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Abstract  

Amongst the numerous changes in contemporary (post-apartheid) South Africa are those 

related to reorganisation and globalisation of the food environment. Changes in the food 

environment are evident across the world through the global food system which has 

witnessed shifts in routine experiences of food procurement and types of food eaten. In South 

Africa, these shifts—termed the nutrition transition—coincided with the transition to 

democratic government in 1994. As South Africa merged back into the global food system, 

global food patterns began to appear in South Africa’s food environment resulting in changes 

in food consumption patterns and the increasing prevalence of supermarkets in low-income 

communities. Within this setting, there is limited research focusing on the contemporary 

South African food environment and how people interact with it to access food. This study 

seeks to fill this research gap by explore meanings of place and sense of place in connection 

to individuals’ interactions with their food environments in Khayelitsha, Cape Town. Adopting 

a qualitative research design and constructivist grounded theory, the study employed 

qualitative methods including photovoice and semi-structured photo elicitation interviews. 

These methods allowed for an in-depth exploration of the relationships between place, sense 

of place, and the food environment, often with a range of place-and-food relationships 

ranging from a sense of belonging, a sense of alienation and a sense of agency related to food 

sources. Findings revealed important understandings of food places within the food 

environment linked to the familiarity of food place, and the social interactions at the places 

where food is accessed. Furthermore, findings pointed toward the high level of 

resourcefulness by making use of social capital related to food resources to alleviate food 

insecure periods.  

Keywords: Place, sense of place, food environments, belonging, agency, food places, 
informality, shared cooking 
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Chapter 1: Introduction  

1.1. Placing food in contemporary South Africa 

Following the end of apartheid government rule in South Africa, South Africans experienced 

large-scale changes in their daily lives. One of the areas experiencing change and 

transformation was the food environment. The food environment, as the setting where food 

is accessed, is both a tool and a product of the global food system for people around the world 

(Turner et al., 2018). Changes in the global food system have been evidenced in the 

production-, transportation-, and storage of food from global to residential scales (Ronquest-

Ross et al., 2015; FAO, 2016; Turner et al., 2018). This transformation in the food environment 

was partly due to the democratically elected government moving South Africa back into the 

world market after the end of apartheid and the lifting of international trade sanctions 

(Battersby, 2017). The result of such shifts was that South Africa began to experience the 

impacts of changing global food patterns (Senekal et al., 2003; Hawkes et al., 2015; Ronquest-

Ross et al., 2015). Owing to changing global food patterns, the South African food 

environment has transformed in the last two decades, resulting in adjustments in South 

African food consumption patterns and the increasing prevalence of supermarkets in low-

income communities and their residential food environments (Battersby, 2017).  

Changes in global food patterns have been termed the ‘Nutrition Transition’ (Popkin et al., 

2012; Shisana et al., 2014). The term nutrition transition is mostly used to explain the changes 

in dietary behaviour of populations around the world, featuring the transition of individuals 

from traditional food choices towards western–orientated food choices (Popkin, 2006). As a 

result of this change unhealthy food options were pushed into more people’s hands through 

the combination of increased urbanisation and improved access to supermarkets around the 

world including South Africa (Planting, 2010; cited in Battersby, 2017). With increased levels 

of urbanisation in South Africa, supermarkets have become an important part of the food 

retail sector (Battersby, 2017). The domination of supermarkets is evidenced by the fact that 

the five largest food retail supermarkets together capture approximately 80 per cent of the 

formal food retail market in South Africa (Competition Commission of South Africa, 2019: 12). 

The explosion of the supermarket industry after the end of apartheid resulted in food 

services—which was previously restricted to cities and to middle- and high-income 

households—being bought into low-income areas such as townships (Battersby, 2013). This 

http://etd.uwc.ac.za/
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created competition for smaller more traditional retailers in low-income areas, affecting the 

food environment of such residential areas.  

As food places, supermarkets helped to shape new food environments in South Africa, at the 

same time ideas of the food environment itself were expanding. According to Hawkes (2009), 

in the early 2000s ideas about the food environment expanded and began to refer to aspects 

of the built environment in human societies as part of the food environment. What resulted 

was an increased emphasis placed on the characteristics of neighbourhoods and the people-

centred practices within these such as a greater focus on what is happening in workplace and 

at schools (Hawkes, 2009). Around this time ideas and research around the food environment 

became more prevalent (Hawkes, 2009; Anderson Steeves et al., 2014). However, the 

widening of food environment research mostly occurred in high-income countries within the 

global North (Hawkes et al., 2015). With this, the concept of ‘food environments’ began to be 

applied to research that showed links between the built food environment, chronic disease, 

and diets in high income countries. This led to a greater focus on food environments and new 

researchers embracing socio-ecological models. These models examined how complex the 

factors that affect food environments are, and the influence they have on human behaviour 

related to food choices within residential food environment (Story et al, 2008). Eventually 

food environment research was conducted in low to middle-income countries and settings 

within the global South, in addition to research in high income countries (FAO, 2016; Turner 

et al., 2018).  

Local food environments are context-specific (Chen and Kwan, 2015) where different 

geographical settings impact on food. With an emphasis on food environments in South 

Africa, Battersby (2012: 4) writes that there are “major differences in relation to access and 

affordability” from one residential food environment to the other. These disparities can be 

linked to the legacy of apartheid, and poor service delivery today, in addition to the 

development and expansion of supermarkets into low-income urban areas as the central food 

acquisition point for many individuals, especially with increasing numbers of individuals in a 

low-income bracket using supermarkets as a main food source (Battersby, 2012). According 

to Minaker et al (2016), South African food provision and preparation does not compare well 

against other African nations where a higher percentage of residents prepare food at home 

as opposed to South Africa where residents buy prepared foods to a higher degree compared 

http://etd.uwc.ac.za/
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to other African nations (Minaker et al., 2016). There is a comparable situation with nations 

in the global North such as Canada, who have distinctly different food environments 

compared to that which has developed in South Africa (Minaker et al., 2016).  

To both combat the negative effects of the nutrition transition, and to better understand the 

food environment of South Africa, the government had taken a range of steps to encourage 

a more healthier eating lifestyle (RSA, 2014). However, these interventions have limited 

acknowledgement of the complex influences local food environments are under (Larson and 

Story, 2009). These complex influences, according to Larson and Story (2009), can range from 

the type of food outlets, the location of these food outlets, community perception of the food 

environment, and the experiences of residents that interact with the people who own or work 

at food outlets within their community.  

To understand the food environments of people living in a country such as South Africa, 

interventions will need to first deal with what is unique about that area and provide solutions 

which are situational in their scope. South Africa has a distinct history, from colonialism, to 

formation of the country, to apartheid to now under democratic rule, which today struggles 

with service delivery in an ever increasingly urbanised country (Humphrey, 2007). The unique 

situation South Africa finds itself in affects the food environment in multiple ways, for 

example, urbanization has been accompanied by an increase in poverty and a rising 

population of urban poor (Humphrey, 2007). According to Battersby (2012: 148), possibly “50 

– 60 per cent of South Africa’s population is urbanized”, the increasing levels of urbanisation 

in South Africa has resulted in deteriorating food security in the country’s poorest areas. In 

addition, O’Neill (2022) points to South Africa’s population reaching urbanisation levels of 

68% in 2022. These patterns of urbanisation have relegated the poorest in townships far from 

economic hubs (e.g., city centres) where most jobs opportunities would be located (Battersby, 

2012). There is a need for a more in depth look at the food environment in South Africa to 

understand the unique situation residents find themselves in. 

Food environment research bridges different research disciplines to bring together the 

interests of agriculturalists, economists, geographers, nutritionists, epidemiologists, public 

health researchers, amongst other research disciplines (Viljoen, 2009; Swinburn et al., 2013; 

Feng et al., 2010; Cannuscio et al., 2010; Battersby et al., 2012). The food environment 

research field is united by the understanding that food purchasing related behaviours are 
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determined by inter-related personal and environmental factors (Williams et al, 2011; 

Swinburn et al., 2013). Food environments have received increasing attention from scholars 

and policy makers both nationally and internationally (Feng et al., 2010). As a result of this, 

researchers are looking to gain a greater understanding of food eating choices, as they can 

offer an important insight into population-level determinants of socio-economic disparities 

(Swinburn et al, 2013).  

Research that has focussed on food environments and eating choices have discovered there 

is a link between the food environment and place, which they referred to as an individual’s 

“place-based food environment” (Cobb et al., 2011). In individuals place-based food 

environment, interactions are central to food environment research seeking to address 

questions pertaining to the, who, what, why and how of food acquisition and consumption 

takes place. There is a link between food acquisition and the places people choose to purchase 

food within the wider food environment (Swinburn et al., 2013; Yan et al., 2015). With 

previous food environments research indicating local food environments are context specific 

(Swinburn et al., 1999; Ballard, 2004; Cobb et al., 2011; Yan et al., 2015), and the local South 

African food landscape may present information that is distinct compared to other nations 

within the global South, or the better researched global North (Cobb et al., 2011).  

‘Place’ is critical to understanding relationships between people and the relationship between 

people and objects in the social world (Tuan, 1977). ‘Place’ in the food environment can be 

expressed subjectively, objectively, or geographically and each of these form elements or 

parts of place (Sack, 1992; Desjardins, 2010; Caspi et al., 2012). To the discipline of geography, 

‘place’ is central to understanding the world which people live in (Sack, 1992; Johnston, 2000). 

Subjective elements, objective, or societal elements and spatial (geographical) elements of 

place in the local food environment are definable in terms of the meanings that arise from an 

individual's connections, exchanges and/or communications which occur at the food places 

they regularly visit to buy food within their residential food environment (Larson and Story, 

2009; Desjardins, 2010; Caspi et al., 2012; Turner et al., 2018; Turner et al., 2020).  

There is consensus amongst scholars that research around ‘place’ is important to 

understanding how people relate to their food environment and the food places which they 

procure food from in these environments (Sack, 1992; Fonte, 2008), with a limited number of 

studies which focus specifically on how members of low-income communities in the global 

http://etd.uwc.ac.za/
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south or within unique peri-urban settings in countries like South Africa, relate to and interact 

with their food environment daily (Igumbor et al, 2012). Literature and debates around the 

food environments and how people relate to food place, have been missing an examination 

of the factors of ’place,’ which affects individuals local food environment. Little is known 

about how members of marginalised communities relate to or engage with, their food 

environments, how their perceptions of the food environment affect or impacts on their food 

choices, what the spatial elements are which affect the food choices (especially in South 

Africa, whose spatial structure is still largely influenced by apartheid spatial planning), and 

what are the specific social elements which affect food procurement in marginalised 

communities. The literature on food environments in South Africa focuses on urbanisation, 

and the nutrition transition (Battersby, 2017), lacking the research angle that ‘place’, within 

the food environment would bring to debates and the prevailing literature.  

Against this backdrop, this study shifts focus by exploring the relationships between residents, 

place, food places, and the creation of a ‘sense of place’ related to the purveying local food 

environment in a township (Khayelitsha, Cape Town, South Africa) within the global South. 

This research is in line with theories by Sack (1992) and Fonte (2008), who have argued for 

the need to understand and acknowledge the importance of ‘place’ within the food 

environments of residents in an urban setting in South Africa. Moreover, to the researcher’s 

knowledge, the study is the first of its kind to attempt to qualitatively explore residents 

understanding of ‘place’ and ‘food places’ within their proximal food environment, from the 

point of view of residents in an historically disadvantaged urban community with unique 

spatial and social history such as Khayelitsha. I adopted a constructivist lens to explore how 

residents in Khayelitsha create knowledge of their food environment through their 

interactions with the food places where they procure food, leading towards the creation of a 

‘sense of place’ related to their prevailing food environment. The constructivist theory 

considers the thoughts and opinions of residents, which enabled the researcher to define the 

multidimensional interactions which influence elements of ‘place’ and the creation of a ‘sense 

of place’ related to food places in the study area.  

1.2 Problem Statement  

The existing food environment in South Africa today is inimitable and difficult to understand 

due to current research foci, and market-related effects (Throw et al., 2015; van der Berg et 
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al, 2022). Empirical research exploring the food environment and how people relate to food 

places within their local food environment is limited to research conducted outside of Africa 

or the global South (Cobb et al., 2011; Swinburn et al, 2013). Another area of issue for food 

environment research and place is the creation of ’sense of place’ related to food 

environments– which is the accumulation of individuals feelings and thoughts when 

interacting with food places within their local food environment. ‘Sense of place is complex 

concept to understand (Ardoin, 2006), due to its potential to understand the motivations 

behind human behaviour, here importantly the motivations behind individuals’ decisions to 

purchase food at certain locations within their food environment is under researched in the 

global South and South Africa. These issues compelled me to investigate the food 

environment and its complexities which exist on the ground, but through resident 

understanding of ‘place’ in the township of Khayelitsha, Cape Town. Considering how intricate 

the food environment can be, and the numerous stakeholders (businesses – informal and 

formal traders, residents, policy developers, non-governmental organisations, etc.) involved 

in the food environment, expanding the understanding of the food environment and the 

influence of different interactions between stakeholders within the food environment, is 

crucial for both the improvement of policy development (United Nations, 2015) and gaining 

insight into how members of communities in South Africa relate to and interact with their 

food environment (Turner et al., 2018). Explicitly, it is important to examine the relationships 

between people, food acquisition, food places and their local food environment. Therefore, I 

conducted the research using a constructivist grounded theory approach, which considers the 

thoughts and opinions of residents of Khayelitsha, Cape Town. This enabled the researcher to 

define the multidimensional interactions which influence elements of ‘place’ and therefore 

the creation of a ‘sense of place’ related to food places in the food environment understudy. 

To the best of the researcher’s knowledge, no investigation has been conducted which 

attempts to examine the relationship between ‘place,’ ‘sense of place’ and food places within 

the local food environment of Khayelitsha, Cape Town from the point of view of individuals 

from the local community.  

Previous studies on food environment have been conducted focusing on the nutrition 

transition, food security and urbanisation (Smit et al, 2016; Battersby, 2017; van der Berg et 

al., 2022). However, these studies do not place emphasis on the importance of place within 
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the food environment. This presents a weakness in the analysis of the food environment, 

lacking recognition of the vital and multifaceted role of ‘place’ in food environments and the 

role of ‘place’ in the relationship between individuals and food places within their local food 

environment. Understanding of food environments are thus missing a critical component 

(Turner et al., 2020). Keeping this in mind, this study seeks to add to the literature which 

analyses the food environment and food acquisition in a South Africa context through 

individuals’ understandings of place that can lead to the creation of sense of place. Against 

this backdrop, the purpose of this thesis is to investigate and report back people’s meanings 

of ‘place’ and ‘sense of place’ through interactions with their food environment. 

1.3 Rationale 

Despite the growing interest in food environments, researchers have focussed on the global 

North with few in-depth investigations of food environments of the global South and Africa 

specifically (Cobb et al., 2011; Penney et al, 2014; van der Berg et al., 2022). Within food 

environments research, scholars have expanded the literature of food security (Crush and 

Frayne, 2011; Battersby et al, 2016, van der Berg et al., 2022), the nutrition transition (Senekal 

et al, 2003; Shisana et al., 2014) and urbanisation (Smit et al, 2016; Battersby, 2017). There 

remains a lack of evidence on place-based food environments, especially research exploring 

place, sense of place and food acquisition (van der Berg et al., 2022) in the global South and 

South Africa. The link between place, sense of place and food acquisition can impact on 

peoples understanding of food within their food environments (Wegerif and Hebinck, 2016). 

Research focused on the food environment has shown the link between food acquisition and 

the places where people choose to purchase food within their local food environment 

(Sinclair-Smith and Turok, 2012; Swinburn et al., 2013; Wegerif and Hebinck, 2016; Zhong et 

al, 2019). There are also indications that food environments are context specific, and the 

South African food environment may present information that is distinct compared to other 

nations or settings within the global South or the better researched global North (Cobb et al., 

2011). Thus there is an opportunity for studies which delve into individuals’ interactions and 

the meanings of these interactions within their food environment from a place-based 

perspective.  Therefore, this study seeks to gain a greater understanding of ‘place’ and ‘sense 

of place’ related to the meanings people attach to these within their local food environment, 
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to add to the literature focussing on place- based food environmental research within a low-

income area of Khayelitsha, Cape Town.  

Another area of research in which this study makes a contribution is within the literatures 

focusing on the urban informal food sector in South Africa. Food environments in South Africa 

are characterised by informality and a mix of formal and informal food outlets (Battersby et 

al, 2017). The dynamics of the informal food sector in urban South Africa are poorly 

understood. This results in a limited understanding of the role urban informal food sectors 

plays in the urban development process (Young and Crush, 2013), the creation of place and 

in food environments.  

As stated before, food environments are context specific, this study takes place in South Africa 

but more specifically the township of Khayelitsha, therefore the emergence, the structure and 

operation of the urban informal food sector will be specific to Khayelitsha. However, the study 

will allow for a greater understanding into the food sector within South Africa, and through 

this a greater understanding of place and food environments, because Khayelitsha is regarded 

as one of the main study locales in South Africa, to understand food consumption due to the 

history of the township, the inhabitants, and the location of the township in respect to the 

city of Cape Town (Philips, 2010). 

In-order to gain a greater understanding of the local place-based food environment of 

Khayelitsha, the study features the use of photovoice method, with a focus on the attached 

quotations of the photovoice research from participants, which will form part of a semi – 

structured interview process with individuals about their experiences and the meanings they 

attach to these related to food acquisition in the local food environment. In addition to this, 

the study will investigate the relational layers of meaning that individuals experience at places 

in their local food environment, and how individuals express a “sense of place” through their 

collective interactions with, and understandings of, food places that they regularly visit. It also 

explores the differences among these meanings of “place” and “sense of place,” through a 

grounded theory analysis of participants contributions. The ten participants of this study 

originally took part in a research study conducted by the School of Public Health (SoPH) in 

connection with the University of the Western Cape (UWC) in 2018 in a research project called 

“Researching the obesogenic food environment, its drivers and potential policy levers in 

South Africa and Ghana” (BM17/8/20). A total of ten participants took part in this study and 
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provided information about their local food environment through a photovoice activity and 

accompanying photo elicitation semi – structured interview process. This study also examines 

how a focus on the meanings of ‘place’ can help elucidate food places and help reveal how 

people think about ‘place.’ This study will also look to add to the literature of, the way ‘place’ 

is individually conceptualized and how place-making in an informal food setting can lead to 

the creation of a sense of place related to food places, with the local food environment of 

Khayelitsha.  

This research does not intend to discredit or overthrow notions of place or food 

environments, as other research and empirical frameworks already exist, and certain 

understandings of place and food environments are accepted by researchers. Rather, this 

research explores how place and food can be interrelated. This research seeks to contribute 

to analysis of place, people, and food acquisition within geography by applying methods and 

concepts from this discipline.  

1.4 Research Aim 

The aim of this study is to explore meanings of place and sense of place in connection with 

individuals’ interactions with their food environments.  

1.5 Objectives of research  

Related to this aim are several objectives. They include:  

• To explore the relational meanings that are rooted within individuals’ interactions 

with the food places routinely visited. 

• To explore the role of food acquisition in shaping participants sense of place; and  

• To explore the relationship between food places and sense of place amongst 

participants.  

To fulfil the objectives above, this study uses a qualitative research design to maximize the 

possibility of obtaining data that could suggest meaningful associations, through the views 

and opinions expressed by participants. The three objectives look to address identified gaps 

in the literature that the ensuing research with a group of residents in Khayelitsha will help to 

address. The research is qualitative in nature and is positioned within the perspective that 

sense of place, place and food are connected through individuals’ interactions with their food 

environment. 
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1.6 Study area  

The study area is situated in Khayelitsha, Cape Town. Khayelitsha is a peri-urban township 

settlement with a predominant population of Black Africans. It is located approximately 35 

km from Cape Town’s central business district (Stats SA, 2014). IsiXhosa is the most commonly 

spoken language in Khayelitsha, with 90% of the population having isiXhosa as a home 

language (Stats SA, 2014). According to Sikhula-Sonke (2022), Khayelitsha is the fastest 

growing and the second largest township in South Africa. Khayelitsha extends across an area 

of 40-42 km2 on the Cape Flats between False Bay to the south and the N2 highway to the 

north (Sikhula-Sonke, 2022). According to Nqadini (2000), the Apartheid regime established 

Khayelitsha in 1983 for two reasons: Firstly, as a response to a shortage of homes and what 

the Apartheid regime saw as an encroachment of black urban populations moving towards 

the city of Cape Town, which was demarcated as a whites-only residential area; and second 

for the creation of a housing project to secure cheap labour to the city of Cape Town, while 

re-enforcing the racial segregation laws of South Africa at the time. After less than two years 

the housing project was completed and Khayelitsha was established. With this, 30 000 

residents from Crossroads were relocated to the settlement, which was closer to the city 

while still maintaining racial segregation (Nqadini, 2000).  

 

Figure 1. 1: Location of Khayelitsha Source: Open Streets maps, 2023 

According to Sikhula-Sonke (2022), Khayelitsha was originally proposed to be 1070 hectares 

and only house 200 000 people but was subsequently increased to 500 000 people. 
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Eventually, Khayelitsha exceeded the state built infrastructural base. As result, today 

Khayelitsha consists of old formal housing and areas combined with newer informal and 

formal areas. The area currently has twenty-two settlements (CoCT, 2013) with many of these 

being shacks that are located on land that is not suitable for housing as it is at risk of flooding 

(Sikhula-Sonke, 2022).  

The spatial mismatch of residents within Khayelitsha relative to economic and other 

opportunities is a legacy of apartheid-era spatial planning and reinforces a poverty trap, 

keeping the urban poor far away from job opportunities (Willemse and Donaldson, 2012; 

Battersby, 2013). While basic service delivery has improved since the end of apartheid (CoCT, 

2013), households in Khayelitsha are harshly affected by poverty with approximately 70% of 

households earning a monthly salary that is below R3200 or less than R800 per week with 

approximately 19% of households generating no income of any kind (CoCT, 2013). A minimum 

of 10% of the population live below the national lower-bound income poverty line of R544 

per month (Stats SA, 2014). As a result, there are elevated levels of food insecurity in 

Khayelitsha.  

The poor socio-economic conditions (informal urbanisation, food insecurity, disadvantaged 

people due to apartheid spatial planning, high rates of unemployment and poverty, and poor 

service delivery) in Khayelitsha, share many similarities with other communities across South 

Africa, therefore it is a relevant research location. According to Battersby et al. (2017) one of 

the main characteristics of food environments in South Africa, but also in Khayelitsha as a 

focus (Battersby, 2013), is that of informality and a mix of formal and informal food outlets. 

As stated before, food environments are context specific, this study takes place in South Africa 

but more specifically the township of Khayelitsha, therefore the emergence, the structure and 

operation of the urban informal food sector will be specific to Khayelitsha. However, the study 

will allow for a greater understanding into the food sector within South Africa, and through 

this a greater understanding of place and food environments, because Khayelitsha is regarded 

as one of the main study locales in South Africa, to understand food consumption due to the 

history of the township, the inhabitants, and the location of the township in respect to the 

city of Cape Town (Philips, 2010).  

1.7 Structure of Thesis  

The thesis is divided into six chapters as outlined below:  
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Chapter 1: Placing food in contemporary South Africa. This chapter provided the background 

and rationale for this study and conveyed the research question, aims and objectives of the 

study.  

Chapter 2: Situating the place of food. The purpose of this chapter is to review the relevant 

available literature pertaining to the food environment, place, and sense of place. The chapter 

provides an overview of the changing food environment and how researchers from different 

disciplines have come to understand the food environment. A discussion of the place, how 

ideas around ‘place’ was formed in relation to the food environment, is included. I also review 

‘sense of place,’ its history and formation. Then, I look at the urban informal food sector, and 

how ideas around the informal sector can help to understand the food environment.  

Chapter 3: Research Methodology. A qualitative research method was used which featured 

a constructivist grounded theory (CGT) approach. This chapter is dedicated to a 

comprehensive discussion of the research methodology and looks at the CGT research 

approach which was used to conduct the study, the research design, and the measures which 

were followed to collect and analyse the data. It includes a discussion of the ethical standards 

which were upheld during the conducting of the study. The ten participants of this study were 

recruited over a two-week period.  

Chapter 4: Perceptions and feelings about the food environment. The fourth chapter will 

present and analyse the relational meanings that emerged from participants’ interactions 

with their food environments, through a photovoice activity with an accompanying semi- 

structured photo-elicitation interview. The ten participants of this study were recruited over 

a two-week period, these individuals took part in a photovoice study which was conducted 

with an accompanying online interview discussion, which also took place over a two-week 

period. 

Chapter 5: Sense of place and food. The fifth chapter presents a discussion on ‘sense of place’ 

in relation to participants’ interactions with their local food environment in Khayelitsha, Cape 

Town  

Chapter 6: Meaning making through food and place. The purpose of the concluding chapter 

is to provide a conclusion to the study. This chapter will summarise the findings and the 
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research project. Recommendations in terms of advancing future research on the subject 

under study. 
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Chapter 2: Situating the Place of food 

2.1. Introduction 

Place and sense of place are important concepts to study to gain an understanding of the food 

environments people interact with. This chapter aims to situate the study within the literature 

on food environments, place, and the related sense of place. For this chapter, an overview of 

the literature and empirical studies on the following three distinct fields of research: (1) food 

environments, (2) place, and (3) sense of place is provided. ‘Place, sense of place and the 

food environment’ are defined to improve understanding of these three concepts that relate 

to each other within this research. Place, sense of place and food environments are 

interrelated. An overview of theories and concepts commonly used to study an individual’s 

sense of place is covered. Food environments offer a unique lens to place-based research. 

Focus will be put on defining place and the different meanings of place. Overall, this chapter 

will present arguments in the literature, indicating ways this study can contribute to the 

broader stock of knowledge on place and the related sense of place in a local South African 

food environment context. The focus of this research study is on the food places where 

residents can buy food, either for immediate consumption (e.g., fast-food), or sit-down or to 

prepare at home (e.g., supermarkets, spaza shops). Keeping this in mind, this research looks 

to explore meanings of place and sense of place in connection to individuals’ interactions with 

their food environments, within a South African context. In the next section we focus on ‘food 

environments, different definitions and understandings of food environments are discussed, 

followed by a short look at examples of food environments in the global North and South. 

2.2. Food environments 

The food environment is defined as the “link or component that enables food acquisition and 

food consumption within the wider food system present in an area it is where people interact 

with the wider food system to buy and or eat food” (Turner et al., 2018: 3). Swinburn et al. 

(2013: 7) build on this definition to explain how the food environment sets the context within 

which food acquisition takes place by providing “opportunities and constraints that influence 

individuals’ decision about what to eat and buy, and what not to”. For example, if only 

unhealthy food options (such as from fast-food chains) are available within a shopping mall 

that an individual visits regularly, then options for healthy food choices would be limited. 

Glanz et al. (2007: 3) also express how the food environment is “about people and their daily 
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lives”. The food environment combines the daily interactions of individuals with the focus on 

‘interactions’ to help place the food environment regarding people’s daily lives and activities 

(Glanz et al., 2007). Glanz et al. (2007: 3) continue to build on this as they describe food 

environments at a local neighbourhood scale, referring to the “community food 

environment” when speaking about local neighbourhood food environments. In addition to 

this Glanz et al. (2007: 3) discuss the “consumer food environment” when referring to 

interactions between “individuals and their smaller scale interactions” in their local food 

environment (Glanz et al. 2007: 3).  

The understanding of food environments through community- and consumer-based concepts 

(Glanz et al., 2012) has partly directed research into food environments (Gittelsohn et al., 

2007; Swinburn et al., 2011; Turner et al., 2018; Swinburn et al., 2019).  Beyond community- 

and consumer-based concepts (Swinburn et al., 2011), defining the food environment and its 

components has proven to be more challenging for researchers (Gittelsohn et al., 2007). A 

feature in the existing definitions of the food environment is the conceptualization of the food 

environment in terms of the spaces within which food acquisition occurs; these can be spaces 

as large as continents or global areas (the global North or South), or smaller communities food 

environments in a specific country (such as Khayelitsha, Cape Town) (Swinburn et al., 2011; 

Turner et al., 2018; Swinburn et al., 2019).  

While defining the food environment is critical, so too is understanding the impact and 

influences of the food environment. Food environments in the global North have been 

influenced significantly by two events (Gittelsohn et al., 2007). These two events changed the 

international food environment: First was the arrival and development of the ‘obesogenic’ 

food environment (Swinburn et al., 2019), due to the resultant ‘nutrition transition’ (Popkin 

et al, 2012). The obesogenic environment is defined by Swinburn et al. (2011) as an 

environment which helps to encourage the consumption of unhealthy foods and the practice 

of living an unhealthy lifestyle that can result in gaining weight (Swinburn et al., 2011). 

Secondly, the international food environment was impacted by improved accessibility of 

locally produced foods, including seasonal produce and other foods throughout the year 

through technological advancements (Gittelsohn et al., 2007). Internationally research on 

food environments has been focused on the challenges affecting the global North and has 

focussed on researching the influence of the food environment on dietary quality and health 
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outcomes amongst children (Engler-Stringer et al., 2014) and adults (Caspi et al., 2012). 

However, it has been acknowledged by researchers (Engler-Stringer et al., 2014; Martins et 

al., 2013) that there is a dearth of food environments research focusing on challenges 

affecting individuals in the global South (Caspi et al., 2012). Similar research focusing on the 

global North has also resulted in a lack of consistent evidence related to food environments.   

Recent food environment research across the globe has resulted in a range of definitions for 

food environments within diverse research fields (Caspi et al., 2012). Such heterogeneity is 

not always useful or effective when attempting to study food environmental challenges 

specific to individuals in a different geographical location, since definitions and 

understandings of food environments in the global North may at times not be very useful for 

research with a focus on individuals in the global South. This links to the work of Martins et 

al. (2013) who highlight the limits and strengths of secondary and primary data resources in 

food environment research, links to the range of methodological approaches used, the 

multifariousness of food retailers, and individuals’ engagement with their local food 

environment (Caspi et al., 2012; Martins et al., 2013; Engler-Stringer et al., 2014).  

Gustafson et al. (2012) reviewed fifty-six consumer food environment research papers 

(Gustafson et al., 2012). These research papers were quantitative studies that were published 

over a period of 10 years between 2000 and 2011, they were all set within countries in the 

global North (focusing on the USA, Canada, and Australia). Comparisons between these 

studies were problematic due to the lack of consistent food store audit methods used 

(Gustafson et al., 2012). In their review, Gustafson et al. (2012) highlight how intricate various 

settings and store types affect the resulting data. Things like the characteristics of an area 

(distance to food stores, level of safety, crime, is there a supermarket present, etc.), in 

combination with other variables such as income, location, perceptions of the food 

environment, relationships with different food sources, etc., help contribute to a better 

understanding of people and how they relate to their food environment (Gustafson et al., 

2012). 

The food environment in the global South, including countries such as Egypt and Namibia that 

have been the focus of Turner et al. (2017), has been impacted by increased urbanization 

(Reardon et al., 2021) in addition to the increased prevalence of the obesogenic food 

environment. The obesogenic food environment also resulted in part from rapid urbanisation 
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and industrialisation in settings within the African continent (Steyn and Mchiza, 2014). In the 

global South, the food environment is constantly changing (Turner et al., 2017). Global food 

system changes remain different between the countries in the global North and the global 

South, regardless of common occurrences within food environments across certain contexts, 

such as super-marketisation around the world (Reardon et al., 2021). 

Countries in the global South, are characterised by multiple types of food sources, where 

individuals can access food from different community sources, in combination with non-

market related food sources at food places such as food transfers through social capital 

(Ahmad, 1991). However, a similarity between the global north and south is the prevailing 

nutrition transition and obesogenic environment (Popkin et al, 2012). In African countries, for 

example, the dietary changes from traditional, foods to highly processed foods have created 

health issues, such as the increased prevalence of non-communicable diseases like diabetes 

(Popkin and Gordon-Larsen, 2004). Also, linked to the ever-increasing urbanisation 

throughout Africa is the extensive spread of supermarkets and fast-food restaurants which 

results in increased consumption of meals away from home (Reardon et al., 2021). The 

interactions between people in their present food environment, with its influence on food 

acquisition and food consumption are not clearly explained or defined in various African 

contexts (Penney et al., 2014). Penney et al. (2014) express that research focusing on the food 

environment should seek to complement research relating to external environmental factors, 

such as the understanding of place, with personal level dimensions of the food environment. 

The importance of individual factors, including bias, appealability, or suitability of food 

products, is regarded as relatively understudied, especially in Africa (Penney et al., 2014). In 

the next section, we continue our discussion on food environments in Africa but look at South 

Africa with a focus on Cape Town, including a look at informality in Cape Town and how these 

effects on the food environment present. 

2.3. Focusing on Cape Town, the South African food environment  

Like the rest of Africa and the world, South Africa is currently impacted by rapid urbanisation 

and the nutritional transition (Battersby, 2013). Comparable to the rest of Africa, South Africa 

has one of the fastest urbanisation rates in the world and currently 60% of the population is 

urbanised (World Bank, 2016). Due to apartheid’s segregationist legacy, South African cities 

have seen Coloured and Black African population groups living spatially and economically on 
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the fringe of cities and certain job opportunities (Rogerson, 2003). Food in Cape Town is 

typically accessed through the retail food environment by way of supermarkets (Battersby, 

2013), which makes the urban poor exceedingly reliant on food in their proximity to food 

retailers and very vulnerable to food price shocks (Battersby et al. 2015). When food is 

purchased by the urban poor, they tend to make monthly bulk purchases at supermarkets 

(Battersby, 2013). However, the urban informal food sector is used to access and alleviate 

nearby daily/weekly food needs (Crush and Frayne, 2011). For cities like Cape Town, 

urbanisation has carried with it social, economic, and environmental challenges (Pieterse, 

2011). Pieterse (2011) continues by discussing how urbanisation has brought with it increased 

levels of exclusion and inequality linking to spatial inequalities. In addition to how 

urbanisation in its current form has helped to generate high levels of unemployment, with 

unequal access to services to the urban poor (Pieterse, 2011), resulting in informality being 

“highly prevalent and a norm in Cape Town” (Pieterse, 2011: 14). 

2.3.1. Informality in the local food environment  

The locally-built food environment in South Africa and Cape Town is poorly understood, 

especially concerning informality (Young and Crush, 2019). Polese, Kovács, and Jancsics (2018) 

define informality as an activity, done by individuals or groups (families, organisations, etc.), 

that ultimately bypasses an overarching regulatory entity that regulates some part of life for 

that individual or group. Polese, Kovács, and Jancsics (2018) continue by explaining that 

informality may result when “informal practises emerge in areas the state cannot regulate” - 

things that occur beyond the state or informality emerges through practises that “replaces 

what is regarded as ineffective state mechanisms”, i.e. things that occur in spite of the state 

interventions and actions, but are regarded as more effective in certain instances by those 

conducting these actions (2018: 5). Understanding the links between individuals or group 

action in relation to informality is important for understanding the greater global food 

environment, especially in the informal food sector in the global South. Battersby (2013) 

argues, that the understanding of the informal food sector is often expressed through a lens 

from the global North. However, urban informal food environments are beginning to receive 

more attention and focus from scholars and policymakers.  In spite of this, detailed 

engagements with the development, structure, and reasons people choose to buy food in 

these places are absent (Young and Crush, 2019). This has limited the understanding of the 
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role urban informal food environments serve in the wider food system (Young and Crush, 

2019). Combined with this is the reality that there has also been a widespread failure to 

engage in researching informal food economies (Young and Crush, 2019), there are questions 

about the reasons behind food choices related to human behaviour in these places (Story et 

al., 2008). 

Informal economic activities in South African cities can only be understood through a 

historically-rooted approach which emphasises the “role of the government in the 

continuation and the production of informal economic activity” (Skinner, 2018: 105). Informal 

economies are complex and embedded in the specific environments in which they exist, for 

example, areas such as Khayelitsha, Cape Town, which was created by the apartheid 

government, partly as a response to housing shortages for black South Africans (Nqadini, 

2000).   With the influx of residents the informal economy grew, partly because of the 

restricted economic opportunities and zoning laws during the apartheid era, and the 

challenges with job creation which still exist today (Young and Crush, 2019). 

2.3.2. Informality, Spatiality and Supermarketisation 

There is also a spatial element to informal food resources due to the apartheid spatial 

planning and segregated history of South Africa. This has resulted in fears around resolving 

problems, like food justice in spatially disadvantaged areas (Battersby, 2011).  In their study 

on food access, Moore and Diez Roux (2006) emphasise how food poverty can be an element 

of social exclusion, meaning that low-income populations are regarded as spatially 

disadvantaged relating to their access to food. Linking this to Cape Town we can see that low-

income consumers usually do not have access to private transportation, and as a result make 

use of public transportation (minibus taxis, Metrorail, walking or Golden Arrow buses) to 

access food sources. Additionally, low-income individuals usually live further away from Cape 

Town’s central business district (CBD), and thus spend large percentages of their monthly 

income on public transportation (Moore and Diez-Roux, 2006). Low-income individuals lack 

the financial capability to spend high percentages of their monthly salaries on public 

transportation to food sources. This leads to low-income households becoming under-

serviced by the more formal larger food economy, consequently, more informal food 

economy food sources will develop due to the need for more food procurement places as 

options for the low-income consumers and urban poor to meet food access needs. Therefore, 
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more studies are needed that explore food choices and buying behaviours of disadvantaged 

consumers to explore how these groups access food and food places regardless of the 

constraints (Fonte, 2008). 

The food environment in urban areas near previously disadvantaged groups within South 

Africa (Black African and Coloured neighbourhoods) in Cape Town and South Africa have been 

experiencing a transition, recently, through the increasing prevalence of supermarketisation 

(Battersby, 2013). According to Smith et al (2016) and Battersby (2013), supermarketisation 

is a process, driven by profit-making motives, whereby property developers intend to seize 

the increasing consumer market within previously disadvantaged areas, such as townships. 

The increase in income of some township residents, combined with better access to 

transportation and electricity - for certain households since the end of Apartheid, has 

contributed towards the improved capability of a limited number of previously disadvantaged 

urban residents to shop in supermarkets as opposed to smaller local retailers, which 

according to Reardon et al (2003) has resulted in the success in supermarketisation.  

A study which looked at the success of supermarkets in servicing the local community by 

D’Haese and Huylenbroeck (2005) highlighted the reason supermarkets achieve success. 

Initially, this was because supermarkets could provide a large variety of foods at an affordable 

price due to their management ability and economies of scale, where those that managed the 

supermarkets could buy products at high volumes and sell products at a cheaper price than 

the more local smaller stores (D’Haese and Huylenbroeck, 2005). However, a study by Tustin 

and Strydom (2006) found that travelling to supermarkets is often at odds with the financial 

capabilities of low-income consumers due to supermarkets' location which is centralised and 

difficult to access for those without private transportation, getting to a supermarket is costly. 

This is in addition to the work done by Battersby (2011) who found the smallest packaged unit 

supermarkets tend to stock is sometimes larger than what poorer communities can afford. 

Therefore, the benefits of supermarkets where they offer greater food variety and at lower 

prices, are made mute for low-income consumers. In addition to the previously mentioned 

challenges with informality in Cape Town and South Africa, there is also the 

acknowledgement of the possible key role informal traders could have in food acquisition and 

food choices within urban communities, this relates to food acquisition strategies revolving 
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around communities making use of social capital as a household food asset (Battersby, 2013; 

Young and Crush, 2019).  

2.3.3. Social capital: food as an asset and importance of informal traders  

Social capital, according to Moser (1997), is the level to which communities can be measured 

as an asset that reduces vulnerability or increases opportunities (Moser, 1997). Social capital 

is critical when considering household ‘coping strategies’ or ‘household survival strategies,’ 

where food is concerned. An example of these strategies can be ‘shared cooking’ which 

Ahmad (1991: 20) describes as a family that lives in separate houses, while close by, who 

practice “combining and sharing food resources regularly, to meet food needs”. ‘Shared 

cooking’ occurs when one main house is used multiple times a week to cook food for a group, 

which can consist of the backyard dweller and the member of the main house (Ahmad, 1991). 

When individuals experience food shortages, people depend on each other for food 

resources, affecting food procurement strategies and community relations, in addition to 

human behaviour when accessing food (Putnam, 1993). This is a food risk avoidance strategy 

for households living under threat of running out of food or money, during the month. 

Households combine resources with other households in order to mitigate income shocks or 

food budget constraints (Putnam, 1993). Food risk avoidance strategies within the social 

economy include combining food budgets to purchase specials at food stores (e.g., at 

shopping malls with bulk purchases at the end of the month).  Such a strategy may be enacted 

by low-income residents who only access supermarkets and shopping malls once a month, 

near to paydays, to take advantage of deals offered by these larger food stores (Battersby, 

2013).  

Other examples of food risk avoidance strategies can be sharing meals with neighbours 

and/or other households, a community outreach operating a soup kitchen, or simply 

borrowing money or food from other community members (Crush and Frayne, 2010). The 

level of difficulty that households experience when accessing food, can impact how strong 

the household is against food shortages (Moser,1997; Dangerfield et al., 2021). If a household 

is under threat by food shortages, then it can make use of the social capital within their wider 

community. Moser (1997: 23) explains that members of communities would “help to provide 

food for others with the expectation that in the future, they can make claims on others to 

help them and transfer food”. This exchange or economy is embedded within the moral and 
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social fabric present within communities, and according to Ahmad (1991) through this a social 

economy of the community is developed with a system of protection for those with elevated 

levels of food insecurity and affecting how low-income groups procure food and food 

accessing behaviours which needs more focussed research (Battersby, 2013). 

Another example of informality but also the use of social capital within food environments in 

Cape Town and South Africa, is through informal traders and the credit systems which they 

avail for the low-income households and groups within their community (Dangerfield et al., 

2021). This also relates to an important aspect of Informality, being that of the key role the 

informal traders themselves play as food places within their local communities as easing 

access to food for community members. This is done through a credit system that informal 

traders offer within their local food economy to those with whom they are familiar. This links 

to Moser’s (1997) view of social capital being an asset which reduces weakness and improves 

opportunities in local communities. The work of Granovetter (1985) shows that positive social 

relations with local informal vendors within the community can help in making the credit 

system more reasonable and beneficial for both local retailers and community members. 

Granovetter (1985) continues by explaining how there is a preference among venders for 

transacting with known individuals, due to a positive reputation or relationship with the 

customer, and how past experiences when dealings with a customer are valued in decreasing 

the risk of wrongdoing by the customer or the vender themselves, such as not repaying the 

loan of credit. As a result, customers and vendors are incentivised to have working 

relationships. For the customer not to conduct wrongdoing (e.g., through stealing products), 

as the penalty would negatively impact the customer's standing with the vendor thus 

resulting in the unwillingness of local informal or formal retailers to extend the offer of credit 

again (Granovetter, 1985). Hence, the more familiar the shop worker or owner is with the 

customer, and vice-a-versa, the more likely a credit agreement can be reached and honoured, 

as the shop owner’s social relations within the community offer assurances of payment, in 

the form of trust and access to consumers (Granovetter, 1985). This partially links to the 

continued survival of informal traders regardless of the expansion of supermarkets within 

low-income areas in Cape Town (Battersby, 2013; Young and Crush, 2019). 

According to Young and Crush (2019), the informal sector is a site of considerable innovation 

and entrepreneurial agency, not just a shelter for the marginalized. In Cape Town, barriers to 
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entry into the informal sector are extremely low, because  resourceful individuals can survive 

and build businesses, even though the competition is severe, and there are limited formal 

sources of financing (Dolan and Rajak, 2016). Schipmann and Qiam (2011) explain that this is 

because of “cohabitation,” a process in which informal food vendors co-exist with, and 

sometimes benefit from, other informal traders and larger supermarkets. This can occur in 

two ways: firstly, by gaining business from customers and employees of supermarkets and 

other informal traders; and secondly, by using supermarkets as a source of produce and taking 

advantage of competition between supermarkets to acquire goods for resale (Young and 

Crush, 2019).  

In this section, the food environments in South Africa, with a focus on Cape Town, were 

highlighted. Challenges related to informality are discussed in relating to food access and food 

environments. In the next section, ‘place’ as a concept is defined historically (through ideas 

of space) and how food and place can be interrelatedness is mentioned. This is followed by a 

discussion on the important related concept of place, being a ‘sense of place,’ which in terms 

of this research relates place to the food environments. 

2.4. Place 

In this study, place is subjective and meanings of place result from individuals’ interactions at 

food places they regularly visit to access food. As a result of this place in this study is personal 

and a “human construct” (Cresswell, 2008: 7). Place is space given meaning (Cresswell, 2004) 

and made meaningful by a coming together of personal perceptions, senses, and spatial 

attributes with social interactions (Cresswell, 2008). Place, however, as a geographic concept 

has been debated for decades (Tuan, 1977; Cresswell, 2004; Withers, 2009). According to 

Cresswell (2004: 15), place can be both an “act of defining what exists” and a specific way in 

which to “understand and know the world” (Cresswell, 2004: 15). In addition to this Whitney 

(2001: 18) considers place as a “juncture of bodied, memorised time and space, which is 

contoured by narratives relationally embedded in cultural and physical landscapes”. ‘Place’ is 

the coming together of related ideas or viewpoints. Different models of place have emerged 

over time, with certain models attempting to compromise between different viewpoints, all 

looking to define what exactly place is (Tuan, 1977; Cresswell, 2008; Withers, 2009). Place 

originates from space (Tuan, 1977). In human geography, Cresswell (2004) defines ‘place’ as 

being ‘space’ that has meaning (Cresswell, 2004). However, Johnson et al. (2000: 3) go further 
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when they describe a place as a geographical location (space), initially without meaning or 

understanding, which attributed meaning through a “combination of social interactions, 

personal sense or perceptions and spatial attributes” (Johnson et al.,2000: 3). 

Cresswell (2004) understood ‘space’ as being a more abstract concept than place. Tuan (1977) 

also speaks about space when he compares spaces to the movement of individuals and places 

to the pauses or stops on a journey to a destination, seeing space as the area people travel 

through to get to a specific place of interest, essentially Tuan (1977: 6) believes that space 

contrasts place, through “space allowing for movement” and the pauses in movement 

allowing for “locations to be explored, which allows for meaning to develop and for the 

creation of place”. Cresswell (2004) adds to this by explaining that space becomes a place 

when people give it some form of significance (for example, meaning can be given as a 

location to buy things, or as a location to interact with family members, etc.) and through this 

significance people start to develop some sort of attachment to this space, making it into a 

place. Therefore Johnson et al. (2000) see place as being a location given meaning, in addition 

to Cresswell (2004: 7) defining place in a short and simplistic manner as “a meaningful 

location”.  

The recognition of place as a concept made considerable progress in the 1970s through 

developments in human geography which started reflecting a “more complex understanding 

of geographical imaginations” (Claval and Entrikin, 2004: 46). Originally, geographers’ 

understanding of place focused on the physical attributes of place. Hubbard et al (2002: 3) 

note that the understanding of place as a concept before the 1970s was very simplistically 

determined as a meeting or gathering of individuals in an “enclosed locale”, which was 

located on or occupying a “physical portion of geographic space” (Hubbard et al, 2002: 3). 

However, during the 1970s a geographers observed a ‘spatial turn’ in the geographical 

imaginations of geography (Casey, 1997). This led to an expansion in methods used to 

examine the concept of place and the meaning of place (Tuan, 1975; Casey, 1997). 

Geographers at the time such as Tuan (1975) did not believe that the theoretical explanation 

of place to a location in space could by itself effectively capture place as a component of 

everyday life therefore they added on to the concept of place and expanded the research 

around place (Caspi et al., 2012).  
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In the 1980s human geography became more influenced by social theory (Mansvelt, 2008). 

However, this managed to side-line the concept of place, replacing discussions around place 

“with discourse around space and social processes” (Mansvelt, 2008: 8). Since the 1970s, the 

geographical definition of place has focused on a combination of location (a point in space 

that is definable) and the meanings of place, expressed through relationships with an aspect 

of place (Tuan, 1977; Cresswell, 2004). Place, as explained by Johnson et al. (2000), is 

relational and not one-dimensional is a geographical location given meaning through a 

combination of” social interactions, personal senses or perceptions and spatial attributes” 

(Johnston et al., 2000: 3). In addition to this Tuan (1977: 7) expressed the view that place was 

both the “central or main point giving meaning” to and part of the “external context of 

peoples actions”, and that place was the foundation for subjective and objective actions by 

individuals.  

Agnew (1987) contributed to the further development of place by highlighting three 

components of meaningful places: location, locale, and sense of place. Agnew (1987) believed 

that place was relational as a construct. Firstly, the location offers a simple idea of where the 

place is located and provides objective meaning to place (Agnew, 1987). To know where a 

place is immediately means that you can locate it relative to places around it which helps 

define the place and changes the meaning of a place. Location affects the other two 

components of the meaning of place. Secondly, locale or layout is the material (built or 

natural) context of a place that allows for social interactions to occur (Agnew, 1987). The 

locale also provides objective meaning to place (Agnew, 1987). Agnew (1987) exclaims that 

the physical layout of a place, can affect the "relationships between people and how they 

interact with the place". There is also no limitation to the physical layout of the material 

setting for a place. Finally, sense of place forms when “people develop an emotional 

attachment to a place” (Agnew, 1987: 5) usually after having visited or lived in a place (Sack, 

1992). Sense of place provides subjective meaning to place (Agnew, 1987). However, as Tuan 

(1975) explains, our sense of a place is not only limited to the physical, but it can be a 

particular feeling when returning to a hometown which may have similar components (such 

as the same buildings) as every other town within a geographical area but if it is where you 

grew up then it may have a special sense of place. Likely, the same will result for a person or 

group routinely visited food store.  
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If we apply Agnew's (1987) understanding of the basic components of meanings of place 

(location, locale, and sense of place) any individual could walk into a place and begin to 

develop meaning to or of the place. If an individual walks into a shopping mall in South Africa, 

the location would consist of a parking area, near a main road, there would be a large 

anchoring retailer, with smaller fast–food shops, clothing stores, mobile cell phone stores, a 

cinema, amongst other stores. The locale, and material setting, would be simplistic as well, 

near to the entrance there would be fast food shops, then clothing stores, with electronic 

stores further along in the shopping mall. Employees would also be present adding to the 

sense of place that the individual is developing. Hubbard et al. (2002), write that since the 

sense of place was a phenomenon unique to a locale, after the change in geography after the 

1970s, the focus of human geographers altered to ideas that had a sense of place as a main 

idea. Therefore, as mentioned earlier geographical definitions and understandings of place, 

since the 1970s have focused on the combination of location (a point in space that is 

definable) and the meanings of place, expressed through relationships with an aspect of place 

(Tuan, 1977; Cresswell, 2004).  

Since the turn of geography in the 1970s, human geographers have focussed more critically 

on the relationship between people, places, and place-making in a more globalised world.   

Through this critical approach, researchers sought to understand the effect human agency 

had on place (Sack, 1992; Massey, 1997; Massey, 2005; Harvey, 2006; Withers, 2009). As 

people define and redefine places through their interactions with a place, a more globalised 

world would affect people’s understanding and relationships with various places, showing a 

relationship between people and place-making. Sack (1992) demonstrated his view on human 

agency and relationality between people and places, through the combined influence of 

personal meaning and social interactions, with place (Sack 1992: 97). For Sack (1992) 

meanings of place ranged from the subjective to the objective (a universal view), where these 

meanings where related viewpoints that presented different geographical experiences. Sack 

(1992) applied this model by examining place through the lens of food consumption, which 

he argued is a "place-creating" and "place-altering" experience and act (Sack 1992: 97). 

Massey (2005) also discussed the importance of people and their actions when creating place 

and sense of place, through the view of place as an event (Massey, 2005), that results in the 
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intersection of a “exceptional coming together” (Massey, 2005: 140), of place creation and 

sense of place.  

Massey (2005) sees place as a relational space with the global and local being mutually 

constitutive conceptually which creates a set of connections that Massey (1997) referred to 

as a “global sense of place” (Massey, 1997: 4). Massey (2005) continues to point towards the 

relationship between people and place-making through human agency by referring to sense 

of place within place-making actions. Massey (2005) likens sense of place to being “frank and 

extroverted” as it includes the “awareness of what links the local and the wider world” 

(Massey, 1997: 322). Pointing towards the relationship between people and place at a more 

local and international level. This can be seen play out with multinational food brands, where 

a McDonald's (large American brand) may be eating in a local community in the United 

Kingdom, Australia, or South Africa, connecting people and food choices around the world 

and intersecting food cultures, creating certain connected food places, and changing place.  

Place is valuable for research in that it adds an important dimension to questions of human 

behaviour (Cresswell, 2008; Swinburn et al., 2019). Deconstructing place as individuals 

describe it becomes an important research tool to explore different meanings of place 

expressed. According to Sack (1992) place making, in relation to human behaviour, develops 

through relationships, as it “connects social relations, human agency, and the environment” 

(Sack 1992: 207). This section defined, analysed, and discussed the concept of place 

historically, and various relevant understandings of place associated with the food 

environment. The next section continues from place with a focus on the related concept of 

‘sense of place.’ I discuss a sense of place in relation to its meaning and how individuals’ 

identity relates to their sense of place. In addition, I explain different components of the sense 

of place including a sense of agency, sense of belonging and alienation related to food places 

and food acquisition.  

2.5. Sense of place  

As expressed by Cresswell (2008), place is characterised by layers of meaning. Here, Cresswell 

(2008) understands that sense of place is constantly transforming, and these considerations 

can transform into something new overtime as certain aspects of the built environment 

change and as people’s knowledge of their built environment changes to become more aware 

of changing social environments. With greater understanding and expanded knowledge 
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coupled with improved awareness, people start to develop a “concept of place” also referred 

to as a “sense of place where emotional attachment and personal meanings” come together 

to further the concept and understanding of place (Relph, 1976: 8). This links to the work of 

Tuan (1974: 4) where he discusses the sense of place and the attachment felt to places, which 

he terms as a sense of place defining it as the “emotional bond between people and specific 

places”. For Tuan (1974) and other researchers (Relph, 1976; Feagan, 2007; Ardoin, 2009), 

through emotional connections, place ends up becoming more than a physical feature of land. 

People’s experiences combined with their imaginations become entangled with physical 

features and the definition of place becomes “relative to these human constructs and other 

people’s places” (Feagan, 2007). Bonds with a place or sense of place can both be physical or 

imaginative and at different scales, varying and having both the physical presence and 

imaginative presence (with a community, city, town, country, or just with a small store) (Tuan, 

1974).  

What is clear is that the ‘sense of place,’ is a concept which is complex due to its potential of 

it to understand and motivate human behaviour (Cresswell, 2008; Swinburn et al., 2019). 

Sense of place is conceptualised in a manner that differentiates place from the built 

environment, as Cresswell (2008) explains through sense of place the built environment and 

place are different but not oppositional. An example of this can be a first visit to a 

geographical location which is likely to be random, but sometimes intentional. However, if 

individual visits the place again, the location can acquire meaning over time through a variety 

of interactions which through a process of place-making, transforms the location into a place 

for an individual. This place-making process usually involves a combination of emotions, 

spatial challenges, material needs, social interactions, personal values, and emotions 

(Swinburn et al., 2019).  

According to Stedman (2006), the process of establishing the meaning of place for an 

individual is active, as it involves the constant interactions between ‘places’ in the built 

environment and influences the ongoing experiences people have at these places. The 

relationship between the built physical environment and place towards a sense of place is 

mutually reinforcing (Manzo and Devine-Wright, 2014). Routine human behaviour and the 

meaning of repeated visits to particular ‘places’ only becomes part of an individual’s routinely 

visited locations when people assign enough meaning to these ‘places. The meaning to these 
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‘places’ is reinforced by repeated, continuous exposure to a particular ‘place’ (Manzo and 

Devine-Wright, 2014). As far as the food environment is concerned, Manzo and Devine-

Wright (2014: 12) state that “in neighbourhoods, there may be a few nearby food stores that 

no one visits”, this could be because these stores do not have a deeper meaning to these 

individuals or because they deliberately avoided these stores because they have a negative 

connotation or people feel out of place at these stores. To understand the sense of place and 

the meanings of the sense of place first, we need to understand the two main components of 

the sense of place as defined by Trentelman (2009); these being ‘place meaning’ and ‘place 

attachment’. In addition to this, ‘sense of place’ could seem like an umbrella term 

encompassing bringing multiple concepts that describe interactions between people and the 

built environment (Shamai, 1991). These terms mentioned by Jorgensen and Stedman (2001), 

are place attachment (emotive), place identity (cognitive) and place dependence (conative), 

with overlapping amongst these separate components of the sense of place (Shamai, 1991).  

The concept of place meaning is defined as the representational meaning given to places by 

people (Relph, 1976; Semken and Butler Freeman, 2008). Place, as a concept, has meaning 

through people’s memory, “people create place meaning and then connect it to themselves” 

(Scannell and Gifford, 2010: 3). Soul (1988) continues from this by expressing that the 

emotional experiences and memories of place from people, helps to produce understanding 

and values which connect to specific places. Place meanings are a result of human interactions 

and experiences at a specific place (Relph, 1976). Essentially place meanings develop from 

pre-existing values attached to a place from an individual, and place meanings develop and 

change through learning behaviours (Fonte, 2008).  

According to Jorgensen and Stedman (2001), explain that place identity is the mental or 

intellectual (cognitive) association between a person and their surrounding physical 

environment. Place identity can be the level to which a ‘place’ becomes part of the person’s 

identity. Then, the prescribed place identity begins to define the expectations of a place. 

However, place identity does not refer to the identity of the place itself, instead, referring to 

the relationship that a person has with the place. Place identity is part of a greater holistic 

self-identification (Jorgensen and Stedman, 2001). Similarly, Lockie (2001) shows how food 

helped to create a place identity for residents from Rockhampton (Australia) where place and 

identity is developed concurrently through food which is locally produced - Rockhampton has 
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a place identity as the ‘beef capital’ of Australia (Lockie, 2001). Lockie (2001: 253) pointed out 

how participants in his study revealed an array of “geographical knowledge which was 

embedded in food practises, such as food preparation, purchasing and food industry related 

activities”, which brought together opposing responses, historical meanings, and significance, 

in combination with a “locally constructed symbolic sense of identity” that overlapped with 

the greater declining cattle industry of Rockhampton (Lockie, 2001). In addition to the work 

of Lockie (2001), Cook and Craig (1996) write about how food can have the potential to 

highlight meaning. Cook and Craig (1996: 140) believe that “foods make places symbolic 

constructs, used in the broad construction of numerous geographies, foods do not just come 

from places”, food helps to characterise places. Therefore, according to the work of Cook and 

Craig (1996) and Lockie (2001) food adds meaning to place. 

According to Altman and Low (1992: 5) ‘place attachment’ is the physical, psychological, and 

emotional, connection to a place. Here, place helps to serve various meanings from a site of 

psychological or emotional comfort and support, it can be safe and secure, to a place of 

constancy and familiarity (Shumaker and Taylor, 1983). Another definition of place 

attachment is from Scannell and Gifford (2010: 1) who define place attachment as the 

“bonding which results between individuals and their meaningful environments”, it is the 

“bond between an individual or group and a place this can vary terms of how specific the 

place is, the spatial-level of the place, and the social or physical features of the place”, and is 

manifested through emotional, intellectual, and social psychological processes (Scannell and 

Gifford, 2010: 5). Place attachment by Scannell and Gifford (2010) is considered a measurable 

subset of sense of place. Place attachment can serve the function of supporting groups or 

individual goals, where place then becomes valued based on the specific activities that it can 

support, such as a small store which stocks food products which are used and needed daily 

which is located near to your home, this store will be valued as a result of the products 

available and the location relative to where you live, the same with a shopping mall which has 

more options and activities (Jorgensen and Stedman, 2001). Place can help you achieve 

certain goals, like shopping for food, but it does not only help achieve certain goals, place, 

and the attachment to it can have continuity or familiarity and stability properties (Jorgensen 

and Stedman, 2001). Where returning to previously visited stores or locations having short 
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conversations with acquaintances, or meeting family members and friends can become 

familiar and relaxing giving the place a certain identity and attachment.  

Place can help “create continuity over time by reminding individuals of previous occurrences” 

at certain locations, which helps to attach individuals to environments that they “feel match 

their values or their past” (Scannell and Gifford, 2010: 6). These past attachments can range 

from things like a person’s favourite store which sells their favourite food, or a childhood 

home, all have strong forms of place attachment and are examples of continuity and 

familiarity that place can provide. A combined, sense of place and place identity, and place 

attachment can lead an individual to develop a sophisticated and more multifaceted 

relationship with place (Scannell and Gifford, 2010). In addition to place attachment, Johnson 

et al (2000: 731) explain that individuals can experience place detachment, where “humans 

express different levels of place attachment and place detachment based on their experiences 

and relationships to specific places”. Place detachment can be seen in the work of Feagan 

(2007) where local food products were displaced by multinational food products which were 

negatively associated with certain food stores, resulting in participants losing interest and 

attachment to these places, becoming detached, Feagan (2007) mapped this in his study.  

Place dependence is another subset of the sense of place (Scannell and Gifford, 2010). In 

combination with place identity, place dependence is recognised and related to certain 

characteristics of why and how people link with places. Place dependence includes how a 

place can fulfil the social, emotional, and psychological, social needs of people (Scannell and 

Gifford, 2010). Jorgensen and Stedman (2001) understand place dependence as how strong 

the level of association between a person and a particular place is. However, the dependence 

relation between people and place is not one-dimensional. The influence of a person over a 

place is related to the understanding that how the person views a particular place is an 

extension of yourself (Droseltis and Vignoles, 2010), a sense of possession, ownership, or 

rights to the place (identity-related symbolic meaning), or investment in place (repeated 

visits). For example, exchange students might prefer to congregate in areas in their new 

surroundings that possess familiar qualities with their home, things which could link back to 

their homes may provide comfort against the negative effects of moving. Keeping this in mind, 

multiple place attachments can co-exist related to a specific place, Stokols and Shumaker 

(1981: 3) referred to this as a “generic place dependence”.  
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Sense of place is a concept which is understood as place meanings and place attachments 

(Trentelman, 2009). Place meanings and place attachments can vary amongst different 

individuals, resulting in potentially unique understandings of place and sense of place 

(Stedman, 2007). It is important to understand the factors which affect the development of 

the sense of place concerning food environments, to gain a greater understanding of sense 

of place, these factors could be social, economic, political, historical, or physical factors which 

affect the development of sense of place. These factors play out through two important 

indicators of sense of place within a food environment: a sense of agency and a sense of 

belonging (Cobb et al., 2011; Caspi et al., 2012; Desjardins, 2010).  

2.5.1. Sense of agency: through a sense of place  

Agency, as defined by Giddens (1984: 14), is about the “ability to intervene in a certain 

situation or just to make a difference”. Agency involves the determination to make a change, 

the information to do so and the capability to conduct this change (Giddens, 1984). A sense 

of agency related to place-making is an indicator of a sense of place, it relates directly to 

people’s interactions with the wider food environment (Desjardins, 2010). Sense of agency 

builds on the understanding that individuals' and groups interactions with the food 

environment (or just the present built environment) is “mutually reinforcing, and an example 

of a shared relationship” (Manzo and Devine-Wright, 2014: 6). Individuals or groups that 

interact with their food environment create meaning with the environment and as a result 

can shape it in certain ways, thus taking part in a sense of place-making activity (Desjardins, 

2010). A sense of agency is about the notion of action (which is purposeful), to create or affect 

aspects of your own or other daily lives, Desjardins (2010) regards this as part of a process to 

produce a place identity for individuals. Concerning place and sense of place, agency or a 

sense of agency would relate to how individuals or members of communities intentionally act 

within their environments to create or impact their food environments, resulting in a sense 

of agency. Examples of greater involvement in a social context which could be part of a sense 

of agency are things such as organising cooking groups, buying from certain food places and 

not others, such as buying from a certain large food retail store (ShopRite), as opposed to 

another - because the prices may be cheaper, or the shop is closer. These are examples which 

would indicate a robust commitment to place or sense of place. Planning food buying, such 

as creating shopping lists after consulting a newspaper to look for cheaper prices, would 
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concurrently arise from and add towards a sense of place. A sense of agency links to Manzo 

(2005: 84), where he explains that a sense of agency can originate from the “different ways 

people use places, occasionally in ways that they were not originally intended to”, this relates 

to the creative ways people can use places to suit their needs, “people are constantly, actively, 

and can be intentionally shaping their environment”. 

A sense of agency also comes with a sense of connection, which (as part of an indicator for 

the sense of place) can reflect connectedness to other places, locally or internationally. 

Massey (1997) writes that with a more globalised world a ‘global sense of place’ is an 

appropriate way to discuss how connected the world is, through branding of products, such 

as similar food products becoming widely available internationally due to globalisation, in 

addition to technology like the internet connecting food cultures around the world. Massey 

(1997) highlighted how certain parts of urban neighbourhoods appeared unified, she argued 

for a global sense of place which arose from a combination of broader and local relations, she 

suggested that “an understanding of the characteristics of these places can only be 

understood by linking many different places in different locations” (Massey, 1997: 323). 

Massey (2005: 172) discussed and contrasted “eating any food available” with local food 

“local is good because it is from here”. Here food is connected to place and sense of place.  

The sense of agency is also impacted by the amount of access and the availability individuals 

or groups have to food. The availability of food places and the price of the food products at 

these places will affect how well food needs are met within communities. Food availability 

can differ depending on the type of stores. Home ‘tuck shops’ or ‘spaza shops’ are small 

informal convenience shops that are often operated from a home or informal structure 

(Skinner and Haysom, 2016). Such shops often have limited shelf space; therefore they stock 

a limited range of food products for their customers. This limited range of foods can result in 

limited food options. The affordability and the willingness of people to pay combined with 

perceptions of worth relating to a certain food product or store will impact the sense of 

agency of those looking to procure food from these places (Caspi et al., 2012). Sometimes 

individuals or groups base their food choices not only on the price of the product but also on 

the cost of other requirements, such as transport, or time, this can be the case when decisions 

are made by individuals to purchase products at a mall once a month, where individuals make 

one large purchase of food products (Battersby, 2011) in one trip as opposed to multiple 
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purchases of smaller groups of products at a smaller store that is closer to their home, this 

leads us to accessibility.  

Accessibility refers to the ease of access or a person’s ability to reach a local food setting 

(Caspi et al., 2012). The accessibility of a food location involves the distance between the store 

and the individual requiring the product, how is accessibility affected by the options of 

travelling to a shopping mall (where products would be cheaper) versus buying at a closer 

home or Spaza shop, which would be more (Battersby, 2011). This is where transportation 

comes into play, but what is the availability of public transport to and from a food outlet? The 

money required to reach the shopping mall would also be important. Here a taxi fare, to reach 

the location could be too costly for the products which are being purchased, also the possible 

time to reach the location all come together to affect people’s decisions (Caspi et al., 2012). 

The quality and price of a product can guide the accessibility of a product to an individual. All 

of these challenges work together to diminish a person or group's sense of agency, as some 

of these challenges are ‘non-negotiable issues’ if you do not have access to private 

transportation then you would have to buy large purchases of different food products would 

have to be made using public transport, and if you cannot afford the cost of public 

transportation then you could mitigate that by walking or only doing large shopping hauls 

near to your pay week as that is individuals would have more finances available to meet 

additional costs like transportation, this is largely linked to the spatial history of South Africa 

and the food environment.  

Challenges which relate to food procurement can also link towards a sense of agency, where 

individuals come together and look to improve their access to food, altering their perception 

of the sense of place. These relate to mitigation strategies which people employ within their 

food environment to procure food, such as making use of their social capacity within their 

community. Social capacity, as defined by Moser (1997: 20) is the degree that “communities 

themselves can be considered as an asset that decreases vulnerability or increases 

opportunities”. This community asset is part of household ‘coping strategies,’ according to an 

AFSUN survey these can include things such as sharing meals, shared cooking, community 

soup kitchens, borrowing food or money to buy food, amongst other strategies (Crush and 

Frayne, 2010). The extension of households, within the larger community, to embrace multi–

generational family subsets permit for a greater pool together of resources such as food 
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resources, income or childcare, all work together to decrease the overall vulnerability of the 

community (Moser, 1997). Depending on households and individuals’ ability to adapt to 

changes in food availability will impact how resilient a household or individual is to mitigate 

food shortages. Community members who make use of the social capital that is available to 

them within their wider community are creating a sense of agency to acquire food, through 

the social relationships which they have developed within their community. Here as Moser 

(1997: 23) explains members of communities would “help to provide food for others with the 

expectation that in the future, they can make claims on others to help them and transfer 

food”. This economy is embedded within the moral and social fabric present within 

communities. Adding on to this Ahmad (1991) highlights that through this a social economy 

of the community is developed with a system of protection for those with elevated levels of 

food insecurity. Those who take part in this social economy are using their agency to intervene 

in a food scarcity situation and making a positive difference in improving their food 

availability. 

2.5.2. Sense of belonging  

Sense of belonging is an indicator of a sense of place (Caspi et al., 2012; Desjardins, 2010). 

Shared experience amongst groups and individuals forms the foundation for a sense of 

belonging within a place. Riley (2017) explains belonging as a sense of being where a person 

can be confident, fit in, feel safe, or simply experience a feeling of being valued. A sense of 

belonging links to the method of people imagining their bonds to the communities where 

they live or work (Tuan, 1977: 141). Ardoin, Schuh, and Gould (2012: 586) wrote that the 

emotional dimension of a sense of place can include “a feeling of ‘belonging somewhere’. An 

individual’s sense of belonging could be personal because of positive and negative 

experiences from places they regard as meaningful. Related to a sense of belonging is a sense 

of community. A sense of community is defined by Perkins and Long (2002), as the feeling of 

belonging or membership to a group, which contains possible emotional connections on 

shared interests or concerns. Compared to place attachment and place dependence, the 

sense of belonging is different from these two, due to the focus it has on belonging, the sense 

of belonging is not as geographically bound (Perkins and Long, 2002).  

Food purchasing can also relate to a sense of belonging.  As expressed by de Certeau and 

Giard (2008), food buying always has meaning but it is regarded as an ordinary activity which 
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only occasionally involves interacting with workers, owners, or neighbours within your 

community. In contrast to this Perkins and Long (2002: 3) point out that when buying food 

individuals could experience a “community feeling” which would be related to the worth of 

social interactions this individual felt when buying or consuming food, this could have been 

with a shop owner, worker, or just someone whom they knew. Sense of belonging helps to 

create a sense of place, which Agnew (2007: 19), defines in general as “a sense of belonging 

to the wider area and the relationships which people have concerning multiple things in an 

area, rather than a specific location or issue”.  

Then there is the work of Putnam (1993) which built on the work of Granovetter (1985), 

where he discovered that large social ties enabled social processes (focussing on gossiping 

with workers participants in this study knew or had met multiple times) to establish 

reputations of local food retailers. Putnam's (1993) work showed that a relationally close 

customer base can produce a standard of behaviour that can easily police the quick spread of 

information about wrongdoing, such as poor services at a local store. Putnam’s work also 

showed that food places, such as food retail stores could be a place of social connection 

(Putnam, 2000), helping to create a sense of community. Putnam (2000) also showed how 

food retail places can become places of familiarity and comfort through repeated visits, or 

meeting friends and family at these places. Buying food at places that also served as meeting 

places for groups or individuals helps to create opportunities for social interaction. These type 

of connections of ‘community’ with the context of places where food is bought and consumed 

helps to establish the aspects of the urban food environment and contribute to a sense of 

community.  

The sense of community is also affected by the appearance of food stores. Semenza and 

March (2009) write that the physical properties of a place can help increase the place's 

identity, thus increasing the sense of place. Properties, such as the colour or name associated 

with a store or product, may function as an influencing factor when buying from a specific 

store or product (Gidlöf et al., 2017). According to Spence and Velasco (2018), there is 

evidence showing a connection between the use and preferences of colours and behaviour 

when buying products. This can impact the social patterns of individuals or groups resulting 

in changes to a sense of belonging. There are other actions which could result in altering or 
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negatively impacting the sense of belonging and sense of community these would be 

classified as a sense of alienation. 

2.5.3. Sense of alienation 

A sense of alienation can also arise from food places. Manzo (2005) revealed that an array of 

experiences can create meaning in place, ranging from exclusion, loneliness, and abuse, 

amongst other undesirable experiences at a place. A study by Cresswell (2004) proved how 

communities that were defined by certain restrictions can be made to feel like they do not 

belong. Williams and Hubbard (2001) conducted a study in Coventry (United Kingdom), 

focusing on retail stores and social exclusion. They argued that the divisions in retail 

highlighted exclusions because they emphasised “those who were disadvantaged mainly for 

their social marginalization” and that “spatial marginalization offered limited understanding 

of the interaction of society and space” (Williams and Hubbard, 2001: 270), mainly their study 

provided evidence of a “multifaceted geography of exclusion and inclusion”, which involved 

social factors political factors, economic and cultural factors (Williams and Hubbard, 2001: 

284). In the Coventry study, the results showed how low-income groups chose to buy 

products at the older more traditional shopping facilities, nearby, staying away from newer 

stores (Williams and Hubbard, 2001). But more affluent residents chose to shop at the newer 

stores and stayed away from the shopping centres, the low-income groups, and more affluent 

groups both chose ‘self-alienation or exclusion’ from certain stores (Williams and Hubbard, 

2001). Those travelling on public transport would also travel from far-off places to buy 

products because they were comfortable at these stores, and the cost of public transportation 

was not an issue. Here participants of this study, went to the local farmers market, because 

of the low prices but were not impressed with the quality of food. The Coventry study shows 

how feelings of inclusion or exclusion for were based on factors beyond price and proximity, 

social affinity was a big reason, and a perceived value of goods, amongst additional reasons. 

The Williams and Hubbard (2001) study characterises an interesting investigation of different 

meanings of place and sense of place as demonstrated by purchasing habits. 

Sense of place is a complex concept to understand (Ardoin, 2006). Sense of place can be 

defined in several ways but understanding relates to the attachment an individual has with a 

certain place. In this section, the sense of place was discussed, sense of place and its 

development was explained to create a greater understanding of the concept. 
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2.6. Conclusion 

In this chapter literatures focusing on food environments, place, and the related concept of 

sense of place that frame this research into the food environment were reviewed. The 

interrelatedness of place, sense of place and food was highlighted to help frame the meanings 

of place and individuals’ sense of place with respect to their interactions in food 

environments. The debates within different disciplines around the conceptualisation of place 

and sense of place were presented with key arguments in the literature indicating ways 

through which this study can contribute to the broader stock of knowledge on food 

environments, place, and the related sense of place in a South African local food environment 

context. Building upon this framing, the next chapter will present the research methodology 

employed in this study. 
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Chapter 3: Research Methodology 

3.1. Introduction 

This study is qualitative in nature, employing a constructivist grounded theory analysis to 

investigate participants perception and feelings about their food environment. The following 

chapter outlines the underlying philosophy and research methods informing the research and 

the practical aspects of the research which were employed relative to the aim and objectives 

of the research. This study made use of a semi-structured photo-elicited interview method as 

a data collection tool.  This is chapter outlines the process involved with the data collection 

of this study. Finally, the limitations of the research and the ethical standards which were 

adhered to during the research are covered.  

3.2. Research aim and objectives  

As noted in Chapter 1, the aim of this study is to explore meanings of place and sense of place 

in connection with individuals’ interactions with their food environments. Related to this aim 

are several objectives. They include:  

• To explore the relational meanings that are rooted within individuals’ interactions 

with the food places routinely visited. 

• To explore the role of food acquisition in shaping participants sense of place; and  

• To explore the relationship between food places and sense of place amongst 

participants.  

To fulfil the objectives above, this study uses a qualitative research methodology design to 

maximize the possibility of obtaining data which could suggest meaningful associations, 

through the views and opinions expressed by participants. The three objectives above look to 

address identified gaps in the literature that the ensuing research with a group of residents 

in Khayelitsha will help to address. The research is qualitative in nature and is positioned 

within the perspective that sense of place, place and food are connected through individuals’ 

interactions with their food environment. The food environment and how individuals interact 

in this space is characterised by connectedness and complexity (Giddens, 1984: as cited in 

Burns et al, 2022, 9). However, there are specific interactions which occur within a South 

African setting which is unique compared to a Western setting, such as the United States of 

America or Canada, these being interactions between people, informal food retailers and 
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formal food retailers. In Western societies, like the previously mention United States of 

America, there is more of a separation between food retail outlets and where people live. 

Whereas in South Africa there are more clear and direct connections, simply looking at 

informal food retailers (such as spaza shops or home tuckshops) and how they tend to be 

located within neighbourhoods close to homes, this is rarely seen to this extend within 

Western societies (Crush and Young, 2019). The links between individuals, the food 

environment, place, and the creation of a sense of place is “non-linear and subject to feedback 

loops” (Giddens, 1984: 8 as cited in Burns et al, 2022: 9).  

The three objectives above were addressed through the use of a semi – structured photo 

elicitation interview process. These semi-structured interviews were conducted in English, 

with questions translated into isiZulu and isiXhosa upon the request of participants.  Semi-

structured interviews were guided by the SHOWeD photovoice analysis method, which 

presents six questions (expanded on in section 3.8. Data Analysis) that were used to in order 

to help participants explain the pictures which they took in relation to this study. The 

photovoice and the SHOWeD method analysis are explained and expanded upon further 

below in the chapter.  

3.3. Research Philosophical Influence 

According to Bhandari (2020: 13), qualitative research involves gathering and analysing non-

numerical data (such as, video, audio, text, photographs) to understand experiences, 

concepts, and opinions. Data collected from qualitative research can be used to generate 

innovative ideas for research or to gather in-depth insights into a problem. According to Guba 

and Lincoln (1994: 106) qualitative research methods are a means to finding answers, it 

“enables researchers to collect detailed descriptive data concerning research topics”. 

Qualitative research allows for more in-depth analyses of attitudes, emotions, and behaviour 

to be performed than what would usually be impossible if quantitative methods are used 

(Denzin and Lincoln, 2011). 

Ontologically this research adopts a constructivist approach, which has resulted in an 

epistemology that looks at and accepts both the existence of a physical realty (built 

environment of Khayelitsha) and it recognises that participants exist in a socially constructed 

food environment (Charmaz, 2017). This food environment is influenced by participants 
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interactions with food places within the proximal environment, while the food environment 

also influences participants opinion of this environment in return. 

This research makes use of an inductive reasoning. Here we drew general conclusions about 

participants food environment based on a set of specific observations by participants, e.g., if 

a participant explains the importance of a certain informal trader to their daily food access, 

then the research can look at this observation and then speak about the importance of 

informal traders to the community, in a more general sense while being informed by the 

comments of the participant. There are four main types of reasoning, being the deductive 

reasoning, inductive reasoning, abductive reasoning, and retrodictive reasoning (MasterClass, 

2021). Inductive reasoning is considered as being a ‘bottom – up’ approach to logical research 

as it involves the widening of specific premises out into broader generalisations (MasterClass, 

2021). A benefit of this research is that it takes place over an extended period, to enable pro-

longed engagement with participants, which afforded more time and space to explore 

different challenges and themes. 

From a constructivist point of view, participants in this study create knowledge of their food 

environments through their interactions with food places they frequent or with each other 

when they visit these food places within their community, all towards the creation of a ‘sense 

of place’. Moreover, the philosophical underpinning of constructivism is linked to pragmatism 

and symbolic interactionalism (Charmaz, 2017). According to Siegfried (2000, 3) pragmatism, 

“is the theoretical position where what is considered practical or useful is advantaged over 

the theoretical”. With pragmatism, knowledge that is developed is measured in terms of its 

usefulness to help understand a phenomenon (Siegfried, 2000). Continuing, Siegfried (2000) 

clarifies that the, the day-to-day real-world circumstances and situations cannot be 

understood through deductions from theory. Instead, knowledge arises inductively when 

investigating human experiences with the method of “constant empirical verification” 

(Siegfried, 2000: 4). This research is making use of an inductive process and looks to 

understand the setting and context of participants food environment and how they relate to 

this environment towards the creation of a sense of place related to the food places with their 

food environment which they regularly visit. 

Symbolic interactionism, loosely, forms part of the philosophical framework of this study. 

Burns et al, (2022) explains symbolic interactionism is an approach to the study of individuals’ 
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daily lives that usually assumes three things, these are, (1) “the way individuals act towards 

things is founded on the meanings that things have for them”, (2) “the meanings of these 

things result from social interaction with others”, and (3) “these meanings are changed 

through, an interpretive process that people use to deal with things that he or she encounters 

daily”. The interactions participants have with the food places within their food environment 

has symbolic meanings, which can be both shaped and active in response to social interaction 

and different contexts within their local residential food environment. 

3.4. Research Approach 

The overarching methodological approach in this research, used within the qualitative 

research method, is that of a constructivist grounded theory (CGT) which is philosophically 

influenced by constructivism. Grounded theory provides a systematic way of producing 

explanations for participants actions; it involves being open to what participants will reveal 

about an area of interest, being food places within their food environment. The data 

collection and analysis within grounded theory is open and transparent and can lead to the 

development of a theoretical understanding of critical areas of interest. It revolves around 

the systematic process of simultaneous data collection where the researcher discusses the 

opinions raised by the participants and links it to the opinions of other participants. While at 

the same time making sure the results are grounded (representative of the thoughts and 

opinions of participants and reflects their daily interactions with food places within their food 

environment) through constant reconsideration of results and testing to develop a theory 

from the information provided by participants (Charmaz and Bryant, 2010). 

The research of exploring individuals’ sense of food places within the food environment made 

use of a constructivist grounded theory (CGT) research approach. A principal motivation 

behind this goal was to address the gap in understanding about of the meanings of place in 

individuals routine experience of purchasing or consuming food at places away from home. 

To see what the ideas people have about their food environment and to analyse these ideas. 

Another reason for the use of this approach was to investigate the types of places that people 

usually use to purchase food and how this links to the meanings which they attach to these 

places. By using this constructivist grounded theory approach, we could look more closely at 

the descriptions, feelings and ideas participants have about place and sense of place related 

to food places within the food environment. 

http://etd.uwc.ac.za/



50 
 

CGT is effective as a research approach as it includes the notion of multiple constructed 

realities, which helps to situate the research in the social conditions of the participants.  CGT 

also acknowledges both the past and present social conditions which may have been present 

within the study area, and how these could affect the results of the study (Charmaz, 2017). A 

practical example of this is acknowledging the apartheid laws and how it could have affected 

the built environment of Khayelitsha which in turn today would affect how participants 

interact with and relate to food places within their community. In addition, the constructed 

realities can include the researchers’ position (e.g., their “situation, actions, background or 

values”), these should not be pushed aside, according to Charmaz (2017, 299). Linking this 

with Farragher and Coogan (2018, 6) idea is that a researcher can be connected to and can 

“understand the meanings that the research participants make of their experiences, can 

result in realistic or pragmatic concepts that are widely applicable when moved across 

different contexts”, although these would still be relevant and relate to a specific subject or 

issue raised by participants. Practically, here we investigated participants interactions with 

the food environment and how this process through their knowledge of and experiences with 

the food environment helped to create a sense of place and help define certain food outlets 

as places. 

3.5. Research design  

This study employed a qualitative design which was informed by a constructivist grounded 

theory approach, with an ethnographic research design. Ethnography is the study of people 

in their own environment, making use of individual interviews, focus group discussions, 

amongst other research tools. According to Babbie and Mouton (2008), an ethnographic 

research design makes use of standard research methods such as semi – structured and 

structured interviews, observations, focus group discussions and document analysis to collect 

data. Ethnographic research designs are developed to conduct field-based research studies in 

the settings in which people work, or live, as opposed to laboratories, where researchers 

control the elements of behaviour that researchers try to observe (Babbie and Mouton, 

2008). An ethnographic approach allows for flexibility, as a research design which does not 

need extensive pre-fieldwork preparation and allow for changes which may become 

necessary during the field work of the study (Babbie and Mouton, 2008). 
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Ethnographic field studies reflect cultural groups and systems of meanings which the 

members of groups ascribe to, such as celebratory events, occurrences, and phenomena in 

the world around them (Burns et al; 2022). Linking this to this research study an ethnographic 

approach fits well as this study focuses on people and how they relate to their food 

environment, through their interactions with places in the food environment helping 

construct place and linking to the participants overall construction of ‘sense of place’ related 

to food. 

3.6. Data collection  

Methods of data collection depend on a range of factors, including the type of research, time 

available, budget, and scope. This study made use of qualitative methods to collect data, 

these include a photovoice component, and a semi-structured photo-elicitation interview 

process which related to the photovoice. These methods can provide an openness for 

discussions, and encourage participants to develop upon their responses, which contributes 

to the richness of the data (Swanepoel et al., 2017). Part of the epistemological foundations 

of CGT manifest during the interview and data collection process where the “participant and 

the researcher give and take from each other by sharing information, this helps to explain, 

understand, and create meaning of data” (Burns et al., 2022; 8). The qualitative components, 

semi – structed interviews and photovoice, were incorporated into this research study to help 

to allow for the relevant information to be obtained concerning the social phenomenon that 

this research attempted to investigate. Which helped to gain greater insight into individuals’ 

interactions with places in their food environment and thus how their understandings of place 

and sense of place is affected. Allowing for a closer understanding, from the point of view of 

the participants to be gained.  

3.6.1. Photovoice 

Photovoice is a qualitative research method where participants are asked to take and describe 

photographs. It provides a unique way to engage with residents around topics within their 

food environment (Wang and Burris, 1997). According to Wang and Burris (1994) photovoice 

can be defined as a practise which enables people to represent and identify their communities 

using a specific photographic technique. The use of photovoice can allow for a deeper 

understanding to be gained of the experiences of participants than what would not be 

possible using quantitative research methods. The community participatory research tool 
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represented an ideal opportunity of enabling residents in Khayelitsha to raise their opinions 

of the food environment in Khayelitsha, though photographs and the resultant interview 

process after the picture had been taken.  

The photovoice study was completed over a two-week period. Originally the intention was to 

have a photovoice study over a six-week period, this would have allowed for the multiple 

meetings between myself and participants, both online and in person. However due to the 

COVID–19 pandemic, stay-at-home orders were enforced. This resulted in the plans around 

the research being changed. All meeting with participants were online, through a WhatsApp 

message group. The original face to face meeting between the researcher and participants (at 

a community centre – library), was cancelled and instead moved online. At these meetings, 

the photovoice was discussed in detail, including the concepts of the photovoice study itself, 

the food environment, the value of the research for the participants and the roles of the 

participant and the researcher. Any questions and concerns from the participants related to 

the study were answered here. I made his contact details available to participants to answer 

any questions by email or mobile, after the meetings if participants had any concerns after.  

After the initial meeting, optional meetings were scheduled between myself and participants 

in order to deal with any concerns by participants about the research related too or separate 

from the communications from participants by mobile or email, in -between the meetings. 

This meeting presented an additional opportunity for the researcher to communicate 

concerns expressed by other participants with participants in a one-on-one setting to see how 

they felt about these concerns and how they would approach these concerns, the researcher 

communicated these strategies with other participants via mobile. No names of participants 

were shared with others only the specific concern was shared.  

Thereafter participants were requested to voluntarily take pictures of their food 

environment, and the places they regularly access food at within their community. 

Participants originally took pictures of food products at their home. This was an effective way 

of mediating the pandemic, as participants took pictures of the food that they already had. 

Some of the pictures may have been of food products, however, participants described the 

places they regularly access food from within their community in relation to the pictures of 

the products, further some participants took pictures on their way to and from work during 

this period and some even made use of google earth to take street view pictures if they had 
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stable enough mobile internet using their cell phones. Participants could save these pictures 

and send them to myself at a later stage or immediately, via WhatsApp or email. Participants 

were also able to keep pictures on them, until a scheduled meeting.  

After all participants had collected pictures, during a two-week period (recruiting participants 

also took place over a two-week period), and where confident that these pictures could 

explain or represented something within their food environment, the pictures were then 

discussed during a third meeting between participants and the researcher. In this meeting 

participants were queried on the pictures they have taken, in relation to the meanings they 

ascribe to these pictures, why have they taken these pictures and how do they relate these 

pictures to their food environment, the creation of ‘place’ and ‘sense of place’, using the 

SHOWeD method. The SHOWeD method is broken-down and explained below under the 3.8. 

Data Analysis section of this Chapter (refer to Appendix D for semi-structured interview 

schedule and prompts). The meetings schedules and explanation of what occurred in these 

meetings can be seen below in the Photovoice workshop schedule (figure 3.1).  

Figure 3. 1: Photovoice workshop schedule  

 

Photovoice workshop schedule 
Meeting Main Topics to be discussed and explained Planned activities 
1 (1 – 2 hrs) Complete informed consent. 

Introduction and Overview: What is photovoice?  
Stages and Process of Photovoice Ethics of Photovoice: 
Who and what can we take pictures of?  
Ideas and Problems around buying food 
Who is our audience?  
Practice writing a sample using SHOWeD  
What is a food environment? 
Review of Guidelines for Consent Forms  
Photo Taking Tips; Brainstorm ideas for pictures  
Ideas to discuss-What does live in the Khayelitsha food 
environment mean to you? What does it look like? How 
can we ‘picture’ it? What do we see? 

Fill out consent forms  
Review Syllabus  
Learn about Photovoice  
Learn about Photovoice and Ethics 
Brainstorming ideas  
Practicing writing Sharing feedback 
Practice getting consent 

2 (optional 
meeting, usually 
1 -3 hours) 

Any concerns around approval 
Ideas discussed again 
Discuss concerns of participants one on one  
Focus on who the audience is again 
Re-review of guidelines and consent forms 

Learn about Photovoice  
Learn about Photovoice and Ethics 
Brainstorming ideas  
Practicing writing Sharing feedback 

3 (1 -3 hrs) How did photography go? 
Review photo images. 
Discussion on Writing 

Distribute and review pictures 
Group discussion  
Give and receive feedback 
Start writing 

4 (1 – 3 hrs) Sharing and Storytelling 
 Final Editing 
Give thanks 

Group discussion  
Finishing writing 
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Narrative prompts emerging from the discussions were used to help understand participants 

photographs in terms of their food environment, place, and sense of place. Knowledge from 

literature relating to the food environment, place, food places and sense of place will be used 

to develop themes which will be explored and enquired on to participants related to their 

photos and the meanings participants attach to them. 

3.6.2. Photo-elicitation process (semi – structured interview) 

Semi-structured interviews are discussions between the interviewer (myself) and interviewee 

(participants) which is steered by the interviewer, to produce information about a specific 

phenomenon (Symon and Cassell, 2004), in this case the exploration of the meanings of 

‘place’ and ‘sense of place’ in connection to individuals’ interactions with their food 

environments. The interviews were guided by the SHOWeD method (Appendix D) of data 

collection linked to photovoice studies, Wang and Burris (1997) developed the SHOWeD 

method of photovoice analysis. It is a method of structuring photovoice discussions by posing 

a series of questions about participants’ photographs (more on the SHOWeD method in the 

analysis of data). To ensure participants were sufficiently informed concerning the purpose 

of the study and aware their participation was voluntary, they were provided with a consent 

form (Appendix C) and information sheet (Appendix B), which participants were required to 

read and sign a consent form.  

One participant was interviewed at a time in order to respect confidentiality and anonymity. 

Moreover, we also benefited from the one-on-one meeting as it was simpler to manage the 

meeting, in terms of availability of participants, having participants explain photographs to 

the researcher. Through the one-on-one meetings we were able to explain the SHOWeD 

method of the photovoice in – depth, combined with the three overall objectives of inquiry 

for this research, to participants. Having the researcher there as participants explain their 

pictures in relation to the SHOWeD method helped alleviate the problem of participants 

having to answer questions about the pictures they took with minimal understanding of the 

purpose of these questions.  

A total of twenty-seven interviews were conducted all on WhatsApp—each 20 to 60 minutes 

long. Participants expressed that WhatsApp was the application they were most comfortable 

with, compared to Zoom and Google Meet, therefore WhatsApp was used. All interviews 

were held in a private one on one discussions. After completing the first ten interviews with 
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individual participants, we went about transcribing the audio and text data, after this, themes 

began to develop. With these themes we colligated photographs together to help portray 

these themes. Here the different ideas of participants, in relation to their food environment, 

were expressed. With these themes a second interview was conducted with participants, and 

again the SHOWeD method was used to probe participants opinions and ideas around these 

pictures, in accordance with constructivist grounded theory and the need to create constant 

comparisons. This allowed for participants to express their opinions around their portrayal of 

the local food environment, while commenting on the portrayal of the food environment by 

their peers, which added to the themes and the understanding of the food environment. As 

discussions continued certain topics were identified and used to probe the participants’ 

responses, here the third meeting with participants took place. These participants had 

expressed unique understanding or ideas about the food environment which need to be 

further understood and compared, therefore a third meeting was scheduled. The aim was to 

understand the reasons for certain food choices, which led to food purchases at certain food 

places, and to get information about their food purchasing behaviour within the context of 

their local food environment.  

3.6.3. Secondary data analysis  

Secondary data related to the School of Public Health (SoPH) study through the University of 

the Western Cape, called the “Researching the obesogenic food environment, its drivers and 

potential policy levers in South Africa and Ghana” (BM17/8/20) study, was used the help 

recruit participants for this study as the SoPH study included information (geographical spatial 

data on food sources within the community of Khayelitsha, which could have been used for 

mapping of food places) about the food environment of Khayelitsha and had 320 participants 

which was used an as initial pool of possible study subjects to sample from, because these 

were all residents of Khayelitsha. Participants engagement with the SoPH study made them 

familiar with academic research which I believed would make recruitment for this study more 

easier. This study recruited ten participants from the pool of respondents from the SoPH 

study. The other secondary data which contributed to the analysis within this study, came in 

the form of government documents, journals with peer-reviewed articles, the internet, non-

governmental organisations, and books all proved important sources of secondary data. The 

secondary data was mostly obtained online, for instance, from online journals such as African 
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Journals Online (AJOL). Broadly, the secondary literature helps to gain an understanding of 

sense of place (how it is formed) and the informal retail industry, and the role these play in 

the lives of different communities.  

3.7. Study Sample Recruitment  

According to Boddy (2016: 4), sampling in qualitative research is “usually done purposefully 

and not randomly”. In other words, individuals or a research sample is selected because they 

are regarded as well informed or experts on a certain issue or field of study. Selecting a 

research sample involved the researchers labelling and finding a group of people that were of 

interest and then a subset of this population was determined from the possible participants. 

This subset should sufficiently represent the population from which it has been drawn from 

and the researcher had to ensure the information generated provided meaningful insights 

(Boddy, 2016). This study targeted ten individuals for a photovoice related to their food 

environment. We were notified by a fellow researcher about a study conducted by the SoPH 

at the University of the Western Cape, called the “Researching the obesogenic food 

environment, its drivers and potential policy levers in South Africa and Ghana” (BM17/8/20). 

This project extracted data relating to 320 participants from Khayelitsha and used to recruit 

participants for the photovoice activity within this study, in combination with data relating to 

the GPS location and the specific type of food outlets in Khayelitsha, was also extracted from 

the data availed by the SoPH study.  

Of interest was the fact that the participants of the SoPH study had already expressed interest 

in taking part in studies of an investigative nature related to their food environment. A 

purposive sampling technique was then used relating to those who had expressed their 

openness to taking part in other studies. The SoPH study had a partial photovoice component, 

therefore participants were already familiar with studies featuring photovoice. The SoPH 

study, partially, looked to understand Africans (Ghana) and Southern Africans (South Africa) 

consumption patterns and obesogenic food environments with a focus on individuals in 

Khayelitsha; this linked well to one of the identified gaps that this study looks to address being 

the lack of understanding currently with how individuals in Southern Africa and South Africa 

relate to their food environment.  

Purposive sampling was used because it had the possibility to increase the chance of 

approved interviews (Babbie and Mouton, 2008). The purposive sampling method permitted 
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for the identification of a key group of respondents who were deemed most appropriate for 

participating in this research (Babbie and Mouton, 2008), these being individuals who were 

responsible for purchasing food within their households. The nature of the research was 

specific to a geographic area and the associated stakeholders within the geographic area of 

Khayelitsha. With the purposive sampling method, the study was able to answer questions 

that are linked to the study area and the participants food environment.  

In total this study had ten participants. Participants were renamed and each given a 

pseudonym that identified them within the study, to maintain anonymity. The use of 

pseudonyms is a recognised ethical practice for maintaining the privacy of participants in 

qualitative research (Brear, 2018). All ten participants self-identified as Black African females 

and had their place of residence in Khayelitsha. Due to this all participants were renamed with 

a feminine name. Allen and Wiles (2016: 149) write that the use of pseudonyms in qualitative 

research, is not only a methodological practice but also has an important psychological 

meaning to both the components of and the development of the research and to participants 

themselves. Allen and Wiles (2016: 149) believe that it is important to consider the how to 

“respectfully rename people”. Keeping this in mind we renamed all ten participants with 

feminine isiXhosa names, as all participants self-identified Black African females and isiXhosa 

is the main home language used within the study area of Khayelitsha. 

The sample of 10 participant was a purposeful target for the researcher, as we deemed that 

10 participants would be able to provide sufficient information about their food environment 

in Khayelitsha, the study included a photovoice and a semi structured interview having a 

lower number of participants was more manageable and allowed myself to be available to 

address any concerns of the participants. Theoretically, this research approach and sampling 

was common to studies of constructivist grounded theory (Charmaz, 2017). 

Fieldwork began in January 2021 in Khayelitsha by speaking to participants and explaining 

photovoice and semi structured interviews. Multiple other discussions were had with 

participants after this, during the data collection phase. We took note of observations 

participants had made about their food environment during the data collection phase, as 

participants were in constant contact. Participants took photographs of points of interest in 

their food environment, these photographs had quotations attached to them explained the 
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phenomena the pictures were capturing through the opinions of the participants, these 

where further discussed during the semi structured interviews. 

3.8. Data Analysis 

The data analysis process for this study involved dealing with copious quantities of data in 

form of words, photographs, messages, specific language used by participants, and their 

implied meanings. the aim of the analysis was to reduce and organise the data and sampling 

each part into theme with similar asset. The analysis of the data within this study made use 

of a coding process. To correctly apply coding we engaged with, contemplated, and reflected 

on the data set. Coding allowed for large data set to be condensed into smaller more 

manageable units, which reflect the categories (themes and subthemes) obtained from the 

data set (Lockyer, 2004). 

In relation to the semi-structured photo-elicitation interview process we made use of the 

SHOWeD method to analyse the photographs taken by participants, the SHOWeD method 

was used to guide the interview questions that looked to understand the photographs taken 

by the participants. The SHOWeD method was used to help discuss and frame the meanings 

of the photographs taken by participants. The SHOWeD method of analysing photovoice 

made up the semi – structured interviews. The use of the SHOWeD method provides a 

simplistic or structured method of engaging in discussions around picture taken during a 

photovoice activity. The SHOWeD method provides a succession of questions or steps to 

engage with participants about their photographs. Each letter in SHOWeD links to a step or 

questions to help engagement, SHOWeD stands for: 

• (1) “What do you See here? ............................................................................................... S 

• (2) What is really Happening? ............................................................................................ H 

• (3) How does this relate to Our lives? ................................................................................ O 

• (4) Why does this problem, condition, or strength exist? .................................................. W 

• (5) What can you do to Educate others about the problem, condition, or strength? ........ E 

• (6) What can we Do about it?” (Wang and Burris, 1997: 370) ........................................... D 

These steps functioned as the starting point of analysis, which then led into the coding of the 

data into themes and subthemes that were drawn from the related captions participants 
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attach to these pictures and how they relate to food places within their food environment. 

To fully analyse the photographs, we looked through the pictures’ multiple times with the 

participants, meeting every participant over a WhatsApp meeting at least twice to discuss. 

During the photo-by-photo analysis with participants, notes, or memos of what the 

participants were saying were taken. This helped with sorting through data more thoroughly 

as each picture and captions to each picture from participants had an accompanying short 

memo from the researcher, which helped with separating the data into categories quickly and 

the management of data.  

Moving on to the analysis of the semi-structured photo elucidated interviews (SHOWeD 

method data), this was also done using a coding process. Key points were used to emphasise 

important data, which would be looked at later for comparison with other data from the 

interviews including the photographs. Grounded theorists typically analyse and collect data 

simultaneously, as the understanding of the data increases. Having all the data available for 

the analysis was a benefit for the researcher, improving the comparisons being made with 

the research, and other research, into food environment discussed in the literature review. 

We checked, rechecked, and compared data to ensure there were relationships between the 

data and data saturation was reached. We originally planned only two meetings (interviews) 

with participants, instead another seven meetings took place over WhatsApp to continue 

probing the data, for data saturation to be realised.  

To fully analyse the interview data, the interview transcripts were read multiple times. Then 

categories were created surrounding specific topics that were related to the study, the topics 

identified through the literature review and topics that were clearly expressed by participants 

that were more loosely related to the literature (or had arisen separate of the literature but 

only in discussion with the participants. The data from these interviews were organised into 

groupings or clusters of data, which was collected and identified, these groupings had data 

grouped which seemed to be related, these were assigned a code. Then these codes were 

grouped, and colour coded to identify corresponding categories, this allowed for patterns to 

be identified. These patterns (organised codes) were identified into subthemes, where the 

initial codes became the overarching or main themes. Certain subthemes through further 

analysis became main themes, while other subthemes were deleted as the data from the 

participants, under further analysis or consultation, did not show support for these. For these 
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to be eliminated we consulted the data set first and re-read the data, consulted with 

participants, and looked at the literature, this assisted with accurately judging whether the 

themes agreed with the data or not, those that did not were removed. However, re-reading 

the transcribed text, recordings, and looking at the photographs again was helpful, to ensure 

that the data was coded properly, and with the constant comparison moving from theme to 

theme. 

A detailed analysis of each theme followed. Here, we attempted to define the important 

aspects of each theme, developed from the data. The theme was evaluated against the data 

to see of it corresponded with a certain aspect of the data set, and to see if there was an 

amount of consistency between themes, in relation to how they could be understood and 

their relation to the research study. After this each theme was named and analysed with 

supporting evidence. 

3.9. Limitations of study 

While the research methodology provided a solid foundation to address the research aim and 

objectives, it is still important to highlight the limitations of this study. Two limitations were 

identified and are discussed below. 

The first important limitation of the study is related to the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic 

and lockdown regulations which limited the time spent in the field by the researcher. This 

shorted to process data on participants food environment, for comparison. Moreover, this 

resulted in one-on-one face-to-face meetings that were planned to be, were cancelled and 

instead all meetings took place online via WhatsApp messenger. However, as mentioned 

previously the participants in this study were selected after a purposive sampling process 

(having taken part in a SoPH study (BM17/8/20) and were familiar with academic research. 

Participants were very understating of the restrictions COVID-19 had on the research and 

their own movement. To comply with COVID-19 regulations, certain participants took pictures 

of food items only and when explaining the photograph, they referred to the stores which 

they would buy these products from. As a result, the data (photographs) may be limited in 

visually representing what participants were hoping to bring across, however the captions 

related to these pictures and the SHOWeD analysis after helped to present participants ideas. 
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Secondly, this study was conducted using ten participants, within Khayelitsha. The study 

attempted to explore the relational meaning within participants interactions in their food 

environment and the creation of ‘place’ and ‘sense of place’. However, to gain a greater 

understanding and produce a sounder picture of the wider South Africa, requires a sample of 

more areas in South Africa. This is because of how large and diverse South Africa is, different 

areas may relate to their food environment in other ways compared to the ten participants 

who took part in this study. Even so, this study is important as it presents preliminary findings 

of the phenomenon under investigation from which future studies could build on. With care, 

this study could be used for comparative purposes for future studies, which are conducted in 

Khayelitsha, with similar limitations. Additionally, Khayelitsha is like other residential areas in 

South Africa, being negatively impacted by poor service delivery, apartheid socio-spatial 

planning, and a lack of job opportunities, these are problems townships and residential areas 

must deal with daily, some of the findings are likely to resonate with other residential areas 

or townships in South Africa. 

3.10. Ethical considerations 

Ethical clearance for the primary data was obtained from the Humanities and Social Science 

Research Ethics Committee (HSSREC) of the University of the Western Cape (Reference 

Number: HS20/1/2, see Appendix A). Following the principles of informed consent; my 

identification was verified with respondents by way of a student card. Respondents received 

an information sheet (Appendix B) which explained in clear terms the purpose of the research 

and the respondents’ role in it. Additionally, the information sheet was made available in 

isiXhosa or isiZulu upon request. Confidentiality and anonymity were adhered to throughout 

the study. We attempted to always answer the questions of respondents as quickly and 

comprehensively as possible. We ensured that the respondents understood the information, 

such as the aims and objectives of the study, the reason for the offer to take part in the 

research, risks when taking part in the study, and provided my contact details for additional 

information among other things. Interviews were only conducted after the consent form was 

signed, by the respondent, and it was made clear to the respondents that their participation 

was voluntary. Respondents were reminded of their right to choose not to participate in the 

study or to withdraw their participation at any time, without penalties of any sort. The safety 

of respondents was always kept in mind; thus, respondents were encouraged to take pictures 
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of food products already in their homes as a posed to leaving their houses. Separate from 

informing respondents that we would be taking notes during the SHOWeD analysis, 

respondents were made aware that interviews would only be recorded after their consent 

was given. All respondents were given a pseudonym, such as ‘Thembeka’ or ‘Babalwa’, 

respondents names were not requested and if given these were not used, participants were 

all renamed. It was made clear to respondents that no people should be within their pictures 

and if names of other individuals were mentioned by respondent during the SHOWeD 

analysis, these were replaced by pseudo names. All data that was collected was stored in a 

password protected location, which was only accessible by myself and my supervisor. 

3.11. Summary of Chapter 

Chapter 3 provided an overview of the procedures which were followed to ensure that the 

study had a comprehensive scientific basis. The research design was conceived to ensure that 

all the data obtained was appropriate to enable practical interpretations to be drawn in 

relation to the aim and objectives of the study. The research approach, research design, 

setting, sample and the research procedures that were followed to collect and analyse the 

data have been covered in detail. The ethical standards, which were always upheld, have been 

expressed and the limitations of the study have been evaluated. The empirical results based 

on the constructivist grounded theory research philosophy and methodology are presented 

and discussed in the next two chapters. 
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Chapter 4: Perceptions and feelings about the food environment 

4.1. Introduction 

The following chapter presents the relational meanings which emerged from participants’ 

interactions with their food environments. This chapter presents and discusses the qualitative 

data collected through a photovoice study with an accompanying discussion with 

participants. The ten participants of this study were recruited over two weeks, these 

individuals took part in a photovoice study which was conducted with a semi- structured 

photo-elicitation interview discussion. These research tools were used to understand the 

places participants visited regularly to buy and consume food, within their food environment. 

Furthermore, they become a vital source of information about the meaning’s participants 

ascribed to places, concerning their sense of place related to these food places within their 

food environment. 

The objective of the data analysis was to explore the relational meanings that are embedded 

within individuals' interactions with the food places they routinely visit. Moreover, this 

chapter looks at participants' food environments, the scope and the aspects which comprise 

the environment, such as the spatial, social, and subjective aspects or dimensions through 

the opinions of participants. Together, these make up the participant's food environment. 

From the understanding of participants' experiences within their food environment, the 

creation of participants' sense of place is formed, however, this will be discussed further in 

Chapter 5. 

Using a constructivist grounded theory analysis to investigate participants perception and 

feelings about their food environment, the investigation results were separated into three 

different themes, namely, (1) Familiarity related to food places, purchases, and people; (2) 

Routes and routines; and (3) the Place of Informality. The themes of this study stem from 

the opinion’s participants expressed during the photovoice study, and the accompanying 

semi- structured photo-elicitation interviews. These activities revealed commonality amongst 

participants experiences within their food environment. The data will help frame the food 

environment which participants reside in, setting the stage for further understanding of the 

presentation and analysis of the qualitative study and explanation of participants sense of 

place related to their food environment which follows in Chapter 5. In this chapter three 

points have been considered, these being participants own analysis of what are the significant 

http://etd.uwc.ac.za/



64 
 

differences and shared experiences of their local food environment, the subjective opinions, 

and experiences of the participants, in addition to applicable topics from the literature which 

help to deliver context from the broader geographical perspectives of research related to the 

food environment.  

Place can have multiple meanings because place takes from various aspects of daily life in the 

past and present, which helps to create meaning for place. The creation of participants food 

environment is a unique way to look at place, furthermore, through looking at place we can 

look at sense of place. Place is comprised of a set of habitually visited places which are specific 

to an individual. Place is a subcategory of the built (physical) environment – these places are 

chosen, for visits, based on the relational meanings allocated to it by individuals. Food has the 

potential to highlight meaning, this can be seen through the work of Cook and Craig (1996: 

140) who believe that “foods make places symbolic constructs, used in the broad construction 

of numerous geographies, foods do not just come from places”, food helps to characterise 

places (Lockie: 2001). Therefore, food, adds meaning to place, furthermore, helping with the 

creation of sense of place. Place as a construct, created through meanings and memories of 

individuals, can be represented through the buying, (Goodman, 2009). A location such as a 

fast-food place in a community, might have little meaning for a person unless made 

meaningful with multiple visits. In the next section we will illustrate the themes and 

subthemes which emerged from discussions and a photovoice study with the ten participants. 

Starting with a short demographic description of my participants. 

4.1.1. Demographic profile of participants  

All participant who took part in this study, originally took part in the SoPH study (BM17/8/20). 

Therefore, purposeful sampling was used to recruit all participants, who had expressed their 

interest in participating in other studies situated within their residential area, being 

Khayelitsha. All participants described themselves as female and Black African, in total there 

were ten participants for the photovoice study and the proceeding semi-structured photo 

elicitation interview discussion which occurred after. The ages of participants were between 

18 up to 65 years old, with six participants being employed. All six participants in the youngest 

age groups of 18-25 and 26-35 where employed, while all the participants in the other age 

groups were unemployed or stay at home mothers. It was not the intention of the researcher 

for all participants to be female or Black African, instead participants were all recruited from 
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the SoPH study having already indicated their interest in other studies. All ten participants 

were given pseudonyms to identify them in this study, these being Babalwa, Buhle, Cebisa, 

Fundiswa, Khanyiswa, Lindelwa, Mncedisi, Nomble, Thembeka and Sisipho, respectfully.  

The first of three main themes to develop during the grounded theory analysis of results, 

being ‘Familiarity: food places, purchases, and people’, will be explained next. Here, 

participants spoke about the familiarity of visiting certain food places, where they purchase 

goods or met people who usually own the food stores or simply work at the stores they 

purchase from.  

4.2. Familiarity: food places, purchases, and people 

During the discussions, participants were asked about their regular food places they visit to buy or 

access food. Participants shared their thoughts about the meaning and value that these food places 

hold for them. Participants expressed strong feelings towards certain food places, which were 

reinforced positively by repeated visits. They quoted these positive feelings as reasons for recurring 

visits. Conversely, negative sentiments were associated with participants not returning to certain food 

places. Participants familiarity with food places, people, and the food they purchase at these places 

form a part of their subjective understanding of their food environments. Therefore, the opinions and 

ideas expressed by participants are personal, and a result of their experiences and relationships with 

the people who work at these food places. 

Although food places appeal to potential consumers in numerous ways, people themselves find 

diverse individual meanings and motivations to buy from these stores, depending on their own 

experiences there. During conversations, participants shared photographs they took, and similarities 

between the photographs taken by different participants at the same food places were highlighted. 

The conversations moved from the photographs to other subjects, such as participants' experiences 

while at the food places in the photographs. Thus, themes that developed may seem separate from 

the photographs or unrelated to the explanation of the photographs provided by participants. These 

themes, however, started from participants' explanation of what is happening in the photographs, 

and led to a mutual understanding of participants' food environment. As a result, three sub-themes 

developed within the main theme of 'Familiarity: food places, purchases, and people'. These sub-

themes are (4.2.1) Ease or Comfort, (4.2.2) Social interactions, and (4.2.3) Branding and Image. Firstly, 

we will discuss the sub-theme related to participants' feelings of Ease or Comfort. 
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4.2.1. Ease or Comfort 

All participants in the study spoke about and took photographs of multiple places, in their 

food environment, due to feelings of familiarity with these food places. Feelings of familiarity 

related to the enjoyment, ease, or safety which participants felt at these food places. These 

places would be familiar to participants through repeated visits. Helping to create a sense of 

place through a sense of belonging, which according to Agnew (2007: 19), as previously 

mentioned in Chapter 2, in general as “a sense of belonging to a wider area and relationships 

which people have concerning multiple things in an area, rather than a specific location or an 

issue itself”. When participants spoke about individual places, they were familiar with, they 

were clear about the qualities that made these places either interesting or unpleasant to 

them, in addition to what the experience of visiting these places felt like. Participants simply 

voiced feelings of ease or comfort or a lack thereof related to individual food places within 

their residential food environment.  

Babalwa: “At Khayelitsha mall, you can just walk around a lot and see what there is. It feels 

different from the spaza shops, you can get away and see some stuff, see some entertainment, 

if you have the money, you can do other things, it’s like going away from your home and going 

to somewhere else, on the weekend.”  

 

Figure 4. 1: Shoprite (Image: Fundiswa) 

Fundiswa: “At the mall, it can feel commercial, there is too much stuff going on, you must walk 

through all those stuffs just to go buy food, then you must carry all your bags to the taxi rank 

and wait for the taxi to get full before you leave. There are too many people all of us looking 

to do the same thing, everyone can get irritable, and they push if the lines are long at the till, 

I don’t like it, maybe if I had a car and could go during the week it would be better, even though 

the spaza shop is smaller it’s closer to home”. 

With the quote above, Babalwa expressed her enjoyment with visiting the Khayelitsha mall. 

Comparing her experience at a spaza shop with the mall. She enjoys the freedom and variety 
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of activities available at the mall compared to the more simplistic spaza shop were the 

experience of purchasing food is very direct with minimal other activities to engage with 

unlike the mall where Babalwa exclaims that shopping malls feel different from spaza shops 

due to the different stores available to shop, this could relate to differing responsibilities 

between participants. Fundiswa had a dissimilar experience with shopping malls and points 

out how difficult it can be to move her purchased food items from the mall to her home, 

comparing it unfavourably to spaza shops where the travelling would only be a short walk 

from her home. Once food is purchased participants, such as Fundiswa, then need to 

transport their goods to their homes. However, with the difficulty related to carrying and 

keeping track of all your bags and taking public transportation. Fundiswa challenges are 

contrasted against Babalwa, who unlike Fundiswa expresses her experiences of visiting a 

shopping mall in a positive manner. This could be related to different participants having 

different responsibilities within their homes were Fundiswa would shoulder more of the food 

procurement responsibilities in her home compared Babalwa and other participants.  

Moreover, participants expressed that they regularly visited certain places because they 

provide relaxation, or stress relief, for example:  

 

Figure 4. 2: Food vendors in the taxi rank (Image: Mncedisi) 

Mncedisi: “Sometimes I go for coffee at this place just outside my work near the taxi rank, 

there is coffee at work, but I just need time away from all of it to think and not have so many 

voices saying things at once, so I go outside. I can also smoke there; one or two colleagues join 

me. Sometimes we buy vetkoek and polony with the coffee, and we just relax for 20 minutes 

before we go back to work”.  

Mncedisi expressed how she enjoys being able to go for coffee at the taxi rank, away from 

her work, during a break. Where she enjoyed the company of one or two of her colleagues. 
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The taxi rank acts as a place of stress relieve and comfort. Allowing her to enjoy her break a 

short walk away from her work environment. Participants, such as Khanyiswa below, 

described their attachment to certain places by reflecting on their own patterns of behaviour:  

 

Figure 4. 3: Meat to be cooked at informal braai stall In front of shopping centre (Image: Khanyiswa) 

Khanyiswa: “I go there, because it is what I know, I’m comfortable at Site C [Site C Plaza]. I go 

there all the to shop, I like the braai just outside and I know the taxis there, sometimes I can 

get a lift if the taxi is empty, they know me.”  

Lindelwa: “There by Kwanwando’s it is just right, as I walk in, I go there every Friday. It’s just 

familiar I get paid weekly so I go on Fridays I get a parcel for home.”  

The meanings attached to food places by participants can at times be special personal 

meanings, according to the work of Turner et al. (2017) food can be linked to familiar relaxing 

experiences. With Mncedisi a specific food place within their food environment was linked 

with the benefits that they offered in relation to stress relieve or relaxation. Mncedisi 

explaining how the coffee that she gets outside of her work helps with relieving the pressure 

that comes with her job and Lindelwa explaining how visiting Kwanwando’s helps lifts her 

mood on Fridays. Food for these participants represented a way to escape and relax. 

Becoming part of a comforting experience, just as Turner et al. (2017) writes. Food giving 

meaning and identity to place also links to the work of Lockie (2001), where he recognises 

Rockhampton as the ’beef capital of Australia, showing how food and place can come 

together to create unique meaning to individuals once they become comfortable and familiar 

with the food place. Forming a sense of place, as explained by Agnew (1987) where he 

concludes that people, such as Mncedisi, develop a sense of place once they develop an 

emotional attachment to a place, after having visited and interacted with those present at 
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this place multiple times. In addition to, Lindelwa who through buying food on Fridays by 

Kwanwando’s were through multiple visits and social interactions her demeanour is 

improved, is another example of the work of Turner et al (2017) and Agnew (1987). Moving 

on from the Ease or Comfort sub-theme towards the second sub-theme of Social interactions 

related to food, which builds on from participants experiences of ease or comfort related to 

familiarity at food places they regularly visit and interact with others.  

4.2.2. Social interactions  

The second sub-theme of ‘Familiarity: food places, purchases, and people’ is Social 

interaction, which relates to the social aspects of food places that participants encounter. 

Participants had social interactions with shop owners and retail workers at certain food 

places. These interactions included encounters with those participants considered to be 

friends, family, or colleagues whom they met at food places or people whom participants 

spoke to after visiting a food place. Results showed that participants and the owners, 

operators, and workers of small urban informal retailers, such as spaza shops, have been able 

to build new sets of contacts, associations, and relationships in the food sector. These 

contacts draw participants more intimately to the food environments of the food places they 

regularly visit to buy food. All ten participants experience a range of social interactions at 

large retailers however none of them mentioned regular social interaction with a person 

employed at large retailers, unlike the experiences with the smaller informal stores. Still, 

participants bought and ate food at places where they did have meaningful social connections 

with staff members or the owner. For participants, frequent interactions with a shop owner 

or worker gave meaning to a place by giving it a human face or human identity. Participants 

even mixed up the names of shop owners with the title of the store by referring to the place 

by the owner's name, even though that was not the places name. 
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Figure 4. 4: Sikhonas Take-Away, informal food store focussed on selling fast food goods (Image: Cebisa) 

Cebisa: “I go to Sikhonas (fast food take-away store). I like going there, I know the owner. I 

know them and the people who work there, there always friendly. I go there we have good 

discussions, and we talk every Friday.” 

For Mncedisi stalls, such as fruit stalls, became a common place that link people buying fresh 

food with those who grow and sell the fruit produce. Showing the different social interactions 

between participants with those who work at the food places and the daily activities that 

occur in the local food environment. There were multiple fruit stalls in the area, seven of the 

ten participants went to these stalls “often” to buy vegetables in smaller affordable packages 

and to speak to the stall owner as they knew one another. These stalls were mentioned 

positively by participants, showing a positive link with the social interactions between 

participants and other residents, which helps with repeated visits.  

 

Figure 4. 5: Fruit and vegetable stall outside shopping centre (Image: Mncedisi) 

Mncedisi:” I have a good relationship Robert (Fruit and Vegetable stall), so I enjoy going there. 

Their new, moved here the last three years from the Eastern Cape. They have fruit, potatoes, 
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and veggies. My son talks to him about sport, he plays soccer and cricket, he plays with 

Robert’s son on the field sometimes. Their just familiar now, I see them every day.”  

 

Figure 4. 6: Fruit and vegetable stall outside shopping centre along the way to the entrance of shopping centre 
(Image: Sisipho) 

Sisipho: “many of the people (vendors) talk a lot, you see them every day, so they become use 

to seeing you. If I don’t make a turn the next day I get asked where I was If I was sick. It’s 

happened over the years where vendors have become chatty. Especially outside of Xolani’s 

since I usually get a bread or a milk daily, they see me often. I talk to them… sometimes I buy 

some fruit, singles like a banana. I do not know if there is a connection, but we talk and are 

very social.”  

Participants such as Sisipho appreciated talking to people at the informal traders they 

regularly visited. The employers and employees working at these food places were often one 

of the reasons for repeated visits in addition to shopping for food. An aspect of the 

interactions between participants and local food traders, usually informal traders, was the 

communication between participants and shop owners, to whom participants have direct 

access to. Therefore, participants as a benefit of the relationship and interactions between 

themselves and small business owners, can demand refunds from small business owners 

when the produce is regarded as being of inferior quality. Even though these shop owners do 

not have a large customer base, they would still develop a rapport with their regular 

customers. Therefore, they would have a sense of duty to ensure customer satisfaction and 

loyalty, resulting in repeated visits. Thus, the willingness of these smaller stalls to exchange 

inadequate fresh produce for better quality items provides a guarantee for participants which 

they do not have when shopping at the better-stocked supermarkets. This is important for 

low-income consumers, who can be assured that they can buy the food they need with the 
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money they have. Not because of the high quality of goods available instead because of a 

small shop owner, usually an informal trader, who is willing to discuss and make deals with 

the participant, which can benefit both groups.  

Lindelwa: “if it is bad stuff, they do not take it back at the bigger shops, but I know Luis. His 

stall I’ll take my things back if it’s not right. I’m there every day, they see me. I buy maybe 

something today, on my way, back from work I will buy something, so they won’t argue with 

me, they know I will be back.”  

There were examples like the above from Lindelwa where social interactions were related to 

trust in the food products available at these stalls. This was seen at other types of stores, such 

as the more formal examples of sections of supermarkets, such as a butcher in Shoprite. Here 

formal urban food places can become part of participants food environments, because of the 

social connection’s participants have at urban food locations when they regularly visit these 

places or stop visiting these places when bonds are broken for multiple reasons.  

Babalwa: “looking at how long I have been shopping at Shoprite, maybe 20 years, I shopped 

there even before I lived in Khayelitsha, their everywhere. But I have been going to the one in 

Site C. I like the butchery there’s always good deals and the braai packs are always priced 

correctly for my budget. I talk to the people that work at the butcher I am quite good with 

Nana. She knows my name, and regularly asks about my children, we all speak isiXhosa, so it 

helps. Its good I feel like they are my friends, that I see once and a while. When we see each 

other, we have something to talk about since it’s been so long. It makes me feel better about 

purchasing there, the shops are everywhere, and I like the people that work there it makes me 

come back.”  

 

Figure 4. 7: Informal food store along main road, sells grilled chicken amongst other fast food prepared at shop 
owners’ home, not on site (Image: Cebisa) 
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Cebisa: “if I go to a store like say Pie City, or one of the smaller fast-food stores, If I do not know 

anyone there then I just won’t buy unless I’m specifically going for something that the place 

has, like pies, or a streetwise at a KFC, you know. With the smaller stores like a fishery, you 

know why I would just go buy there if I do not know anyone. That is what happened at Kwa-

Mfundisi (Grilled chicken shop), same guy everyday - Joseph, then the guy just was not there 

we use to talk while he cooked, the new guy I do not relate to very well, so I go less.”  

Small informal food stores have a greater degree of communicability between participants 

and employees of these smaller stores compared to larger formal food stores. 

Communication between participants and employees at food stores was a key component of 

repeated visits. Being able to communicate between these two groups helped increase the 

familiarity of the food store through social interactions resulting in social connection. With 

these interactions participants became more comfortable with those working at the food 

stores, resulting in more interaction between the food store employee and the participant. 

When this connection was not offered participants would be less likely to return, which is 

what Cebisa mentions above, these were some of the reasons for choosing certain places 

participants regularly visited for food. Although these are expressions of the social aspects of 

participants food environments, the choice of these places represents a sense of 

connectedness to the community.  

Buhle: “Nhinhi's Fisheries. I've been going there, usually for the hake fillet. It's run by a family, 

very relaxed, their very kind. I can walk near closing, and they still make a package for me to 

take home, I like that kind of touch. At a bigger place, the doors would have been closed in my 

face.”  

Khanyiswa: “it’s a small place but I like the donuts at Sister Afriyie bakery, the owners and the 

people that work there they already know who I am and greet me whenever I walk in.”  

Participants such as Buhle and Khanyiswa developed social connections which helped give a 

particular meaning place, like the work of Turner et al. (2017) and Agnew (1987). A link with 

a specific person at a certain food place, can contribute to a unique sense of place which 

cannot be replicated elsewhere at another food place. The familiarity of seeing someone you 

know at a place you usually visit helped create a sense of place at these stores and it resulted 

in social connections being established with participants and workers or owners at these 

places. However, social connections do not simply play out with the relationships of owners 
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and workers, instead the play out through the social interactions with friends or family, as 

expressed by participants.  

The social interactions which occur with family and or friends, develop into reasons for 

repeated visits to food places. Visits to certain shops; spaza shops, restaurants, and 

supermarkets, had different attractions for families and children. The meaning of these places 

has become a ‘social event’, were participants take part in to meet and discuss certain events, 

to have children spend time together, for families to spend time together shopping, etc.  

Babalwa: “On Fridays I go to Hungry Lion (Site B), with friends after work to get the weekend 

off. Sometimes we take the food home, have a drink, and eat. We don’t work together so it’s 

time to catch up about the week’s happenings in person, not on WhatsApp or Facebook.”  

Khanyiswa: “Before church on Friday (prayer meeting) I always go to Asiyolise (Braai stall) ... 

Usually, we don’t go home until after the service, so its work, some chicken, prayer, then only 

I go home. I get to talk to a lot of my friends from church here, and some family members they 

meet me there and bring drinks. Sometimes it is a group thing … I get to see a couple of people 

standing around there that I know.”  

Nomble: “I go to Zintosh (fast food shop). It is on my way home, I walk there with a couple of 

ladies, we all end up buying something for our families, if we have some extra money, we end 

up buying some chips rolls and we share them… we just talk about our children or husbands 

then, sometimes work, and other things.”  

Social interactions at shops expanded in more personal interactions between participants and 

the experiences which they had at certain food places. These were expressed through the 

social ties between the local community and the places at which they buy food. A certain 

store can have positive social interaction between workers and owners, negative interactions 

can similarly take place which may hinder probable future visits. For example, gossiping about 

places (criticism about stores within their food environment amongst residents) and people 

at food places took place and formed part of the perception of the place as a decent 

destination or a poor destination.  

Buhle: “Bongani’s is terrible (Cash Store), the service is bad, and the airtime machine is always 

charging. If there is load shedding, they are always closed other places will stay opening with 

candles and sell, you never know what you will need.”  
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Mncedisi: “Yes, people do talk about places. Sometimes it is good, but not always. I am a fan 

of Pick 'n pay (site B), but the service at the tills is slow, it is very big so it’s different from a 

smaller store so a little negative stuff will not affect it, it’s also sometimes a very personal 

thing.”  

Gossip (or criticism) can help to establish a negative reputation for a local food store, which 

can militate participants decision to shop at a food store and thus influence the local food 

environment. However, even though participants complained about food places, none of 

them expressed a desire to not shop at places with a perceived inferior quality of service. The 

work of Putnam (1993) built on the work of Granovetter (1985), where he discovered large 

social ties which enabled social processes, such as gossiping, to establish reputations of 

residential food retailers. Putnam’s (1993) work showed a close customer base can produce 

a standard of behaviour which can easily police the quick spread of information of 

wrongdoing, such as poor services at a local store.  

Participants highlighted going out shopping and spending time together with family was an 

event, especially for children. Having children walk around with parents while shopping at 

supermarkets and help carry shopping bags was seen as a family activity.  

Babalwa: “I work from Monday to Friday; I can spend some time with my children and husband 

when we go out on Saturdays to do some shopping. The children come with to help with the 

bags, having them there means that one bag per child is taken care of, I cannot afford to lose 

some groceries... Sometimes children will try and help you carry your bags for R1, but that is a 

waste of time when we have our children with us, if I go … wait for me with the kids at the taxi 

rank then they help us carry the bags home from there”.  

Buying and eating food is social in nature. To characterise the food environment of 

participants we considered the relationships between people when they eat food and where 

they eat food, due to the social nature of eating food with others. Instead, there are other 

social interactions at food places, such as spending time with family and friends – or 

expressions of community engagement, involvement, and the role food places play to 

facilitate this. For example, spaza shops which play a role in the community as being a place 

for community members to meet and discuss events.  
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4.2.3. Branding and Image 

A specific colour or name associated with a store or product may function as an influencing 

factor when making purchasing decisions (Gidlöf et al., 2017). Spence and Velasco (2018) in 

their study explain that there is evidence showing a connection between the use and 

preferences of colours and behaviour when choosing products to purchase. Spence and 

Velasco (2018) have further argued about how colour affects consumers overall perception, 

which might affect consumer behaviour. However, the amount of this varies for distinct 

locations and products.  

With participants experiences within their own food environment, what can be seen is that 

participants have become familiar or accustomed to certain colours, or figures of products 

appearing along small built structures, such as houses, shacks, or containers. These figures 

usually depict a loaf of bread, or the colour painted on the side of the store - red or blue – 

colour associated with a specific cellular data provider (Telkom or Cell C) or with a bread 

product (Blue ribbon or Sasko). These can be seen below, from the contributions by Babalwa, 

Fundiswa, and Nomble.  

 

Figure 4. 8: Spaza shop selling coffee, airtime, bread, and milk, painted red to be recognisable to passers-by 
(image: Babalwa) 

Babalwa: “I look at the houses, things like red or blue, Telkom and Cell C, stand out. But that 

was when I started living here now, I see these shops everyday but that was how I identified 

them.”  
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Figure 4. 9: Spaza shop located in a shipping container, with Blue Ribbon painted on the side over white paint, 
making the blue more visible (Image: Fundiswa) 

Fundiswa: “The picture shows how a blue ribbon sign on it. … I think for myself and others here 

in the road we mostly buy bread, milk, maybe sugar from the spaza shops every day. It is the 

best-selling products, we all need bread for work and school, that is why I took this picture.”  

 

Figure 4. 10: Spaza shop/home shop found next to home, painted blue with Telkom (mobile data and airtime) 
painted along the site, with red and white for the Coca Cola sign (Image: Nomble) 

Nomble: “Of the pictures that I took, one has a blue painted shop, and the other is red. They 

stand out from the houses. It makes it easier to find shops. It immediately attracts you to the 

spaza shop. Sometimes the colours are also yellow for MTN or blue for Vodacom not just 

Telkom.”  

What can be seen here by participants is the colours and figures painted on the walls of stores 

helps to identify shops (especially informal shops) participants can buy from. Babalwa, 

Nomble, and Fundiswa pointed out the specific colours (like red and blue) which helps or had 

initially helped them identify informal shops from which to buy products. When a participant 

sees the colour red or blue painted on a house they think of a shop, here showing familiarity 

with the colours and figures. Moreover, this can be seen when figures are painted along the 

side of the store, these figures being a bread product painted on the wall of the store. The 

colours and figures together build a sense of familiarity for the customers however the 
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colours are not the only or main reason for participants buying products at the shop. Instead, 

the colours and figures were a representation of a product which participants usually buy at 

these stores, additionally, this is what these colours or figures remind participants of when 

they walk past these shops.  

Nomble: “No, I do not think that the colour completely attracts people to the store I think they 

can see the store ... If you need airtime, then you know that this is a shop … If the shop has 

blue painted on its side, people will know they sell airtime, all data bundles not just say Telkom 

or Vodacom. … The colours tell people that here is a place to buy the stuff you usually buy.”  

How advertisements and promotions are used to influence individuals buying behaviour is an 

indication of familiarity and informality within the food environment, concerning how 

individuals connect with the urban retail food environment. Informal food traders (usually 

spaza shops or home shops) promote on a limited scale to the people who live close to these 

stores as they have high penetration in neighbourhoods. The level of advertisement of the 

larger formal retailers, like supermarkets, is at an enormous scale- where adverts show up in 

papers and television commercials. The informal food traders, like the formal food traders, 

promote (but a various scales) hoping to impact residents' buying behaviours and how they 

connect with their food environment. Here, informal traders use colours to advertise their 

stores.  

The colours are used to advertise not just the products, which are available at the store, but 

the store itself. Nomble confirms this when she explains how the “colours tell people that here 

is a place to buy the stuff you usually buy.” Informal shop owners are aware of this using it to 

advertise their stores, in a highly competitive informal trading industry. Colour can play a 

significant role in shaping the attitudes of customers and their buying decisions, reminding 

potential customers about products which are for sale at certain stores.  

4.2.4. Summary of Familiarity: food places, purchases, and people  

Participants, focusing on the different food places they regularly visit to buy food, often 

expressed how significant these places were to them and food procurement. These meanings 

were reinforced through repeated visits to these places. Positive feelings were quoted as 

reasons for recurring visits, conversely negative sentiments were connected to participants 

no longer returning. Participants found diverse individual meanings (subjective), relating to 

food places, which were dependent on their own experiences at these places. Three sub-
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themes developing within the main theme of ‘familiarity: food places, purchases, and 

people,’ these sub-themes that were discussed were the (4.2.1) Ease or Comfort, (4.2.2.) 

Social interactions, and (4.2.3.) Branding and image. Following is the second main theme of 

the study, which became apparent during the analysis of results, this being ‘Routes and 

routines. 

4.3. Routes and routines 

When discussing travelling and food products participants, regularly, gave insight into food 

places within their food environment by referring to the ‘distance’ of the food places to their 

homes. Real distances between shops and participants' homes were not taken during the 

study. Therefore, distances given by participants were used, but these were subjective. 

Furthermore, participants related the routes they took to work, outings to food places, and 

other spatial aspects of the environment to these distances. As opposed to their emotions or 

social interactions at food places. Thus, the spatial aspects of participants' food environments 

emphasise how participants perceived distance in their physical environment and how it 

became meaningful in their everyday lives. All ten of the participants in this study frequented 

food places that were close to their homes. Due to limitations in participants' mobility, 

income, the negative social interactions, or simply feeling they could do their food purchases 

close to their homes.  

All participants considered the food places they normally visit, to be ‘close’ or ‘nearby’, 

therefore participants considered these food places to be within a “walkable” distance from 

their homes. For participants what ‘walkable’ meant differed greatly. This related to the fact 

that certain participants had the financial means to take public transport, such as a minibus 

taxi, to go shopping on weekends or near paydays, whereas others had a lift to work and 

simply bought food on their way to or from work. Apart from this, participants had to walk 

everywhere as they had no other means of transportation. As a consequence, participants 

had different perceptions of what was ‘close by’ or ‘distant’, when participants referred to 

the places that they bought food from. In the analysis of participants' food environments and 

how they created the distinct food places, the word ‘proximity’ worked well to summarise 

participants’ feelings around distance. None the participants used the word proximity when 

describing the location of food places, in relation to their homes. However, this helps to make 

‘proximity’ a neutral term for the investigation of participants' perception of distance. I used 
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the term ‘proximity’ to evaluate the series of travelling participants took part in when trying 

to buy food within their food environment. The specific routines in addition to the daily travel 

routines which participants took to food places or related places, formed part of the spatial 

aspects, in addition to the dimensions of place within participants' food environment. The 

opinions and ideas expressed by participants were related to the ‘distance’ travelled to food 

places, therefore this theme deals with the spatial information provided by participants. 

Making use of a constructivist grounded theory analysis, on discussions I had with participants 

after a photovoice activity, sub-themes emerged. These subthemes are discussed and 

demonstrated with quotations from participants in the sections that follow. In relation to 

terms such as walkability, proximity, and routines, the themes which emerged are (4.3.1.) 

Walkability, and (4.3.2.) Routines. These themes share, the interrelated issues of distance, 

time, use of transportation, routes, and routines. I begin with (4.3.1.) Walkability.  

4.3.1. Walkability 

Participants spoke about their mobility as well as the distance they travelled, as being aspects 

of place, with meaning. This was increasingly prevalent for those who walked to food places. 

In relation to some of the place’s participants visited, participants included a signifying word 

or words that related to how they felt about the distance travelled or needed to travel to get 

to the destination. This was at times distinct and unrelated to the actual distance or time 

spent traveling to the food destination. Therefore, when participants mentioned a destination 

was “close-by” this could refer to an hour-long drive in a taxi to a supermarket 5 km away, 

while in the same conversation participants could refer to a specific destination as being “far-

away and can take long to get there”, instead it would be the same store another participant 

described as being “close-by”. The difference between these participants would be that one 

would walk to the destination while the other could afford to take a minibus taxi or another 

form of public transportation. All ten participants in the photovoice study do not own their 

own car. Participants either walked, took public transport, or got a lift from neighbours, 

friends or family when buying food.  

Babalwa:” If I go to Shoprite to buy rice, I take a taxi it’s not far away, I do it on the weekends, 

most of the places I go during the week are spaza shops along the road to the college [CPUT 

Khayelitsha campus] by the bus stop. I walk down this same road to get to the taxis. If I’m 

http://etd.uwc.ac.za/



81 
 

going to the mall, then I make a shopping list beforehand so that I can just walk in and buy 

what I need and then walkout afterwards and get back into the taxi and go home.  

 

Figure 4. 11: Site C Taxi rank, highlighting public transportation in Khayelitsha (Image: Buhle) 

Buhle: “My husband and myself don’t own a car, there is this car sharing thing that we use to 

use with the spaza shop owner who use to give us a lift. Now we just take a taxi, and then we 

walk home afterwards with the bags. Having so many shops around me is good as we can just 

walk to buy some stuff.”  

Nomble: “We don't have a car. I get a lift from my work friend ... Mostly I just walk to the stalls 

for potatoes and stuff. I save money by doing this … But when I walk it seems its far away and 

can take long to get there, but I can get smaller things from here that I can carry and it’s just 

a little down the road from where I buy bread and milk and where the bus drops off my 

children. I just walk further out to buy, then pick up the children then they help me carry.”  

Participants such as Buhle expressed the importance of having shops that are a walkable 

distance from their homes. Babalwa expresses how she does make use of public transport; 

however, she mostly goes to spaza shops during the week. The walk to the stores near to her 

forms part of her commutes to her college classes. Nomble expressed similar opinions to the 

previous two participants, however, she had access to a car through her neighbour offering a 

lift club option for some food shopping. Nomble’s neighbour drops her off after shopping.  

She then walks down the road to then buy food products from spaza shops. The importance 

of spaza shops and the role they play in neighbourhood food procurement can be seen here 

through the lens of walkability. Going to food stores was a problem for three respondents 

with young children or babies, this increased their need for food shopping, while being a 

constraint on their mobility.  
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Lindelwa: “I go to the spaza shop daily, but I keep the kids at home. It can be dangerous here 

walking along the road. I could go to one store for one thing then walk to another for another 

thing because it is cheaper … It can take longer to walk from store to store, if something is out 

of my way to go buy then I just skip buying and buy at the end of the week. I take a taxi on 

Saturdays to go to the bigger stores to buy a lot of the bigger things that I need, like meat, 

chicken, bigger packets of sugar, and other things.”  

How participants saw places spatially differed in terms of the amount of time spent to get to 

these food places. Participants professed places as a good destination if it were a short walk 

or travelling to this specific place resulted in a specific deal at the store. On the other hand, 

participants saw food destinations as being negative if it was ‘out of the way’ due to a lack of 

public transport or just the distance to walk being too far away from participants homes. 

Signifying words, such as “far” or “close” apply to perceived distances, however they provide 

meaning to a place, as well as contributing to the likelihood of frequent visits.  

Cebisa: “I work on Saturdays for half a day, so when I come home after, I go to the fruit and 

veg stall to get some small stuff I love walking to the stall, it’s not long maybe 25 minutes, but 

it’s a Saturday so it’s not a problem”. 

Mncedisi: “At the stall some of the potatoes are not good, the quality is not ideal, therefore I 

wait for a deal then I go buy 10 kg potatoes from the mall by ShopRite. But I cannot do it all 

month because I need to pay for the travel and the food, so I just wait till around pay week, 

they also have things on sale around then. That is why is worthwhile to go to the mall, its far 

and out of my way, but if I wait for a sale then it becomes more affordable, and I can get offers 

on a couple of things.”  

Thembeka: “Hassan's Take Aways & Fisheries is not far, but I need to take a taxi and I usually 

only get that Fridays every now and then, it makes it look like its further away. If I walk it is 

maybe 20 minutes away. But it’s down the main road, I cannot cut through roads to get there.” 

Sisipho: “I prefer sticking to places that are close to my home, I don’t have a car, I won’t go 

very far down the road for something that I can just go buy weekends and take a taxi to. Also, 

with the whole virus thing I prefer just staying at home.” 

What is observed here from participants is they spoke about distance in a manner that can 

considered both relative and personal. Participants used their own personal criteria to make 

decisions about places they choose to visit within their food environments. Another reason 

for this is time-related, participants regularly connected distance with the value they tributed 
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to and spent their time. With Sisipho there was a strong interest with visiting places they 

considered near to their homes.  

According to Pearce et al. (2008, 7), in spatial analyses it is assumed that since “people prefer 

to lessen the workload of the daily task of buying food”, the proximity of food retail outlets is 

therefore seen as a leading determinant for food place choices. Proximity is a critical spatial 

determinant which can influence food purchasing behaviour (Lang et al. 2009). However, 

related to purchasing behaviours the proximity of a food outlets did not influence all 

participants in this study but was a factor in the purchasing behaviour of other participants, 

for example.  

Lindelwa: “If I’m at a mall, I might go into one store because it is having a sale. I might walk 

down the road away from the taxi rank to get something that is off where I’m going because 

something is overpriced by one place or there is bad service then I just get it somewhere else.”  

The built environment of Khayelitsha, shaped by apartheid spatial planning, has created 

spatial inequality in food retail. Resulting in the food retail that is close and more widely 

available to participants not always being what is needed. In addition to this reality, laws can 

also dictate the distribution of specified types of food retail, showing the tension between 

competing demands such as the need for all residents to have access to a wide variety of food 

retail and the need to provide large food retail outlets for residents in Khayelitsha to buy food 

in bulk (Battersby, 2012). These needs could be fulfilled by spaza shops and home shops, 

however, even these shops procure food from the large stores, reselling their products to 

customers (Battersby, 2012). Larger stores such as supermarkets are located near or on main 

roads to improve their access, however, larger stores are still situated away from many 

residents in Khayelitsha to travel to. According to Mansvelt (2008) a spatially uneven food 

environment, represents an uneven hierarchy of power, as the food environment remains 

mostly accessible to those with good mobility. Which most participants did not have, in this 

study did not have.  

A primary factor mentioned by most participants with visiting at least one place in their food 

environment was ‘proximity’.  This was represented with different signifying words. This can 

suggest a “place effect” where participants would regularly go to a certain store because of 

its closeness to an important location in their daily lives such as a school (Mansvelt, 2008). 

The closeness of these locations was the essential factor for repeated visits. The place is 
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chosen because it provides cost-effective food close by, furthermore, for participants it is 

difficult to broaden the possible places to visit for food due to their mobility or time 

constraints. Related to first needing to visit the important location, such as dropping their 

children off near their schools, and then going shopping. Moreover, this can be related to 

mobility, as none of the participants own a vehicle, equally important here is that not all 

participants can afford daily use of public transportation. 

Babalwa: “I walk down the road, 10 to 20 minutes to get to the shop. It’s the little shop on a 

corner, with the Coca-Cola on the side, it’s always busy the people are slow, sometimes I don’t 

want to go all the way back their but sometimes I walk past it and I just go in and sometimes 

I just go to it all the time from home. Sometimes I need a bread or something, and I just get it” 

Fundiswa: “I walk to all the shops I go to, I like to group a lot of stuff together, it’s close to 

other things we do, you just group a lot of stuff and do them all in one go. That is why I prefer 

to walk to Shoprite, its longer.”  

What is notable is how ‘closeness’ or what is considered proximal by participants is expressed 

differently by participants. When proximity is analysed for its meaning to people, a 

multifaceted understanding of this term develops. The use of food places in proximity can 

begin with convenience, if the experience is effective, it can then develop in frequency until 

it becomes typical to consistently visit specific food places (a habitual activity). However, 

these are facilitated through factors, such as the type of food stores available, or the income 

of participants.  

Buhle: “The Fisheries [O & T Fisheries] has R15 hot chips, it’s a walk from home, one street 

away. I think I have gotten two since Friday, usually I do this. It’s easy and cheap to get. At 

work mostly, I would pick up food when I was lazy to plan a lunch with leftovers.” 
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Figure 4. 12: Spaza shop participant buys soup from in the morning (Image: Nomble) 

Nomble: “Some mornings, before waiting for the bus, I get two cups of soup for myself and my 

husband. Its only three minutes away and a quick walk, it’s simply better to get a cup and my 

husband likes it.” 

Buhle is a part – time student with a job. She was not inclined to cook for herself, instead 

twice a week she got hot chips from a local fishery which was only one street away or close 

to her work environment, she walks to on both occasions. Frequent trips to the fishery, helped 

the student to acquire food to eat at home, or at work. This helped her to adjust from the 

tediousness of preparing food for herself. Buhle chose to go to the fisheries because it 

provided a needed meal which was close by her home, similarly she walked to the fisheries 

near to her work. In these cases, a place in proximity to a home added meaning to their daily 

lives in ways they might not otherwise have sought out. With Nomble, the task of getting the 

cups of soup was not time saving, the participant could make cups of soup or coffee when at 

home before leaving to the bus stop. Nomble’s decision meant she had to make a short 

morning walk for herself and her husband. This was desirable for the participant to do this 

walk but, additionally, inconvenient as it took away from Nomble walking directly to the bus 

stop.  

The factor of proximity differs in cases where food choice is limited in an area for people who 

have restricted mobility. Access to food within an urban setting involves more than just 

income or price of the food, it can refer to both geographical and or spatial access (Battersby, 

2011). According to Battersby (2011: 5), “geographical access refers to the spatial formation 

of the city”, in terms of the location of households in relation to food retail outlets and 

economic opportunities (Battersby, 2011). Therefore, Battersby et al. (2016: 15), argue that 
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food insecurity is not just an issue related to household poverty, instead it is a matter of 

“structural inequality with spatial characteristics”. The proximity of participants to food retail 

outlets contributes to the food environment, in two ways. Firstly, household location can 

influence access to income opportunities (Battersby, 2011), limiting the buying power of 

residents. Secondly, household food security can be influenced by the location of food 

retailers. Therefore, proximity can help decide if households have adequate resources or if 

households might be food insecure due to their relative location to accessible and affordable 

foods (Battersby, 2011). Whelan et al. (2002) conducted a study in the United Kingdom (UK), 

which explored "life in a food desert" (an area with poor access to food retail), here they 

found that families with elderly were particularly vulnerable to having a lack of food resources 

near to their homes. However, according to Battersby and Crush (2014) the food desert 

concept cannot be simply overlaid to the African context, because of the importance of the 

informal food economy (Battersby and Peyton, 2014). This importance can be seen with the 

following comments from participants.  

Khanyiswa: “I can’t always get to Shoprite, so I just use the shops around for small stuff 

everyday spaza shop is okay.” 

 

Figure 4. 13: Fruit and vegetable stall Lindelwa buys food from, the packages are smaller compared to larger 
retail outlet offerings. The image features different vegetables and fruit in small plastic packets (Image: 

Lindelwa) 

Lindelwa: “I am old I cannot eat a lot of sugar [sugary] things, that why I have this picture of 

the fruit and veg stall, I go there and talk to the guy I know him, I buy some fruit as well. I can 

get a deal because I see him every day.”  

Thembeka: “There are shops all around here, I just go here I do not have the money to always 

go to the mall, twice a month, but you must pay for the taxi, then you have the children, it’s 

simply better here and closer. Some of the spaza shops have deals to cut down on the size of 

the thing you are buying for daily stuff. You can also make loans.”  
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Khanyiswa points out, that she cannot go to a large food retail store often, therefore she uses 

the spaza shops around her to get food. In the second case, with Lindelwa, she is an older 

woman with a certain limitation in her mobility due to her age and health. Therefore, she 

walks to the fruit and vegetable stall near to her home. Similarly, Thembeka is rewarded the 

opportunity to broker a deal to get fruit and vegetables for less due to her being a dependable 

or regular customer as she knows the worker at the stall, being a daily visitor. Thembeka 

regularly visits shops around her home affording her the opportunity to skip having to pay to 

travel to the mall or larger shops, with a taxi. She visits the mall twice a month with her 

mobility limited due to the cost associated with travelling, the distance of larger stores away 

from her home, having to take care of her children and the proximity of small alternative food 

retail near to her home providing her with the option to buy food from a shop within a 

walkable distance from her home.  

What is apparent from the responses of participants is they visit smaller shops more regularly 

than larger stores. The results of the study show respondents accessed informal traders more 

frequently than formal traders. Participants choose food places that are close by their homes, 

repeatedly shopping from these stores, due to multiple reasons, however these consistent or 

regular visits to food places create routine travel routes to food places. 

4.3.2. Routines 

What became apparent from discussions with participants about their food environment, was 

the idea of “routes” or the “routine” trips to food places participants visited. In this study, 

routine would refer to the actions taken by participants to visit food stores, constantly for 

multiple reasons. Routine travel routes bring a sequential feature to the meaning of place 

(Doherty and Miller, 2000). Routine trips to a food venue can help to position a food venue 

as planned for a certain time of the day or week. Similarly, it can place these food venues in 

the spatial context of other places for example, as stops in between two places (such as 

leaving work, going to the mall for lunch and then going home) or as part of a set of places 

that are visited in order. During the discussion groups, participants used a spatial reference 

to refer to the food places they regularly visited, to buy food. Using discussions participants 

saw these places as part of routine or planned trips to buy food or other trips to stores which 

sold food. The amount of time that participants associated with these activities depended on 
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the mode of transportation used, this could vary from taking a taxi, a bus, walking, or simply 

getting a life to the store from a neighbour.  

Babalwa: “After payday, we take a taxi from home to ShopRite (site B), then we go get Hungry 

Lion. Then we go to the deli to get chicken necks, most of the meat we got a Shoprite like 5 – 

10 kg, we walk home with the bags, to save money”.  

Buhle: “I go to work Monday to Friday’s, on Friday during lunch time, me and some friends at 

work go to Hassan's Fisheries (Hassan's Take Aways & Fisheries), for their hake parcel and a 

chip roll. We share the hake, but I keep it for home. They have a lift club here I just ask on 

Fridays to drop me off down the street then I buy a Fanta from the spaza shop.”  

 

Figure 4. 14: Zamokuhle Cash Store, informal trader that is used in combination with a formal trader to procure 
food (Image: Fundiswa) 

Fundiswa: “I go to Bongani (Zamokuhle Cash Store), to buy bread, sometimes they have some 

nice fruit, this happens every week, 4 or 5 days a week. In the morning I take my children to 

the taxi rank, then I walk to Bongani’s, on Friday’s I do the same thing but then I add Pick 'n 

pay (Site B), in the morning before Bongani’s, … I still go to Bongani’s after Pick n Pay to see 

what they have.”  
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Figure 4. 15: Addis Ababa spaza shop, frequented Thembeka (Image: Thembeka) 

Thembeka: “I just go to the spaza shop, Addis Ababa, I think. Maybe 4 days a week, after work. 

On Thursdays for prayer services (Church meetings), I go to church first, its closer to the taxi. 

Then I go to the shop, the meeting ends at 8 but the shop is open until 9, I can also get there 

with other women from Church so were all fine”.  

 

Figure 4. 16: Fruit and vegetable stalls frequently used by participant (Image: Sisipho) 

Sisipho: “I have this routine where I go to places once every two days during the week and then 

maybe one other place on weekends, sperate from the normal everyday stuff, here at 

Nokuphiwo's stall and Mabhabhela Fruit and Vegetables, I can walk there its 10 minutes. I 

sometimes go to Sisipho's restaurant on the weekends. But every day I buy a bread at the spaza 

shop, then I will go to Noku and the fruit and veg stall, on weekends I will first head to the 

spaza shop”.  

Participants such as Thembeka above provided examples of food places they often visit en-

route to another food place or destination as part of a routine. These quotes from participants 

helped to link their travel experiences with the meanings they attach to place. These travelling 

activities are repeated, and as a result, this can lead to a process which produces a sense of 

place (discussed further in chapter 5). Participants' food environment becomes a daily 
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experience of place, through constantly travelling in and through the food environment 

specifically for food or other reasons. Moreover, what is notable about the routes travelled 

by participants, which include food purchases, is how different these are from each other. 

Some food routes are close to participants' homes, which helps to create a sense of familiarity 

and belonging. Nevertheless, other routes related to the school (responsibilities linked to 

children), work or other activities (such as religious services, and family visits). What is 

significant here is how participants moved around inside of their immediate food 

environment (places participants can walk to), as well as, how participants extend their food 

environment by travelling around using public transport, such as a minibus taxi. 

Minibus taxis play a role in participants' food environment as a linking mechanism, through 

which the mobility of participants is improved. The availability of minibus taxis acts as a 

connector between residential areas and supermarkets. All participants in the study did not 

have access to their car limiting their mobility. All participants made use of a minibus taxi to 

access a supermarket in Khayelitsha. One example of this is from Nomble, referring to how 

she visits supermarkets and what attracts her to purchasing at the supermarket. 

Nomble: “if I go to ShopRite or pick n pay, I take a taxi, it’s a 5-minute walk. I usually go there 

once or twice a month. They have good deals for large things, potatoes, sugar, rice, chicken, 

etc. but in 10kg packs.”  

Participants expressed both positive and negative opinions on minibus taxi transportation. 

Participants had limited financial means available to afford transportation when procuring 

food. The cost of transport was a chief consideration for all participants when planning the 

frequency with which they shop at certain food outlets. The importance of this issue can be 

seen with the quote from Nomble below, where she explains why only shops at supermarkets 

once or twice a month. 

Nomble: “Yes, the stuff is cheaper there and they have more stuff then the spaza shop, but you 

must have the money for a taxi to go there, I don’t have a car. Usually, I go just after pay day 

when I have more money. I need to plan the trips to the mall.”  

The location of supermarkets is usually at a distance to residential areas, in addition to the 

unique creation of residential areas, such as Khayelitsha, which has seen a lack of investment 

since the end of apartheid, making the cost of transportation a limiting force on the poor in 

Khayelitsha. A limitation which results in residents being unable to buy food in bulk, without 
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it being a planned trip to buy food. Relating to the experience of routine travel routes, which 

can bring a temporal aspect to the meaning of place. Which for participants situates a certain 

food venue (those at supermarkets) as usually scheduled at a certain time, for supermarkets 

this would be once or twice a month, a loop which would occur monthly just after the time 

participants are paid. 

Fundiswa: “I go to the mall twice a month. Plan out what I want to buy and how much I must 

spend then I buy a lot of big stuff, sugar, rice, stuff like that. I make a list of things with the 

paper. When I go to the mall its around pay day, I have more money then and the also have a 

sale at the end of the month.”  

Creating a shopping list is a common occurrence when planning food purchases, as can be 

seen by Fundiswa’s quote above. It allows food managers to save money for their families, 

resulting in better budgets for food purchases amongst other household purchases. When 

planning food purchases participant consider the negative aspects when using certain 

services to help them with food purchases. Minibus taxis, usually moves along main roads and 

according to no-time schedules. However, they are sufficiently available to make them a 

convenient transport option. For low-income urban residents there is no alternative for public 

transport apart from walking (Skinner 2018). 

The cost involved with using minibus taxis as a mode of transport is not the only factor 

affecting the purchasing patterns of customers. There are other inconveniences associated 

with using taxis to access supermarkets. These according to Cannuscio et al (2010), are 

stresses inherent with using public transport to do monthly shopping. Participants described 

how cramped minibus taxis can at times be, as drivers want to transport as many people as 

possible in a single trip, to increase total fares from each trip. Participants complained about 

the long waiting times which can sometimes occur when they climb into a taxi, especially 

when it is not rush hour. These static periods are made worse by the fact that participants 

had been shopping, other commuters have been shopping too, meaning the taxi was full of 

shopping bags with groceries. Participants, complained about the possibility of losing one of 

their bags amongst the confusion when climbing out of the taxi. Considering that these trips 

to the supermarket are planned, budgeted, this would result in an overwhelming loss for 

participants. 
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Cebisa: “you can lose stuff in the taxi when you got a lot of stuff, I go there because if there is 

a sale like on a Saturday morning everybody who’s going to Khayelitsha Shopping Centre is 

going for shopping. You have four or six bags, then it is all the same bags. It is easy for a mix 

up with the bags and you will lose one of your bags, if its potatoes or sugar, they come in their 

own big bag so you can keep track of them easily, but not a meat bag and that is always the 

most expensive bag”  

Participants reported they only have a short walk from where they get off the taxi along the 

Main Road to their houses, usually taking 5 to 10 minutes of walking to get home. Participants 

bought attention to the difficulty of carrying heavy packets full of groceries, after shopping, 

on and off the minibus taxis. Participants would call household members to meet them on 

the main road to help with the bags. This empathises the constraints on participants mobility, 

moreover, it helps to understand the importance of having access to a variety of food retailers 

within one specific location, such as a shopping mall. It helps participants take advantage of 

sales offered at each of the retailers, at a specific shopping centre, without having to spend 

more money travelling to another centre. 

Participants engaged in food purchases from both formal and informal traders mixing their 

interactions with traders in the urban food environment. Routine visits to informal traders, 

spaza shops, adds another manner of understand of the food environment of participants. 

Participants shopped at; ShopRite, Checkers or Pick n Pay, monthly, only to buy “basic” foods 

items in bulk and then purchase the remainder of their food requirements on a more regular 

basis from local tuck shops. Participants engaging in food purchasing trips in both the formal 

and informal economies is part of increasing prevalence of ‘outshopping’ in poorer areas 

around the world (Alwitt and Donley, 1997), where participants would obtain goods and 

services outside of their neighbourhood, which additional costs would be incurred in both 

money and time. Participants had a monthly ‘outshopping’ presence within their local 

neighbourhood. All participants within the study did ‘outshop’ monthly, at a supermarket, 

doing their household food requirements at these supermarkets. However, all participants 

regularly purchased food products from their local spaza shop or other stores within a walking 

distance from their homes, conversely, if participants were to buy food items from a 

supermarket it would be once a month, then participants purchased the remainder of their 

food requirements on a more consistent basis from spaza shops.  
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Participants who would go to supermarkets to buy food products would only buy basic food 

items in bulk, eventually purchasing the remainder of their food requirements on a more 

regular basis from spaza shop, ‘basics’ according to participants where products such as sugar, 

rice, butter, fish oil, chicken. 

Mncedisi: “When we go to ShopRite, we are usually the basics like sugar, fish oil, butter, rice, 

10 kg potatoes, and chicken 5kg or so”.  

Participants visited spaza shops more often than supermarkets, reasons for this range from; 

a lack of mobility, to convenience of spaza shop location, quantity of spaza shops and cost 

involved with travelling versus walking, amongst other reasons. Participants spread their 

purchasing patterns amongst both the formal and informal food economies. Households buy 

basic foods in bulk at supermarkets and then buying the food required for their daily meals 

from informal traders, such as spaza shops. This highlights a mixed strategy (or flexibility) by 

participants when buying food. Participants food budgets experience incessant assessment, 

allowing for suitable purchasing decisions to be made daily. Partially relieving the pressure of 

correctly judging the amount of money needed over a period for food and other purchases 

when available funds decrease after payday. 

Mncedisi: “if we run out of potatoes or sugar, rice, and stuff then we just go buy that from the 

spaza shop, we can just walk there, and we don’t have to go to the mall to buy more” 

Thembeka: “I go to the supermarket for big stuff that we need like rice a 10 kg if the price is 

good, in the papers they get given to use every month or so we see specials or deals, when we 

have money, we go buy there, if we run out then I walk, or my husband and we buy from the 

corner spaza shop”.  

Going to different shops helps protect households from overspending on food purchases, in 

addition to gaining the benefits of buying household basics in bulk, taking advantage of 

specials and deals offered by supermarkets. Moreover, buying the ‘basics’ in bulk offers some 

food security to households, because it mitigates against food shortages when food budgets 

run out, this is an effective shopping strategy for participants whose budgets for food 

purchases may be unpredictable. Other constraints such as mobility, have negative effect on 

food budgets, as mentioned before. 

Mobility constraints will affect decisions by participants to spread their purchases between 

supermarkets and other retailers closer to their homes. All households responded that they 
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go to supermarkets monthly. All participants buy only the most basic food items at the 

supermarket, such as sugar, rice, and potatoes, taking advantage of promotion deals, specials, 

and cheaper bulk prices. Due to the inability of participants to transport many small food 

items from the supermarket to their homes, no participants owned a car. Participants would 

thus buy the rest of their household food items at the local food shops, such as spaza shops, 

avoiding the travel costs of additional trips to the supermarket. Additionally, participants 

would visit spaza shops daily as opposed to monthly visits to the supermarkets. Thus, 

participants prefer to keep their options open with where they shop, relative to both money 

and time spent. In addition to taking advantage of special promotions at supermarkets near 

monthly paydays. There is a high incentive for supermarkets to offer specials to attract low-

income consumers who are looking to do monthly shopping. According to Skinner (2018), 

food items made available by supermarkets at a reduced price will ensure a significant 

response from low-income consumers looking for specials or deals on food products to 

extend the reach of their food budgets. 

Although participants made food purchases from both formal and informal retailers, findings 

related to purchasing patterns highlight the key role of informal urban retailers in food 

procurement. Participants buy food more frequently at informal urban food retailers since 

they are located within a short walking distance. Participants use informal food retailers to 

fulfil daily food needs.  In doing so, informal food retailers help mitigate participants' mobility 

constraints as they function as a buffer for food insecurity. Furthermore, they offer 

opportunities for participants to purchase products in smaller quantities on a daily basis. The 

food budgets households use change daily, additionally, these budgets are required to 

consistently meet their household food requirements through regular trips to spaza shops to 

buy food products. However, some of these products are offered at affordable prices for 

financially constrained households. Offering smaller quantity products through informal 

traders better serves the needs of the community. An example of this can be seen through 

Buhle buying R5 packets of rice and Cebisa buying a half-bread instead of a whole bread. 

Buhle: “We don’t have a lot of money, if we don’t have enough things, we just buy R5 packs of 

sugar, potatoes, or rice or something, because we can’t get back to the supermarket unless 

my husband walks all the way there and back with bags. But if we need it just for a couple of 

days then we go and buy the small packs from the shop they make it there, usually we run out 
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a couple of days before my husband pays then there are no sales, taking a taxi then is wasted 

money for food that will be less when we have more money”  

Cebisa: “sometimes I cannot afford a whole bread, then I just buy a half for R9 and then we 

make bread for the children to take to school. My husband and I just go to work” 

Cebisa was financially constrained during certain periods of the month, therefore she chose 

not to take food to work and so priorities her children taking bread to school instead. Spaza 

shops within their neighbourhood bulk-break bread, cutting loaves in half and selling half 

breads as a strategy to make them more affordable to residents in the area. Buhle similarly 

made use of this process where the spaza shop owners will open a larger bag or packet of 

food products and then cut them down into small sizes, to sell these smaller packets for a 

certain amount of money which is affordable to residents, this is called “bulk breaking”. 

Households in low-income areas will prefer to make food purchases in smaller quantities from 

spaza shops within their community, which break down bulk food products into smaller unit 

sizes, rather than make bulk purchases from supermarkets (Battersby, 2011; Dangerfield et 

al., 2021). 

The engagement of participants with their routine visits to their local spaza shop helps shape 

the food environment of their neighbourhood through the creation of circumstances were 

spaza shop owners need meet the food needs of residents through bulk breaking to make 

food more affordable to more residents in the community. This creates a financial benefit for 

shop owners as more residents can now afford products. With higher sales shop owners need 

not impose large fees on top of the normal cost of the product, which they paid for originally. 

Through this practise of ‘bulk breaking’ spaza shops offer a significant means of food access 

for participants and the wider community. Nevertheless, through participating in the creation 

of this system residents within the community impacted on the food environment influencing 

it can shop owners to offer these services. These services encourage routine purchases from 

residents and participants within the surrounding area of the spaza shop encouraging the 

continual use of the spaza shop. 

What is evident is that spaza shops are responsive to the nature and extent of food budgets 

within their surrounding area. Together creating an environment where residents in the area 

routinely visits the food shops in the area. Additionally, the proximity of the informal urban 

stores, such as spaza shops, to the community negates the need for access to transportation. 
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Therefore, spaza shops fill a vital role in providing access to food for food insecure 

households. 

4.3.3. Summary of Routes and routines  

Participants spoke about the spatial aspects of the food environment, specifically; how they 

got to their food destinations, the reasons behind journeys, how they got to the location of 

food places with respect to other food places, and how near or far away participants felt the 

stores were. Without measuring how far people travel, we can only get a sense of participants 

perceived distance of a food place, however, this is still meaningful to a participant who visits 

the place. Theoretically, a journey to a routinely visited place is part of its overall meaning, 

placing it in the context of the wider food environment. Another feature of this main theme 

was the idea of proximity. The term ‘proximity’ was used to estimate the array of travel 

patterns which existed amongst the participants, and as a constraint to explore the tendency 

that participants showed for buying or consuming in relative proximity to their homes. 

Routine travels bring a sequential aspect to the meaning of place, participants can position 

food venues as scheduled to visit for a certain time of day or for certain days of the week. 

Therefore, these different food places can be situated in the spatial context of other places 

or as part of a set of places visited together by participants. Minibus taxis play a role in 

participants food environment as a linking mechanism, through which the mobility of 

participants is improved, and the size of their walkable food environment (food places within 

a walking distance) is increased. Informal urban retailers, especially spaza shops, help to fulfil 

the daily buying needs of participants. Related to this and following is the third main theme 

of the study, which was revealed itself during the analysis of results, this being ‘the place of 

informality.’ 

4.4. The place of informality  

Informal retail traders can help to reduce the vulnerable to food insecurity (Battersby et al., 

2016). Participants in this study at times had irregular or insufficient income, however they 

could mitigate these challenges for themselves or others through the pooling together of 

resources. These mitigation strategies are part of the social capital of the community, where 

“resources that can decrease vulnerability and increase opportunities within the food 

environment of communities, are added together better to meet the needs of the 

community” (Moser, 1997: 20). The pooling together of resources is not the only example of 
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social capital or importance of informal traders within the community, instead there is the 

availability of credit systems offered spaza shop owners. These credit systems help 

participants mitigate food insecure periods of the month. The use of a credit system, available 

at spaza shops, also fits within the concept of social capital being an asset which can decrease 

the vulnerability and increase opportunities within the food environment of communities. 

Moreover, showing the importance of informal traders as a food insecurity mitigation 

strategy used by participants during trying times.  

The main reason participants travel from their homes to the shopping centres is to access the 

larger shops within these centres, however this does not stop participants from browsing 

what is on offer from informal traders located at the shopping centre or along the way to the 

shopping centres. The roles of informal and formal traders may be different, in relation to 

participants shopping habits. However, these traders are at times crossed by members of the 

community at the same time when making food purchases. Helping to create a distinct place 

within participants food environment. The key role of informal food retailers in the daily lives 

of participants forms part of the social and wider societal aspects and dimensions of 

participants food environment, as the role of informal traders in the community relates to the 

overall society and social aspects of food procurement. 

Making use of a constructivist grounded theory analysis of data from the photovoice activity, 

sub-themes underneath the main theme of ‘place of informality’ emerged. These subthemes 

are discussed and demonstrated with quotations from participants in the sections that follow. 

Discussions with participants showed that informal traders, such as spaza shops, where an 

important entity within the dynamics of the communities’ food environment and within the 

procurement of food. Informal traders have the benefit of being located within participants 

community which helps to eliminate mobility constraints, helping to make food more 

affordable. However, there are other benefits which participants have shown. In relation to 

terms such as social capital, social economy, and credit systems the themes which emerged 

are the (4.4.1.) Social capital and the (4.4.2.) Informality and Credit systems. In numerous 

ways these sub-themes illustrate the importance of informal traders, specifically spaza shops 

and home shops, in the procurement of food for participants in the Khayelitsha community. 
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4.4.1. Social Capital 

As previously mentioned in Chapter 2, social capital refers to the “degree to which a 

community can be measured as an asset that decreases vulnerability or increases 

opportunity” for those within the community (Moser, 1997: 25). In terms of social 

interactions and food networks, social capital refers to the degree to which households access 

food through social networks (Moser, 1997). Food is exchanged between members of the 

community through a social economy. According to Moser (1979: 23) members of 

communities would “help to provide food for others with the expectation that in the future, 

they can make claims on others to help them and transfer food”. Here this economy is 

embedded within the moral and social fabric present within communities, and according to 

Ahmad (1991) through this, the social economy of the community is developed with a system 

of insurance for those with elevated levels of food insecurity. Participants had accessed food 

through social capital or knew of others who had accessed food through the social economy. 

Individuals engaged at least once a month in food raising based on the exchange of social 

capital. Those who engaged in these social networks based their procurement of food through 

neighbourhood networks. 

There was one example of food relationships between households which saw food being 

shared amongst a family. This house is comprised of multiple generations, for example, a 

grandmother sharing with her daughter and grandchildren that live in the same community, 

instead of not living in the same home. Food can become dynamic within a community, with 

family units reshaping themselves around food. This is an example of ‘shared cooking’, as 

described by Ahmad (1991: 20) as a family which lives in separate houses, while close by, 

“combining and sharing food resources regularly, to meet food needs”. Lindelwa manages 

food shortages by combining food resources with her daughter and grandchild who live close 

by, they buy their food separately still cooking together regularly. 

Lindelwa: “My daughter moved out a couple of years ago, she lives a couple of roads down, in 

someone’s yard, with her little one. I can she her every day and if I am not working, I look after 

the child. We put the food together if she is short, she can get from me.” 

‘Shared cooking’ is common with backyarders dwellers, where the main house is used 

multiple times a week to cook food for a group consisting of the backyard dweller and the 

member of the main house (Ahmad, 1991). However, with Lindelwa, her daughter is a 
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backyard dweller on another property, but still they shared food. They help each other with 

the cooking, mostly making one large pot of food to feed both households. When the mother 

or daughter was experiencing food shortages, they relied on each other for food resources. 

This allowed for risk avoidance with households living under threat of running out of food or 

money. Households combined resources with other households as a form of consumption 

smoothing, which is vital for low-income households to mitigate income shocks or food 

budget constraints. Another benefit of shared cooking, and present the social economy is 

that, with combined food budgets, there is the possibility of specials or deals at stores (such 

as shopping malls where more bulk purchases are made) being taken advantage of to a 

greater degree, this could take place with monthly bulk buying at supermarkets or with deal 

making at the smaller spaza shop. One-sided food relationships exist in the more food secure 

households. Households who were ‘better off’ and are food secure sometimes shared meals 

with extended families or friends. Occasionally these families extended their food assistance, 

with other members of the community, here channels of food exchange can take the form of 

the transfer of food items, meal sharing, or money transfers intended for food purchases. 

Discussions with participants showed that food transfer channels were practised with those 

whom participants both knew, and that food was purposefully transferred from one 

individual to another through the social economy. Food transfers were planned purposeful 

actions by participants to others or from others to participants. Food transfers were rooted 

in the social relationship’s participants had with each other and the food environment. With 

these actions being an expression of social capital in the community, manifesting itself as 

community participation. The transfer of food, which was one-sided is the usual form of a 

vertical food relationships. Here food or money intended for food purchases was transferred 

from one household to another, as opposed to sharing together. With participants, this type 

of transfer usually occurred between people who were further removed or not as close to 

each other, for example, food transfers between friends as opposed to family members. 

Charitable acts, such as this, occurred with participants, however with some residents taking 

part as recipients of these acts, receiving, or providing food for the community beyond their 

own household. Motivations behind these exchanges demonstrated by participants was 

linked to feelings related to moral obligations to extended family, or the surrounding 

community. 
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Buhle: “I sometimes have extra. I give to my neighbour when they need. Its normal for this to 

happen. The reason I do it is because, it is not right that people do not have for themselves 

here, and when I have, I give to those around me. People do not always have for themselves, 

so those that have sometimes help.” 

Food transfers are representations of informal social food networks, which have an important 

effect on the nature of a community, and how participants would organize around food. 

Communities, such as Khayelitsha, where it is possible for many to become in danger of going 

hungry, ‘charity’ related to food forms an important part of community life and social aspects 

of participants food environment. Food is embedded within the social economy. Food can 

help to reduce the vulnerable to food insecurity. Participants in this study are of a low-income 

base, however they can mitigate their issues with food procurement for themselves or others 

with the merging together of resources. However, what has been shown is residents 

themselves are not the only individuals within the community embedded in the social 

networks and transfer of food. Instead, the credit system available at spaza shops similarly 

fits within the notion of social capital being an asset which can decrease the vulnerability and 

increase opportunities within the food environment of communities. 

4.4.2. Informality and credit systems  

Discussions with participants showed there are credit systems operating in the residential 

informal food retailing sector, creating networks of social capital. Here spaza shops, and tuck 

shops move food along channels of social capital, like the households in the area participating 

in the social economy. The credit system available to participants, as well as the larger 

community, provides an important means of accessing food for those whom food is 

inaccessible due to lacking monetary resources. Spaza shop owners allow regular customers, 

those who they have a strong relationship with or those they know well, to purchase certain 

food items on credit for a brief period. Therefore, participants or those who rely on or use 

credit from time to time, benefit from building social capital with owners, as it is a significant 

asset providing food access, showing the importance of spaza shops in a social context.  

The credit system is beneficial for consumers in terms of making food more accessible at an 

affordable price. According to participants spaza shops did not charge mark-up costs on food 

products which they sold on credit, which is the case in more formal food economic activities. 
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Babalwa: “Sometimes at shops like fisheries, butchers, take-aways and others that I buy from 

usually, they offer things on credit to get us to buy more. But they charge more in total, 

because you are paying them maybe a couple of months after, this does not happen a lot and 

even then, they want to know that you come back. They obviously want more money. But with 

spaza shops they don’t charge you more, after, just the normal cost. I go there regularly the 

guy knows me, so he is fine with me paying the next morning or later in the week.” 

Babalwa mentions the use of credit within the residential spaza shop food economy was not 

founded in profit-making motives. Knowing the reasons behind the credit systems is 

imperative in learning how members of the food economy respond to the food access needs 

of the community, besides to how community members respond to their food access needs 

within their food environment. Moreover, showing the importance of spaza shops (informal 

traders) as food places within the food environment of participants, spaza shops function as 

a mechanism which helps provide a proximal food procurement source, in addition to 

improving access to food overall within the community through social networks. 

Informal traders help alleviate food access needs of their surrounding communities with the 

use of the credit system, where they operate as a means of consumption easing for the food 

insecure (Gittelsohn et al., 2007). Of the ten participants seven acknowledged that they had 

made use of the credit system in place at spaza shops within the last year. 

Nomble: “sometimes we do not have money to buy food, bread and rice, stuff we use daily. I 

ask the guy at the shop if I can get a bread and pay him back later in the week or the month, 

he knows me and that I will pay him back. I buy there all the time when I have money “ 

It could be argued these findings can point to a large amount of food being bought or given 

out by spaza shops on credit. It is possible, households within the study area buy food on 

credit regularly, being used to smooth food consumption needs, not just as a means for 

survival. What is imperative here is that informal food retailers were responsive to the nature 

of the wider communities (which they serve) food needs. This was done through the provision 

of credit and the previously mentioned bulk breaking (Routes and Routines related to 

spatiality section). Spaza shops being in and around community members homes removes the 

need for transportation as community members can walk to their local spaza shop, the 

location of spaza shops relates positively to the distance needed to travel to them when 

compared to supermarkets or shopping centres. This can relate to the history of South Africa 
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and its former apartheid rule. Where certain services and infrastructure investment lacked in 

areas including, Khayelitsha which was created during apartheid. Spaza shops help to allow 

residents, who are unable to shop at the larger better resourced shopping centres or 

supermarkets to have easier access to food and immediate access to food when money 

becomes available to them. Therefore, informal food retailers, such as spaza shops, fill this 

key role in the food environment of the community by providing access to food for the most 

vulnerable households. There is the issue of higher prices of certain food items at the spaza 

shops compared to the more formal shopping centres and supermarkets who can buy food in 

bulk, offering items at lower prices because they sell so many of these items. However, these 

households are not restricted in terms of finances as they would normally be because of the 

options provided by spaza shops, in addition to other informal traders, options such as bulk 

breaking and credit systems.  

What has become more apparent from participants is that there has been a transition to a 

more integrated food economy where residents make use of both formal and informal traders 

based on their own financial capabilities. Residents mostly buy food at their nearest 

residential informal trader, then combine this with monthly purchases at the larger 

supermarkets, once a month usually a couple of days after getting paid, making use of specials 

or sales by the supermarket chains (e.g., ShopRite Checkers, Pick ‘n Pay, or Spar). The informal 

economic activity occurs around informal traders, namely spaza shops, plays a key role in 

urban food systems in Khayelitsha even under ever increasing conditions of urbanization 

(Crush and Battersby 2016; Young and Crush 2019). 

Babalwa: “I buy from both ShopRite and the shop on the corner as a go home, sometimes you 

run out of things and then you just need to get something that’s better to go to both”  

Buhle: “Mostly I buy from Spaza shops, their closer. It is the usuals like bread and milk, the 

things you use every day, sometimes it is more things, like potatoes, sugar, but the small R5 or 

R2 packets” 

Supermarkets in Khayelitsha are spatially and economically distant from many residents. A 

general informal food retail sector is present and operating nearer to residential area. 

Regardless of there being supermarkets or shopping centres. For residents’ informal traders, 

such as spaza shops, had a defined role within their food purchase timetables happening 

mostly weekly, on the other hand trips to formal traders takes place usually only once a 
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month. Both trades have separate and defined roles within participants food environment. 

What can be seen in this study is the informal and formal retailers coming together to sell 

food in formal trading areas, such as shopping centres. 

4.4.3. Summary of the place of informality 

Making use of the constructivist grounded theory analysis, participants spoke about the social 

aspects and dimension of their food environment related to the importance of informal food 

retailers within their community and the role that they play in food procurement. The two 

subthemes which emerged within “the place of informality” were the (4.4.1.) Social capital 

and the (4.4.2.) Informality and Credit systems, these subthemes were discussed and 

demonstrated with quotations from participants. In certain ways these sub-themes illustrate 

the importance of informal traders, specifically spaza shops and home shops, in the 

procurement of food for participants in the Khayelitsha community. 

4.5. Conclusion 

This chapter focused on the relational meanings which emerged when participants interacted 

with food places within their food environment. These meanings featured subjective, spatial, 

and social aspects and dimensions of participants food environment. The chapter discussed 

and presented data collected through a photovoice study and an accompanying discussion 

with participants, photographs appeared and quotations coded underneath themes and 

subthemes where discussed. A constructivist grounded theory analysis was used to 

investigate participants perception and feelings about their food environment. The results 

were separated into three different main themes, namely, (1) familiarity: food places, 

purchases, and people, (2) Routes and routines and (3) the place of informality. 

The theme of familiarity: food places, purchases, and people featured the personal aspects 

and dimensions of participants food environment and had three subthemes which were the 

(4.2.1) Ease or Comfort, (4.2.2.) Social interactions, and (4.2.3.) Branding and image. Where 

4.2.1) Ease or Comfort addressed how participants visited multiple places within their food 

environment, due to the positives feelings and thoughts participants associated with these 

places, such as enjoyment and/or safety. These places became familiar to participants 

through multiple visits. The (4.2.2.) Social interactions looked at the social interactions or 

relationships participants had with shop owners or employees at certain food places. These 
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relationships tie consumers more intimately to the environments of the food places they 

regularly visit to buy food. The (4.2.3.) Branding and image related to the representation of 

colours and advertisement subtheme looked at the colours and figures painted on the walls 

of stores which helped participants to identify stores and the products sold there. The colours 

and figures together build a sense of familiarity for the customers, reminding participants of 

products due to the colours and figures which represented products which participants were 

familiar with. 

The theme of routes and routines featured the spatial aspects and dimensions of participants 

food environment and was comprised of three subthemes which were the (4.3.1.) Walkability 

and (4.3.2.) Routines. (4.3.1) Walkability, related to the participants mobility and the distance 

which they travelled to access food stores within their community. Here, participants used 

signifying words or terms which related to how participants felt about the distance they had 

travelled to get to a food destination, which was separate to the real distance or time spend 

travelling, instead these were based on how participants described this distance through 

signifying words or terms. Walkability also related to the proximity of participants to food 

places, proximity of food retail outlets was the leading determinant for some food place 

choices. However, related to purchasing behaviours the proximity of a food outlets did not 

influence all participant in this study, instead it was a factor in the purchasing behaviour of 

other participants. (4.3.2.) Routines focussed on the routine trips to food destinations by 

participants, which helped to position this destination as planned for both a certain time of 

the day or week, by the participants. Participants linked their travel experiences with the 

meanings they attach to a place. These travelling activities are repeated and can lead to a 

process that can produce a sense of place. 

The theme related to the Place of informality featured the wider societal aspects and 

dimensions of participants food environment, this theme had two subthemes which results 

from the discussion with participants being the (4.4.1.) Social capital and the (4.4.2.) 

Informality and Credit systems. (4.4.1.). Social capital is all about the food that is shared 

between people in the community because it is part of the community's social economy. 

Participants had accessed food through social capital or knew of others who had accessed 

food through the social economy. engaging at least once a month in food raising based on the 

exchange of social capital. Those who engaged in these social networks based their 
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procurement of food through community or family networks. The (4.4.2.) Informality and 

Credit system’s sub-theme revolved around how participants showed there are credit 

systems operating in the local residential informal food retailing sector, creating networks of 

social capital. Here local informal food retailers provide, participants and the larger 

community, an important means of accessing food for those whom food is inaccessible due 

to lacking monetary resources, showing the importance of informal retailers within 

participants community. 

This chapter has outlined the food environment which participants reside in, setting the stage 

for further understanding of the presentation and analysis of the qualitative study and 

explanation of participant sense of place related to their food environment which follows in 

Chapter 5. 
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Chapter 5: Sense of place and food 

5.1. Introduction  

This chapter presents a discussion on ‘sense of place’ in relation to participants’ interactions 

with their residential food environment in Khayelitsha, Cape Town. This discussion will focus 

on how interactions between participants and their food environment can create a sense of 

place, through a sense of agency, and a sense of belonging and alienation. 

5.2. Sense of place  

As previously mentioned, sense of place is the “emotional bonds between people and specific 

places” (Tuan, 1974: 8). Bonds with a place, or people’s sense of place, can both be physical 

or imaginative and at different scales, varying and having both a physical presence and an 

imaginative presence (with a community, city, town, country, or just with a small store) (Tuan, 

1974). Looking at the ties between participants and food places within the community food 

environment of Khayelitsha, using a grounded theory-based analysis of the photovoice 

activity, and accompanying semi-structured interviews (photo-elicitation) two 

understandings of the sense of place concerning food, were revealed, these being a (1) Sense 

of agency: actions taken to access food and a (2) Sense of belonging and Sense of Alienation.  

The first insight was participants’ sense of place was associated with the purposeful actions 

which participants took to access food at food places within the local food environment. For 

example, some participants chose to walk towards food sources and plan shopping routes 

around their mobility limitations (a lack of access to private transportation, participants made 

use of public transportation instead). This insight also linked to participants making active use 

of the social capital, related to accessing food, availed to them within their community. The 

second insight assumed that participants’ interactions with their food environment were 

deliberate, with a level of decision-making and prior knowledge or information of their 

neighbouring-built environment, which would relate to a sense of belonging and alienation. 

The sense of belonging and alienation depended on the experiences at the food places 

participants regularly interacted with. Sense of belonging and alienation were subjective 

experiences, such as the familiarity of food stores or the familiarity of the people working at 

these stores, linked to a sense of belonging. However, participants did not express a sense of 

alienation as described in the literature, I discuss why this was the case. These and other 
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examples within the two understandings are elaborated on below, starting with a sense of 

agency. 

5.2.1. Sense of Agency: actions taken to access food  

Sense of agency relates to the sense of place through direct interactions with the food 

environment. As Manzo (2005: 84) explains, a sense of agency can originate from the “diverse 

ways people use places, and occasionally in ways that places were not originally meant to be”. 

This relates to the imaginative or creative ways people can use places to suit their needs, 

“people are constantly, actively, and intentionally shaping their environment.” Sense of 

agency builds on the understanding that individuals and groups interactions with the food 

environment (or just the present built environment) are “mutually reinforcing, and an 

example of a shared relationship between people and place” (Manzo and Devine-Wright, 

2014: 6). As opposed to interactions with the physical environment which is regarded as 

separate and not related (Dyck and Kearns, 2006). Here, participants purposefully interacted 

with their food environment to create meaning as a result, they shaped certain aspects of 

their food environment to meet their daily, weekly, or monthly food needs. This process is 

linked to a sense of place.  

More involvement by participants in their food environment, such as planning food 

purchases, planning which routes and routines to follow when buying food, using the social 

capital available within the community as a food coping or a food access survival strategy, 

developing social-economic relationships with informal shop owners or workers, using shared 

cooking and other community or group activities with family or friends to alleviate food 

needs, all purposeful actions from participants can stem from or help create a specific sense 

of place for participants related to their interactions with the food environment. Participants 

could alter their food availability in the proximal environment, improving access to food for 

others in their community or themselves, showing agency concerning the procurement of 

food. Purposeful or intentional actions are a feature of human agency this includes 

consideration and planning and can lead to individual or joint actions to construct alternate 

answers to questions posed around food access and procurement by participants. These 

types of purposeful actions were apparent in the descriptions of aspects of the participant's 

food environment. 
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A sense of agency was shown by participants through their purposeful planning around food 

purchases. This can be seen by participants walking to certain food places during the week 

and buying food from other food stores during the weekend or near-to-monthly salary pay 

dates. How participants viewed the walkability of food stores (mostly informal food stores 

compared to formal food stores) showed the planning which went into food purchases overall 

from participants. Participants, through signifying words or terms, viewed stores that were 

close by as positive and saw food destinations as being ‘out of the way’ due to a lack of public 

transport or just the distance to walk being too far away from participants' homes. Signifying 

words, such as “far” or “close” apply to perceived distances, however, they provide meaning 

to a place, as well as contributing to the likelihood of frequent visits. The closer a food store 

was the more likely participants would visit these stores. This was also reinforced by the fact 

that participants did not have access to private transportation. As a result, when they 

purchased food from the larger food stores, it was decidedly planned. Participants created 

food shopping lists to purchase the foods they needed when they were at these larger 

shopping centres.  

The planning by participants to reach food destinations is partially due to them alleviating 

their mobility constraints, resorting to walking or planning out large parts of their journeys to 

food places. The mobility constraints that participants are dealing with are related to the 

apartheid history of South Africa. As expressed previously (in section 2.3. Focusing on Cape 

Town, the South African food environment), due to the apartheid regime and its lasting spatial 

legacy, people have been left off the fringes of economic opportunities (Rogerson, 2003), this 

will relate to food purchasing opportunities and constraints. Participants are reliant on food 

in their proximal food environment, which would be informal food traders, these traders are 

used to access nearby daily/weekly food needs (Crush and Frayne, 2010). Participants who 

purchase food from supermarkets must do so after having walked, taken public 

transportation, gotten a lift, and planned a list of products to purchase, this all taking place 

mostly during the end of the month or weekends when participants have more financial 

capability to do so.  

This also shows how participants plan around supermarkets and the role these supermarkets 

play as food places in food acquisition and a sense of agency. The importance of supermarkets 

in food procurement can be seen by participants' interactions with them as food places which 
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they usually visit to buy food in bulk, making use of sales near the end of the month, where 

participants would get paid. The success of supermarketisation has been linked in part to their 

ability to provide a large variety of food at a cheaper price than other traders (D’Haese and 

Huylenbroeck, 2005), such as informal traders. However, we can also see through another 

study that travelling to supermarkets was an issue which put the financial capabilities of those 

in low-income areas at odds with procuring food from supermarkets (Tustin and Strydom, 

2006). This can be seen with participants who had to deal with challenges relating to access 

to supermarkets due to their location, if participants did not walk then getting to these 

supermarkets would be costly. In addition to work done by Battersby (2011), which links the 

sizes of packaged products with a limitation of buying food at a supermarket, as these 

packaged products are sometimes too large for low-income residents who might want smaller 

packaged goods to purchase which are more affordable, which links to participants 

purposefully buying larger more bulk purchases at these supermarkets. Thus, highlighting 

participants' sense of agency, as they navigate food purchases throughout the month to meet 

daily food needs. 

Accessing a supermarket is not a daily occurrence but a planned and purposeful food-buying 

activity by participants displaying their sense of agency related to the food environment. 

However, this differs from how they relate to informal food traders who are more proximal 

to their homes. Focusing on the participants themselves, they procure food from both formal 

and informal food sources, highlighting a specific sense of agency related to the informality 

of the food environment present and how participants link food places with their community 

through food procurement. In addition, to the previously mentioned challenges with 

informality in Cape Town and South Africa (in Chapter 2), there is also the acknowledgement 

of the possible important role informal traders could have concerning food acquisition and 

food choices within urban communities, such as Khayelitsha, relating to food acquisition 

strategies or food risk avoidance strategies revolving around communities making use of 

social capital as a household food asset. These are food risk avoidance strategies, an example 

of this can be buying from both informal and formal traders looking for the best possible deal. 

Participants have shown these food risk avoidance strategies to link to the social capital 

available to them in their communities which they purposefully made use of to avoid food 

shortages. 
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When participants experienced food shortages, individuals would depend on each other for 

food resources, affecting food procurement strategies and community relations, an example 

of this can be seen by the participant making use of shared cooking or pooling together food 

resources, with her daughter to meet food needs, linking to a sense of agency when procuring 

food. Here, in agreement with literature on social capital and shared cooking, individuals 

combined food resources with other households as a form of food consumption smoothing, 

which was important to mitigate income shocks or food budget constraints (Putnam, 1993). 

In addition to this another benefit of food risk avoidance strategy like shared cooking or 

making use of social capital to alleviate food needs with a combined food budget, deals, and 

specials at supermarkets could be taken better advantage of. 

Another example of a sense of agency related to food procurement and social capital was 

how participants would make use of informal traders, specifically spaza shops, to alleviate 

their food needs using credit systems at these informal traders. Here, informal traders 

proximal to participants in their community are helping to reduce participants or the 

vulnerable to food insecurity, like the work done by Battersby et al. (2016) on informal 

retailers. Participants in this study at times had irregular or insufficient food resources, 

however, they could mitigate these challenges for themselves or others through the pooling 

together of resources, and the available credit systems at informal traders, showing 

intentional purposeful action on behalf of the participants to meet food needs, linking to a 

sense of agency. This also links to the work of Sack (1992) where they link human agency and 

relationships between people and places, focusing on how people can alter these 

relationships over time through combining personal meaning and social interactions at 

places. The relationships participants have with informal food traders have altered due to this 

additional service which they offer which is related to the social capital of their community, 

becoming a place-altering experience (Sack, 1997). 

5.2.2. Sense of belonging and Sense of Alienation  

Agnew (2007: 19) defines a sense of place as a general “sense of belonging related to the 

norms of a broad range of topics in or of an area, rather than specific locations”. As previously 

mentioned, in Chapter 2, a sense of belonging is an indicator of a sense of place (Caspi et al., 

2012; Desjardins, 2010). Participants shared how their experiences helped to form a sense of 

belonging within the food environment. De Certeau and Giard (2008) discuss how food 
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purchasing can relate to a sense of belonging, as food purchasing always has meaning and is 

not a mundane activity even though it is regarded as such. Perkins and Long (2002: 3) argue 

that when buying food people could experience a “community feeling” which relates to how 

individuals valued their social interaction when they are buying food. The interactions 

between participants and local food traders did surpass regular interactions between 

participants, shop employees, or shop owners at times when they visited specific food places. 

This can be used to suggest a broader understanding of community belonging which 

originates and is improved over time through an accumulation of visits or experiences at a 

certain food place, which can be seen by the feelings of familiarity (previously mentioned in 

Chapter 4 Ease and Comfort) participants had with some employees and shop owners and 

the social interactions (previously mentioned in chapter 4 Social interactions) between these 

individuals and participants at certain food places.  

Participants expressed feelings of familiarity related to specific food places with their local 

food environment, after multiple visits, linking well with the work of de Certeau and Giard 

(2008) and Perkins and Long (2002). This also relates to the work of Putnam (1993), who 

added to Granovetter (1985), who both argue that social ties between people can help enable 

social processes at food places to establish a reputation over time, after multiple visits and 

having become acquainted with those around you. The work of Putnam (1993, 2000) linked 

to how a close customer base could produce a standard of behaviour, where positive 

behaviours towards a food place could result in more customer involvement, but negative 

behaviours or feelings could spread information of wrongdoing. This links to the social 

connection which is established between the participants and the employees or employers at 

food places within their local food environment, it creates a community amongst those who 

act alike and is a shared connection. Another way a connection is created is through 

participants' use of both informal and formal food traders within their local Khayelitsha 

community, by using both these retailers’ participants create a connection that is expressed 

through informality within the built food environment of their community. Relating to the 

food stores availability against participants mobility and fiscal constraints. These type of 

connections in the ‘community’ with the context of places where food is bought and 

consumed, helps to establish the aspects of the local food environment, and contribute to a 

sense of community (Putnam, 2000).  
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Another example of a sense of belonging or familiarity with participants and their food 

environment in Khayelitsha is through the appearance of food places around the 

neighbourhood. Semenza and March (2009) focus on how the physical properties of a place 

can help establish its place identity. This relates to how participants became familiar with 

certain informal traders and the products which they sold, creating a connection. The colours 

painted along the sides of food stores were a signifier for participants with red or blue easily 

being linked with bread or milk products or cellular companies, things participants would look 

to buy from food stores daily. This also links to the work done by Spencer and Velasco (2018) 

where they argue that there is evidence for connections being made between the use of and 

preferences of colours and behaviour when buying products.  

A sense of alienation is linked to social exclusion or altering and negatively impacting a sense 

of belonging. According to Manzo (2005), negative experiences which could link to a sense of 

alienation range from exclusion, loneliness, and abuse, amongst other undesirable 

experiences at a place. Cresswell (2004) looked at how communities which were defined by 

certain restrictions, can be made to feel like they do not belong. Participants themselves did 

not directly express feelings of exclusion within the food environment or interaction within 

it. However, participants do look for ways to alleviate their mobility and financial constraints 

through the use of the social capital availed to them. Such practices evidence alienation to 

certain food sources within the built urban food environment, as participants look to counter 

their constraints with the availed social capital – therefore pushing against something they 

have been restricted from. What can also be taken from this based on participants’ opinions 

related to their food environment, is that participants do experience episodes of exclusion or 

alienation to food within their community. These episodes can be related to things such as 

the difficulty (costliness) related to getting to supermarkets to buy food, which can be linked 

to a “spatial marginalisation” (Williams and Hubbard, 2001: 270). This marginalisation would 

link to the apartheid legacy of South Africa and the associated negative impact this would 

have on the built physical environment, leaving residents further away from opportunities, 

such as food purchasing opportunities or job opportunities. Participants walked or countered 

this constrain--all ten participants did not own a car or have no constant access to private 

transportation--by using public transportation which would cost a lot of money. This is in part 

the reasons why participants would buy at formal food places like supermarkets near their 
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pay weeks when they had more money available for food purchases. This was also usually the 

period of the month where formal retailers would have sales on products. Participants also 

alleviated this alienation by shopping at both informal and formal traders. Using informal 

traders daily, in contrast participants used formal traders significantly less. This also explains 

why participants did not speak about alienation and exclusion as they had developed 

strategies that lessened some of the negative aspects of the associated challenges related to 

food acquisition. It also highlights the informality present in urban South African residential 

environments, as expressed by Young and Crush (2019), where local urban residents in African 

settings' daily lives feature the movement and navigation of urban settings which have both 

informal and formal food sources. 

5.3. Conclusion and Summary 

This chapter presented a brief discussion on ‘sense of place’ in relation to participants’ 

interactions with their local food environment in Khayelitsha, Cape Town. The discussion 

focussed on how interactions between participants and their food environment created a 

sense of place, through a sense of agency, and a sense of belonging and alienation. The 

following chapter is the concluding chapter of this study bringing together and highlighting 

the main points of the research.  
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Chapter 6: Meaning making through food and place  

6.1. Introduction  

This study explored meanings of place and sense of place in connection to participants’ 

interactions with their food environments. Three objectives guided this assessment: (1) to 

explore the relational meanings that are rooted within participants’ interactions with the food 

places routinely visited, (2) to explore the role of food acquisition in shaping participants' 

sense of place, and (3) to explore the relationship between food places and sense of place 

amongst participants. The study adopted a qualitative research methodological approach 

using the constructivist grounded theory approach. The qualitative methods used were a 

photovoice activity with an accompanying semi-structured photo-elicitation interview. These 

methods allowed for an in-depth exploration of the meanings that participants associated 

with their food environment concerning both place and sense of place through their 

interactions with said food environment. Overall, the study sought to fill the research gap in 

understanding the relationship between place, sense of place and the food environments 

related to the meanings people attach to these within their local food environment of 

Khayelitsha, Cape Town. This concluding chapter summarizes the findings related to the 

research objectives and research findings. 

6.2. Research objectives: Summary of findings 

Important findings emerged from the analysis of the photovoice activity and the 

accompanying semi–structured photo-elicitation interviews relating to the food 

environment, place, and sense of place. Importantly the findings of the study derive from a 

particular sample of participants (10 people) from Khayelitsha, Cape Town an area with 

informal and formal food places. The participants in the study are all females and Black 

Africans. The findings of this study are not necessarily applicable to other population groups, 

the findings represent an exploratory analysis.  

Firstly, the relational meanings were entrenched within individuals’ interactions with the food 

places routinely visited were linked to how participants spoke about the significance of these 

places for themselves and their food procurement. Participants quoted positive feelings 

related to the familiarity of certain food places, linked to their ease or comfort. Here, ease or 

comfort was associated with due to the positive feelings and thoughts participants associated 
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with these places, such as enjoyment and/or safety. These places became familiar to 

participants through multiple visits, highlighting those personal meanings were rooted within 

participants' interactions with these regularly frequented food places. Another example is the 

social interactions that participants experienced and took part in at these food places. These 

interactions focussed on the relationships that participants had with shop owners or 

employees at certain food places. These relationships tie consumers more intimately to the 

environments of the food places they regularly visit to buy food. Another area which 

highlighted the relational meanings related to participants' interactions with the food places 

they routinely visited, was the recognition of the importance of branding and image. 

Individuals could simply look at the colours and figures painted on the walls of stores which 

helped participants to identify stores and the products sold there, they were familiar with 

these food places and could recognize the products sold there The colours and figures 

together build a sense of familiarity, reminding participants of products due to the colours 

and figures which represented products which participants were familiar with. These were 

related to a larger sense of place that reflects a sense of belonging.  

There were also spatial elements related to the relational meanings which were entrenched 

within individuals’ interactions with the food places they routinely visited, such as walkability 

and the routine nature of buying food especially when travelling. Related to walkability is 

proximity to food places, which has spatial meaning. Participants expressed the proximity of 

a food place being nearby, or close as a good thing, and as an issue when it was out of their 

way with only a costly public transport system or walking as their mobility options to buy 

food, as none of the participants posed their private transportation, proximally participants 

purchased food from informal traders such as spaza shops. Therefore, exploring the relational 

meanings that were entrenched within individuals’ interactions with routinely visited food 

places has revealed important points concerning social and personal attitudes to food places 

linked to the spatiality of buying food in Khayelitsha, showing participants' agency. It also 

showed good support for informal food places and traders within the community, through 

the social capital made available and used within the community. Participants did speak about 

the social aspects and dimensions of their food environment related to the importance of 

informal food retailers within their community and the role that they play in food 

procurement.  
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The second objective, to explore the role of food acquisition in shaping participants' sense of 

place, can be seen through participants expressing their sense of place, with food place, as a 

sense of place defined their general understandings or interactions with food places, in 

Khayelitsha. When analysing the data provided by participants through the photovoice 

activity and semi-structured photo elicitation interview information on food places produced 

distinct aspects of a sense of place related to food acquisition. Here, I expanded on this 

through a sense of belonging and a sense of agency. Both these concepts have been well 

documented in the literature on the sense of place (Sack, 1992; Putnam, 1993; Cresswell, 

2004; Putnam, 2000; Manzo, 2005). These concepts were rebounded in this thesis concerning 

food. A clear sense of agency was present, which shaped participants' sense of place, through 

food acquisition. Participants looked at different ways to acquire food to meet food needs, 

they bought food from both formal and informal sources, used the social capital made 

available to them, pooled together food resources, planned out food purchasing trips and 

bought in bulk near their pay weeks, they made use of credit systems at informal traders, 

showing how participants proactively and purposefully went about acquiring food, this was 

done to achieve a certain level of control over their food environment to alleviate possible 

food shocks. 

The third objective was to explore the relationship between food places and sense of place 

amongst participants, links to participants' sense of belonging and sense of alienation which 

I deduced from participants' contributions using the constructivist grounded theory (CGT). As 

discussed in Chapter 5, a sense of belonging is an indicator of a sense of place (Caspi et al., 

2012; Desjardins, 2010), this was consistent with the experiences of participants. Participants' 

experiences formed the foundation of a sense of belonging within a place. Food purchasing 

at food places is related to a sense of community. Participants shared how their experiences, 

at food places, help shape their sense of belonging within the food environment. Interactions 

between participants and food traders suggested a broader understanding of the sense of 

belonging through an accumulation of visits or experiences at a certain food place, which can 

be seen by the familiarity participants had with employees and shop owners and the social 

interactions between these individuals and participants at certain food places. Relationships 

between food places and sense of place were also expressed through informality within the 

built food environment and the proximal food sources which participants accessed. By making 
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use of both formal and informal food places participants created a connection that is 

expressed through informality within the built food environment of their community, relating 

to the availability of food places, this relationship continues to exist regardless of participants' 

mobility and fiscal constraints. These type of connections in the ‘community’ with the context 

of food places, helps to establish aspects of the local food environment, as a place where 

participants navigate through both informal and formal food places whenever it suits them 

best.  

Related to the third objective of this study, participants do experience negative relationships 

between food places and their sense of place as a result of feelings of exclusion. However, in 

relation to participants' mobility and financial constraints when acquiring food, participants 

apply strategies to alleviate such challenges through the social capital availed to them. Then 

it can be deduced that participants do experience occurrences of exclusion or alienation to 

food places within their community. These incidents can be things like the difficulty 

(costliness) related to getting to supermarkets to buy food, which can be linked to “spatial 

marginalisation” (Williams and Hubbard, 2001: 270). As previously mentioned in Chapter 5, 

this marginalisation would link to the apartheid legacy of South Africa and the related impact 

this would have on the built physical environment, leaving residents further away from 

opportunities. Participants also alleviated this alienation by shopping at both informal and 

formal traders, using informal traders daily whereas they used formal traders significantly 

less. This may also explain why participants did not speak about alienation or exclusion as 

they had developed strategies that lessened some of the negative aspects of the associated 

challenges related to food acquisition. A sense of alienation is linked to social exclusion 

impacting a sense of belonging, and therefore negatively impacting participants' sense of 

place. 

6.3. Placing food  

From a broad perspective, the findings of this study have implications for understanding the 

food environment, place, and sense of place in urban areas within Khayelitsha, Cape Town, 

South Africa. This research presents a contribution to the understanding of how people relate 

to place and the connected sense of place within a food environment in a South African 

township and for the urban poor in previously disadvantaged communities, which still 
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struggle with food access today. As highlighted within the summary, the results of this study 

show participants related to their proximal food environment in a variety of ways.  

One of the concluding takeaways from the study is the importance of informality in food 

purchasing for participants in the previously disadvantaged community of Khayelitsha, Cape 

Town, South Africa. Informality is visible throughout South Africa’s urban built environment, 

examples of informality in the urban built environment can be spaza shops and home shops 

located within urban areas, they can be fruit and vegetable stalls located next to shopping 

centers, amongst other examples. How people relate to these places or areas and interact 

with them is unique. Participants showcased their movement from the informal trader to the 

formal trader was through the separation of planned purchases for the end of the month, the 

use of food sources both proximal and distant to their homes, planning and making food 

buying lists based on their finances available--therefore shopping at the nearby informal 

traders or the formal traders on weekends or close to the pay week. These highlighted how 

participants navigate and influence the present food environment with purposeful mapped-

out engagement that participants assumed to alleviate food security risks and meet food 

needs. This also links to participants' use of social relationships as a beneficial practice related 

to food risk avoidance and food survival strategies, displaying how resourceful urban 

residents can be when mitigating food challenges.  

The use of advertisements is a sign of informality concerning how people relate to the urban 

retail food environment. Informal urban traders (usually spaza shops or home shops) 

advertise on a small scale to those who walk past or live near these stores as they have high 

penetration in residential areas the penetration of these informal traders is much higher than 

the penetration of supermarkets (Battersby, 2013). The scale of advertisement of the larger 

urban retailers, such as supermarkets, is at a large scale and appears in newspapers, and 

television commercials, amongst other advertisements, they then keep the same products in 

their stores. The informal urban traders just like the formal urban traders, both advertise but 

at different scales looking to influence consumers' purchasing behavior and how they relate 

to their food environment. However, informal urban retailers look to use distinct colours to 

advertise their stores to proximal residents. 

One of the ways participants and the present informality with food places cross each other is 

through participants' use of public transportation versus their lack of access to private 
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transportation. This, in part, is related to the segregated history of South Africa. These 

opportunities were related to the built physical structure of urban areas and not only jobs. 

Community resources within the urban built environment like large shopping malls, was kept 

away from the urban poor, resources such as jobs, better service delivery, and better more 

accessible public transportation, amongst other community resources. But the modern 

supermarketisation is changing this. Supermarkets offer a large variety of food sources for 

participants, however getting access to these food sources is exceedingly difficult. Due to 

supermarkets' central location usually away from residential homes, resulting in residents 

walking, only taking public transportation during certain days of the month, and trying to find 

ways to get access to private transportation. Supermarkets do not always serve communities 

well and are therefore one of the reasons participants looked to have combined purchasing 

patterns between the formal and informal food sources in their local community, linking to 

informality within the physical environment, food places proximal to participants and 

informality with how participants buy food. Showing the normality of informality in the daily 

lives of participants when attempting to access food. Informality is also present in the food 

survival or food coping strategies that participants employed to access food. The pooling of 

food resources and the use of informal credit systems availed at informal traders, spaza shops 

or home shops were examples of informality related to meeting food security needs during 

risk periods of the month. Participants expressed the importance Informal traders in this 

study, as food places help to navigate the informal to formal food trader divide, through being 

a mitigation strategy; as these informal traders are frequently used, provide credit to help 

with food access, and proximal to participants homes only a walking distance away. Informal 

traders serve the community at large as important food places within the urban area of 

Khayelitsha, Cape Town, South Africa.  

Food is both consumed and bought at places - giving meaning to those places. As a result, 

food connects people theoretically to places even when those places are far away.  In this 

way, connections to place can give meaning to food. Similarly, the experience of buying and 

eating food in the community contributes to a sense of place. Therefore, the place of food in 

Khayelitsha, Cape Town according to the results of this study is a combination of informal and 

formal food stores frequented by participants making use of social capital, developing positive 

relationships with those they know, walkability and making use of public transportation, and 
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monthly sales at the larger food stores in combination with the daily frequents of smaller 

informal food stores with high importance to food procurement for participants. 
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