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Introduction  

Background and Context: 

Food insecurity is experienced by millions of Canadians (Roshanafshar & Hawkins, 

2015). Food insecurity occurs when people lack secure access to sufficient amounts of safe, 

affordable, and nutritious food that is needed for normal growth and development, as well as an 

active and healthy life (Health Canada. 2012).  Populations experiencing food insecurity are 

often people with difficulties accessing food resources (Miewald, 2009). Community members in 

the Renfrew-Collingwood neighbourhood have a higher prevalence of socioeconomic factors 

that can lead to food insecurity, such as a lower than average family income compared to the 

average of the rest of Vancouver (Food System Assessment Report, 2005). Community based 

experiential learning, which incorporates academic knowledge into real-world issues, can be a 

positive approach to the issue of food insecurity in Vancouver. 

 

We worked with Vancouver Coastal Health (VCH) to provide updates to their ongoing 

project, the Vancouver food asset map. Food assets are local resources, facilities, and services 

that increase a community’s food access (World Food Programme, 2008). Mapping food assets 

throughout a city can help visualize the distribution of food resources for community members. 

We focused on mapping grocery stores, small retail stores,  public markets, and seasonal 

markets. Our project was based on the concept of Asset Based Community Development 

(ABCD), which involved the creation of a publicly accessible map highlighting food assets 

within the city. 
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Significance: 

 We aimed to provide community members a tool to enhance their knowledge about local 

food assets within their own community. We propose that this may impact food security by 

providing an easy to use tool for community members. Our project involved trialling the food 

asset map in the Renfrew-Collingwood neighbourhood where we were able to survey locals and 

receive feedback from these community members. Our goal was also to enable individuals to 

choose foods they deem culturally appropriate, nutritious, and to empower them to support the 

food system they desire.  

 

Inquiry Questions: 

1. How can we effectively map food assets in Vancouver? 

2. How do community members of Renfrew-Collingwood report the ease of use of the food 

asset map? 

 

Methods 

Method for objective 1: 

 We worked to add information about grocery stores, small retail stores, and markets to 

the map (http://goo.gl/Rb7QJu) through: 

1. Technology, such as Google Maps, combined with local knowledge to quickly locate, 

verify, and acquire information about each food asset such as store location, hours, and 

products.  

2. The City of Vancouver Open Data Catalogue of business licences ensured we had a 

thorough and up to date list of the food assets in the city. We used information provided 

to the public as a part of our ethical consideration.  
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We classified the food assets that we focused on according to the definitions provided by 

VCH (Table 1). The information we recorded about each food asset, in an excel spreadsheet, was 

the name, store classification, address, website, phone number, store hours, postal code, and key 

information (store specialization ie. produce, seafood, cultural specific). The excel spreadsheet 

was then emailed to our community facilitators at VCH to upload to the specific Google Maps 

page to update the Vancouver food asset map.  

 

Method for objective 2:  

 A feedback form entitled “Evaluation Questions for Community Members”, prepared by 

VCH, and was presented to community members to assess the usability of the food asset map. 

We trialled the map at the Renfrew-Collingwood Neighbourhood house and asked community 

members to fill out the feedback form after teaching them how to use the map. As a part of our 

ethical consideration for those surveyed we worked to explain our project and ensured that we 

had their permission to include their feedback in our data set. We reviewed the map instructions 

with our community partner to ensure she was comfortable with both navigating the map and 

going over the instructions with community members. We also provided copies of a food asset 

glossary to the facilitators and reviewed definitions of the food assets to ensure facilitators were 

able to explain the asset subcategories to community members. Copies of instructions were 

distributed to community members in English and other translations were available if necessary. 

The community members were also given a chance to provide feedback after trialling the food 

asset map at the event. We were able to review and assess the feedback forms, as well as 

interpret the data generated to analyze the usability of the map. We aimed to present the results 

in a format that was easy to read and interpret. We chose to analyze the data through organizing 
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and collecting the data on a spreadsheet and creating graphs to allow for easier interpretation of 

our results. Further, we communicated and combined feedback results with other groups 

focussing on different food assets on the Vancouver food asset map. 

 

Results 

A total of 425 food assets were added to our food asset map as of November 30th 2016. 

Specifically, 293 small retail stores, 99 grocery stores, 2 public markets, and 30 seasonal markets 

(Figure 1).  We managed to obtain information for around 300 food assets by effectively using 

resources such as local knowledge, technology, and publically accessible business listings. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Distribution of Food Assets in Vancouver 

During the trialling of the food asset map with community members in the Renfrew-

Collingwood neighbourhood we managed to obtain eleven feedback forms from community 

members. Ten community members provided positive feedback, with only one person finding 

the map difficult to navigate. We also collaborated our feedback with other groups who trialled 

the food asset map at different neighbourhoods. Including the other groups feedback we 
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tabulated that 64 of 69 people “will use the food asset map”, 63 of 67 people found the map 

“easy to use”, and 64 of 68 thought the map was “easy to understand”(Figure 2).  

 

 

Figure 2. Feedback from Community Members 
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Discussion 

Additions to the Vancouver food asset map are important because up to date data of food 

assets in each community is necessary in order to assist vulnerable community members to locate 

nutritious and culturally appropriate foods. The food asset map can help to remove some barriers 

that community members face when communicating about food assets by visualizing the assets. 

The overall positive response from community members at the Renfrew-Collingwood 

Neighbourhood House illustrates the potential of the map to help vulnerable community 

members.  

 

 However, the additions to the food asset map, specifically grocery and small retail stores, 

are designed to address a lack of knowledge of location, rather than considering whether or not 

community members can actually access the food assets. In this regard, access can be limited due 

to lack of transportation, inadequate affordability, inadequate cultural appropriateness, or limited 

store hours. With increased usage of the map, we hope to find ways that the map can address 

these limitations, such as incorporating the bus routes that service each asset or the proximity of 

each neighbourhood to the nearest food outlet. This information is not only useful in improving 

the usability of the map, but also has further applications such as assisting the City of Vancouver 

to factor in food access into future urban planning, and eliminate food deserts. 

 

 

 

 

Limitations: 
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In terms of mapping food assets there still exists gaps in regards to the information 

provided about each asset, such as store hours and contact information. We hope that future 

groups in LFS 350 can continue to update the map. Further limitations with our food asset map 

include the need for technology. Since our map is only available online through a platform that 

requires internet access as well as the use of a smart device, such as a phone, tablet, or laptop, 

there are limitations as to who is able to access the map. Considerations need to be made whether 

community members who are vulnerable to food insecurity are able to access the food asset map.  

 

Conclusion 

Our project showed that there are 425 grocery, small retail, and markets in the city of 

Vancouver. Specifically, 293 small retail stores, 99 grocery stores, 2 public markets, and 30 

seasonal markets. During our project we contributed nearly 300 food assets to the map; a 

significant increase from the start of the project. Additionally, we trialled our food asset map in 

the Renfrew-Collingwood neighbourhood and received positive feedback as to the maps 

usability.  Thus, our project also showed that community members find that the food asset map is 

a useful tool. One question that is left unanswered is whether community members who are 

vulnerable to food insecurity will also be able to use the food asset map since it requires internet 

access and a smart device. From here we hope that the City of Vancouver will work to 

incorporate food asset maps into their urban planning strategies to ensure better food security is 

obtained.  
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Critical Reflections 

Student 1:  

In the beginning of the term, I was confused with what I was expecting to do. After 

Dr.Valley talked about Asset Based Community-Development (ABCD), I started to realize how 

food becomes a community based resource. Meeting with our community member was a turning 

point. From that meeting I knew what the objective and what the expected outcomes 

were.Through working with my group members, I got a deeper understanding of our community 

project. Our community partner helped us maintain focus and a timeline. LFS 350 has a general 

better structure than LFS 250 because we have more time during tutorial and flexible learning 

sessions to work on our group project. As for community experience, it was full of uncertainty 

and challenge. We also experienced difficulties with meeting with community members since 

our schedules were not matched. Luckily, one of our group members had time, made the meeting 

and gathered the information we needed. Overall I found LFS 350 very helpful for future work. 

 

 

 

Student 2:  

At the start of this project I was unsure as to what was expected of my group, especially 

pertaining to the aim of our project. After meeting with our community partners I felt that I had a 

better understanding of what the project was going to entail. Communicating with our 

community partner was useful for keeping our project on track and appreciating the work we 

were contributing to. Our group worked cohesively and in a timely manner to ensure we were 

completing all we needed to and working in an efficient manner. Throughout the semester we 

were able to work consistently well and had only minor issues. An example of a minor issue we 
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encountered occurred when we were trying to schedule a time to trial the map at the community 

centre. This task was difficult because most group members had similar, busy schedules and our 

coordinator was fairly adamant as to when the best time to trial the map was. In the end we were 

able to make a time work with the community coordinator in which one group member was able 

to attend.  Overall we finished the project positively and were able to make strong connections 

with our community facilitators. 

 

Student 3:  

After selecting our project, I was not sure as to what exactly we were required to do as 

the project description was rather vague. However, after meeting with our community partner, it 

helped address some of our concerns. The CBEL project as a whole was a rewarding experience 

as we were able to gain a deeper understanding of all the challenges and uncertainties when 

working with communities. Working with our group, we effectively utilized our time and we 

managed to achieve the goals we set in the beginning of the semester. The tutorial sessions were 

a critical part in allowing our group to ask any questions and collectively work on our project at a 

dedicated time. The flexible learning times were also very useful for both data collection and 

working on various parts of our project. Along the way there were several moments of 

uncertainty, such as scheduling issues with our trial of the food asset map with our community 

partner. However, we were able to work this issue out by sending one group member who was 

able to attend the trialling session. In the end, this project allowed for us to learn more about the 

issues of food insecurity, as it was framed in the context of Vancouver.  
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Student 4:  

At the very beginning of the project I thought it would be very daunting, especially after 

learning that our assigned area would be far away from campus. As the project went on it seemed 

easier and easier. Everything from collecting data all the way to the presentation was easier than 

expected. The collective effort from all the group members allowed us to work seamlessly on 

schedule, and we did not encounter any hiccups or disagreements. Our group did not have any 

problems arranging what parts each person was responsible for and we were able to use the 

flexible learning times effectively. The only scheduling problem we had was not with our group 

members, but with our community partner because our class times made it so that only one of 

our group members were able to attend the event they suggested. This event had many 

community members that were available for trailing and feedback, and was our best bet in 

finding people to interview. We were all very grateful that he took on the task, and went way 

beyond our expectations. Even though we aimed to divide up work evenly, some of the group 

members were so enthusiastic that they lessened the workload for the others. 

 

Student 5:  

Throughout this term I have realized that working with community members provides an 

avenue to utilize academic knowledge and relate it to the needs of the community. At the 

beginning of the project I was a bit confused, as initial instructions and expectations from 

community members were rather vague and different from an academic institution. However, as 

I got more familiar with the project, I found the overall CBEL to be quite rewarding as it 

encouraged me to come up with effective solutions to address the difficulties and uncertainties in 

collaboration with community members. For instance, we as a group had to find solutions around 

the limitations we faced, such as working out an effective way to acquire information about 
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many food assets in a short period of time. I also found that the tutorials and flexible learning 

sessions were helpful by providing guidance throughout the project, as well as providing an 

opportunity for us to set goals at the beginning, and review our progress during each tutorial. I 

think that the project was successful overall since we have achieved our initial goals despite 

some uncertainty along the way. One problem that occurred was scheduling difficulties in 

coordinating a time to trial the map, which was resolved by having one person attend the trialing 

session. Overall I was grateful for this experience and think that the knowledge gained 

throughout this project will have valuable future applications.  

 

 

Student 6:  

 This project, like others, has had various ups and downs. In the beginning I was excited 

to work on a project that seemingly had great implications in terms of solving food insecurity on 

a large scale. After meeting my teammates I was even more excited to discover a great group 

dynamic and great people over all. However, this all changed once meeting with the community 

partners. I was immediately reminded of inefficient organizational bureaucracy all too familiar 

from working with nonprofits and government organizations. On top of that, I was disappointed 

to discover that the food map was, in my opinion, an incomplete version of google maps, and 

that Vancouver Coastal Health’s planned uses for the map were incredibly vague if at all 

existent. More than anything, I feel I was frustrated with the disregard for the complexities of 

food insecurity in Vancouver. I saw this project as a way to pat one’s self on the back, all while 

ignoring the systemic issues of income inequality, food affordability, public transportation 

affordability, unequal access to education and housing price inequalities. I do feel I’ve learned to 

approach issues with a more realistic and pragmatic view, however in this particular case I can’t 
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help but feel frustrated by inefficiency. Overall I do feel confident in our contribution, both in 

actual additions to the map data and in suggestions for methods to more efficiently populate the 

map on the regular.  
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Appendix 

Table 1. Definitions of the classification of food assets focused upon. 

Grocery or Small Retail Stores or Markets 

·    Grocery Stores Stores that offer a wide selection of food and non-food 

household products. 

  

·    Small Retail Stores Stores that offer a limited selection of food and non-food 

household products. May specialize in foods from a 

geographical location or a type of food, e.g. produce, or 

seafood. 

·    Public Markets Markets that include fresh fruits, vegetables, and other 

products from farms. 

  

·    Seasonal Markets Non-permanent or seasonal markets that include fresh fruits, 

vegetables, and other products from farms. 
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Figure 2 - Survey form for community members 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

Evaluation Questions for Community Members 

Date (month and day):________________, 2016 
Time: _______________ 
Location: __________________________________________________ 
  

Evaluation Questions:                                                                                                                                                            

(For each question please check “√” yes, no, or not sure. Provide written 

response under comments.)  

  

  
Yes 
√  

  
No  
√  

Not   
Sure 
√  

Comments 

1. Before attending this event did you know how to find food assets in your community? 
e.g., free or low cost meals or groceries, food banks, community gardens, and community 
kitchens?                                              (If yes, what resources do you use to find food 
assets?) 

        
  
  

2. Was the Food Asset Map tool easy to use? If not, why wasn’t it easy to use? 

        
  
  

3. Were the instructions on how to use the Map easy to follow? If not, what was difficult to 
follow? 
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4. Was the information provided about the assets easy to understand? If not, what 
information was difficult to understand? (Please include the asset(s) in your response). 

        
  
  

5. Is there anything that needs to be added or changed to make it easier for you to find food 
assets in Vancouver? 

        
  
  

6. What food assets do you want to see in your community? 

        
  
  

7. Will you use the Food Asset Map in the future? (why or why not?)  

        
  
  

You feedback is greatly appreciated. (Other comments:  Please write on reverse of page.) 

Other	  comments:	   

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
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