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Among the many disrupting effects of the current pandemic, COVID-19 has brought out the 

inner home cook, as according to the July 2020 COVID-19 Food and Tracker report from 

Mintel, 68% of consumers claim that they are cooking at home more than usual¹. So, as people 

are craving social connections and cutting back on food delivery services in favor of home 

cooking, the cooking community has welcomed many new aspiring cooks and, throughout the 

pandemic, there has been an explosion of cooking groups on many social media platforms. 

Reddit, Pinterest, Instagram and Facebook have become virtual “open kitchens” where people 

can share and exchange recipes, discuss and learn about cooking techniques, form cyber 

friendships and support each other during these arduous and extraordinary times. 

COVID-19 has impacted the cooking community not only in a positive way (enriching it 

with new members), but it has also created some problems that are negatively affecting the 

members’ cooking experience and personal life (ex. food shortages, unemployment, cancellation 

of in-person potlucks). So, how can the cooking community overcome the challenges presented 

by the pandemic? What kind of creative and innovative solutions can be created to help this 

community evolve, adapt and thrive in the current environment?   



Who is the Audience? 

While the cooking community can be very diverse in terms of age, race, and socio-economic 

status, the members are united by a sense of fellowship and belonging² and motivated by a 

common desire to learn, socialize and be inspired. In terms of Gensler’s Experience Modes, the 

community’s intention to visit this online space is mainly to build connections with like-minded 

individuals (social)³, to get ideas from other people’s culinary creations⁴, to learn something new 

(educational)⁵ and to help each other become better cooks (aspiration)⁶. From the interviews and 

the archived data, it has emerged that the members feel that this community is very supportive 

and friendly as, in the comments, people often leave positive words of encouragement to lift each 

other up⁷, and the groups have a specific page for sharing resources to help those who are 

struggling with food insecurity during the current pandemic. ⁸ 

 The community is composed of professional chefs and amateur cooks. This latter group 

constitutes the majority as it can be seen by the informal and practical tone of the posts and by 

the content of the conversation⁹, reflecting the rise of the so-called “ordinary expertise” in the 

digital foodscape (Lewis 2018)¹¹. The age of the members ranges from 20 to 60 years old, 

depending on the social media platform, as Facebook is the forum of discussion for the older 

generation, while teenagers and young adults are drawn more to Instagram, Pinterest and “it” 

platforms like Tik Tok¹². 

In terms of audience personae, the online cooking community is characterized by mainly 

two types, “the Taster” and “the Helper”. The first one is a member who just wants to get a “little 

taste” of the group’s content and conversation: “the Taster” reads other people’s posts, copies 

and saves some recipes, but does not share his/her own ones and does not give out suggestions or 

reply to the questions of other users¹³. “The Helper”, instead, finds many different ways to 



engage and give back to the community, and, inspired by the ethos of creativity and prosumerism 

(Lewis 2018), this member consumes and produces content. “The Helper” shares his/her own 

recipes, answers questions and gives suggestions, increases his/her knowledge about cooking 

through different channels (ex. Zoom classes, online events) and offers to teach others his/her 

cooking techniques¹⁴. The cooking community is sustained by the interaction between these two 

types of persona: the enthusiasm of “the Helpers” spark educational conversations that satisfy the 

desire to learn of “the Tasters”. 

Potential challenges and solutions 

After conducting research on this community, four specific problems were identified repetitively 

across the different platforms. The first problem the community encountered was that most of the 

members, despite COVID-19, still prefer going to the grocery store and buying their ingredients 

in person15. This problem has been impacting the shopping experience of the community, since 

during COVID times, prevention measures advise people to avoid crowded places, such as 

markets and stores. A potential solution to this problem is to design an app that would tell the 

user how crowded a specific location is and whether they could find that specific ingredient on 

another, less crowded store. Moreover, due to COVID, many grocery stores began experiencing 

food shortages, which has led to the emergence of a second problem. Sometimes, cooks struggle 

to find at the stores some of the ingredients required for recipes, and they do not know which 

other similar ingredients they can use as a “swapping” option. To solve this, a substitute option 

for ingredients could be included when the user reads one of the community’s recipes, which are 

all stored in the app’s library. The app will also indicate how many items (ingredients) are in 

stock for a particular grocery store16.  



The third problem, instead, revolves specifically among “the Helpers”, some of them 

being professional chefs. Due to COVID-19 some restaurants have closed, so some cooks are 

unemployed. How can they keep helping the cooking community, if they are not working at 

restaurants anymore?17 Many respondents stated that they would excitedly take cooking classes 

through Zoom, so this is a feature that could be added to the app.  

The last problem that was very consistent among respondents was that almost all of them 

like to share food with their friends and family after finishing a recipe18, a respondent even 

mentioned a food exchange.19 The problem nowadays is that, with the Coronavirus, it is hard for 

people to send packages with real food and, due to health and sanitary concerns, people are 

unable to gather to share their cooked recipes. A potential solution to this problem could be 

designing a VR experience through which people would be able to virtually cook together. By 

putting on the VR glasses, the user would see his/her cooking buddy making the recipe next to 

him/her and the glasses would also release smells to make this virtual cooking experience as 

realistic as possible. 
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1. Mintel Group ltd, “The COVID-19 Impact on Foodservice: Operation Recovery-US- August 

2020”, Mintel, https://reports-mintel-

com.ezproxy.lib.utexas.edu/sinatra/oxygen/print/id=1035949, accessed on September 22, 2020. 

The summary of the report can be found in the folder “Research Articles” (Document A and 

Executive Summary of Document A). 

2. In the words of Thomas Williams, a member of the Facebook group “Cooking Through COVID-

19”: “It’s a great community. We’re all trying to get through this one day at a time. And the 

people who have posted stuff are excited about what other people post or resources. I’ve always 

been of the mindset that food is fellowship. Obviously, it’s better in person, but this is a perfect 

example of doing it in a virtual way. You can be in your house, cook something, post a picture of 

it without going out and interacting with other people. People like that connectivity in a very 

welcoming way” (Catherine Mayhew, “Comfort Food for 5k global gastronomists”, Ledger, 

August 28,2020, 

http://www.tnledger.com/editorial/Article.aspx?id=132768&fbclid=IwAR3qng4NXbbAnoKVQp

p8VnbIR374WXAxVkBYKO6I5HvvO6-Vc0KOuSy2GNY).  

3. “Networking. Getting to know everyone and getting inspired by other people’s creations”, says 

Julia Turner, a member of the FB group “Cooking Through COVID-19” when asked about what 

is the best part of being part of this group.  

4. “I am just looking for ideas. You know… get out of your comfort zone and try something new. 

You really do see a wide variety of recipes”, says David Todd Collins, a member of the FB group 

“Cooking Through COVID-19”. 

“Just to get different ideas from people and I collect some of their recipes and I put them in my 

Facebook folder”, says Sandra Phillips-Hilsman, a member of the FB group “Recipes and 

Cooking Tips” when asked why she joined the group. 



5. “Expanding knowledge is a big thing particularly for me. Having access to a group of people who 

know different stuff expands my eye and makes my diet more varied,” says Callum Yates, a 

member of the subreddit cooking community. 

“You can learn something every day. I find something new on there every day and that’s why I sit 

down and read the posts. I especially read the comments. You learn a lot of things from them. 

You know… there are things that I have never seen and I see people cook things that I have never 

had and that are not available where I live. It’s a learning thing. You learn something every day in 

this kind of groups”, says David Todd, a member of the FB group “Cooking Through COVID-

19”. 

“I would just like to gain more knowledge about recipes and learn proper techniques as well as 

techniques for making cooking easier. I do feel I benefit from this community. Almost every 

recipe I have cooked I have found on Pinterest. I learned about how to scrub burn marks out of a 

stainless-steel pan, how to cook chicken to safe temperature without drying it out, how to simmer 

and reduce sauces, etc. “says Amy Martin, a member of Pinterest’s cooking community. 

“Learning as much as i can from, first the beginner’s community and then the experts”, says Sofia 

Vega, a member of Tik Tok cooking community. 

6. “I think that when I created my Instagram page I did it with the sole purpose of helping others”, 

says Kristy Blancas, the creator of the Instagram page “C’est Healthy”. 

“Cooking has been a huge effect on my spirit, being able to bring something that I make with my 

own hands to the city and to people who cook amazing dishes with something I give them as a 

base and they take it into their souls”, says Julia Turner, a member of the FB group “Cooking 

Through COVID-19”. 

7. “People are here when you need them” says Callum Yates about the sub reddit cooking 

community. 

“I comment back on people that are not getting a lot of likes. You know… if you leave them a 

comment or a like, my thought about it is you do make them feel them a little better. So, if you 



post all the time and you aren’t getting feedback you get discouraged. So, if I see somebody not 

getting a lot of likes, I will comment and give them a like. You know… giving them a little uplift, 

we all need that,” says David Todd, a member of the FB group “Cooking Through COVID-19”. 

“I always post positive comments. If someone says it’s the first recipe they make, I say 

‘congratulations! I think you did an awesome job’. You know that kind of stuff. Words of 

encouragement”, says Sandra, Phillips-Hilsman, a member of the FB group “Recipes and 

Cooking Tips”. 

8. Reddit 

Reddit 
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10. Reddit 



Facebook 

11. Tania Lewis (2018). “Digital food: from paddock to platform”, Communication 

Research and Practice, 4:3, 212-228, DOI: 10.1080/22041451.2018.1476795 

12. Mintel Group ltd, “Activities of Kids and Teens: Incl Impact of COVID-19-US-April 2020”, Mintel, 

https://reports-mintel-

com.ezproxy.lib.utexas.edu/display/1014640/?fromSearch=%3Ffreetext%3Dreddit%2520, accessed on 



September 22, 2020. The report can be found in the folder “Research Articles” (Document B and 

Executive Summary of Document B). 

13. “While others interact more with the community, I kind of just “save” the recipes to my own board. 

Almost every day I go on Pinterest and scan for interesting recipes, then I save them to my board that is 

divided into categories”, says Amy Martin, a member of the Pinterest cooking community.  

“It’s nice to browse the posts. I just go to browse the post. See what people are doing,” says David Todd 

Phillips, a member of the Facebook group “Cooking Through COVID-19”. 

“Liking and sharing videos, and asking for more recipes, I am not necessarily providing recipes,” says 

Sofia Vega, a member of the Tik Tok cooking community. 

14. “’Okay this will be fun to see what everyone is doing and creating’, and that way we can, I could 

really sharpen my skills in a lot of ways. So, I am not only learning about techniques from this group, but 

I have also been taking a lot of Zoom classes to learn my craft as well. I have taken a class on how to 

make homemade ricotta, I took one on Sunday night on how to make empanadas and the cook was from 

Argentina. So, you are connecting with people that are thousands of miles away and just learning to 

improve on a skill you have,” says Julia Turner from the Facebook group “Cooking Through COVID-

19”. 

“I have actually been approached possibly teaching online cooking classes for kids that are homeschooled 

right now. Creating experiences for them to do different dishes from different countries.” (Julia Turner, 

FB group “Cooking Through COVID-19”). 

“I’d like to think I didn’t choose the cooking community, the cooking community chose me (if that makes 

sense). I have a true passion for trying new restaurants, looking up recipes, creating recipes, food 

photography, and most of all eating really good food, so in May when I started my Instagram page I did it 

because I wanted to share my experience with food and recipe developing 



 I usually post teasers or sneak peeks of what I am working on and those always get people excited on 

what’s coming. I also speak with brands and other food bloggers almost daily to build relationships...” 

says Kristy Blancas, the creator of the Instagram page “C’est Healthy”. 

“I think that when I created my Instagram page I did it with the sole purpose of helping others.  [...] I 

would eventually like to open up my own bakery specialized in healthy desserts and baked goods. I do 

want to mention though, nothing gives me so much gratitude as people sending me their creations using 

my recipes – that’s what moved me to create my page, seeing people enjoying what I have created.” 

(Kristy Blancas, food blogger and Instagram influencer, creator of the Instagram page “C’est Healthy”) 

15. “Always, always, always buy them in person! Unless I am extremely busy, I really like to go to the 

grocery myself and see if there are any new products/ingredients I could use. If for some reason I can’t 

go, I use a food delivery app like the one from HEB.” said Kristy Blancas in her interview. (Instagram) 

“I usually like to go to the grocery store physically, I don’t like shopping online, unless some of the 

ingredients are not in the store so i would look for them online.” Sofa Vega replied in her interview after 

talking about how she finds it more attractive and convenient going to the grocery store herself to buy her 

groceries. (Tik Tok) 

“ I really prefer to choose my stuff in person. We are still in the pandemic right now. The group was 

created for you to help you utilize what you had on hand. What are you creating with what is in your 

pantry? To me that’s really important.” Julia Turner said to Arianna during her interview. (Facebook) 

16. “It’s been very similar but in terms of cooking as a whole I struggle with ingredients particularly 

asking questions about what ingredient could swap out. Struggling to buy food at one time. Trying to ask 

people what we can use as a substitute. It was a bit scary that you went to the grocery store and there was 

just nothing anywhere. I have to drive 30 miles to get milk.” Callum Yates replied after being asked about 

how his plans may have changed after COVID-19. 



17. “...completely went down since covid-19. So, they reach out to some of their clients to create an 

experience that they could do online. So that’s how we found out and we did the ricotta one first, so the 

lady has been a chef for 40 years and she is in California in wine country. She took us on a tour virtually 

of her garden, showing us all the herbs that she uses to create her dishes, it was very interesting. We 

learned to make her grandfather’s ricotta. The process she has come up with, it is extremely simple and 

easy. It was amazing to learn to do something that you expected to be so much harder, but it was simple 

and so much better of anything you had at the store. I have actually found myself after that class making 

homemade ricotta 5 times…” Julia responded after being asked if she would take online cooking classes. 

18. “I typically cook daily and as I have said the kitchen is my happy place. Sometimes I don’t feel like 

cooking because I don’t have anyone to share with because of COVID-19, so I end up doing carry out 

because if I can’t share my craft and what I love to do, sometimes it is like blowing feathers in the wind, 

so to speak.” said Julia, one of our interviewers from Facebook. 

“I like to share the end result with friends and family. Leaving a post note in the kitchen says take it to 

enjoy”, Callum answered in his interview (Reddit).  

19. “But the last fb company. They did something nice. They did a book exchange. A cook book 

exchange.”  Sandra responded to Arianna when talking about the interaction they have across the 

Facebook group.  

 

 

 

 

 



Link to Google Drive containing all the data:  

https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/12r8YT1twTboNZ3258foqVilNfMlmajMG?usp=sharing 
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