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Decades of research show that sharing meals with others is good for our brains,
bodies, and spirits. And the positive effects of eating together go far beyond just
our family tables. We now know that at every age, across the lifespan and
across continents, people who regularly eat with friends and neighbors are less
lonely, have better mental and physical health, and are more satisfied with
their lives than those who eat alone.

At a time when technology and current events seem to be pushing us further
apart, we keep hearing from people who want to do more to come together.
Building our in-person communities, getting to know our neighbors, and
spending more time making and bonding with friends is a great antidote to the
growing disconnection and loneliness that have become an epidemic in recent
years. This toolkit is dedicated to helping you get started with having more
frequent, fun, affordable gatherings with the people in your community,
whoever they may be.
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Invite Them to Join You

Don’t Overthink It!

Decide Who to Include

Text, social media, email, snail mail...all are good ways to get people to come
to the table! Set a time, date, and location, and be sure to be clear about what
they can bring – even if it’s just themselves. (More on that later!)

Want to get started with sharing more meals, but not sure who to invite? You
can start a regular Community Dinner series with:

Close friends
New acquaintances
Colleagues
Neighbors
Anyone you want to get to know better!
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It’s easy to get stuck in our own heads and
feel nervous or concerned about the details.
“What if my house is too small?” “Where will
everyone sit?” “What if they don’t like the
food I serve?” “What if there’s nothing to talk
about?” Don’t let some idea of perfection
stop you from trying! There’s no perfect
home or perfect host, so go ahead and take
the first step.
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Option #1: The Host Does the Most

Option #2: Feeling (Pot)Lucky

Option #3: Stone Soup Style

Food
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Food brings everyone to the table, but it’s not the most important part of a
Community Dinner. The most important thing is to connect and enjoy each
other’s company! Whatever you choose to serve, let it be easy, affordable, and
fun for you. 
And don’t be shy about sharing the workload! We’re sharing ideas below for
ways to make this a true “community dinner,” where everyone pitches in to
create a wonderful meal.
Looking for recipe inspiration? Check out thefamilydinnerproject.org/food!

There are two ways to go with this option:
1) The host (you!) supplies all the courses for a full meal for everyone. This
works well if you love to cook, or if you plan to take turns hosting.
2) The host supplies a basic meal – say, main dish and 1-2 sides – and has
others bring appetizers, additional sides, drinks, and desserts.

A potluck can be wonderful or stressful, depending on how it’s organized! We
recommend being fairly structured to ensure you don’t end up with 12
desserts and no main dish. Our suggestion: The host supplies the main dish
and tells everyone what it will be in advance. Then everyone is assigned a
course: Appetizer, Side Dish, Salad, Beverage, Dessert.

This is a great way to pool resources! The host invites everyone to bring
ingredients or elements of the meal. Here are some ideas to get you started:

Something that can be grilled                 
Something to add to a salad
Something to go with chili

Something to top a pizza
Something we can stir-fry
Something to add to pasta

https://thefamilydinnerproject.org/food
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Bread & Bowls

Pasta Party

Backyard Barbecue

Food
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We’re sharing sample menus below, but remember, your community “dinner”
doesn’t have to be extravagant, or even a full dinner! Maybe you’ll invite
neighbors for Friday night s’mores in the backyard or share ice cream
Sundays. Maybe you’d rather do pancake Saturdays or a bring-your-own-
sandwich picnic in the park. Let your imagination and schedule set the limits!

Make a whole menu out of things that belong in bowls: Soup, stew, or chili.
Serve it with bread, and add salad (in bowls) if you like. And nobody ever
turned down a bowl of ice cream, pudding, or fruit crumble for dessert!

Build your meal around a crowd-pleasing pasta dish like lasagna, baked ziti,
or spaghetti with meatballs. Ask guests to add salad, bread, and Italian-
inspired snacks and desserts; or go with the “build your own” pasta bar
concept and gather sauces, cheeses, and toppings for a creative pasta station!

Warm weather on the way? Time to break out the grill and the backyard fun!
Get creative by asking guests to bring toppings for a gourmet burger bar or
their favorite item to pop on a skewer, or keep it simple by providing one
protein and one side salad, and invite friends to bring the rest of the meal. 
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Who doesn’t like a grazing board? Give your guests a theme and let everyone
contribute: Charcuterie board? Fruit and chocolate board? Butter board?
Brunch board? Baked potato board? Or you could just call it a “Board Game”
and have everyone provide their own favorite type of board to share! (Along
with some actual board games to play, of course!)
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Never Boring Boards

Taco ‘Bout Tasty

Any Which Sandwich

Pizza Perfection
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Two words: Taco. Bar. You provide the basics, your guests bring extra
toppings, drinks, and desserts. Of course, you could expand the concept to
nachos, fajitas, burritos, or quesadillas, too. The best part is, everyone can
build their own perfect creation.

Put everyone at ease with a casual sandwich supper! You can start with a
build-your-own sandwich board, or provide the fixings for one main meal on
a bun – meatball subs, pulled pork sandwiches, Sloppy Joes, cheesesteaks –
and ask guests to supply the chips, dips, fruit and vegetables, and desserts.

Takeout pizza can be a great starting point for a fun, relaxed neighborhood
dinner, but you can also make homemade pizzas in a variety of ways. If you’re
not up to making dough from scratch, try pre-made dough, pita bread, or even
English muffins. Let everyone bring their favorite toppings and mix and
match. Add salad, fruit, and a dessert (cookie “pizzas,” anyone?) and you’ve
got a recipe for a crowd-pleasing evening.
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Getting to Know You Games

Fun
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Once you’ve gathered everyone for a meal, it’s time to have some fun!
We’ve got lots of game ideas to help you get to know new friends and
neighbors, or get closer to people you’ve known for a while.
And don’t forget, you can always look for more ideas at:
thefamilydinnerproject.org/fun
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https://thefamilydinnerproject.org/fun
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Conversation
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Sometimes keeping the conversation flowing feels like the trickiest part of
sharing a meal. If you’re hoping to get people talking and looking up from their
phones, we’ve got lots of conversation starters you can use to keep things
interesting.
For even more conversation ideas, check out:
thefamilydinnerproject.org/conversation
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http://thefamilydinnerproject.org/conversation
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Who has the most power and influence in your

community? Why do you think they’re powerful?

Do you think it’s more important to be kind or to be

happy ? Why?

In The Lorax, Dr. Seuss writes “Unless someone like

you cares a whole awful lot, nothing is going to get

better. It’s not.” What’s something you care a whole

awful lot about?

Is “fairness” the same as “justice?” Why or why not?

Talk about a time when someone did something

thoughtful for you. What was it? Now talk about a time

when you did something thoughtful for someone else.

How did it make you and the other person feel?

What is one thing you can do to help someone else that

doesn’t cost any money?

Think of a person in your family (living or not) who

gave back to others. In what ways did he or she give to

others? What could you do to be more like this

person?

Have you ever participated in a tradition from a culture

that wasn’t your own? What was it? How was the

experience?

What is the difference between a right and a

privilege?

Are there any cultures, languages or religions

you’d be curious to learn more about? What

interests you about them?

If you were showing a stranger around your

neighborhood, what would you show them, and

who would you introduce them to? Why?

Have you ever learned something about another

person’s culture or beliefs that surprised you?

What was it?

Why do you think public spaces like parks are

important to our communities? What’s your

favorite public space in your neighborhood? What

would make your public spaces better?

What is one world problem you hope to see solved

in the next 20 years?

What are some things you can do to show another

person you are truly listening to them?

Have you ever stood up for something you believed

in, even if others thought you were wrong? What

did you do? 

Make a Conversation Jar! 
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....................................................
....................................................... Eleanor Roosevelt once said, “With freedom comes 

responsibility.” What do you think that means?If you could give one present to the whole world, what 
would it be and why? .......................................................
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Cut these slips apart and place in jars or baskets on the table(s)
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Additional Resources
We hope the ideas we’ve shared so far will help you organize fun and meaningful
gatherings with your friends and neighbors! If you’re looking for even more
resources for future dinners, check out the food, fun, and conversation links below. 

Family Picnics
thefamilydinnerproject.org/family-picnics

110 Would You Rather? Questions
bit.ly/4jWAlFb

Ice Cream Dance Party
bit.ly/4jU1dpb

Ways to Build Community Through Dinner
bit.ly/4kmRwQe

Thanks for gathering your community to share a meal! If you have questions or want to
tell us about your experience, reach out to us at any time or connect with us on 

social media.

http://facebook.com/the-family-dinner-project
https://www.threads.com/@thefamilydinnerproject
https://www.instagram.com/thefamilydinnerproject/
https://thefamilydinnerproject.org/family-picnics
https://bit.ly/4jWAlFb
https://bit.ly/4jWAlFb
http://bit.ly/4jU1dpb
https://bit.ly/4kmRwQe
http://thefamilydinnerproject.org/contact-us

