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Public Diners: By the Public

Introduction: the co-design
of public diners

Public diners are state-supported, affordable restaurants serving healthy,
tasty meals to the general public. Alongside public transport, libraries, leisure
centres and public parks, they form part of public infrastructure that makes
life easier for everyone.

In February 2024, Nourish Scotland and a set of defining criteria. The result
worked with members of the public of this work was published in the report
from across Scotland to discuss the idea  ‘Public Diners: The idea whose time

of ‘public diners’. The event gave us a has come’, which also sets out 7 core

ringing endorsement for the concept principles of public diners:




The conference gave us a mandate to continue
exploring this topic, and a broad vision. Over
the next two years we set out to speak with as
many people as we could to elaborate on and
interpret the core principles.

We used complementary approaches to co-
design: a travelling exhibition which visited
10 public spaces across Scotland between
March and October 2025; a co-design
panel of 12 members recruited

through open advertisement; 12

pop-up suppers with over 500
participants where we gathered

feedback on tablecloths and in
conversation; a series of information

stalls where we spoke to over 1,000
people; a meeting with chefs to
sense-check menus and costings;

and a national poll of 2,326 adults
conducted by the Diffley Partnership.

These are points which people
agreed were important for the
rollout of public diners. The co-
design sessions used a formal
negotiation process to reach
consensus points. We then used a
matching process to select points
which reflected feedback from all
other modes of consultation.
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This process of co-design was
pragmatic; we needed to understand
how people with different life
experiences, routines, food preferences,
household set-ups and food budgets
wanted the diners to work for them, how
they imagined them operating on their
neighbourhood.

It was also a matter of principle.
“Democratic’ is one of the seven
defining criteria for a public diner,
and this had to be embedded in the
process from the start.

This report summarises what we learned
from these co-design processes, which
allowed us to ‘colour in’ our original
diagram with a set of consensus points.
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“I've contributed to many

public consultations over

many years, and | feel this has
more potential to change ordinary
lives than anything else I've worked
on. I'd really love to see this become
areality.”

B

~ Whatisa public diner?

We have public healthcare, pu biic trans, .pn??. public
ibraries and puklic parks. Why not public diners?
Pubfic dinars are state-supported restaura nts.

They sarve good food at prices everyone can afford.

wll Is sxpengive and
diners be s solution




fausy  BARMLECZVY

The famous bar mleczny
“Prasowy” in Warsaw, 2025

The 7 core principles

State-supported

Public diners operate with public funding
or other forms of public support (for
example rent controls, tax breaks).

This makes them different from private

restaurants and charitable food provision.

The notion of state support was central
to the idea of public diners. One of the
participants in our co-design session
described it as “so completely radical,
and yet so common sense”.

Our consultation work led us to uncover
a number of existing public restaurants
around the world. First, we discovered
bary mleczne — or milk bars — in Poland.
There, central government subsidises
the cost of ingredients, so the bars can
serve hearty meals at affordable prices.
We also learnt about halk lokantasi -
public restaurants run by municipal
governments in Turkey that serve
4-course meals for the price of a cup

of coffee. We also found public canteens
in India, hawker centres in Singapore,
comedores comunitarios in Mexico

and restaurantes populares in Brazil.
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What could state support look like for public diners in Scotland?

Our consultation work highlighted the need not just for funding, but also

other forms of state support. Many people could see a role for local authorities
providing logistical support and enabling economies of scale. There was also

a sense that legislation could provide the much-needed longevity.

/

We also spoke to people who
remembered using UK'’s own British and
Civic Restaurants between 1940s-60s.
While our interviewees were children

at the time, they still recalled the meals
they ate, and gave us important context
for the time in which these restaurants
operated:

“The food was filling. Obviously
nutritious. Although what did | care
about nutrition as an 8-year-old? | was
hungry and I'd have eaten anything,

I guess. | simply have the memory of
my father being very pleased that his
favourite dessert - of course we called
it pudding — Roly Poly [was there]...
one of his favourites with jam.”

“Women going out to work during the war,

taking the place of the men. There was this

need for nurseries and civic restaurants
to keep the home fires burning, as it were,
and civic restaurants were a great idea.”

“Did your husband have a sort of positive

memory of them generally, or did he
speak fondly of them?

No, it was just a fact of life.”

Some of our speakers saw the
restaurants as an emergency measure,
but others were keen to see them return:

“l congratulate Scotland on having this.
New - not new idea - but reinvigorating
an old idea”

State support happens at
both national and local levels.

- National backing, funding and
standards are necessary.

— Local governments are
responsible for the delivery
of diners in their area.

State support subsidises the
operation costs of the diners
- including rent, overheads,
equipment and staffing.

Public diners are underpinned by
legislation that sets out the duty
of the state in relation to this
public infrastructure
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“Oh wow, stepping
up for the right to
food, like stepping
up for education”

E KI$EHIR BUYUKSEHIR BELEDIYESI

KENT LOKANTASI

A popular halk lokantasi
in Eskisehir, 2025
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Universal

Public diners are open to everyone. They are not targeted at, or exclusive to,

any particular group.

From the outset, we understood
public diners had to be universal, just
like schools, libraries or public parks.
Repeatedly, public transport was used
as a comparison.

“l see public diners set up like other
universal public infrastructure: for
example, public transport — nobody feels
like that’s not for them. It was created for
everyone, to make everyone’s lives more
liveable —not just for those that couldn’t

affordacar.”
ATTENDEE AT SUPPER EVENT IN GLENROTHES

All public diners are in central,
well-lit, convenient locations

There are no wraparound
services permanently co-located
with public diners

All public diners are connected
by public transport

All public diners are open at
least 4 days a week, with some
weekend provision

Location of public diners was seen as

key to making them universal. A flagship
diner was to be in a central location with
high footfall. Participants in our co-design
session ruled out locating public diner
with welfare rights or debt advice services
- this would be sending a wrong message.

Across all supper events and exhibition
engagement, convenience was the word
used most often when people were
describing what would attract them to
visit a public diner. One comment sums
up the link between convenience and
public diners being ‘for everyone”

“Convenience is something everyone
relates to, regardless of income - if these
can make good meals convenient then
they are going to be appreciated by
everyone - just like post boxes are.”
SUPPER ATTENDEE IN GLASGOW



Across all forms of consultation,
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Affordable

Public diners serve meals at low prices. They can also offer concessionary
schemes to ensure everyone can dine there.

Affordability emerged as a key aspect

of public diners very early on, and vital
for making them work. We wanted to
understand what different people saw as
‘affordable’ and how the diners could be
genuinely accessible for all.

The price of a main meal at
public diners is typically less
than £5. No dining experience
is above £10 per person.

Public diners have formal

concessionary mechanisms to
subsidise access for particular
groups: kids, students, 65+, those
going through financial hardship.

“Public diners card could be used as a
mechanism for paying - the card looks the
same for everyone but can have different

concessions applied - like a bus pass.”
CO-DESIGN PARTICIPANT

Our consultation on the price points
consistently highlights £5 as an

affordable price. However, this price is

not uncontested. Some of the people we
spoke to were concerned that £5 was too
much, especially if you were a family of five
going out to eat more than once a week.
Others were concerned that £5 would not
reflect the true value of the meal.

To address these concerns, participants
suggested concessionary mechanisms
could be applied to reduce or make free
the cost of eating at a public diner. For
example, those used for public transport:
kids for a quid, students, over 65, those
experiencing financial hardship. There
was also a need for clear communications
that the diners are subsidised, keeping the
prices low for the benefit of everyone.

“It would be good to meet friends for
a reasonably priced evening meal.

Not possible now!”
SUPPER ATTENDEE IN SKYE

“I'd love to eat out with friends more
- we could chat over food but wouldn’t

have to pay tens of pounds to eat out”
SUPPER ATTENDEE IN GLASGOW




How much would you pay for a meal at a public diner?
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Long-term

Public diners are fixed parts of neighbourhoods and the social safety net.

Part of public diners becoming a new
piece of public infrastructure means
thinking about how they can be here,
and be effective, for the long term. In all
modes of consultation, people shared a
desire for public diners to be ushered in
as preventative, reliable infrastructure
as opposed to another sticking plaster
solution.

The location of each public
diner is permanent — there are
long-term rental contracts to
secure that.

Public diners must be
underpinned by legislation
that sets out the duty of the
state in relation to this public
infrastructure.

One strong theme that came across was
a desire for public diners to become
‘fixed’ parts of neighbourhoods,

towns, cities, and countrysides. People
were clear that the diners need to be
permanent, stable places that can be
factored into their weeks, years and lives.

There was general excitement that public
diners could be something that would be

Have Your say there for generations.

How do you imaqi
_ agine the fyt
of public diners in the UK?u -

Use the Post-its below.
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might overtake
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Democratic

Public diners are public institutions. They have formal mechanisms

for public scrutiny and participation.

Participatory governance emerged as a
key finding from our 2024 Public Diners
conference. From workers sitting on
management committees to citizen
panels, contributers identified public
participation as a key opportunity

for people to be citizens, not merely
consumers. There was palpable
excitement at the idea of democratic
intervention into our food environment.

This exploration of public diners as
publicly shaped places was especially
helpful when thinking about how these
diners would be delivered in different
local contexts across the country.
Naturally, many people expressed
concern that state-supported
restaurants might be too “top down.”

At the co-design sessions, we explored
this concern by thinking about how
public diners could best be shaped by
the people and places they operate

in. Participants were keen on formal
and informal mechanisms of allowing
everyone to have a say.

“Local places would put their own stamp

on it (unlike McDonalds which are all the
same everywhere).”
COMMUNITY RESEARCHER FOR CIVIC RESTAURANTS

Public diners are regularly
reviewed by citizen panels —
inclusive of diners, workers,
local government officials,
and national government
representatives.

Public diners perform open book
reporting for multiple aspects of

operation such as finances and
supply chain contracts.

Public diners operate with
multiple points of public control
and feedback: decision-making
control over certain aspects of
operation, taster menus, themed
nights decided by people.

“Different communities would have
different specs/needs for their public
diner, depending on the local population

i.e. demographics, culture”
SUPPER ATTENDEE IN GLASGOW
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Appealing

Public diners are regular restaurants. They are places which are convenient

and appealing for everyone to eat in.

Public diners are mainstream
and popular.

Public diners set high standards
for food safety and hygiene.

Public diners typically operate
a canteen-style service.

There are no wraparound
services permanently co-located
with public diners.

Our conversations across the consultation
reflected on the challenge of ‘design for
everyone' — and offered suggestions of
places that already aspire to do this. Some
people used Wetherspoons as an example
of places with mass appeal. These pubs
have a habit of being in grand, historic
buildings like former banks, theatres

and cinemas, often with tall ceilings and
architectural charm. At the same time,
they are places that feel the easiest to
pop into off the high street, even if it's
just to use the toilet.

One common suggestion was that
canteen style would help make the space
feel appealing to everyone, whether
extroverted, introverted or in between.
As one supper attendee put it:

“You are in control of your whole dining
experience, from walking through the
doors, through to lining up — having just
enough time to decide what you want,
where you might sit and maybe even
start a conversation with someone if
you're feeling up for it that day.”

SUPPER ATTENDEE IN ABERDEEN

Add to that equation a meal that tastes
good, a price lower than a meal deal,
warm lighting, ambient music and a clean
toilet, and you have a very appealing
place to stop in for dinner.

Another dominant theme of conversation
was how public diners could build in
more opportunities for social connection
in neighbourhoods. There was discontent
with the lack of places that people could
‘hang out’ at in their neighbourhoods.
Many responses from the consultation
suppers expressed excitement at the
prospect that public diners could

create the actual physical spaces to feel
connected — whether that's from running
into neighbours, being able to casually
go out for dinner with a new friend, or
just by being surrounded by others
instead of eating alone.
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Real good food

Public diners serve meals which taste good, celebrate local flavours,
care for the planet and can be enjoyed by everyone.

Real good food was a non-negotiable
for public diners from the beginning.
The exact meaning of “real good food”
and how to deliver it through public
diners has been an ongoing, complex
conversation.

Public diners serve
‘recognisable’ dishes*

The majority of sourcing
for each public diner is local.

Public diners adhere to a set
of agreed national standards
around minimum nutritional and
environmental requirements.

When asked “what would you want on
the menu of a public diner?” nobody
said it needed to be all fried, just like
nobody said it needed to be all green.
On balance, people wanted meals that
tasted good, and that they could trust
wouldn't hurt their health, like many
other £5 options do.

“Yes, public diners would serve chips and
desserts - they just wouldn’t be drowning

in oil or ultra-processed.”
CODESIGN SESSION PARTICIPANT

At the same time, it was clear that people
wanted the meals served to set better
standards for local and sustainable food.
Creating new routes to market for local,
agroecological produce emerged as a priority
for many people - as did the ambition that
public diners could help support other
necessary changes to how food is grown,
produced and sold in Scotland.

“| think this model has a lot of potential to

utilise and support locally grown food!”
SUPPER ATTENDEE IN GLASGOW

“I'd eat there 4-5 times a week if it was

supporting the local producers”
SUPPER ATTENDEE IN ROSYTH

“Serving low mileage seasonal food”
SUPPER ATTENDEE IN EDINBURGH

It was also important that the food served
was culturally valued by people eating there.

“Diverse and inclusive of all food”
SUPPER ATTENDEE IN GLASGOW

Another key aspect of ensuring real good
food, is that there are real good working
practices. There was a strong sense

that public diners could provide more
employment and raise the standards and
value of jobs in the food sector — from food
producers, growers, chefs, hospitality and all

*meaning dishes need to resonate with the people the diner is
serving. Some dishes might feel more recognisable than others,
but nobody feels like there is nothing for them at a public diner.

in between. Real good working practices are
inseparable from real good food.
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Throughout the co-production process,

we have engaged with chefs and hospitality

workers from across the food sector. This has

included people working in speciality bistros,

small independent café owners, McDonald's

assembly line workers, care homes, hospitals,

charitable organisations, catering colleges

and more. We were keen to understand what

they thought of the prospect of public diners

and how they saw themselves in this future.

We also wanted to learn from their expertise

by experience: how might public diners do

menus that appealed to everyone, were

healthy enough, sustainable enough and

culturally valued.
Overall, public diners were seen as a positive
proposal if they could be places which create
more and better opportunities for chefs.

We heard many hospitality workers express
excitement that these places could be part of
uplifting working conditions across the country:
e.g. modelling better hours and better wages.
Conversations with catering colleges also
highlighted how these diners could provide
valuable training pathways to their students.

We had many conversations about how public
diners could exist alongside other catering
establishments. Some chefs noted that usually
speciality restaurants aren’t open 7 days a week,
so public diners could be good places to go for
a casual meal on a day off or a spot to pick up

a nice short shift if needed.




Others testified to the fact that there are
many people interested in cooking who
can't break into the industry because of
tough working hours, such as late-night
shifts. Public diners would provide these
opportunities.

The general consensus on the
feasibility of menus was that it would
be challenging but possible. Common
suggestions included canteen style
service, a limited menu (2 cooked, hot
mains) that changes daily, and “micro
choices” (salad bar, optional garnishes/
toppings such as spices, fresh herbs,
cheese, pickles, other sides).

Dishes most commonly suggested as
substantial mains were stews and curries
— widely recognisable and comforting
dishes, whilst also being very flexible
with ingredients used. Importantly, they
would be good vessels for incorporating

seasonal, fresh, available ingredients,
as well as using legumes and pulses
that could drive down the amount of
meat needed in a dish.

Nonetheless, chefs made it clear that
ensuring the menu was sustainable
would be a challenge. It would be more
expensive and take a lot more effort

in terms of supply chains to procure
local, sustainable produce, so public
diners would need to make sure they are
committed to supporting this. This point
was reinforced by conversations with
producers at the co-design sessions,
who made it clear that public diners
cannot overlook other system changes
needed to make sure agroecological
produce and the people that grow it

are properly supported.
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Public polling on public diners

In May 2025, the Diffley Partnership conducted a national survey on attitudes
towards public diners. Respondents were asked a series of questions about
their support for and potential use of public diners.

Nearly 3in 4 people (72%) supported the
introduction of public diners in Scotland.
1in 3 express strong support. 70%
thought that investing in the first phase
of public diners would be a good or fair
use of public money. The policy was
particularly popular with younger people
(16-34 years old) and people living in
areas classed as SIMD 1 and 2, with

78% and 77% support respectively.

7 2 °/ support the
O ollout of

public diners in Scotland

Source: Diffley Partnership, May
2025, Public Survey on Public Diners

Most people said £5 would be the
expected price of a main meal at a
public diner. When asked what the most
appealing part of public diners would be,
the top response was their affordable
prices — two in five respondents said
affordable prices would be the top
reason for going to a public diner.

The poll also showed that knowing public
diners use good working practices was
one of the top reasons why people would
go to a public diner (31%).



Consensus points

Together, these points help to understand how people want public diners

to work in Scotland today.

State support happens at
both national and local levels:

01

a. National backing, funding
and standards are necessary.

b. Local governments are
responsible for the delivery
of diners in their area.

1 The location of each public diner
is permanent — there are long-term
rental contracts to secure that.
1 1 Public diners are regularly reviewed
by citizen panels — inclusive of diners,

workers, local government officials, and
national government representatives.

o State support subsidises the

operational costs of the diners
including rent, overheads, equipment
and staffing.

Public diners are underpinned by
legislation that sets out the duty of

03

the state to support this public infrastructure.

All public diners are connected
by public transport.

04

All public diners are in central,
well-lit, convenient locations.

There are no wraparound services

0 6 permanently co-located with

public diners.

o All public diners are open at least
4 days a week, with at least some

weekend provision.

o 8 The price of a main meal at public
diners is typically less than £5. No

dining experience is above £10 per person.

o Public diners have formal
concessionary mechanisms to
subsidise access for particular groups: kids,
students, 65+, those going through financial

hardship.

1 Public diners perform open book

reporting for multiple aspects of
operation, such as finances and supply
chain contracts.

1 Public diners operate with multiple
points of public control, decision-
making and feedback.

14
15
16
17

1 9 Public diners adhere to a set of

agreed national standards around
minimum nutritional and environmental
requirements.

Public diners are mainstream
and popular.

Public diners set high standards
for food safety and hygiene.

Public diners typically operate
a canteen-style service.

Public diners serve ‘recognisable’
dishes.

The majority of sourcing for
each public diner is local.
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