
 
 

Executive Summary 
 
The Problem 
 
Ours has been called the Age of Loneliness. We spend more time looking down at our 
screens than up at the people we’re talking to. We bemoan the deterioration of 
conversation, when the problem is really that we do not give ourselves permission to talk 
about the things that truly matter. We live our lives online, rather than using the internet to 
find and connect with one another in-person.  
 
In 1985, one in 10 Americans said they had no intimate 
with whom to discuss important matters; in 2004, the 
figure was one in four. A study this Spring found that 
millennials and members of Gen Z had the highest 
loneliness scores of any age group, including those of 
people 72+. More than half of those surveyed reported 
sometimes or always feeling that no one knows them well.  
 
In the last two decades, the American suicide rate has 
risen 30% across the country. Perhaps most troubling, 
however, is that more than half of the people who die by 
suicide have no known mental health problems. What that 
tells us is that the majority of those in need of support are 
not showing up to existing services.  
 
Whatever it is we carry, we carry it alone. Our pain becomes our poison. 
 
 
The Solution 
 
As every hero’s journey will tell you, however, our pain is also our power.  
 
What do #MeToo, #ItGetsBetter, #MentalIllnessFeelsLike, and #BlackWomenAtWork 
have in common? Each one illustrates what happens when we name the experiences we 
have carried silently or with shame, and discover in the process that we are not alone. But 
hashtags alone will not fix this. Research shows that the biggest single predictor for 
loneliness is if and how we choose to connect offline, and whether or not those 
connections are meaningful.  
 
We believe that buried beneath our most isolating experiences lie the seeds for rich 
community, empathy, and meaningful connection. We’re working to build small circles of 

 



 

people who have your back, who know your full story, and with whom there’s nothing you 
have to hide—all at scale.  
 
Using a methodology we’ve honed and piloted over the last five years, TDP Labs is out to 
transform some of our hardest 
conversations and most isolating 
experiences into sources of community 
support, candid conversation, and forward 
movement using the age old practice of 
breaking bread. 
 
We consider our work to date to be a 
warm-up: In 2014, we launched The Dinner 
Party, a platform for grieving 20- and 
30-somethings to find peer community, 
build lasting relationships, and engage with 
others to heal. We screen, train and support 
a growing network of peer hosts, and 
connect them to 12-15 people nearby, who 
share a similar age and loss experience. 
We’ve connected 6,000+ peers to one 
another. Today, 3,700+ active members 
gather bimonthly at 275+ local tables in 95 
cities and towns.  
 
On January 20, 2017, we helped launch The People’s Supper, which uses shared meals to 
build trust and connection among people of different identities and perspectives. Over the 
last two years, we’ve worked with the Mayor’s Office in Erie, PA, on a series of racial healing 
suppers, and with a group of leaders in education in Los Angeles, who operate in a highly 
competitive and politicized environment and feared that mistrust was inhibiting their 
ability to learn from one another. Altogether we’ve helped to power more than 1,300 
suppers across the country, with partners including the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, 
Righteous Persons Foundation, USC Center EDGE, Erie Insurance, Obama Foundation, and 
more. Our work is born of the popular adage that change moves at the speed of trust, and a 
simple question: What needs healing here?  
 
Over the last few years, we have heard from people with a wide array of experiences 
beyond death loss: Women who had suffered miscarriages, and their partners, too. People 
who were coming out of bad marriages. Caregivers, and their families. Sexual assault 
survivors, and survivors of childhood abuse. As different as our stories may be, we have 
found that most people arrive with two things in common: A hunger for community, and 
for people with whom you don’t have to hide a part of yourself or your story, and a belief 
that whatever it is that you're doing, you're doing it wrong.  
 
We envision a future in which other organizations and peer networks comprised of people 
with a shared experience — veterans groups, organizations serving the formerly 
incarcerated and their families, or support networks for survivors of domestic violence or 
sexual assault — have the tools to create holistic, peer-driven communities of care.  



 

 
Impact 
 
“When my mom died, I felt achingly alone. It was an isolation that I had never experienced 
before. But as soon as I started attending dinners about a month and a half later, that 
loneliness abated. It was kind of a Dorothy from the Wizard of Oz moment — I was stepping 
out of a completely colorless world and back into something that was richer and more vibrant 
than before. I felt like I could start reclaiming my life again. The Dinner Party is life-changing. 
Full stop.” - Alix, Philadelphia 
 
We measure our impact at both an individual level and a systems level. In a survey this past 
August, 70% of surveyed respondents said that The Dinner Party had been a transformative 
experience. Eighty-eight percent of respondents agree or strongly agree that TDP has 
helped them feel less alone/lonely around their loss, 84% of respondents agree or strongly 
agree that they’ve found a sense of community through TDP, and 96% would recommend 
TDP to a friend.   
 
Similarly, in the five weeks leading up to the midterm elections this Fall, we hosted five 
large-scale People’s Supper gatherings across the country. Of the more than 400 

participants, 43% identified as moderate, 
conservative, or very conservative. Of survey 
respondents, 93% reported feeling more 
connected to others; and 80% felt a rise in 
empathy toward people who are different from 
them.  
 
On a systems level, we seek, first, to elevate the 
role of collective care as a credible healing 
modality among clinicians and other mental 
health professionals and traditional providers of 
support services.  
 
Early on, we received pushback from therapists 
and clinicians, who were afraid that in opening up 
conversations about grief and loss, we would 
trigger emotional responses that we weren’t 
equipped to hold. That feedback ultimately proved 
helpful, as it forced us to articulate not only what 

we are, but what we aren’t: We’re a complement to, not a replacement for, the other places 
you can go to see a professional —  therapy, counseling, even spin class. Today, we 
regularly hear from local grief support agencies and others interested in learning how to 
better service 20- and 30-somethings. 
 
Second, we seek to influence the field and to serve as standard-bearers for those striving 
to create meaningful community.  
 
 



 

We wish to share what we know, and to serve as a resources for those who want to add 
teeth to the word “community”. The Dinner Party was one of the primary case studies in 
How We Gather, a report on millennial-led efforts to build spiritual community, which 
spawned a collaborative initiative out of Harvard Divinity School and the Fetzer Institute. 
We recently joined a five-person “Kitchen Cabinet” at Facebook, and will be advising a 
newly formed team there working to elevate the role and standards of practice of what 
they’re calling “community entrepreneurs”. The People’s Supper was selected as one of ten 
conversation organizers to work with David Brooks and the Aspen Institute’s Weaver 
project to develop a collaborative set of conversations prompts, a public awareness 
campaign, and an implementation strategy.  
 
Scale  
 
From the outset, our end-goal was one of culture change. We cannot serve every person 
who experiences loss, or even those who experience loss before they should. We cannot 
bring together every American over a dinner table, or address every isolating experience 
individually.  
 
What we can do, with the help of clear and effective 
storytelling and a robust media strategy, is to spark 
enough conversations in enough places — and the right 
places — to ensure that those conversations continue 
beyond one night or one table. For that reason, we 
intentionally select partners that can serve as 
influencers across an entire field or area of practice. 
Our goal is to give people self-permission to talk about 
things that we normally choose to hide, with others 
who have lived it, too. Our interest is not in 
professionalizing anything, but in humanizing 
everything. 
 
We have relied on a diverse set of funding streams, 
including a combination of private donations, 
foundation support, and, increasingly, earned revenue. 
In FY18, donations from nearly 700 private individuals 
and members of our community made up 61% of our 
budget, with an additional 36% covered by foundation 
funding. Over the last year, we’ve grown our earned 
revenue from 3% of our revenues in FY18, to more than 20% of our FY19 revenues to date. 
In March, we introduced a $35/year annual membership fee, which we ask of every new 
Dinner Party member upon matching them to a table. We maintain a scholarship fund and 
an opt-out, no questions asked option, to ensure that money is never a barrier to joining.  
 
We foresee a day in which people find amidst their deepest struggle the source of their 
deepest strength by connecting with others who’ve been there too, in an environment 
that’s accessible and familiar, and marked by deep connections over time; a day in which 
grief is free of stigma and silence; and in which those who’ve lived through loss or hardship, 



 

whatever its form, are recognized not as objects of pity, but as better listeners and better 
leaders, characterized by profound empathy, resilience, agency, and a commitment to 
living a life of meaning. 
 
 
Join Us 
 
We’re actively seeking funders and other partners who can support our work with 
resources and guidance as we take our proof of concept, build out our practice as TDP 
Labs, and continue scaling the work across verticals. We are a fiscally sponsored project of 
Community Partners, and are working towards incorporating into our own nonprofit 
organization by the end of 2020.  

 
 
Contact 
 
Lennon Flowers 
Co-Founder & Executive Director, The Dinner Party // Co-Founder, The People’s Supper 
// Co-founder, The Dinner Party Labs  
lennon@thedinnerparty.org // 919.931.2663 
 
Carla Fernandez 
Co-Founder and Creative Lead, The Dinner Party // Co-Founder, The Dinner Party Labs 
//  
carla@thedinnerparty.org // 831.277.4426 
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