex (Sala et al., 2015),

and there is little consensus on which metrics should be

used as standard to assess the sustainability of food systems

(Johnston et al., 2014; Prosperi et al., 2015). The Toolshed

was established to increase understanding of the impact food

sharing initiatives have by overcoming some of the well-known

challenges that social enterprises have in engaging with SIA

(Grieco, 2015). While this came from a desire to engage with

SIA by participating initiatives, there are wider concerns about

the consequences of this for many small scale food sharing

initiatives. For example, initiatives may be unfairly penalized

and their benefits discounted by those who value quantitative

indicators within SIA frameworks. Their impacts for individual

indicators may look small scale to funders and policy makers

when compared with those of incumbent actors, such as

multinational retailers.

6. Conclusion

The Toolshed was developed to: (a) establish whether

food sharing initiatives were meeting their stated goals;

(b) demonstrate impacts of food sharing initiatives to

potential investors, customers and funders of food sharing

initiatives and; (c) illustrate the possibilities for expanding

the number and sustainability worth of food sharing

activities. This paper has specifically focused on the extent

to which The Toolshed arm of SHARE IT helps to achieve

these goals.

The Toolshed marks a step change in support for increased

sustainability reporting of food sharing initiatives. This is

important, as the impacts of these activities are missing

from current reports on contributions to the Sustainable

Development Goals, for example, and therefore not taken

into consideration by local authorities or nation states in

terms of planning their sustainability transitions. Following

revision of The Toolshed based on the pilot study feedback

set out in this paper, it will be possible to recruit and support

more food sharing initiatives to engage with sustainability

reporting and document their sustainability impacts for

supporters and regulators alike. It will be possible to start

comparing and aggregating sustainability impacts by food

sharing sector (e.g., growing, cooking and eating, surplus

food redistribution) at different scales (from the individual

initiatives to local authorities and beyond) and across space

(e.g., between localities in one country and between localities in

different countries).

Indeed, particular attention should also be given to those

who may engage with the outputs of the sustainability

reporting that food sharing initiatives, such as funders and

regulators. Moreover, public authorities who support food

sharing initiatives through access to land, space, and finance,

as well as food retailers who donate to food sharing initiatives,

should be engaged in discussions about supporting efforts to

aggregate the collective sustainability impacts of distributed

food sharing initiatives. Without addressing their perspectives

the value of The Toolshed will be primarily as a reflective

mechanism for food sharing initiatives themselves.
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