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Ward Family Foundation, Inc. (WFF) was established in January 2001 to assist existing charities improve their 
effectiveness by implementing best practices.  There is a vast network of excellent programs already in place 
to serve many worthwhile charitable causes.  The foundation was inspired by Catholic social teaching which, 
among other things, recognizes the fundamental right of each human person to life, food, shelter, clothing and 
medical care.  WFF is a 501(c)(3) organization operating as a private operating foundation.

The vision for WFF originated from the personal and business experiences of John L. Ward, the foundation’s 
founder and Chairman of the Board.  In 1992, he founded a company to assist businesses improve their 
operating effectiveness through the use of benchmarking and best practices concepts.  Benchmarking is a 
management tool to help companies remain competitive and become more effective.  Best practices are those 
specific operating practices or philosophies that have been proven to increase effectiveness.  WFF wishes to 
take these proven concepts and practices that have been successfully used in the business world, and apply 
them to charitable organizations.

WFF would welcome any comments or feedback on this report.  We have included the names and phone 
numbers of the food pantries that participated in this study at Appendix A.  WFF would welcome an 
opportunity to facilitate communication among food pantries regarding specific strategies and operating 
practices detailed in this report.

Comments or inquiries may be directed to:

Ms. Libby McKeen
Executive Director
Ward Family Foundation, Inc.
5100 Colebrook Place
Alexandria, Virginia  22312
Telephone:  (703) 256-9852
Fax:  (703) 914-0488
Libby.McKeen@wardfamilyfoundation.org

About Ward Family Foundation, Inc.
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Overview

WFF has conducted a study of emergency and transitional shelter programs (published in July, 2002) as well 
as a study of Safe Haven Programs that serve the chronically homeless, mentally ill person (published in July, 
2005).  WFF has built on its review of best practices in homeless shelter programs by taking a comprehensive 
look at the operation of food pantries.  Before undertaking this study, WFF met with operators of several food 
pantries and food banks to determine whether people in the nation’s food distribution network believed that a 
study of food pantries would be useful to their efforts and, if they believed it was, to elicit their 
recommendations on what it should include.  WFF also held discussions with America’s Second Harvest about 
its interest in conducting a study of food pantries and participated in a conference call with members of 
America’s Second Harvest 2007/2008 Agency Relations Council about a study of food pantries.  WFF’s goal 
in conducting best practices studies is to help non-profits increase their effectiveness by collecting and 
disseminating data on other, similar non-profits and, in doing so, to determine which practices most contribute 
to operational effectiveness.  WFF also hopes that this study will be helpful to communities that plan to open 
food pantries and want to benefit from the experiences of existing pantries.

Identifying Participants for the Study

In an effort to identify food pantries for our study, WFF contacted 150 food banks in all fifty states and the 
District of Columbia.  All were asked to identify several pantries from their state that may wish to participate 
in our study.  Food banks were asked to provide us complete contact information and to include a range of 
pantries, e.g., rural, urban, full-service and single service pantries, in their response.  Food banks from 22 
states and the District of Columbia responded to our request.  With the contact information provided, WFF 
distributed its questionnaire to approximately 200 food pantries in those 22 states and the District of Columbia.  
We received 70 completed questionnaires from 21 states and the District of Columbia for a response rate of 
35%.

Best Practices Analysis

Approach

The best practices analysis is a complicated undertaking for Food Pantry programs. In order to incorporate a 
benchmarking and best practices analysis into the study, we developed a best practices scorecard to be used in 
ranking each participating food pantry. The scorecard, including the performance criteria and the weightings 
used, is included at the end of this best practices analysis section. In developing the scorecard, we utilized key 
criteria that focused on objective efficiency and effectiveness measurements. The 18 food pantries that scored 
the highest (top 25%) have been segregated and, as a group, are referred to as the Best Practices Benchmark. 
The remaining 52 participating food pantries were grouped separately for purposes of the analysis that follows, 
and are referred to as the Overall Benchmark.

Executive Summary
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Best Practices Analysis (continued)

Approach (continued)

The names of the 18 food pantries included in the Best Practices Benchmark have not been disclosed. The 
purpose of this analysis is to benchmark the performance of the Best Practices Benchmark, as a group, with all 
other food pantries included in the Overall Benchmark. Disclosure of the names of food pantries included in 
the two benchmark groups is not necessary to accomplish this objective and could distract from it.

The sub-section that follows presents the findings and conclusions that result from this comprehensive 
benchmarking and best practices analysis:

General Structure

• The Best Practices Benchmark tends to operate as part of a full or multi social service agency. It also tends 
to be run by a faith-based organization.

• At the Best Practices Benchmark, 61.1% of the programs are part of a full or multi social service agency. 
This compares with only 43.1% for the Overall Benchmark.

• At the Best Practices Benchmark, 77.8% of the programs are run by a faith-based organization. This 
compares with 61.5% for the Overall Benchmark.

Performance Measurements

• The amount of food distributed each month, on average, is comparable between the two benchmark 
groups. However, the Best Practices Benchmark is considerably more cost-effective than the Overall 
Benchmark.

• The average annual cost per pound of food distributed at the Best Practices Benchmark is $.13, as 
compared with $.63 at the Overall Benchmark.

• The average annual cost per person served at the Best Practices Benchmark is $2.12, as compared with 
$13.81 at the Overall Benchmark.

• The average pounds of food distributed per person per month at the Best Practices Benchmark is 16, as 
compared with 22 at the Overall Benchmark.

Food Pantry Clients

• The number of individual clients served each month is comparable between the two benchmark groups. In 
addition, both benchmark groups tend to screen their clients and obtain additional information about the 
client’s personal and family situation.

• Both benchmark groups tend to maintain a database of client information that allows the food pantry to 
follow-up with clients if needed. At the Best Practices Benchmark, 94.4% of the programs maintain a 
database of client information, as compared with 78% at the Overall Benchmark.

• The Best Practices Benchmark allows clients access to its pantry much more frequently. At the Best 
Practices Benchmark, 50% of food pantries allow clients access to its pantry at least once a week, whereas 

Executive Summary
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Best Practices Analysis (continued)

Food Pantry Clients

only 18% of the Overall Benchmark allow clients access to its pantry at least weekly.

• The Best Practices Benchmark is more likely to try to reduce long term dependence on the food pantry by 
a particular client. For example, the Best Practices Benchmark tries to discourage long term dependence 
(although will service anyone who comes) 33.3% of the time, whereas only 17.7% of the Overall 
Benchmark have this policy. In contrast, only 22.2% of the Best Practices Benchmark have no policy on 
this issue, whereas 43.1% of the Overall Benchmark have no policy.

• While the Best Practices Benchmark allows clients access to its pantry more frequently, smaller quantities 
of food are distributed each time clients access the food pantry. For example, 76.4% of the time, the 
Best Practices Benchmark distributes enough food to its clients for one week or less, whereas only 58% of 
the Overall Benchmark distributes enough food to its clients for one week or less. This suggests that a 
more effective operating model involves distributing a lower quantity of food on a more frequent basis.

• The distance clients travel on average to access the food pantry does not vary significantly between the 
two benchmark groups, nor do the reasons the average client relies on the food pantry.

Food Pantry Basics

• The Best Practices Benchmark seldom turns away clients because of inadequate stocks of food (only 
11.1% of the time), whereas the Overall Benchmark turns away clients for this reason more frequently 
(21.2% of the time).

• The Best Practices Benchmark relies much more heavily on regular mailings to churches and schools to 
deliver its message to the community (44.4%), as compared with the Overall Benchmark that only uses 
such mailings 15.4% of the time.

Types and Source of Goods Distributed

• There are several categories of foods and products the Best Practices Benchmark is more likely to 
distribute than the Overall Benchmark. The Best Practices Benchmark distributes fresh fruits and 
vegetables 83.3% of the time (as compared with 63.5% at the Overall Benchmark), meats 100% of the 
time (as compared with 78.9% at the Overall Benchmark), frozen entrees 88.9% of the time (as compared 
with 59.6% at the Overall Benchmark) and dairy products 88.9% of the time (as compared with 78.9% at 
the Overall Benchmark).

• The Best Practices Benchmark is more likely to distribute food at full capacity (94.1%), as compared with 
81.3% at the Overall Benchmark. 

• The nature of the relationship between the food pantry and food banks varies considerably between the 
two benchmark groups. The Best Practices Benchmark is 35 miles on average from the nearest food bank, 
as compared with 46 miles at the Overall Benchmark. In addition, 61.1% of the Best Practices Benchmark 
obtain 75% or more of the food they distribute from area food banks. This is in contrast to the Overall

Executive Summary
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Best Practices Analysis (continued)

Types and Source of Goods Distributed (continued)

Benchmark where only 46% of the food pantries obtain 75% or more of the food they distribute from area 
food banks. This important finding suggests a potential disconnect between food pantry and food bank 
operations.

• The Best Practices Benchmark is more likely to stock food for special needs clients. At the Best Practices 
Benchmark, 77.8% stock food for infants and children (as compared with 59.2% at the Overall 
Benchmark) and 55.6% stock food for diabetics (as compared with only 22.5% at the Overall 
Benchmark).

Other Services Provided 

• The Best Practices Benchmark tends to offer a number of additional services, other than food distribution. 
For example, 55.6% of the Best Practices Benchmark provide counseling on how to obtain available 
entitlements such as food stamps (as compared with only 33.3% at the Overall Benchmark), 61.1% 
provide counseling or other available community services such as free medical clinics (as compared with 
only 19.6% at the Overall Benchmark), 27.8% provide counseling on the foods that comprise a healthy 
diet (as compared with only 9.8% at the Overall Benchmark) and 38.9% provide job training assistance 
(as compared with only 2% at the Overall Benchmark).

Administrative Issues 

• The Best Practices Benchmark is more likely to conduct client preference surveys (38.9% conduct them) 
than the Overall Benchmark (30.8% conduct them).

• In terms of the annual budget, there are subtle differences between the two benchmark groups. For 
example, the Best Practices Benchmark spends 64.6% of its total budget on the purchase of food from 
food banks and only 13.7% to purchase food from retail/wholesale establishments. This varies 
considerably from the Overall Benchmark which spends 49.4% of its budget on the purchase of food from 
food banks and 20.9% to purchase food from retail/wholesale establishments.

• The Best Practices Benchmark is more likely to have had an independent evaluation of its food pantry. At 
the Best Practices Benchmark, 66.7% have had an independent evaluation whereas only 39.2% of the 
Overall Benchmark have done so.

Executive Summary
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Best Practices Scorecard

Executive Summary

=10X3. Total annual budget divided by the number of people served     
per year:
- under $500 (10)
- $501 - $1,000 (5)
- over $1,000 (0)

=10X2. Pounds of food served per person per month:
- over 40 pounds (10)
- 15 – 39 pounds (5)
- under 15 pounds (0)

=10X5. Food pantry distributes broad categories of foods and products 
to its clients:
- 5 of 7 broad categories (10)
- 4 of 7 broad categories (8)
- 3 of 7 broad categories (6)
- 2 of 7 broad categories (4)
- 1 of 7 broad categories (2)
- 0 of 7 broad categories (0)

=5X4. Food pantry has adequate equipment to fully accommodate the 
needs of its clients:
- yes (10)
- no (0)

=

=

X

X

Raw Score      
(0-10)

10

15

Weight

6. Food pantry has a policy of trying to reduce long-term 
dependence on the pantry by a particular client:
- discourage long-term dependence, but serve anyone (10)
- discourage long-term dependence, and only serve for a  

limited time (6)
- has no policy, serves anyone (2)
- has not policy, serves any qualifying person (2)

1. Total annual budget divided by pounds of food distributed 
annually:
- under $.25 per pound (10)
- $.26 - $1.00 per pound (5)
- over $1.00 (0)

Weighted 
ScorePerformance Criteria
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Best Practices Scorecard

Executive Summary

=5X11. Food pantry has engaged an independent pantry to evaluate 
the  pantry:
- yes (10)
- no (0)

=5X9. Food pantry has to turn away clients because of inadequate 
stocks of food:
- no (10)
- yes (0)

=5X8. Percentage of clients that are repeat or regular clients:
- under 30% (10)
- 31% - 60% (5)
- over 60% (0)

Grand Total

=15X10. Food pantry offers categories of services other than just food 
distribution:
- 5 of 7 categories (10)
- 4 of 7 categories (8)
- 3 of 7 categories (6)
- 2 of 7 categories (4)
- 1 of 7 categories (2)
- 0 of 7 categories (0)

=X

Raw Score      
(0-10)

10

Weight

7. Food pantry maintains a database of client information that 
allows follow-up if needed:
- yes (10)
- no (0)

Weighted 
ScorePerformance Criteria

100
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General Overview of All Pantries
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Who Operates Food Pantries?

Our survey results indicate that while most food pantries are stand alone organizations (52.2%), a large 
percentage of them (47.8%) consider themselves to be full or multi- social service organizations that provide 
services to clients in addition to food and product distribution.  Other services provided to clients at food 
pantries are described on page 43. 

A large majority of food pantries are run by faith-based organizations (65.7%) as compared to secular 
organizations (34.3%).

Faith Based Organizations versus Secular Organizations

Single versus Multi Service Organizations

General Overview

52.2%    Stand Alone

47.8%    Full or Multi Service

34.3%

65.7%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

Faith Based Secular



Food Pantry Programs • Analysis of Strategies and Operating Practices                 July, 2008

Copyright 2008, Ward Family Foundation, Inc.
All Rights Reserved. 15

Food Pantry Clients
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Number of Clients Served

Most food pantries surveyed report that they serve between 51 and 300 individuals (not households) each 
month (35.7%).  Only about 6% of the pantries serve fewer than 50 individuals each month, and 10% serve 
over 2,000 monthly.

Screening of Clients

The overwhelming majority of pantries (91.4%) screen their clients, with most (97%) asking for the client’s 
name, address and size of family as well as about any income or federal assistance received (60%).  Fewer 
than half of the pantries inquire about the reason the client is in need of food (44.6%) or ask for a picture ID 
(43%), and only 9% of pantries surveyed ask about the immigration status of their clients.  Most food pantries 
(82.4%) maintain a database of client information that allows them to follow up with clients if needed.

See table to follow:

Food Pantry Clients

20.0%

20.0%

35.7%

5.7%

8.6%

10.0%

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40% 45% 50%

Over 2,000 Indivuduals

Between 1,001 and 2,000
Individuals

Between 501 and 1,000 Individuals

Between 301 and 500 Indivuduals

Between 51 and 300 Indivduals

Less than 50 Individuals

Number of Clients Served
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Screening of Clients (continued)

Our survey asked pantries whether they ask any other questions or seek additional information when 
screening clients.  The following are the responses that were provided:

• Social Security Number.

• Is the person or household receiving all the social service assistance they are entitled?

• Source of income.

• No questions are asked, but pantry only takes referrals from social service agencies.

• Pantry checks to see if the client has already been served by the food bank.

• Residency in the area.

• Whether the client has children in the school where the pantry is located.

• Social Security card, government issued ID or birth certificate.

• Proof of town residency, proof of rent/mortgage.

• Medicare, disability – use USDA intake form.

Food Pantry Clients

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Level of Income

Picture ID

Immigration Status

Reason Client is in Need of Food

Size of Family

Address

Name

Questions Pantries Ask when Screening Clients

Any federal assistance received such as Temporary 
Assistance for Needy Families or food stamps?

96.9%

96.9%

96.9%

44.6%

9.2%

43.1%

64.6%

60.0%
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Screening of Clients (continued)

• Pantry completes a detailed questionnaire on clients that asks a variety of questions concerning the 
client’s financial situation, children, needs of and problems facing the family, etc.

• Pantry uses a computer guided intake developed by the pantry to screen for eligibility for everything 
from TANF to the Earned Income Tax Credit.  In addition, pantry asks whether the client is in need of 
medical, legal or social services, all of which pantry provides. Each initial intake takes about 20 
minutes.

How Pantries get Their Clients

About 90% of food pantries get their clients through a combination of referrals and walk-ins.  Only 7.3 % of 
pantry clients come exclusively through referral by social service agencies and/or community organizations.  
One pantry reports that clients come to it from area churches and another through school PTA 
communications.

Slightly over half (57%) of pantries serve only those clients who reside in or belong to a particular service 
area such as a county, ward, or faith congregation.  Most pantry clients (73%) are “regular” or repeat clients, 
and the average length of time that pantries report serving a particular client is 7.5 years.  One pantry reports 
that it has served a particular client for 25 years; five pantries report that they have served a particular client 
for 20 years.  Our survey asked pantries to tell us whether they have a policy of trying to reduce long-term 
dependence on the pantry by a particular client or whether they instead have a policy of keeping the doors 
open to anyone as long as needed.  The largest percentage of pantries responding to the survey (37.7%) report 
that they have no policy on this issue, and that they welcome any qualifying person who comes.  While 
21.7% report that they try to discourage long-term dependence but will serve anyone who comes to the 
pantry, only 4.4% of pantries report that they have a policy of trying to discourage long-term dependence and 

Food Pantry Clients

How Pantries Get Their Clients

2.9%   Walk-Ins Only

89.7%    Combination of Referrals and Walk-Ins

7.3%   Referrals by Social Service Agencies and/or   
Community Organizations Only
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How Pantries get Their Clients (continued)

will serve a particular client for only a limited time.  Some pantries provided additional clarification on their 
policy of either reducing long-term dependence or keeping the doors open to anyone as long as needed.  

Following are the clarifications that were provided:

• Pantry serves anyone in need but encourages food stamp application, budgeting workshops and jobs 
programs.

• Pantry requires that referrals from social service agencies be received every four months on the clients 
they serve.

• Because pantry is in a small church, it discourages pantry use by the same family every time it is open.  
But the pantry will distribute food to all that need it more than once a month when the client requests 
assistance.

• Pantry serves those in need and gives information on where to get work and how to have other needs of 
the client met.

• Pantry has no formal policy on this issue, but its agency’s goal is to help clients become more self-
sufficient.

• While pantry serves all eligible clients, it has wrap around services that are designed to assist clients 
become more stable and have less need for the food pantry.

Food Pantry Clients

37.7%

27.5%

4.4%

21.7%

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40% 45% 50%

Pantry Policy on Trying to Reduce Long-Term Dependence

Has no policy on this issue; welcomes and 
serves any qualifying person who comes

Has no policy on this issue; welcomes and 
serves anyone who comes

Tries to discourage long-term dependence and will 
serve a particular client for only a limited time

Tries to discourage long-term dependence but will 
serve anyone who comes
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Frequency of Client Access and Amount of Food Provided

Very few pantries (2.9%) report that they allow clients to access their pantry whenever and as often as they 
wish.  35.3% of pantries report that clients can access the pantry only once a month and fewer (23.5%) allow 
clients access to their pantry once a week.  However, only 3% of pantries report that they provide clients one 
month’s worth of food each time the client comes to the pantry and over 60% report that they provide enough 
food to their clients for one week or less.  One pantry reports that it hopes to see clients only one time on an 
emergency basis.  This clearly indicates that the vast majority of pantries see their role as supplementing 
another source of food for their clients rather than meeting most or all of their clients’ food needs.  The two 
pantries that report allowing clients pantry access whenever and as often as they wish say that clients 
generally come to the pantry once a week in one case and twice a month in the other case. 

Food Pantry Clients

23.5%

2.9%

35.3%

16.2%

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40% 45% 50%

Once a month only

Twice a month only

Once a week only

Whenever and as often as
they wish

Frequency of Client Access to Pantry

Amount of Food Distributed to Clients

28.4%

34.3%

3.0%

19.4%

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40% 45% 50%

Enough for One Month

Enough for Two Weeks

Enough for One Week

Enough for Three days or less
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Frequency of Client Access and Amount of Food Provided (continued)

Our survey asked pantries whether any other categories concerning frequency of client access beyond those 
on our survey and listed in the graph above better described their policy in this area.  

The following are the responses that were provided:

• As needed with some clients.

• Twice a week.

• Bread and produce donated by local grocery stores are available daily.

• Although pantry distribution is monthly, cases are also handled based on need.

• Pantry will contact clients if they have an unexpected shipment.

• Once a week for access to a farm wagon; once a month for access to the pantry.

• By referral only.

• Either as often as they need if associated with one of the other programs associated with the pantry, or 
once a month.

• USDA food once per month; purchased and donated food more than once if needed.

• Although clients can only visit the pantry once a month, pantry has a weekly community food 
distribution where it distributes perishable items such as bread, desserts, drinks, deli 
(sandwiches/chicken), restaurant foods (seafood, Italian, chicken, pizza), crackers, fresh produce and 
meat that they can visit every week.

• Clients access the pantry only for crisis situations.

• On special need.

• Once a month or on an emergency basis.

• Distribution is usually once a month, but emergency food is available other times if needed.

• Pantry operates several different programs and frequency of access depends on the program.

• Four pantries report allowing access only four times a year; one reports allowing access three times a 
year. 

Some pantries were unable to answer the question using the survey’s available choices about the amount of 
food they distribute to clients when they access their pantry and instead provided these responses:

• Pantry doesn’t quantify this way.  Clients get what is available; it is a fresh foods pantry.

• Five days.

• It all depends on what’s in stock.

Food Pantry Clients
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Frequency of Client Access and Amount of Food Provided (continued)

• It often depends on the number of clients who come that particular day.

• 1.5 weeks.

• A combination of small and large items.

• It is hard to tell; it depends on what’s available through the food bank and donations.

• Ten days.

• 1.5 weeks (with meat distribution).

• It depends on the need.

• 25 pounds.

Distance Clients Travel

Our study indicates that some clients travel quite a distance on average to access their local pantry – the 
farthest average distance traveled by clients is nearly 23 miles.  One pantry in a large, western state reports 
that clients travel as far as 220 miles to its facility, while another pantry reports sending boxes of product via 
air to villages as far as 220 miles away.  Only 10 pantries report that clients travel no farther than 5 miles to 
access their pantry.

Why Clients Need Pantries

Although 19% of pantries report that they either don’t know or don’t ask their clients why they need to use 
their pantry, most pantries were able to explain the reasons their clients typically come to their pantry.  Most 
report that their client is either not employed (20.8%), or is employed or has some form of income, such as 
social security, but their income is too low (41%).  One pantry says that it doesn’t know the details of their 
clients’ situation because all of them are referred to the pantry by an outside agency.  Another pantry reports 
that its clients usually have had medical emergencies and cannot work or have had other financial problems 
that necessitate assistance, although no details are sought from the client.

See table to follow:

Food Pantry Clients
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Why Clients Need Pantries (continued)

Food Pantry Clients
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Food Pantry Basics
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Turning Clients Away

A large majority (81.4%) of pantries report that they do not have to turn clients away because of inadequate 
stocks of food.  But that leaves a sizable percentage (18.6%) of pantries that sometimes send clients away 
empty handed because of inadequate stocks.  

In those cases, we asked a follow-on question about how frequently clients are turned away, and various 
answers were provided:

• 1.5 times per year.

• Bi-monthly.

• No more than two times this year.

• About two to three weeks per year when donations are down substantially.

• Four times a year.

• 5% of the time.

• Once a month.

• Sometimes weekly.

• Six times a year.

• Two times a year.

• Two pantries report turning away clients monthly.

Food Pantry Basics
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Turning Clients Away (continued)

Most pantries (55%) report that there are no clients their pantry will not serve.  Our survey asked the 
remaining 45% of pantry respondents why they refuse to serve certain clients.  The most common responses 
were that pantries don’t serve people who reside outside their particular service area or who do not meet 
income eligibility requirements.  

Following are other responses that were provided:

• Won’t serve people that pantry detects as being fraudulent.

• Won’t serve those who are under the influence of drugs or alcohol because pantry has observed them 
selling the food to obtain more drugs or alcohol.

• Won’t serve people who are disorderly or abusive.

• Clients from outside the local community are generally referred to their own communities for food, but 
the pantry will help them in emergency circumstances.

• A client was found stealing when our back was turned every time he came.

• Won’t serve persons that have been found to be selling the food from the pantry.  When pantry receives 
a complaint, it asks the Sheriff’s Office to try to make a purchase from the person.

• Won’t serve people who return before their due date.

• Won’t serve clients if pantry learns they pick up food from another agency.

• Will only serve people that reside out of pantry district once before directing them to an agency in their 
area.

• Won’t serve people who are not referred to pantry.

• Won’t serve people whose income is too high, who are not a resident of the area, or who have a history 
of behavior problems toward the volunteers.

• Pantry has had to remove three or four clients from its list due to constant breaking of the rules, 
aggression and disruptive behavior involving the police finally.

• Won’t serve people that pantry has witnessed selling their food immediately after obtaining.

• Won’t serve people who are found lying to caseworker or who abuse the system.

• Won’t serve clients who are under the influence of drugs or alcohol.

• Pantry may ask people to leave if they create problems with other clients.  If children are involved, 
pantry tries to resolve the situation.  Problems are generally a result of intoxication.

• Won’t serve people who make false statements or use different IDs.

• Won’t serve people that don’t meet pantry’s eligibility requirements.  As a general rule, clients must be 
elderly, disabled, or have minor children in the household and have an income level that would qualify 
them for food stamps.  In addition, pantry only serves clients who live in a particular part of the city.

Food Pantry Basics
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Turning Clients Away (continued)

Hours of Operation

Of the pantries responding to our survey, 40% report that they are open ten or more hours per week.  Only 
37% report that their pantries are open after hours, which we define as before 8:00 AM and after 5:00 PM; 
4% of the pantries are open by appointment only, and 6% of the pantries have fixed hours but will provide 
food to clients at other times as necessary.  One pantry that seeks to serve clients during times when the 
pantry is closed provides meal vouchers to a local restaurant.  These vouchers are distributed by the police 
department.

Food Pantry Basics
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Are Pantries Mobile or Stationary?

As expected, most pantries (85.7%) report that their pantries are stationary, and they operate just one 
distribution site, but slightly over 11% report that they are both mobile and stationary, and nearly 3% report 
being exclusively mobile.  Two pantries in heavily populated areas report operating 6 and 14 different 
distribution sites, respectively.

How Pantries are Known to Their Communities

The vast majority of food pantries (97%) depend on word of mouth to make their pantries known to their 
communities.  However, nearly 23% also report that they send out regular mailings to churches, schools, etc. 
to publicize the work they do.  Only 7% of pantries report that they use television, radio and print ads to get 
the word out.  Several pantries say other non-profit and social service agencies in the community tell people 
about their pantry.  Local newspapers help spread the word as well as telephone information referral hotlines.

See table to follow:

Food Pantry Basics
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How Pantries are Known to Their Communities (continued)

Physical Features of Pantries

A large majority (85.5%) of pantries say that their pantries are handicapped accessible.
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Physical Features of Pantries (continued)

Most pantries 85.5% say that they have adequate equipment such as refrigerators, freezers and shelving to 
accommodate fully the needs of their clients.  When pantries report that they don’t have all they need, often 
what they are lacking is shelving and storage space.  Several, however, also report that they are lacking 
necessary freezers and refrigerators to allow the pantry to store perishable foods.

Food Pantry Basics
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What Food Pantries Distribute and the Source of Those Goods
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Types and Amounts of Product Distributed

All pantries we surveyed distribute canned goods to their clients.  Most (92.9%) also distribute breads and 
other grains and 84.3% distribute some kind of meat.  Three-quarters of the pantries also distribute non-food 
items such as cleaning products and diapers.  Most pantries surveyed stock a wide variety of goods to 
distribute as indicated by the chart below.

On average, the pantries surveyed distribute nearly 13,680 pounds of food to clients each month. The 
amounts reported, of course, vary widely as there is a wide disparity in the number of clients served among 
the different pantries in the survey. The smallest number of pounds of food distributed each month, as 
reported, is 200 pounds by a pantry that serves between 51-300 individual clients each month; the largest 
number of pounds distributed is 160,000 pounds by a pantry that serves 2,000 individual clients each month.

Most pantries (84.6%) report that they typically distribute food at full capacity, meaning that they could not 
take on any additional food or increase distribution to clients with current  resources.

What Food Pantries Distribute and the Source of Those Goods
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The Role of Food Banks

While there is an extensive network of food banks throughout the United States that, in most cases, provide 
food and other products to food pantries at greatly reduced cost, few pantries that were surveyed report that 
they rely exclusively on food banks.  Only 11.8% of pantries report that they receive all of the food they 
distribute to clients from food banks.  38.2 % of pantries receive 75% or more of the food they distribute 
from food banks, while 26.5% report that they receive less than half of that amount from food banks.  In 
response to our question concerning the proximity of pantries to the nearest food bank, we learned that a 
number of pantries are located a substantial distance from their local food bank – 42.8 miles on average.  
Pantries are fairly evenly divided in terms of how they obtain food from the food bank.  Nearly 40% of the 
pantries surveyed pick the food up directly from the food bank, while 38% of the pantries receive food bank 
deliveries.  The remaining pantries surveyed use a combination of the two methods to acquire items from the 
food bank.

What Food Pantries Distribute and the Source of Those Goods
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The Role of Food Banks (continued)

There seemed to be little correlation between proximity to the local food bank and the amount of food that 
pantries acquire there, and only one of the pantries completing our survey cite distance from the food bank as 
a reason they do not acquire more of its products there.  Ten pantries that are twenty miles or less from their 
food bank report that they get less than half of the food they distribute to clients from their food bank.   

Our survey asked pantries that do not regularly use a food bank to explain the reason for that.  When initially 
completing the survey, few pantries responded to this question. WFF followed up with pantries that reported 
receiving less than half of the food they distribute to food pantries to try to determine the reason for that. 

We were provided a variety of answers as detailed below:

• Local residents and community groups donate items to supply the food pantry.  The town served by the 
pantry believes that if it can support the hungry of its town through donations by the community, then it 
is best not to take food from the larger supply available at the local food bank, which serves a broad 
geographic area with many more needy people.

• The pantry does not acquire more products from the local food bank because it doesn't have the 
"balance" of product that the food pantry wants.  For instance, the food bank might have pallets of two 
liter bottles of soda that weigh a lot and are not what the pantry wants to distribute.  Also, food bank 
stocks are different every time the pantry places an order.  The food pantry has also experienced 
receiving pallets of fresh produce from the food bank only to find later that only the produce on top is 
fresh and edible.

What Food Pantries Distribute and the Source of Those Goods
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The Role of Food Banks (continued)

• The food bank doesn't always have enough goods available to stock the food pantry and may have 
things the pantry doesn't want to distribute, such as sweets and other foods not considered healthy.  The 
food pantry would get all of what it distributes from the food bank if the bank had all the pantry 
needed.

• The pantry reports that it has a limited amount of resources with which to purchase food from the food 
bank and that the food bank often has a limited amount of nutritious food available.  The food pantry 
does not order sodas, "junk food" or items with limited protein or nutritional value.  

• The food bank provides a limited menu choice.

• The food bank generally doesn't have the items that the food pantry needs such as fruits and vegetables.

• The pantry reports that it often orders things that are on the menu at the food bank, but then finds those 
items are not available when it travels the distance the next day to pick up the ordered items.  This 
results in a lot of wasted travel time.

• The food pantry distributes non-perishable, canned foods.  Most of this kind of food at the food bank is 
available only through programs administered by the United States Department of Agriculture.  The 
pantry reports that the paperwork to obtain and track these items is too time-consuming and labor 
intensive to be of value to them.

• The stocks at the Food Bank are too low to be able to always meet the needs of the pantry’s clients.

• The pantry reports that if the local Food Bank were closer, the pantry would probably visit it more 
often.  But with the price of fuel, it becomes costly to drive to the food bank, so visits only happen 
when the pantry needs to purchase large quantities.  Also, the pantry has local stores that are willing to 
work with it when it needs to purchase food, thus making it more cost effective to purchase locally.

• The pantry believes that previous acquisitions from the food bank have not been appetizing and said 
"Just because someone is hungry doesn't mean they need to eat an unappetizing food."

• The pantry receives donations from churches, schools, individuals and businesses.  The pantry is able 
to fill the needs of the clients this way since, when the contributors organize a food drive, they contact 
the pantry to determine the greatest need and then emphasize this in their communications with the 
people making the donations.  The food bank can only supply the items in their inventory and this does 
not necessarily correlate with the client's needs.

• The pantry reports that the food bank's distribution is unreliable:  it doesn't have the quantities of food 
items that the pantry needs, it often has an odd selection of foods that the pantry does not wish to 
distribute, and it sometimes provides foods that have exceeded their expiration dates.

• The pantry reports that it could not survive without the food that it gets from food drives and that the 
local food bank would not be able to meet all of its needs; the pantry also reports that food drives help 
to get out the word about what it does and this opens the door to other types of donations to the pantry.

What Food Pantries Distribute and the Source of Those Goods
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The Role of Food Banks (continued)

Our survey asked pantries that do not get all of their food from food banks to list their other sources of food.  
The majority of pantries (72.1%) hold food drives.  Large percentages report that they purchase food at retail 
establishments (59%) and receive donations of surplus by area grocery stores (59%).  Almost 30% report that 
they purchase products for distribution at wholesale establishments.  Most pantries that provided more 
specific answers to this question about their other sources of food indicated that they relied on donations from 
individuals and church donations.

What Food Pantries Distribute and the Source of Those Goods

72.1%

29.5%

59.0%

59.0%

18.0%

6.6%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Food networks

Donations of surplus by area
restaurants

Donations of surplus by area grocery
stores

Purchase by pantry at wholesale
establishments

Purchase by pantry at retail
establishments

Food drives

Other than Food Banks, Where Do Pantries Obtain the Products they Distribute?



Food Pantry Programs • Analysis of Strategies and Operating Practices                 July, 2008

Copyright 2008, Ward Family Foundation, Inc.
All Rights Reserved. 37

Serving the Client

Only about half of the pantries we surveyed indicate that they operate with a fixed menu or have a list of 
items that they feel they must always have in stock.

Pantries make an effort to stock food for special needs clients such as infants and children (64.2%), diabetics 
(31.3%) and clients who have no access to cooking facilities (41.8%).  One pantry reports that it stocks items 
for the homeless; another tries to stock special needs items for the elderly.
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Serving the Client (continued)

When it comes to the model of food distribution that describes the pantries we surveyed, half of them report 
that standard bags are distributed, i.e., the same goods are distributed to everyone with larger amounts given 
to larger families.  22.9% of pantries give clients a combination of standard bags and free access only to 
certain foods that are more plentiful, such as breads.  Only 18.6% of the pantries allow clients free access to 
and choice of foods at the pantry such as if they were shopping in a grocery store, but with limited quantities.  
One pantry specifies that clients are accompanied through the pantry by a volunteer and the client is able to 
choose which foods their family would like, but the client does not have free access and there are quantity 
limits in place.  All models of food distribution reported are shown in the chart below.
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Serving the Client (continued)

Pantries report that they serve their clients in a relatively timely manner.  Only 3% of pantries say their 
clients typically wait more than 30 minutes at the pantry site before obtaining food.  41% report that there is 
almost no wait.  Nearly 35% report that clients wait between 15-30 minutes and some pantries (22%) report 
that clients wait but only because they arrive before the pantry opens to ensure early entry.

Most pantries (63.8%) enjoy free interaction among staff and clients with their staff generally addressing 
clients by name.  Almost 12% report using a number system while freely interacting with clients.  Only 4.4% 
of these pantries help clients shop and make suggestions on what to select and 2.9% report that they assign 
clients numbers and have minimal interaction with them.  Only 1.5% of the pantries check in clients and then 
allow them to shop on their own as they would in a grocery store.  One pantry that provided additional 
information about interaction with pantry clients report that staff address regular clients by name, and when a 
large number of clients are present at the same time, numbers are given out in order for them to be served in 
the order of arrival.  Another pantry said that in order to “connect” with its clients, pantry staff carry the food 
to the clients’ cars after they sign the necessary form.

See table to follow:
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Serving the Client (continued)

Most pantries (67.1%) do not ever conduct client preference surveys, but a large percentage of those that do 
(84.6%) say they attempt to modify their operations or the types of food they acquire as a result of those 
surveys.
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U.S. Department of Agriculture Commodities

Most pantries (81.4%) include distribution of U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) commodities in their 
pantry operations.  We asked pantries that do not distribute these commodities to tell us why not.  Two 
pantries that responded to that question say they don’t distribute USDA commodities because of the amount 
of “red tape” involved.  Similarly, another pantry says that distribution of these commodities would require 
different record keeping and screening of clients.  One pantry explains that it does not have enough demand 
and the pantry has good support from the community to supply all the needed items to its clients.  In the case 
of another pantry, undocumented immigrants who come to the pantry are afraid to sign their names to 
anything that says “government.” One pantry reports that it is unfamiliar with the USDA program.
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Other Services Food Pantries Provide
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To meet other client needs, a number of pantries provide additional services to clients beyond food 
distribution.  39% of pantries counsel clients on how to obtain available entitlements such as food stamps, 
and 39% of pantries provide clothing distribution.  Almost 1/3 of the pantries provide counseling on other 
available community services such as free medical clinics.  26% of the pantries provide financial assistance to 
clients.  Nearly 32% of pantries report that they only offer food services but that they do refer clients to other 
social service agencies as needed.  Only 11.6% of pantries surveyed indicate that they provide no other 
service or counseling to their clients about outside services.  

Some pantries provided additional clarification on services they offer other than food distribution as follows:

• Pantry provides furniture when available.

• Pantry works with the local Extension Office to provide healthy diet and cooking information.

• Pantry refers clients to other social service agencies as needed.

• Pantry assists with vehicle repair, bus transportation, purchase of prescription medications, gasoline to 
sustain employment and work clothes.

• Pantry provides local job listings.

• Pantry provides tutoring services.

• Pantry is part of a Family Resource Center so participants can come to the office and access any 
services needed for the family.  Staff regularly offer services to families by handing out flyers, 
brochures and business cards.

• Pantry provides assistance with emergency shelter, permanent housing, Medicaid counseling, 
Homeless Intervention Prevention Program, transportation assistance, furniture/household items, and 
case management for supportive housing. 

• Pantry provides rent/utility assistance and prescription drug assistance.

• Pantry provides free books and videos.

• Pantry assists with school supplies and school uniforms.

• Pantry operates a low cost thrift shop.

• Pantry assists with toy distribution to needy children.

• Pantry assists with money management programs.

• Pantry operates an on-site medical clinic, legal clinic and social services program.

Other Services Food Pantries Provide
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Other Services Food Pantries Provide
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Pantry Staff

Food pantries depend heavily on volunteers.  The pantries that participated in our study have, on average, 42 
part-time and almost 4 full-time volunteers who support their pantry in some capacity.  Nearly 60% of the 
pantries responding to our survey rely exclusively on volunteer staff.  Pantries that have paid staff report, on 
average, that pantry staff are paid $9,300 per year.  The salaries reported for individual staff ranged from 
$4,000 - $74,880.

Most pantries (67.7%) do not work with any kind of staff position descriptions. Several pantries that do work 
with such descriptions provided them to WFF to be included in this study. They can be found at Appendix B.  

Food Pantry Administrative Issues
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Pantry Budgets

Our survey was completed by pantries of varying sizes.  Nearly 36% of these pantries serve between 51 and 
300 individuals each month, while 10% of them serve over 2,000 individuals each month.  Some pantries 
depend entirely on volunteer staff, while others operate entirely with paid staff.  As one would expect with 
these kinds of disparities, the budgets reported vary widely.  The average budget of pantries responding to the 
questionnaire is $78,733.  The highest budget amount reported was $1,213,808 for a pantry that serves over 
2,000 individuals each month.  The lowest amount reported was $500 - $700 annually for a pantry that serves 
between 301 and 500 individuals each month.  

Most of the pantry budgets (53.6%) are used to cover the cost of product purchases at the local food bank.  
Nearly 19% is spent on the purchase of food at retail and wholesale establishments, while 12% is spent on 
staff salaries.  Only 3.3% of pantry budgets are used to cover the cost of pantry rental space.  

Some pantries provided additional information on how their money is spent as follows:

• 5% on vehicle (food transportation) costs.

• 25% on utilities.

• 50% on mortgage.

• 10% on medications for those in need.

• 10% on transportation and supplies.

• 5% on Internet service.

• 10% on phone, copier supplies, tape and boxes for food drives, membership dues to the food bank and 
food coalition.

• 1.5% on program supplies.

• 5% for bags, print cartridges for printer and copier, paper for reports/declaration forms.  Larger 
purchases such as freezers and carts are approved by a board of directors.

• 12% on food delivery fees, 4% on food packing materials and 37% on non-food products.

• 58% on “related expenses”.

See table to follow:

Food Pantry Administrative Issues
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Pantry Budgets (continued)

Food Pantry Administrative Issues
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Where Pantries Spend Their Funds

Pantries depend most on the faith community for their financial support:  66.2% of the pantries solicit funds 
through faith congregations, and nearly 30% of their funding actually comes from faith congregations.  
Individual contributions are also critical:  23.5% of the pantries solicit funds through regular mailings to 
individuals, and pantries report that individual contributions make up nearly 26% of their funding.  While 
pantries make a fairly substantial outreach to corporations or businesses – nearly 37% of pantries solicit funds 
from them – only 7.3% of their funding actually comes from corporations or businesses. Similarly, 35.3% of 
the pantries solicit funds from non-profit foundations, but they report that only 15.3% of their funding 
actually comes from these non-profits.  Only a small percentage of funding (7.2% and 5.5%) reportedly 
comes from state and local government funds and federal funds, respectively.

See tables to follow:
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Pantry Budgets (continued)

Food Pantry Administrative Issues
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Pantry Budgets (continued)

We asked pantries to tell us about any other ways they solicit funds.  Following are the responses we 
received:

• Pantry uses very little solicitation; 90% of our donations are volunteered to us.

• Fundraisers.

• Walk Against Hunger (annual event).

• Annual community service.

• United Way.

• Church donations.

• Fairs, churches.

• Newspaper articles and presentations in the community, Rotory Lions, Kiwanis Clubs, Moose, Elks, 
Eagles, Game and Fish.

• Pantry is part of the budget of the church that sponsors it.

• All donations are voluntary.

• Newspaper.

• City contract.

• FEMA and city funding.

• Town and county funding.

• Fundraising dinners and silent auctions.

• United Way/Combined Federal Campaign.

• Community food drives/community events.

• Government funding opportunities.

We also asked pantries to tell us about funding sources, by percentage, other than those specified on our 
questionnaire.  Following are the responses we received:

• 23% United Way.

• 20% fundraising.

• 45% local organizations.

• 20% - pantry receives gifts from Disabled American Veterans and other groups that refer clients to it.  
The amount pantry receives from non-profit foundations varies from year to year depending on grant 
applications.  The pantry gets money or foods through the food bank that are purchased using FEMA 

Food Pantry Administrative Issues
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Pantry Budgets (continued)

funds.  The amount varies.  Many churches, schools, and scout organizations give food and or funds to 
the program.

• 19% United Way, 1.3% organizations.

• 58%, including 57% in-kind donations.  

We asked pantries to describe their most successful funding strategies.  Following are the responses we 
received:

• Doing a responsible job and individual thanking of all the people involved in getting us what we need.

• Direct Mail.

• One foundation gave us a grant of $10,000 and has repeated that grant.  We have also gotten one 
sizable federal government grant but that is not likely to happen again.

• Our fundraisers (Auction, Festival of Trees, etc.).

• Direct appeal to congregants and other interested individuals.

• Walk Against Hunger.

• Individual donations.

• Mailings.

• Before Thanksgiving, all churches have a service to donate money for turkeys.

• Word of mouth and e-mails to meet our needs for food.

• Grants, donations.

• Personal appeal.

• Solicitations (letters and personal contact).

• Church collections.

• Our group sponsored 5th Sunday dinners for contributions to food pantry.

• Having a local "Fair" where we get matching funds from TRIVENT.

• Houses of Worship.

• Donations only.

• School food drive.

• Golf outing.

• Evidence that we meet the needs of the inner city.

Food Pantry Administrative Issues
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Pantry Budgets (continued)

• Word of mouth, articles about our pantry, contacting local clubs and churches.

• Word of mouth from successful operations.

• United Way.

• Food drives and church donations.

• Keeping records so others can see the results of our efforts.

• Stories of helping families in need told to churches.

• Securing contract.

• Promote Great Love Spirit.

• RFP process.

• Faith.

• FEMA/e-mail outreach.

• Presentations to other churches and groups.  Also, grant applications.

• Annual Feinstein Challenge.

• A local community health foundation has pledged annual grant support for three years which has 
funded 90% of the pantry's budget.  The pantry also makes power point presentations to a local church 
which has generated committed monthly support.

• Congregation donations.

• Tapping into a nearby retirement community.

• CSBG grant funding.

• To continue to meet schedule for picking up USDA and bread products for small maintenance costs.

• Collect from church members.

• Pantry is part of the regular church budget.

• NAP Grant.

• Gifts from individuals.

• Pantry tells its local ministerium of churches of its needs and they give pantry what they can.

• Direct mail to more households; purchased new mailing list.

• Publicizing our simple and clear mission.

Food Pantry Administrative Issues
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Pantry Budgets (continued)

• Individuals provide the most reliable source of revenue with the greatest opportunity for growth.  
Donors are solicited through direct mail appeals (in-house and prospect), newsletter, special events 
and one-on-one solicitation.  In total, individual donors comprise 40% of pantry's revenue.

Despite the fact that pantries depend heavily on the faith community and individual contributions, where one 
might expect to see donation amounts fluctuating each year, 72.5% of the pantries say they consider their 
funding sources to be stable and dependable.

Internal and External Evaluations of Pantries

Most pantries (79%) do not conduct any formal self-evaluation of their pantry operation and slightly over half 
(53.6%) have ever been evaluated by an independent party.  For pantries that say they conduct formal self-
evaluation, following are the clarifications they provided about the methods they use:

• Director evaluates what works and doesn’t work and changes are made.

• Evaluation is done by pantry Board of Directors.

• Pantry works with the Food Bank and is in the process of introducing elements of client choice.  Pantry 
says that it is in a constant state of evaluation and improvement.

• Pantry reports that staff often meet to discuss best practices in food pantry operations.

• Pantry holds regular meetings.

• Pantry uses client questionnaire.

• Pantry uses daily checklists for cleanliness and on whether equipment is operating properly and 
monthly meetings with staff and volunteers on how things are going.  Clients are invited to write or 
verbally pass on comments.

• Pantry holds quarterly meeting reviews.

• Pantry holds workshops.

• Board meeting evaluates processes, food lists, etc.

• Pantry does client satisfaction surveys.

• Pantry watches what moves and talks to clients.

Pantries that have had independent parties evaluate their pantry have the following to say about whether the 
experience was helpful and, if so, how:

• It gives us insight into areas we sometimes overlook.  It makes our operation run more smoothly.

Food Pantry Administrative Issues



Food Pantry Programs • Analysis of Strategies and Operating Practices                 July, 2008

Copyright 2008, Ward Family Foundation, Inc.
All Rights Reserved. 54

Internal and External Evaluations of Pantries (continued)

• The Food Bank did a survey and site visit.  We usually do well on those evaluations.

• This process enabled us to have another set of eyes critique our effectiveness and make suggestions 
that would benefit the organization.

• Corrections made with positive feedback.

• Yes; verified operational strength.

• Yes; gave advice on making rules.

• State evaluated; provided a pat on the back.

• Learned about keeping freezer at certain temperature.

• The Food Bank of the Rockies, Department of Family Services, County Health officials.  The 
inspections are helpful because it reassures us that we are operating in the safest manner to provide 
product to our clients.

• America's Second Harvest inspects.  Keeps us in line with temperatures in refrigerator and freezers, etc.

• Yes, helps us to keep current.

• Minor changes were made as a result

• Yes, changes were made.

• Board of Health inspection provided helpful guidelines.

• Made some of our food categories more streamlined and actually follow USDA guidelines about 
ingredients and where to sort food items.

• The food bank points out any problems observed concerning storage, records and recommends changes 
as necessary.

• It documented that the pantry helps to make ends meet.

• We have an annual inspection by our local food bank for compliance of storage, etc.  However, we 
have not had an independent evaluation of our methods or food resources.

• Always helpful; they convinced us to try client choice.

• Dietary evaluation; revised menu.

• The evaluation gave us insights into how to do things more efficiently. 

Food Pantry Administrative Issues



Food Pantry Programs • Analysis of Strategies and Operating Practices                 July, 2008

Copyright 2008, Ward Family Foundation, Inc.
All Rights Reserved. 55

When Pantries Close

The majority of pantries (61.8%) have in place a plan to ensure continued operations should its key staff 
leave, but that leaves a sizable percentage of pantries (38.2%) that could face a disruption in its services in 
the event of staff turnover.  Most pantries (79.7%), however, report that there are other pantries within their 
immediate area that clients can also access.

Food Pantry Administrative Issues
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Pantry Use of Computers

Fewer than 1/4 of the pantries have a dedicated computer that they use in support of food pantry operations. 
Those pantries that do have access to computers report using them as shown in the table below.  Two pantries 
report that they use computers belonging to their pantry volunteers or, in one case, to their church to produce 
a pantry newsletter.   Additional clarifications received on how pantries use computers follow:

• Pantry uses a computer for accounting.

• Although there is a dedicated computer donated for the pantry program, it is generally used for 
administrative purposes as needed.  Most ordering, database maintenance, monthly reporting, quarterly 
reporting and inventory control are maintained on a personal lap top.  A personal online account is also 
used to order food.  There is online access at the pantry’s church, but there is not a drop where the 
computer for this program is located.

• Pantry uses a computer for food and financial donations and for general accounting.

• Pantry uses a computer to produce informational handouts and thank you letters to donors.

• Pantry has two pantry sites which are fully networked.  All clients are in the pantry’s database and each 
food pick-up is logged in the database on dedicated computers in the pantries.

Only 23.5% of the pantries have a website.

Food Pantry Administrative Issues
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Food Pantry Challenges and Reasons for Success
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Our survey asked pantries to describe the greatest challenge(s) they face.  Following are the answers they 
provided:

• Not enough time/volunteers.

• Huge increase in need and decrease in food resources.

• We have very little space so even if we wanted to operate like a market, we could not do it.

• Keeping food shelves stocked.

• We face the economic struggle daily.  Few resources and many hungry people.

• Having enough food during summer period; transportation to pick up food at food bank.

• Funding.

• Having enough food to give out all year long.

• Getting enough food from July to October when people are not thinking of our needs.

• Funding.

• Need for more space.

• Not enough meat products.

• Funding.

• Having sufficient supplies for our clients.

• Not enough resources.

• Dwindling supply of food at Food Bank.

• Money.

• Space.

• Maintaining an inventory that meets the demand of ever increasing numbers of clients.

• Lack of space.

• Keeping a wide variety of types of food.

• The needs and wants of people.

• Food shortage.

• Maintaining good volunteers.

• Finding help in areas where we cannot help.

• Increasing numbers of families that need food assistance with a limited amount of resources.

• Adequate funding.

Food Pantry Challenges and Reasons for Success
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• Providing adequate food.

• Because of distance from the food bank, we miss out on a lot of items for pick up; also the pantry 
continually grows due to the local economy; the pantry has 10/15 new applicants each month.

• Growing numbers of those in need.

• Continued finances to keep open.

• Continued funding.

• Not enough food.

• Not having enough food.

• Having food available.

• Having enough products to meet the needs of the community's needy.

• Limited income/limited space.

• Reducing dependency.

• Meeting needs, not enabling poor choices and decisions.

• Inadequate amount of food.

• Space and volunteers.

• Getting good quality food from Food Bank.

• Language capacity and maintenance of volunteers.

• Turning from church project to stand-alone nonprofit (earlier this year).

• Lack of food for the numbers serving/requesting food and lack of variety of food to allow people to 
"shop" for their specific needs.

• Keeping up with the demand for assistance with limited funding and staff.

• Finding enough money to purchase food to help all those who need our services.

• Physically able people to unload food when delivered.  Funding to purchase food for pantry.  Number 
of personnel trained and available to process USDA paperwork.  Personnel qualified to utilize our 
automated reporting system.

• Keeping the shelves stocked, cuts of the bonus items from USDA has deeply impacted our pantry.

• Maintaining enough inventory to fill orders.

• One of our greatest challenges is having access to sufficient food supply at our local food bank.  We 
have seen a 50% increase in visits to our pantry since this time last year and are needing more 

Food Pantry Challenges and Reasons for Success
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nonperishable food for our pantry.  Thankfully, our local government has contributed FEMA money to 
our local food bank which allows us to access FEMA food for our pantry.  Without this access, we 
would be hard pressed to keep sufficient food for our pantry without having to continually purchase 
food products at the retail level.  Space is another huge challenge we are facing.

• Finding volunteers and donations.

• Keeping staff consistent.

• Need of more choices of food.

• Need for empty boxes to distribute food.

• Getting clients through in a timely fashion.

• Supplying ethnic foods.

• The increasing number of individuals needing our help, especially families with children.

• Rising food costs and decreasing USDA contributions.

Our questionnaire also asked pantries to tell us what they believe most contributes to their pantry’s success.  
Following are the answers they provided:

• Dedication by present volunteers.

• Volunteers have small jobs to avoid burnout and we all appreciate each other.  We pray together and 
listen to each other and try to be understanding of each others' differences and come to equitable 
solutions if problems arise.  We consider ourselves a family.  Volunteers who do not share the service 
mentality of the whole usually do not stay long.  We seem always to have volunteers with particular 
talents we need from recycling to carpet cleaning to legal services, and they are all very willing to 
donate their skills.  We make use of Boy Scouts, Home Schoolers and kids who are in trouble and need 
service work.  I don't know how it works, but it seems that when we need something, it shows up.

• The operational model.  It is efficient and gives people choices.

• The faithfulness of our donors and a dedicated staff who care about people.

• Generous contributions.

• The fact that we love the people and want to serve them in any way possible.  We are service oriented.

• Support from the community (volunteers, food, funding).

• The people.

• Interest of others in funding; volunteers.

• Our volunteers who enjoy what we do.

• Local not-for-profit foundation being available for us to depend upon.

Food Pantry Challenges and Reasons for Success
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• Grants, donations.

• The dedication of the volunteers, and the fact that the pantry is staffed entirely by volunteers, allowing 
the pantry to use 100% of its raised funds to purchase products for distribution; pantry is also well-
organized with an established routine.

• Prayers.

• Dedicated staff.

• Sincerity of volunteers.

• Supervision, expertise and leadership.

• Great volunteers.

• Word of mouth results in lots of food being given out.

• Dedicated volunteer staff.

• Volunteers.

• Canned goods.

• The want to make a difference in the community with the seniors.

• Being well organized.

• Staff and volunteers.

• Public awareness.

• Volunteers and faithful contributors.

• Lots of love, patience and wonderful volunteers; pantry also noted that one of its biggest helps is a 
connection with the local correctional center.  That center usually sends 6 or 8 inmates monthly (2 
days).  They help unload trucks and pack boxes.  Also, they help with set up and clean up.

• Our faith.

• Willing spirit to serve.

• Community support and sufficient number of volunteers.

• A wonderful church congregation.

• My volunteer.

• Generosity of congregations and community schools and businesses.

• The Lord.

• Continuity and simplicity.

• A loving environment.

Food Pantry Challenges and Reasons for Success
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• Commitment of staff and local churches to see  that our food pantry is a useful part of our ministry to 
the community.

• Supplements low income needs.

• Volunteers.

• Partnership established with Food Bank and School Administration.

• Quality and quantity of food, respect by program of participants and hard work by staff and volunteers.

• The volunteers and people who run the pantry are people who came to get food; the pantry is run for 
and by the same people.

• Staff.

• God's grace and kindness to all of those in need.

• Longevity of the staff.

• Volunteer attitudes.  All clients are treated with respect.

• Community support.

• We treat our clients with dignity and respect by allowing them to participate in choosing the foods their 
families need and enjoy.  Our volunteers interact on a personal level with each client who visits our 
Center and often times we have opportunity to pray and share the love of Christ with them.  Our 
service area is a specific area of our county and we are well acquainted with families in the area.

• Dedicated volunteers.

• The desire of our volunteers to remain diligent and caring towards those we serve.

• The Lord and our church members.

• Volunteers.

• Great volunteers and a good choice of food.

• The networking of pantry director and community support.

• Our community support through the churches and our large group of volunteers.

• We operate in a wealthy and generous community.

• Great support from the county government and the community.

• Food Bank.

• Excellent staff, great volunteers, good reputation, wrap-around services.

Food Pantry Challenges and Reasons for Success
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Food Pantry’s Relationship to the Community
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Determining Community Need

Few pantries interact with other members of the community such as social service agencies or other area 
pantries to try to determine community need.  A sizable percentage of pantries (72.7%) report that they 
simply obtain what they can from food banks, retail establishments, wholesale establishments, and other 
sources and put out whatever they can for clients to access.  Only 9.1% of pantries interact regularly with 
social service agencies to try to determine the community’s food need.  A few pantries provided additional 
information on the question including a description of a comprehensive approach to determine community 
need that one pantry takes. That pantry looks at several things:

whether grocery stores experience an increase in the amount of loss directly related to shoplifting or 
employee theft;

whether there is an increase in the number of people eating at the community soup kitchen;

whether there is an increase in the number of people receiving food stamps;

whether there is an increase in the number of people using another area pantry as well as their own 
pantry.

If there are increases in all of these categories, especially in the area of grocery story loss, that indicates to the 
pantry that food availability is not meeting the community’s needs.

Another pantry reports that it is undergoing a strategic plan and has just surveyed the community to try to 
better understand the food needs of the community.
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Pantry Involvement in Public Policy Debate

Nearly 90% of pantries surveyed say they never participate in public policy decisions or legislative 
initiatives.  However, several do specify that they are very proactive in this area and take these steps:

• Sponsor lectures and forums on poverty, try to keep abreast of current issues, and testify before the City 
Council.

• Testify at appropriations hearings and call state representatives.

• Provide education to the state legislature describing how increasing funds to purchase USDA Food 
Commodity items is a better use of scarce resources than for some of the other state funded programs.  
The pantry also educates federal elected officials on livable wage campaigns, minimum wage, Low-
Income housing Trust Funding, Medicare Part D prescription drug plans, etc.

• Run an advocacy program focused on three core areas:  1) food/nutrition; 2) affordable housing; 3) 
health/mental health.  The Food and Nutrition goals for 2008 include increasing accessibility to fresh 
produce for people living in low income neighborhoods and increasing access and ease in applying for 
food stamps by becoming a Food Stamp Application site.

Food Pantry’s Relationship to the Community
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Alabama
Catholic Social Services, Chatom; 251-847-2708
Regency Church of Christ, Mobile; 251-345-8050
Samuel Chapel AME Church, Prichard; 251-456-7588

Alaska
Bristol Bay Native Association, Dillingham; 907-842-3663
Chugiak Eagle River Food Pantry, Eagle River; 907-694-5228

Arizona
H.O.P.E. Outreach, Mesa; 480-844-4487
Round Valley Cares, Inc., Springerville
Society of St. Vincent De Paul of All Saints Church, Mesa; 480-985-7693
Taiwan Buddhist Tzu Chi Foundation, Chandler; 480-838-6556
Tri-Community Food Bank, Inc., Mammoth; 520-487-2010

California
Derek Silva Community, San Francisco; 415-575-3830
The Food Pantry, San Francisco; 415-695-0416
John Muir Elementary School, San Francisco; 415-241-6335
OMI Family Resource Center, San Francisco; 415-406-1370
South Coast Fellowship Food Pantry, Ventura; 805-658-7223

Colorado
Food Share, Fort Collins; 970-530-3110
Food Chare, Loveland; 970-530-3110

Connecticut
Enfield Food Shelter, Enfield; 860-741-7321
MACC Pantry, Manchester; 860-647-8003

District of Columbia
Bread for the City; Washington, DC; 202-265-2400
Father McKenna Center, Washington, DC 202-842-1112

Florida
Faith Based Human Care Network Altoona Food Pantry, Altoona; 352-669-1382
Our Lady of the Lakes/St. Vincent De Paul Society; Deltona; 386-860-0603
Semoran Food Pantry, Orlando; 407-658-0999
St. Joseph Food Pantry, Moore Haven; 863-946-0696
St. Paul’s Food Pantry; Leesburg; 352-787-6354
St. Vincent de Paul, Apopka; 407-886-4602

Georgia
Joseph House, Hinesville; 912-876-3115
Life Enhancement and Enrichment Program, Inc., Savannah; 912-233-9767
Savannah Baptist Center, Savannah; 912-232-1033
Tri-State Food Pantry, Inc., Trenton; 706-657-4887
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Indiana
Chapel Rock Food Pantry, Indianapolis; 317-247-9739
Community Care of Garrett, Garrett; 260-357-3315
Community & Churches Food Pantry, Winchester; 765-584-1250
Harlan/Grabill Food Pantry, Harlan; 260-657-5364

Iowa
New Hartford United Methodist Church Food Pantry, New Hartford; 319-983-2322
Salvation Army, Waterloo; 319-235-9358
South Tama County Food Pantry, Tama; 641-484-4805

Maryland
The Fort Washington Food Pantry, Fort Washington; 301-248-4290
Tanner Community Resource Center, Oxon Hill; 301-839-8153

Mississippi
Saucier Community Food Pantry, Saucier; 228-832-3737

New Hampshire
Berlin CAP Food Pantry, Berlin; 603-752-3248
Friends of Forgotten Children, Concord; 603-753-4801

New Jersey
AC Rescue Mission, Atlantic City; 609-347-5517
E and L Caring Agency, Inc., Willingboro; 609-835-9696
Kaighn Avenue Food Ministries, Camden; 856-365-4496
New Mickle Baptist Church, Camden; 609-871-0865

New York
Blessed Sacrament Parish Food Pantry, Albany; 518-482-3375
Sacred Heart, Albany; 518-434-0680
Town of Bethlehem Food Pantry, Delmar; 518-439-4955

North Dakota
FM Emergency Food Pantry; Fargo; 701-237-9337
Nelson County Food Pantry; Michigan; 701-259-2225

Pennsylvania
Bethel-Tulpehocken; Bethel; 717-933-4060
Central Park UMC Food Ministry, Reading; 610-375-2662
Conrad Weiser Food Pantry, Robesonia; 610-693-8313
Northeastern Berks Pantry, Kurtztown; 610-683-7791

South Carolina
Restoration Ministries, N. Charleston; 843-478-5226

South Dakota
The Salvation Army, Watertown; 605-886-4030
Mobridge Food Pantry, Mobridge; 605-845-7855
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Virginia
Arlington Food Assistance Center, Arlington; 703-845-8486
Boykins United Methodist Church Food Pantry, Boykins; 757-654-6888
Food for Others, Fairfax; 703-207-9173
Fishes & Loaves Ministry, Ocean View Presbyterian Church, Norfolk; 757-588-7775
First United Baptist Church, Gloucester; 804-693-5150
Grove Christian Outreach Center, Williamsburg; 757-887-1100
Jerusalem Baptist Church, Waverly; 757-294-0139
Link’s Food Pantry, Newport News; 757-595-1953
Star of the Sea Outreach, Virginia Beach; 757-428-1244

Wyoming
Interfaith-Good Samaritan, Laramie; 307-742-4240
The Lord’s Storehouse, Evanston; 307-444-8169
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