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The gemara says on Yoma (81b) that there’s a mitzvah to eat on erev Yom HaKippurim. (It’s interesting the Yom HaKippurim becomes the inverse of Purim, where we fast before we feast.) The Torah says in Vayikra (23): “V’initem et nafshoteichem b’tish’ah bachodesh” – but Yom HaKippurim is on the 10th! The gemara says that if you eat on the 9th, it’s as if you fasted on the 9th and the 10th.
Is this a real mitzvah d’oraiyta? Or is it just a din d’rabbanan? R’ Yosef Karo (Beit Yosef 570) says that it’s only d’rabbanan. However, he says that he thinks the Rambam (N’darim 3:9) thinks it’s d’oraiyta. (The Lechem Mishneh and others also read the Rambam this way.) However, R’ Yosef Karo in the Kesef Mishneh says that he thinks the Rambam believes it’s only d’rabbanan. The Magen Avraham thinks it’s d’oraiyta. Regardless, it should obviously be taken seriously.
When does the obligation begin? The night before? Friday morning? The Magen Avraham mentions two possibilities. The Maharil says that you need to start at any point before Yom HaKippurim, even just the s’udah hamafseket. The Vilna Ga’on agreed that you’re yotzei with just the s’udah hamafseket. The Shalah, however, says that you need to start the previous night, based on the perspective the erev Yom HaKippurim isn’t just some day with a mitzvah of eating; rather, it has its own Yom Tov status. R’ Schachter explained in the name of R’ Yosef Dov HaLevi Soloveitchik that there’s so much the Torah wants to fit in to Yom HaKippurim – din and simchah, yir’ah and ahavah, etc.  Therefore, the Torah expands the Yom Tov portion of Yom HaKippurim into the day before. And on Yom Tov, we need to eat both at night and during the day. (R’ Yosef Dov HaLevi Soloveitchik said the same thing about the dual nature of Purim, which is why we have the fast the day before. It also may be why there’s no hallel on Purim, though some say the m’gillah is hallel. Even when we do say hallel, we include the phrase “Anna Hashem hoshi’ah na” – we know we’re always in need of salvation.) 

If erev Yom HaKippurim is not a Yom Tov, why would there be an obligation to eat? There are four approaches to it, with the first subdividing into three.
1. It’s a hechsher mitzvah for the fasting on Yom HaKippurim. 

a. Netziv says that we’re eating in order to ensure that we make it through Yom HaKippurim without having to eat.

b. The Tur (604) says that it’s “mei’ahavat Hashem” – Hashem wanted to make sure that we don’t get hurt by all the fasting. (It’s similar to Netziv but less practical.) 

c. The Sha’arei T’shuvah (R’ Yonah) says that it’s to help the davening (not the fasting). Sure, you could fast if you stayed in bed, but you need to have the strength to daven.

2. R’ Yonah also suggests that in order to show Hashem how much remorse we have, we eat on erev Yom HaKippurim. We feel so bad about our chata’im, and therefore feel intense joy at the arrival of Yom HaKippurim which will get us kaparah. In order to demonstrate that joy, we have a s’udah on erev Yom HaKippurim. 

3. R’ Yonah also suggests that we are having a s’udah in order to rejoice over the mitzvah of t’shuvah.

4. R’ Yosef Dov HaLevi Soloveitchik points out that Rambam doesn’t have “Hilchot Yom HaKippurim;” rather, it’s “Hilchot Sh’vitat Assor” – refraining on the tenth. Rambam Sh’vitat Assor 1:4 refers to the fasting as “sh’vitah mei’achilah ushtiyah” – refraining from eating and drinking. In order to make it a sh’vitah hanikkeret – a recognizable refraining (as Rambam requires in Shabbat 24:13) – we eat before Yom HaKippurim to emphasize the contrast. (Just like the rabbanan added some issurim on Shabbat in order to emphasize the sh’vitah on Shabbat, especially for those who don’t do much work the entire week, the same may be done here for those who wouldn’t normally be eating much anyway. The M’sillat Y’sharim in fact says that you should go out and make sure to do extra work on erev Shabbat in order to emphasize the shabbaton.)
There may be a number of practical differences between these explanations. What about a choleh who will be eating on Yom HaKippurim? If it’s a Yom Tov, then he should still eat. If it’s a hechsher, then he may be patur. 

Are women obligated in the mitzvah of s’udah? Some suggest that it may be a mitzvat aseih shehaz’man g’rama. Some say that if it’s connected to the fasting, then just as they’re chayavot in the fasting, they’re chayavot in the eating. If it’s a hechsher, then they’d certainly be chayavot.
Shulchan Aruch 604 says that it’s a mitzvah to be “marbeh bis’udah.” It sounds the like s’udah hamafseket wouldn’t be enough. (R’ Yosef Dov HaLevi Soloveitchik said that sucking candies don’t count.) 
Netziv was very stringent about this halachah. Even if it used to be only a minhag to be marbeh bis’udah and the s’udah hamafseket would have been enough, today, since we’re much weaker, we have an absolute chiyuv to eat more.

Ashkenazim start saying s’lichot a few days before Rosh HaShanah. S’fardim start at Rosh Chodesh Elul (as the Shulchan Aruch 581 says one should). Rama 604 says that Western European (German) Jews have more s’lichot on erev Yom HaKippurim (like erev Rosh HaShanah). This seems to make sense. Eastern European Jews have fewer s’lichot on erev Yom HaKippurim. 
The Shalah says it’s based on what we said before. If erev Yom HaKippurim is a Yom Tov, we shouldn’t be saying s’lichot. (We do it anyway on Yom HaKippurim itself since that’s what it’s all about.) If it’s a regular day, then it’s just erev Yom HaKippurim, so we say s’lichot. (R’ Shimon Schwab used to say that if you wait only 3 hours between meat and milk, then you have to say 3 hours of s’lichot on erev Yom HaKippurim.)

We do vidui on erev Yom HaKippurim. We make sure to daven minchah early, before the s’udah hamafseket with vidui. Why? Yoma 87b says that the mitzvah of vidui starts on erev Yom HaKippurim as it’s getting dark. However, the chachamim said that you should do it before you eat, “shema titareif da’ato bis’udah.” Rashi explains that you may get drunk. (Rambam has a different girsa that says “shema yeichaneik bis’udah” – you may choke.) The gemara continues that you should also do vidui after you eat, because you may have done a cheit during the meal. Then do it again at shacharit, and mussaf, and mincha, etc., because you may have done something wrong. (If it’s difficult to have every vidui of Yom HaKippurim be intense, you may want to focus on having one good one at night and one in the morning.)
Rashi and Rambam believe that the d’oraiyta din of vidui is only on Yom HaKippurim (starting “as it’s getting dark”). The mitzvah on erev Yom HaKippurim is only d’rabbanan, due to the concerns mentioned above. R’ Yonah and Ramban believed that the special din of vidui applies d’oraiyta even on erev Yom HaKippurim (based on “lifnei Hashem titharu” – literally, “before Hashem” – according to R’ Yonah; that may also be the source of going to the mikvah on erev Yom HaKippurim). 
How important is the halachah of saying minchah early? It seems to be a real takanah d’rabbanan, regardless of how we hold. Most people don’t have a problem with this, but some working people might if their bosses are strict. Poskim say it’s better to daven minchah with this vidui early biychidut, rather than wait until later and daven with a minyan. Also, this may be the source of t’fillat zakka, which is a vidui right before Yom HaKippurim arrives (but after the s’udah hamafseket). R’ Yosef Dov HaLevi Soloveitchik suggested saying the full vidui over again as well, in addition to t’fillat zakka. 
There’s another reason to come to shul early on erev Yom HaKippurim. Rosh HaShanah 9a says that there’s a mitzvah of tosefet Yom HaKippurim – to start Yom HaKippurim early. How much is early? The Shulchan Aruch says it’s just a few minutes. R’ Yosef Dov HaLevi Soloveitchik pointed out that other rishonim, like R’ Peretz, take it to mean more like a half hour. He said that he used to start Yom HaKippurim an hour early – a half hour for each aspect of k’dushah (m’lachah and innuyim) though he didn’t understand why they could just overlap and be the same half hour. (Those lighting candles should make sure to do so early enough to get all this in. Women should perhaps say t’fillat zakka before lighting candles.) 
When Yom Tov begins, we say a shehechiyanu on Yom Tov. Many women say it together with the lighting of the candles. R’ Yosef Dov HaLevi Soloveitchik said that that wasn’t ideal, based on Eiruvin 40b, which says that the shehechiyanu can really be said at any point over the course of Yom Tov, but should ideally be said with a kos (cup of wine). Therefore, the best place for the shehechiyanu is with kiddush.
That’s obviously not going to happen on Yom HaKippurim. Therefore, we say it as part of ma’ariv. Therefore, even people who normally don’t say a shehechiyanu at candle lighting, in order to wait for kiddush, can on Yom HaKippurim do it with candle lighting. 

There’s still a mitzvah of kiddush on Yom HaKippurim, but we just can’t do it with a kos; we do it as part of ma’ariv. R’ Yosef Dov HaLevi Soloveitchik therefore pointed out that people who might not normally daven ma’ariv (e.g., some women) should be sure to do so on Yom HaKippurim, and have in mind to be yotzei kiddush. (Incidentally, if you say a shehechiyanu when you light candles, you can’t make a t’nai that you’re not accepting Yom Tov yet, because the shehechiyanu is on the Yom Tov itself.) 

