


 

 

 

Hunger in America 2014 

National Report Prepared for Feeding America 

 Authors 

 Nancy S. Weinfield, PhD, Westat 

Gregory Mills, PhD, Urban Institute 

Christine Borger, PhD, Westat 

Maeve Gearing, PhD, Urban Institute 

Theodore Macaluso, PhD, consultant 

Jill Montaquila, PhD, Westat 

Sheila Zedlewski, Urban Institute 

 

 August 2014  

 

Prepared for: 

Feeding America 

35 East Wacker Drive, Suite 2000  

Chicago, IL 60601 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Prepared by: 

Westat and the Urban Institute 

 

Westat 

An Employee-Owned Research Corporation® 

1600 Research Boulevard 

Rockville, Maryland 20850-3129 

(301) 251-1500 

 

Urban Institute 

2100 M Street NW 

Washington, DC 20037 



 

   

Hunger in America 2014 National Report  iii 
  

 
Table of Contents 

Chapter Page 

 

 Acknowledgments ..............................................................................................  xiv 
 
1 Introduction and Background ..........................................................................  1 
 

1.1 The Charitable Food Assistance Network Serves a Critical 
Need ........................................................................................................  1 

1.2 The Weak Economy Has Increased Demand for Food 
Assistance ...............................................................................................  4 

1.3 How the Feeding America Network Delivers Food 
Assistance ...............................................................................................  5 

1.4 The Hunger in America 2014 Study Updates the Public 
on the Use of Charitable Food Assistance ........................................  8 

 
2 Meeting the Challenge of Collecting Data about Food Programs 

and Clients ...........................................................................................................  10 
 
 Key Findings .......................................................................................................  10 
 

2.1 Study and Sample Design ....................................................................  11 
 

2.1.1 Instrument Development ....................................................  11 
2.1.2 Study Design .........................................................................  14 
2.1.3 Program Type Definitions ...................................................  17 
 

2.2 Agency Survey Implementation ..........................................................  20 
 

2.2.1 Collecting Data from Partner Agencies.............................  20 
2.2.2 Agency Survey Data Collection ..........................................  21 
2.2.3 Agency Survey Resource Materials ....................................  22 
2.2.4 Agency Survey Field Period ................................................  22 
2.2.5 Agency Survey Monitoring ..................................................  23 
 

2.3 Training of Food Bank Hunger Study Coordinators and 
Volunteer Data Collectors ...................................................................  23 

2.4 Client Survey Implementation ............................................................  24 
 

2.4.1 Client Survey Translation ....................................................  24 
2.4.2 Client Data Collection Procedures .....................................  25 
2.4.3 Client Survey Field Period ...................................................  26 
2.4.4 Client Survey Resources ......................................................  27 

  



 

   

Hunger in America 2014 National Report  iv 
  

Contents (continued) 

Chapter Page 

 

2.5 Response Rates ......................................................................................  28 
 

2.5.1 Characteristics of Client Survey Respondents ..................  31 
 

2.6 Methodological Considerations in Understanding and 
Interpreting Findings ............................................................................  33 

 
2.6.1 Changes in Program Types between HIA 2010 

and HIA 2014 ........................................................................  33 
2.6.2 Underrepresentation of Children Served by the 

Feeding America Network ..................................................  33 
2.6.3 Survey Respondents, Their Households, and 

Food Program Clients ..........................................................  34 
2.6.4 Agency List Challenges ........................................................  34 
2.6.5 Volunteer Data Collection Efforts .....................................  35 
2.6.6 Natural Disasters ..................................................................  35 
2.6.7 Changes from Past Hunger in America Studies 

to Hunger in America 2014 .................................................  36 
 

2.7 Summary of Analytical Approach.......................................................  37 
 

2.7.1 Weighting Survey Data ........................................................  38 
2.7.2 Valid Survey Responses .......................................................  39 
2.7.3 Tabular Presentation ............................................................  39 
2.7.4 Client Counts .........................................................................  40 
2.7.5 Sampling Challenges and Practical Constraints 

Affecting Precision of Estimates ........................................  41 
 

3 Describing the Feeding America National Network .....................................  44 
 
 Key Findings .......................................................................................................  44 
 

3.1 Feeding Americaõs Network Is Large and Multifaceted ..................  44 
 

3.1.1 Organization of the Network .............................................  44 
3.1.2 Number and Types of Partner Agencies ...........................  45 
3.1.3 Types of Programs Operated by the Agencies .................  48 

  



 

   

Hunger in America 2014 National Report  v 
  

Contents (continued) 

Chapter Page 

 

3.2 The Agenciesõ Programs Provide Hunger-Relief Services 
to Clients ................................................................................................  53 

 
3.2.1 Agency Oversight and Paid Staff .......................................  54 
3.2.2 Program Volunteers .............................................................  55 
3.2.3 Sources of FoodñFood Bank, Donations, 

Purchasing ..............................................................................  58 
3.2.4 Language Diversity of Food Program Clients ..................  61 
3.2.5 Restrictions on Service Receipt ..........................................  62 
3.2.6 Programsõ Ability to Serve Clients .....................................  62 
 

3.3 Partner Agencies Provide Other Food-Related and Non-
Food Services.........................................................................................  65 

 
3.3.1 Services Related to Government Programs ......................  65 
3.3.2 Agency Funding ....................................................................  72 
 

4 Characteristics of Feeding America Clients and Their Households ...........  78 
 
 Key Findings .......................................................................................................  78 
 

4.1 Estimating Clients Served by Feeding America................................  80 
 

4.1.1 Method for Computing Client Count Estimates .............  81 
4.1.2 Estimates of Clients in the Feeding America 

Network .................................................................................  84 
4.1.3 Selected Demographic Characteristics of 

Feeding America Clients ......................................................  86 
4.1.4 Interpreting Changes in Client Estimates from 

2010 to 2014 ..........................................................................  88 
 

4.2 Feeding America Clients Come from a Diverse Set of 
Households ............................................................................................  89 

 
4.2.1 Household Size of Clients ...................................................  90 
4.2.2 Ages of Household Members .............................................  92 
4.2.3 Single and Multiple Race/Ethnicity Client 

Households ............................................................................  93 
4.2.4 Educational Attainment in Client Households ................  95 

  



 

   

Hunger in America 2014 National Report  vi 
  

Contents (continued) 

Chapter Page 

 

4.2.5 Households with Military Service Members .....................  96 
4.2.6 Languages Spoken at Home ................................................  98 
4.2.7 Housing Characteristics .......................................................  99 

 
4.3 Work, School, and Barriers and Bridges to Work ............................  106 
 

4.3.1 Household Employment .....................................................  107 
4.3.2 Full-Time and Part-Time Work ..........................................  108 
4.3.3 Being Unemployed or Out of the Workforce ..................  109 
4.3.4 Potential Barriers and Bridges to Employment ...............  113 
 

4.4 Health, Income, and Poverty ..............................................................  116 
 

4.4.1 Health Status and Health Conditions ................................  117 
4.4.2 Health Insurance and Unpaid Medical Bills .....................  120 
4.4.3 Income and Poverty .............................................................  121 
 

5 Clients Householdsõ Use of Food Assistance .................................................  131 
 
 Key Findings .......................................................................................................  131 
 

5.1 Securing Enough Food for the Household .......................................  132 
 

5.1.1 Household Food Security Status ........................................  132 
5.1.2 Making Difficult Decisions about Buying Food 

vs. Paying for Other Necessities .........................................  134 
5.1.3 Needing to Plan for Food Assistance to Meet a 

Monthly Budget ....................................................................  136 
 

5.2 Client Householdsõ Use of Other Food Assistance .........................  137 
 

5.2.1 Client Householdsõ Use of SNAP ......................................  139 
 

5.2.1.1 Exhaustion of SNAP Benefits ............................  141 
5.2.1.2 Reasons Why Clients Do Not Receive 

SNAP .....................................................................  143 
 

5.2.2 Receipt of Nutrition Assistance Focused on 
Children ..................................................................................  147 

  



 

   

Hunger in America 2014 National Report  vii 
  

Contents (continued) 

Chapter Page 

 

5.3 Householdsõ Engagement in Coping Strategies ...............................  149 
 

5.3.1 Coping Strategies to Get Enough Food ............................  150 
 

6 Summary of Findings .........................................................................................  154 
 

6.1 Completing a National Profile of the Feeding America 
Network and Its Clients .......................................................................  155 

 
6.1.1 Innovations in Hunger in America 2014 ...........................  155 
6.1.2 Select Challenges in Hunger in America 2014 ..................  155 
 

6.2 The Feeding America Network of Services ......................................  157 
 

6.2.1 Range of Partner Agencies and Programs ........................  157 
6.2.2 Partner Agency and Program Resources ...........................  157 
 

6.3 Food Assistance Clients and Their Households Are 
Diverse ....................................................................................................  158 

 
6.3.1 Client and Household Demographic 

Characteristics .......................................................................  158 
6.3.2 Challenges Client Households Face ...................................  159 
6.3.3 Client Householdsõ Food Security, Use of Food 

Assistance, and Other Coping Strategies ..........................  160 
 
 

Tables 

 

2-1 Client surveys administered by language .........................................................  24 
 
2-2 Completed client surveys by month ................................................................  27 
 
2-3 Unweighted distribution of program visits by program category ................  30 
 
2-4 Survey respondents by age group .....................................................................  31 
 
2-5 Survey respondents by gender ..........................................................................  32 
 
2-6 Survey respondents by race and ethnicity .......................................................  32 

  



 

   

Hunger in America 2014 National Report  viii 
  

Contents (continued) 

Tables (continued) Page 

 

3-1 Distribution of agencies by subtype .................................................................  47 
 
3-2 Distribution of agencies by food or non-food programs .............................  48 
 
3-3 Distribution of agencies by meal or grocery programs, among 

agencies with food programs ............................................................................  49 
 
3-4 Distribution of programs by type of food or non-food program ...............  49 
 
3-5 Distribution of meal programs by subtype, categorized by 

program target age group ..................................................................................  51 
 
3-6 Distribution of grocery programs by subtype, categorized by 

program target age group ..................................................................................  52 
 
3-7 Agencies employing paid staff and the median number of full-

time equivalent paid staff, by type of agency ..................................................  55 
 
3-8 Total number of volunteers and total hours volunteered per 

month, among programs with volunteers .......................................................  56 
 
3-9 Median number of volunteers and median number of hours 

volunteered per program in an average month, among programs 
with volunteers ....................................................................................................  56 

 
3-10 Age range of volunteers, among programs with volunteers during 

the past 12 months .............................................................................................  57 
 
3-11 Programs reporting difficulty obtaining and retaining volunteers 

by degree of difficulty, among programs with volunteers during 
the past 12 months .............................................................................................  58 

 
3-12 Average percentage of total food distributed during the past 12 

months, by source...............................................................................................  59 
 
3-13 Frequently purchased items in the past 12 months, by source ....................  60 
 
3-14 Programs reporting food donations during the past 12 months, 

by source ..............................................................................................................  61 
  



 

   

Hunger in America 2014 National Report  ix 
  

Contents (continued) 

Tables (continued) Page 

 

3-15 Programs indicating a change in limitations on clientsõ frequency 
of use during the past 12 months .....................................................................  62 

 
3-16 Programs reporting changes in the number of clients compared 

to the prior year...................................................................................................  63 
 
3-17 Programs reporting the degree to which they had food available 

to meet needs of clients during the past 12 months ......................................  64 
 
3-18 Programs turning clients away for any reason during the past 12 

months..................................................................................................................  64 
 
3-19 Agencies providing services related to the Supplemental 

Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) and subtypes of services 
offered ..................................................................................................................  66 

 
3-20 Agencies reporting level of funding, by source of funds ..............................  73 
 
3-21 Agencies reporting select reductions during the past 12 months ................  74 
 
3-22 Agencies reporting select reasons for making reductions, among 

agencies that reported reductions during the past 12 months .....................  75 
 
3-23 Agencies reporting challenges associated with continuing to 

provide services, among agencies that reported reductions during 
the past 12 months .............................................................................................  77 

 
4-1 Estimates of the number of clients served by program type .......................  85 
 
4-2 Selected demographic characteristics of Feeding America clients ..............  87 
 
4-3 Client household composition ..........................................................................  90 
 
4-4 Client households by size ..................................................................................  91 
 
4-5 Client households containing members in select age ranges ........................  92 
 
4-6 Single and multiple race/ethnicity households ...............................................  94 
  



 

   

Hunger in America 2014 National Report  x 
  

Contents (continued) 

Tables (continued) Page 

 

4-7 Client households by highest educational attainment, among adult 
household members ...........................................................................................  95 

 
4-8 Client household military service .....................................................................  97 
 
4-9 Client households by primary language(s) spoken in household 

among adults .......................................................................................................  98 
 
4-10 Client households by type of nontemporary housing ...................................  100 
 
4-11 Client households by type of temporary housing ..........................................  101 
 
4-12 Client households with various housing payment arrangements, 

among clients residing in nontemporary housing ..........................................  103 
 
4-13 Respondents by recent housing transitions ....................................................  104 
 
4-14 Client households by cooking or cold storage capacity at home .................  105 
 
4-15 Client households by most employed person in the past 

12 months ............................................................................................................  108 
 
4-16 Client households by typical hours worked per week, among 

households with employment in the past 12 months....................................  109 
 
4-17 Client households by duration without employment, among client 

households where most employed person is currently not 
working .................................................................................................................  111 

 
4-18 Client householdsõ work status in the past four weeks; and 

reasons for not looking for work, among client households where 
formerly most employed person is now out of the workforce ....................  112 

 
4-19 Respondents responsible for grandchildren in the household ....................  114 
 
4-20 Client households with household member(s) released from 

prison in the past 12 months ............................................................................  114 
 
4-21 Client households by adult student status .......................................................  116 

  



 

   

Hunger in America 2014 National Report  xi 
  

Contents (continued) 

Tables (continued) Page 

 

4-22 Client households by health status of respondent and presence of 
another household member in poor health ....................................................  118 

 
4-23 Client households with member(s) having select health conditions ...........  119 
 
4-24 Client households in which no one has health insurance, and 

client households with unpaid medical bills ...................................................  121 
 
4-25 All client households by reported monthly income ranges, and 

monthly household income as a percentage of the poverty level ................  123 
 
4-26 Households with at least one child by reported monthly income 

ranges, and monthly household income as a percentage of the 
poverty level ........................................................................................................  124 

 
4-27 Households with at least one senior by reported monthly income 

ranges, and monthly household income as a percentage of the 
poverty level ........................................................................................................  125 

 
4-28 All client households by reported annual income ranges, and 

annual household income as a percentage of the poverty level ...................  127 
 
4-29 Client households with at least one child by reported annual 

income ranges, and annual household income as a percentage of 
the poverty level ..................................................................................................  128 

 
4-30 Client households with at least one senior by reported annual 

income ranges, and annual household income as a percentage of 
the poverty level ..................................................................................................  129 

 
5-1 Client households by level of food security ....................................................  133 
 
5-2 Client households reporting frequency of choosing between food 

and other necessities in the past 12 months ...................................................  135 
 
5-3 Client households reporting different strategies for food 

assistance ..............................................................................................................  137 
  



 

   

Hunger in America 2014 National Report  xii 
  

Contents (continued) 

Tables (continued) Page 

 

5-4 Client households by reported current receipt of SNAP benefits, 
and among those not currently receiving benefits, whether or not 
they have applied ................................................................................................  140 

 
5-5 Client households by reported usual time to exhaustion of SNAP 

benefits, among households receiving SNAP benefits .................................  142 
 
5-6 Client households reporting select reasons for not applying for 

SNAP benefits, among households that have never applied .......................  144 
 
5-7 Client households reporting not having qualified for SNAP 

benefits at some point, among households that have ever applied, 
and main reason for not qualifying ..................................................................  145 

 
5-8 Client households by potential income eligibility for SNAP 

benefits, among households not receiving SNAP benefits ..........................  146 
 
5-9 Client households reporting SNAP benefits stopping, among 

households that have ever applied, and main reason for benefits 
stopping ................................................................................................................  147 

 
5-10 Client households by reported current receipt of WIC benefits .................  148 
 
5-11 Client household participation in programs targeted at children 

other than WIC, among households with school-aged children .................  149 
 
5-12 Client households by coping strategies used to get enough food 

in the past 12 months .........................................................................................  151 
 
5-13 Client households reporting number of coping strategies used to 

get enough food in the past 12 months...........................................................  153 
 
 

Figures 

 

1-1 Sources of food and channels of food distribution in the Feeding 
America network.................................................................................................  7 

 
2-1 Tablet computers ready for data collection at a food program site ............  13 

  



 

   

Hunger in America 2014 National Report  xiii 
  

Contents (continued) 

Figures (continued) Page 

 

2-2 Multistage design of Hunger in America 2014 ...............................................  16 
 
2-3 Participation of the Feeding America network in Hunger in 

America 2014.......................................................................................................  18 
 
2-4 Program type categorizations used in Hunger in America 2014 .................  20 
 
3-1 Hunger in America 2014 food bank service areas .........................................  46 
 
3-2 Distribution of meal and grocery programs, among food 

programs ..............................................................................................................  50 
 
3-3 Outreach approach among agencies offering SNAP-related 

services .................................................................................................................  67 
 
3-4 Reasons for not offering SNAP-related services, among agencies 

reporting not offering them ..............................................................................  68 
 
3-5 Agencies providing assistance with specific government programs 

other than SNAP ................................................................................................  69 
 
3-6 Agencies providing assistance with government programs other 

than SNAP ...........................................................................................................  70 
 
3-7 Agencies providing information about services in more than one 

language, by type of agency ...............................................................................  72 
 
3-8 Agencies reporting level of anxiety associated with continuing to 

provide services, among agencies that reported reductions during 
the past 12 months .............................................................................................  76 

 
4-1 Client households in temporary versus nontemporary housing ..................  99 
 
4-2 Employment status in the past four weeks of the most employed 

person ...................................................................................................................  110 

 



 

   

Hunger in America 2014 National Report  xiv 
  

Acknowledgments 

 
We would like to acknowledge the strong support and vision of the core Hunger in America 2014 

team at Feeding America: Maura Daly, Elaine Waxman, PhD, Emily Engelhard, Theresa DelVecchio 

Dys, Monica Hake, Amaris Kinne, Brittany Morgan, Meghan OõLeary, and David Watsula. The 

quality of the product was also much improved through sound advice from the Technical Advisory 

Group (TAG) of Feeding America as well as through review of the report by outside experts. 

 
Technical Advisory Group of Feeding America 

Craig Gundersen, PhD, Endowed Professor, University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign 
Alison Jacknowitz, PhD, Associate Professor, American University  
Robert Santos, Chief Methodologist, Urban Institute 

Expert Reviewers 

John Cook, PhD, Associate Professor, Boston University 
Colleen Heflin, PhD, Associate Professor, University of Missouri 
Dean Jolliffe, PhD, Senior Economist, The World Bank Development Research Group 
Rich Lucas, Acting Associate Administrator, USDA Food and Nutrition Service 
Nancy Mathiowetz, PhD, Professor, University of Wisconsin Milwaukee 
Molly Scott, Senior Research Associate, Urban Institute 
Hilary Seligman, MD, Assistant Professor, University of California San Francisco 
Anita Singh, PhD, Branch Chief, USDA Food and Nutrition Service SNAP Evaluation 
Branch 
Laura Tiehen, PhD, Economist, USDA Economic Research Service 

At Westat, several staff made critical contributions throughout the course of the study, especially 

Nancy Weinfield, PhD, Jill Montaquila, PhD, and Christine Borger, PhD. During data collection, 

Julie Bollmer, PhD and Roline Milfort, PhD spent long hours obtaining necessary information from 

the food banks and providing feedback to them throughout the sampling process. Additional 

support came from Susan Acker, Bryan Davis, Matthew English, Lauren Faulkner,  

William Frey, PhD, Beth Hintz, Jennifer Kawata, Laurie May, PhD, Martha Palan, Jarnee Riley, Beth 

Slotman, and many others. 

 

At the Urban Institute, Maeve Gearing, PhD, Gregory Mills, PhD, Tracy Vericker, PhD, and Sheila 

Zedlewski all contributed to the final report products, providing their expertise, writing, and analysis. 

Programming support was provided by Sybil Mendonca. 

 

The members of the Feeding America Report Review Committee, representing both Feeding 

America National Office Staff, network staff, and the TAG, provided valuable feedback and 



   

Hunger in America 2014 National Report  xv 
  

Acknowledgements 

 

revisions during the review phase of the study. We also acknowledge the contributions of the 

Feeding America Member Advisory Committee (MAC) who provided support throughout the 

entirety of the study. 

 
Report Review Committee 

Joanne Batson, Foodbank of Southeastern Virginia 
Katie Carver, Akron-Canton Regional Foodbank 
Helen Costello, New Hampshire Food Bank 
Angela DePaul, Feeding America 
Jessica Hager, Feeding America 
Sophie Milam, Feeding America 
Ami McReynolds, Feeding America 
Carol Tienken, The Greater Boston Food Bank 
Eleni Towns, Feeding America 

Feeding America Member Advisory Committee 

Joanne Batson, Foodbank of Southeastern Virginia 
Jeff Dronkers, Los Angeles Regional Food Bank 
JC Dwyer, Texas Food Bank Network 
Dan Flowers, Akron-Canton Regional Foodbank 
Melanie Gosselin, New Hampshire Food Bank 
Estella Mayhue-Greer, Mid-South Food Bank 
Carol Tienken, The Greater Boston Food Bank 
Jodi Tyson, Three Square Food Bank 
David Weaver, South Plains Food Bank 

Additional support came from other members of the Feeding America national office, including 

Emily Basten, Lisa Davis, Adam Dewey, Michael Kato, Elizabeth Rowan-Chandler, and Amy Satoh. 

 

We would also like to acknowledge and extend our sincere gratitude to the staff and volunteers at 

each of the participating food banks, agencies, and programs, who dedicated their time and efforts 

to the Hunger in America study and were integral to the implementation of the study in the field. 

 

Finally, we acknowledge each of the clients who graciously agreed to share their stories with us 

through participation in the Client Survey. Their contributions made this study possible. 

 



 

   

Hunger in America 2014 National Report  1 
  

Feeding America, the nationõs leading domestic hunger-relief organization, has conducted the most 

comprehensive study of hunger in America every four years since 1993. Like the prior studies, 

Hunger in America 2014 (HIA 2014), the latest iteration, documents the critical role that the 

charitable food assistance network plays in supporting struggling families in the United States. Study 

results are based on surveys of food programs in the charitable food assistance network supported 

by Feeding America, and clients that access services through that network in 2012-2013.1 In addition 

to this report on the Feeding America national network, this study has resulted in 42 state reports 

and 196 food bank reports detailing network activities on local levels. 

 

The current assessment occurs in a period with historically high demand for food assistance. 

Unemployment and poverty rates have remained high since the Great Recession of 2008,2 and the 

number of households receiving nutrition assistance from the federal governmentõs Supplemental 

Nutrition Assistance Program has increased by approximately 50 percent between 2009 and 2013.3 

Demand for charitable food assistance has also expanded. HIA  2014 finds an increased number of 

individuals relying on charitable assistance to access nutritious foods for themselves and their 

families. 

 

 

1.1 The Charitable Food Assistance Network Serves a Critical 

Need 

The federal government annually measures household food security ð defined as all people in a 

household having enough food for an active healthy life at all times ð and distinguishes four levels of 

  

                                                 

1 All identified programs were invited to participate in the Hunger in America 2014 (HIA 2014) Agency Survey. For the 
Client Survey, data collection visits were not conducted at programs that exclusively serve adults with severe cognitive 
or mental health disabilities, children, or other confidential populations such as victims of domestic violence. 

2 Officially the recession lasted from December 2007 through June 2009. 
See http://www.nber.org/cycles/cyclesmain.html. 

3 SNAP caseload statistics are from www.fns.usda.gov/pd/16SNAPpartHH.htm. 

Introduction and Background 1 

http://www.nber.org/cycles/cyclesmain.html
http://www.fns.usda.gov/pd/16SNAPpartHH.htm
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food security from high to very low.4 Households classified as having low or very low food security 

are combined into the category of food insecure. In 2012, more than one in seven (17.6 million) U.S. 

households experienced food insecurity at some time during the year.5 All of these households 

experienced limited or uncertain access to adequate food including reports of reduced quality, 

variety, or desirability of diet. About 7 million of these households had members who went hungry 

or skipped meals, an indication of very low food security. Rates of food insecurity are particularly 

high in households with incomes near or below the federal poverty level and in single-parent 

households with children. Although about half of those who are food insecure live in White, 

non-Hispanic households, the rate of food insecurity is about twice as high among Black and 

Hispanic households.6 

 

Federal food assistance programs help to alleviate hunger and poor nutrition for millions of food-

insecure individuals. These programs are targeted at low-income households, with specific programs 

targeting vulnerable populations like children, seniors, and pregnant or post-partum women. About 

six in 10 food-insecure households participate in one or more of the three largest federal food and 

nutrition assistance programs: the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP); the Special 

Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children (WIC); and the National School 

Lunch Program (NSLP).7 

 

SNAP, formerly known as the Food Stamp Program, is the largest nutrition assistance program. 

Participating low-income households receive monthly SNAP benefit allotments in the form of 

electronic debit cards (also known as EBT, or electronic benefit transfer). While SNAP is intended 

for low-income households, it is not targeted for any specific subgroup within that population. 

SNAP benefits can be redeemed only at authorized retailers and are limited to the purchase of food 

                                                 

4 The U.S. Department of Agriculture defines four levels of food security. High food security indicates no reported 
food-access problems. Marginal food security indicates one or two reported problems that are typically anxiety over 
food sufficiency or shortage of food in the house, but with little or no indication of changes in diets or food intake. 
Low food security indicates reports of reduced quality, variety, or desirability of diet and indicates little or no reduced 
food intake. Very low food security indicates reports of multiple disrupted eating patterns and reduced food intake. 
The food security measure used in HIA 2014 combines high and marginal food security into a single category. 
Definitions are from http://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/food-nutrition-assistance/food-security-in-the-us/definitions-
of-food-security.aspx#.U76oj_ldW-g 

5 Alicia Coleman-Jensen, Mark Nord, and Anita Singh. (2013). Household Food Security in the United States in 2012, 
ERR-155 (Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Agriculture, Economic Research Service), 
http://www.ers.usda.gov/publications/err-economic-research-report/err155.aspx. Earlier years are available at the 
same web site. 

6 Ibid., Table 2, p. 13. 

7 Ibid., Table 2, p. 13. 

http://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/food-nutrition-assistance/food-security-in-the-us/definitions-of-food-security.aspx#.U76oj_ldW-g
http://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/food-nutrition-assistance/food-security-in-the-us/definitions-of-food-security.aspx#.U76oj_ldW-g
http://www.ers.usda.gov/publications/err-economic-research-report/err155.aspx
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items for use at home as well as seeds and plants to produce food. The WIC program offers 

nutrition education and supplemental foods to low-income pregnant and post-partum women, and 

children up to age five who are at nutritional risk. NSLP is a federal meal program that provides a 

nutritionally balanced free or reduced-price lunch to eligible children at school.8 These programs, 

along with other aspects of the federal nutrition safety net, not only alleviate hunger, they also 

improve nutrition and health outcomes. For individuals and families who receive federal nutrition 

assistance, charitable food assistance may serve as a complement to federal assistance in alleviating 

hunger. Nonetheless, despite providing critical assistance, federal nutrition assistance programs do 

not reach everyone at risk of hunger in the United States.9 For example, an estimated 27 percent of 

the food-insecure population in 2012 had household incomes above the standard eligibility 

thresholds for federal nutrition assistance programs. For these individuals and families, charitable 

food assistance may be the only available source of support. 

 

Feeding America supports a nationwide network of food banks that help to combat hunger through 

coordinated efforts with affiliated agencies in all 50 states, Washington DC, and Puerto Rico. At the 

national level, Feeding America secures food from corporate manufacturers, retailers, and produce 

suppliers, and facilitates the acquisition of government food supplies by the food banks, distributing 

a total of more than three billion pounds of food and grocery products annually. Additionally, 

Feeding America provides more than $30 million worth of grants to support local anti-hunger 

initiatives in communities nationwide. Feeding America also provides member food banks with 

technical assistance, including support to maximize participation in SNAP and other previously 

mentioned federal nutrition assistance programs. Individual food banks also independently solicit 

food and financial donations from regional manufacturers, retailers, and businesses. The food banks 

work with a network of agencies to support local hunger-relief programs by distributing food and by 

raising awareness about the scope of hunger within their service areas. 

                                                 

8 Program descriptions from www.fns.usda.gov. 

9 Numerous recent studies show how federal food assistance programs reduce food insecurity. For example, a 2013 
study finds that participation in the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) for about six months is 
associated with a 4.6 percent decrease in the number of food-insecure households; longer participation further reduces 
food insecurity. See James Mabli, Jim Ohls, Lisa Dragoset, Laura Castner, and Betsy Santos. (2013). Measuring the Effect 
of Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) Participation on Food Security (Washington, DC: U.S. Department of 
Agriculture, Food and Nutrition Service). Brent Kreider, John V. Pepper, Craig Gundersen, and Dean Jolliffe. (2012). 
òIdentifying the Effects of SNAP (Food Stamps) on Child Health Outcomes When Participation is Endogenous and 
Misreported.ó Journal of the American Statistical Association, 107 (499): 958-975. Published studies by Caroline Ratcliffe, 
Signe-Mary McKernan, and Sisi Zhang. (2011). òHow Much Does the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program 
Reduce Food Insecurity?ó American Journal of Agricultural Economics, 93 (4): 1082-1098; and by Elton Mykerezi and 
Bradford F. Mills. (2010). òThe Impact of Food Stamp Program Participation on Household Food Insecurity,ó 
American Journal of Agricultural Economics, 92 (5): 1379-1391 show that SNAP participation substantially decreases the risk 
of household food insecurity. 

http://www.fns.usda.gov/
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1.2 The Weak Economy Has Increased Demand for Food 

Assistance 

The economy has experienced an unusually slow recovery since the deep recession in 2008 and 

2009. The nationõs poverty rate reached 15.1 percent in 2010, the highest rate since 1993. The 

poverty rate remained at 15 percent in 2012 with 46.5 million people living in poverty. This is the 

largest number living in poverty since statistics were first published more than 50 years ago.10 

 

Sustained high poverty rates arise in part from high unemployment and falling household incomes. 

The U.S. unemployment rate exceeded 7.0 percent for five years between late 2008 and late 2013 

(about 11 million people in any given month), the longest period of high unemployment in 

70 years.11 While the unemployment rate indicates that a large number of people cannot find jobs, 

many others are employed part time because they cannot find full-time work. The governmentõs 

measure of underemployment that includes all of these groups averaged 14 percent in fiscal year 

2013, compared to a prerecession rate of 8.4 percent in 2007.12 On average, about 24 million people 

were underemployed in 2013. Additionally, others may work full time but due to low wages their 

earnings do not lift them above the poverty line. Perhaps not surprisingly, real household income 

dropped 8.3 percent between 2007 and 2012.13 Poverty, unemployment, and income, along with 

other demographic characteristics, are key drivers of individual and household food insecurity across 

the country.14 

 

These economic trends have contributed to rapid growth in the numbers of households seeking and 

receiving food assistance. The number of people participating in SNAP, the largest federal food 

                                                 

10 Statistics for 2012 (the latest data available) are from Carmen DeNavas-Walt, Bernadette D. Proctor, and Jessica 
Smith. (2013). òIncome, Poverty, and Health Insurance Coverage in the United States: 2012.ó Current Population Survey, 
60-245 (Washington, DC: U.S. Census Bureau). Poverty statistics for additional years are from the same source and 
found at www.census.gov/hhes/www/poverty/data. 

11 Congressional Budget Office, òWhat Accounts for the Slow Growth of the Economy After the Recession?ó 
(Washington, DC: Author, November 14, 2012), and data from the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 
http://data.bls.gov/timeseries/LNS14000000. 

12 The measure of labor underutilization includes the total unemployed, plus all persons marginally attached to the labor 
force, plus total employed part time for economic reasons as a percent of the civilian labor force plus all persons 
marginally attached to the labor force, found at http://www.bls.gov/CPS/. 

13 DeNavas-Walt et al., òIncome, Poverty, and Health Insurance Coverage in the United States: 2012.ó 

14 Craig Gundersen, Emily Engelhard, Amy Satoh, and Elaine Waxman. (2014). Map the Meal Gap 2014: Food 
Insecurity and Child Food Insecurity Estimates at the County Level. Feeding America, 2014. 
See www.feedingamerica.org/mapthegap. 

http://www.census.gov/hhes/www/poverty/data
http://data.bls.gov/timeseries/LNS14000000
http://www.bls.gov/CPS/
http://www.feedingamerica.org/mapthegap
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assistance program, rose to a new high of 47.6 million in 2013, up from 33.5 million in 2009.15 While 

some of this growth can be attributed to changes in SNAP rules, recent studies conclude that the 

weak economy explains most of the increase.16 Other government programs that provided nutrition 

assistance in 2013 also saw high levels of enrollment. About 9 million people received WIC benefits 

in 2013. In the same year, 21.5 million children received free or reduced-price school lunches, and 

11.2 million children received school breakfasts.17 

 

The increased need for food assistance observed within federal nutrition programs is mirrored in the 

number of clients seeking help from the charitable food assistance network. Despite known 

undercounts of those seeking charitable help, government studies have documented increases in the 

number of individuals getting help from food pantries and emergency meal programs in 2012 

compared with 2010.18 Feeding America, as the nationõs largest charitable food assistance 

organization, plays a critical role in helping those in need access nutritious food for themselves and 

their families. 

 

 

1.3 How the Feeding America Network Delivers Food 

Assistance 

The Feeding America network secures and provides food to families struggling with hunger, 

educates the public about the issue of hunger, and advocates for policies that protects people from 

going hungry. 

 

The Feeding America network provides food to people facing hunger through a multilevel 

approach. Through the Feeding America national office in Chicago, food, grocery items, and funds 

are secured for the network through national relationships with corporate manufacturers and 

retailers, produce suppliers, individuals, foundations, government entities, and other partners. The 

Feeding America national office also supports the safe delivery and distribution of food throughout 

their network with a robust logistics and transportation system. 

                                                 

15 Participation data from http://www.fns.usda.gov/pd/supplemental-nutrition-assistance-program-snap 

16 See, for example, Peter Ganong and Jeffrey B. Liebman. (2013). òExplaining Trends in SNAP Enrollment.ó 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University and NBER). 

17  Participation data from: WIC - http://www.fns.usda.gov/sites/default/files//pd/wisummary.pdf;  National School 
Lunch Program - http://www.fns.usda.gov/sites/default/files/pd/slsummar.pdf; and School Breakfast Program - 
http://www.fns.usda.gov/sites/default/files/pd/sbsummar.pdf 

18 Coleman-Jensen et al., Household Food Security in the United States in 2012. 

http://www.fns.usda.gov/pd/supplemental-nutrition-assistance-program-snap
http://www.fns.usda.gov/sites/default/files/pd/wisummary.pdf
http://www.fns.usda.gov/sites/default/files/pd/slsummar.pdf
http://www.fns.usda.gov/sites/default/files/pd/sbsummar.pdf
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National programs are an important part of local hunger-relief efforts. Using best practices, the 

Feeding America network establishes and replicates several hunger-relief programs. One example of 

a national program is the Mobile Pantry Program, through which food banks utilize dry/refrigerated 

vehicles to provide food to clients in areas where traditional pantries may not be accessible or where 

certain foods, such as produce, are difficult to distribute. The Mobile Pantry Program extends food 

banksõ reach, ensuring that more clients across diverse geographies are served. 

 

Feeding America member food banks are on the front lines of hunger-relief.19 In addition to 

securing food and funds through the Feeding America national office, food banks secure local 

resources as well. While Feeding Americaõs national office does not receive any federal funds, many 

food banks receive federal hunger-relief funding in the form of commodities, meal reimbursements, 

or grants. Food banks may also receive state and local funding to support their work. Food banks 

distribute food through a network of nonprofit partner agencies to support the programs they 

operate such as food pantries, kitchens, and shelters in their service area. Each food bank may work 

with hundreds of partner agencies to get food to people facing hunger. Some food banks also 

collaborate with Partner Distribution Organizations (PDOs). While PDOs are not direct members 

of the Feeding America network, they are independent nonprofit organizations contracted to fulfill 

certain food banking responsibilities, such as product distribution management and food solicitation 

within a portion of a memberõs service area. 

 

Partner agencies vary in size; some operate a single program, such as a food pantry in one room, 

while others are large community organizations that distribute food through various programs at 

multiple locations.20 Partner agencies can provide either emergency or nonemergency food assistance 

to clients, or in the case of large multiservice agencies, both. Emergency food programs include 

pantries that distribute unprepared grocery products and kitchens that provide prepared meals on 

site. Nonemergency programs have a primary purpose other than food distributionñfor example a 

rehabilitation, youth, or senior program that also provides the people it serves with food. 

Additionally, food banks and partner agencies provide clients with outreach, education, referral, 

and/or application assistance with federal nutrition programs. 

                                                 

19 Feeding America member food banks have entered into a formal contract that outlines the standards that must be 
adhered to by all member food banks. Other nonmember food banks in the nation may provide similar services as 
Feeding America member food banks, but this study only addresses the services provided and clients served by 
member food banks. 

20 Partner agencies are charitable organizations that have typically entered into a contract with a Feeding America 
member food bank that outlines the standards that must be adhered to by all of the respective food bankõs partner 
agencies. Other charitable agencies in the nation may provide similar services as partner agencies in the Feeding 
America network, but this study only addresses the services provided by those in the Feeding America network. 
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In all, the Feeding America network distributes over 3.3 billion pounds of food and grocery items 

through 202 food banks in all 50 states, Puerto Rico, and Washington, DC each year. The pathways 

through which the Feeding America network receives and distributes food are shown in Figure 1-1. 

 
Figure 1-1. Sources of food and channels of food distribution in the Feeding America network 
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1.4 The Hunger in America 2014 Study Updates the Public on 

the Use of Charitable Food Assistance 

Given the important role that this network plays in reducing hunger across the United States, 

Feeding America supports quadrennial surveys to document these programs and the clients they 

serve. The HIA  2014 study includes an Agency Survey and a Client Survey. The Agency Survey 

details how charitable agencies and their food distribution programs operate, including the sources 

of food available to them, their use of volunteers, and the challenges they see today and in the 

future. The Client Survey documents the number and characteristics of the people that use 

charitable food assistance, including what other sources of food assistance they have available and 

utilize. 

 

The objectives of the HIA 2014 national study are: 

 
Â To create national-, state-, and food bank-level estimates of the number of unduplicated 

clients served annually, monthly, and weekly through a methodologically sound 
approach. 

Â To understand the full scope and role of services in the Feeding America network by 
broadening the scope of the study from that of the previous study, Hunger in America 
2010. 

Â To provide for appropriate cultural and language competence in the Client Survey, in 
order to best capture the diversity of the Feeding America network. 

Â To broaden our understanding of issues relating to: 

ð Client health, vulnerability, nutrition choices, and financial hardship; 

ð The role of food banks in clientsõ formal and informal coping strategies; 

ð Clientsõ participation in federal nutrition programs, especially SNAP; and 

ð The relation between these clientsõ coping strategies, food security, federal 
program participation, and the frequency of food bank usage. 

The studyõs findings will enhance understanding of food assistance needs in America. Considerable 

data are available to understand use of federal nutrition programs, but little research is available to 

describe the use of charitable food assistance programs. This gap in knowledge is concerning 

because the need for food assistance goes beyond federal programs. Many people in need of food 

assistance are not eligible or do not participate in federal nutrition programs, and often federal 
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programs do not fully meet the food assistance needs of participants; the charitable food assistance 

network strives to meet this unmet need. 

 

Using the information in this national report, food bank staff and volunteers will have the data they 

need to document their role in reducing hunger across the country and communicate this 

information clearly with donors. This report will also help to inform government officials and the 

public about food insecurity and the needs of Americaõs low income citizens. Ultimately, the results 

will help to guide actions to reduce the prevalence and severity of hunger in America. Subsequent 

reports will describe the survey results for many individual states and local food banks. 

 

The following is a summary of Chapters 2 through 6: 

 
Â Chapter 2 describes the studyõs data collection methods and challenges. 

Â Chapter 3 describes the Feeding America national network, highlighting the results of 
the Agency Survey. The numbers and locations of food banks participating in the 
survey, their partners, services provided, and funding are emphasized. 

Â Chapter 4 includes estimates of the number of clients using food assistance through the 
Feeding America network weekly, monthly, and annually, and their demographic 
characteristics. It also describes the households of clients of the Feeding America 
network, including languages spoken, their housing characteristics, employment status, 
and health status. 

Â Chapter 5 describes clientsõ food security, use of both charitable and government food 
assistance, and coping strategies used to prevent hunger. 

Â Chapter 6 provides a summary of the findings. 
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Â Hunger in America 2014 (HIA 2014) employed a multistage design to facilitate the 
selection of a probability sample and produce the best estimates possible. 

Â The study differed in many ways from past Hunger in America (HIA) studies, 
introducing innovations that move the study forward but also limit direct comparisons 
that can be made between the studies. 

Â More than 32,000 partner agencies participated in the Agency Survey, and more than 
60,000 clients completed Client Surveys. 

Â Ninety-two percent of member food banks participated in some portion of the study. 
Data in the report are weighted to allow national estimates that account for 
nonparticipating food banks. 

HIA 2014 followed the pattern of past HIA  studies by implementing two surveysñan Agency 

Survey and a Client Surveyñthrough a collaborative effort of an extended research team. For the 

current study, the main collaborators were the Feeding America national office research team and 

their Technical Advisory Group, the research teams at Westat and the Urban Institute, and the 

network of local Feeding America food banks. Each local food bank identified a study coordinator, 

or Hunger Study Coordinator (HSC). Each HSC was responsible for coordinating and facilitating 

local data collection efforts. One hundred eighty-six food banks and 10 Partner Distribution 

Organizations (PDOs) participated in at least one portion of HIA 2014. Further details of food bank 

response rates appear in Section 2.5. 

 

The Agency Survey, conducted from October 2012 to January 2013, surveyed the partner agencies 

of all participating food banks. It gathered information about the agenciesõ hunger-relief efforts, and 

the specific programs the agencies operate. Only agencies that responded to the Agency Survey and 

listed at least one eligible food program could potentially be selected for the Client Survey, which 

was a survey of the food program clients who receive services from the Feeding America network. 

Visits to food programs to conduct Client Surveys were carried out by food bank staff and 

volunteers from April through August 2013. These surveys sought information from clients about 

their personal circumstances, household demographics, needs and challenges, and use of both 

government and charitable hunger-relief services. 

Meeting the Challenge of Collecting Data about 

Food Programs and Clients 2 
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The remainder of this chapter provides an overview of the scientific efforts that resulted in the HIA 

2014 study, including: the development of the two survey instruments; study and sample design; 

training of the data collection teams; implementation of the surveys; response rates; methodological 

issues to consider when interpreting the findings of the study; and an overview of the approach to 

analyses in this report. 

 

 

2.1 Study and Sample Design 

2.1.1 Instrument Development 

 Agency Survey 

The Agency Survey sought information on partner agenciesõ organization and services and the 

programs the agencies operate. This included agency funding sources, staffing, and challenges they 

face; food, non-food, and food-related benefit programs they operate; and food program details, 

including operations, services, and client details. 

 

Once a final draft of the Agency Survey had been developed, a cognitive interview pretest was 

conducted to identify items that were misunderstood or difficult for respondents to answer. Feeding 

America provided Westat with a list of agencies from which to recruit for the Agency Survey pretest. 

Cognitive interviews were completed with six agencies. Pretest agencies were selected to vary in size, 

agency type, and number and type of programs and services provided. 

 

Pretesting was conducted through a combination of paper and telephone activities. Agencies 

selected for the pretest were sent a hardcopy of the survey by mail. They were contacted via email 

and subsequently contacted by telephone to confirm they received the survey and to schedule a time 

for the telephone-based cognitive interview in September or October of 2012. The survey was 

revised based on pretest findings, and the final web-based version was programmed. The Westat 

Institutional Review Board (IRB) reviewed the Agency Survey and exempted the survey from 

further review. 

 

Agencies without Internet access that operated only one program were permitted to submit 

responses to the survey to Westat by telephone.21 For agencies with only Spanish-speaking staff, a 

                                                 

21 Forty-six agencies submitted survey responses through the paper/telephone option. 
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translated version of the Agency Survey was available to assist respondents. A slightly different 

version of the survey was available depending on the type of program operated by the agency, so 

that skip patterns were simplified. 

 

 

 Client Survey 

The Client Survey sought information from those served by partner agencies and the programs they 

operate, including individual and household demographics and circumstances; health status, food 

insecurity and coping strategies; and participation in government and charitable food assistance 

programs. 

 

The research team conducted cognitive interview pretesting of the Client Survey items in December 

2012 with 20 food bank clients representing four service areas. Service areas were selected to include 

urban, urban/suburban mix, suburban, and rural clients for a variety of different types of food 

programs. Thirteen of the interviews were conducted in-person, and the remaining seven were 

conducted by telephone. Clientsõ understanding of and comfort with the interview questions was 

probed. Based on the clientsõ feedback, the survey was then revised and finalized. The Client Survey 

was then programmed into a computerized version of the survey to be implemented using a 

touchscreen tablet device (Figure 2-1) and Audio Computer-Assisted Self-Interview (ACASI) 

technology. The ACASI technology allows respondents to hold the tablet, listen through 

headphones to an audio recording of each question and its response options as they are displayed on 

the tablet, and select their responses using a stylus. ACASI provides increased privacy for 

respondents compared to face-to-face interviews, allowing for more accurate and honest responses 

to potentially sensitive survey questions such as those related to food insecurity or participation in 

federal programs. The use of ACASI also ensures that appropriate skip patterns are followed 

automatically, reducing human error that may occur during volunteer-administered client interviews, 

and allowing volunteers to focus their attention on the successful implementation of the sampling 

methodology rather than administration of the survey questions. In comparison to self-administered 

paper surveys, ACASI is more appropriate for populations containing individuals with lower literacy 

levels.22 This is the first time that the Client Survey was conducted electronically and through 

ACASI. Previously, the survey was administered verbally by an interviewer following skip patterns 

and answers were recorded on paper. 

                                                 

22 Sid J. Schneider and Brad Edwards. (2000). òDeveloping Usability Guidelines for AudioCASI Respondents with 
Limited Literacy Skills.ó Journal of Official Statistics, 16: 255-271. 
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Figure 2-1. Tablet computers ready for data collection at a food program site 

 

 

 

For HIA 2014, the ACASI text and audio were translated and programmed in English, Spanish, 

Mandarin Chinese, Russian, and Vietnamese, which were languages identified by food banks as 

priorities among the target population. Translation was carried out by professional, certified 

language translators, and reviewed for accuracy by editors who were native speakers. Audio versions 

of the survey questions were recorded by native speakers, and reviewed by editors for accuracy and 

compliance with the written questions. 

 

In March 2013, Feeding America and five participating food banks conducted a second round of 

pretesting to ensure that the tablets and survey technology were user-friendly for the various client 

populations. Fifty clients, including both English- and Spanish-speakers, were randomly sampled 

across 10 charitable food program sites chosen to pretest the Client Survey using the tablet and 

ACASI technology. These were selected to ensure both geographic and program diversity. After 

completing the pretest survey, clients responded to evaluations in order to provide feedback about 

data collection. In these evaluations, 98 percent of the clients reported that the tablet was easy to 

use, despite nearly half of the clients indicating that they had no prior experience using tablets or 

laptops. The clientsõ feedback was used to make additional improvements to the digital surveys, 

including substantially increasing the audio volume and improving the legibility of the survey 

questions. The Westat IRB reviewed the Client Survey and all associated procedures and materials, 

and approved the activities under expedited authority. 
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 New Survey Questions since Hunger in America 2010  (HIA 2010) 

The Agency and Client Survey instruments included questions from the HIA 2010 surveys, other 

validated survey instruments, such as the U.S. Census Bureauõs Current Population Survey (CPS) 

and the U.S. Department of Agriculture Core Food Security Module (CFSM), as well as 

contributions and revisions from the collaborative 2014 research team. Revisions included the 

addition of questions to each survey, which were incorporated following feedback that Feeding 

America received from the network of food banks after HIA 2010. 

 

The Agency Survey featured new questions on nutrition services offered by agencies, agency 

governance, program sources of funding, as well as the opportunity to provide detail about all of the 

agenciesõ programs, not solely emergency food programs as in 2010. The Client Survey incorporated 

new questions about client health, coping strategies, student status or military service, and languages 

spoken in the household, to name a few. Copies of the Agency Survey and Client Survey questions 

appear in Appendix A. 

 

 

2.1.2 Study Design 

A primary goal for HIA 2014 was to design a study that allowed for selection of a probability sample 

of clients and for collection of data to support national- and food bank-level estimates of the total 

number of clients served. Below we describe the fundamental design used to achieve these goals. 

Greater detail on study design, sampling, and weighting is available in the HIA 2014 Technical 

Volume, available upon request from Feeding America. 

 

HIA 2014 aimed to collect information directly from Feeding America clients, and to describe the 

number and characteristics of the clients who use the network for charitable food assistance. 

Because conducting interviews with every client served by every program over an extended period of 

time was not feasible, probability sampling was used to select a subset of programs at which data 

collection should occur, the days on which data collection should occur at those programs, and the 

clients who should be asked to complete the survey. As it applies to HIA 2014, probability sampling 

is an approach in which each client has a known, positive chance of being selected to complete the 

survey. With probability samples, it is possible to use the sample to estimate population-level 

information. The full population of Feeding America clients in the nation is unknown, so it was not 

possible to select from a known list of clients, as is sometimes possible in probability sampling. 
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Consequently, the study was designed with a multistage design to facilitate selection of the 

probability sample. 

 

The first step of the study design was conducting the Agency Survey, which included all partner 

agencies identified by participating food banks on agency lists they compiled and provided to 

Feeding America. The Agency Survey was used to obtain an enumeration of eligible food programs 

in the Feeding America network and basic information about those programs. The differentiation 

between agencies and their programs proved somewhat challenging, as the line between them in the 

field is not always clear. The research team worked with food banks and partner agencies to ensure 

that agencies and their programs were clearly delineated, but ultimately the distinction may not 

always be precise (see Section 2.6.4). Following the Agency Survey, the sample of clients was 

obtained using a multistage design. A graphic depiction of the multistage design appears in 

Figure 2-2. Details of the multistage design appear in the Technical Volume, but the four basic 

stages were as follows: 

 
Â Stage 1 involved selecting agencies from the set of respondents to the Agency Survey. 

Agencies that distributed more food per year, measured by pounds as an indication of 
size, had a greater chance of being selected. 

Â Stage 2 involved selecting a sample of programs within sampled agencies.23 Again, 
larger programs, based on reports from the Agency Survey of numbers of duplicated 
clients served,24 had a higher chance of being selected. 

Â Stage 3 involved assigning a sampled program to a òsurvey day/hoursó (a span of hours 
within a day during the survey data collection period). This was done in a manner that 
aimed to distribute data collection over the entire survey period and capture the ebbs 
and flows in the way that clients are served with respect to hours of the day, days of the 
week, and weeks of the month. 

Â Stage 4 involved sending trained data collectors to the sampled program on the 
assigned survey day. The data collectors maintained a complete tally of all clients served 
during the survey hours and were provided with the protocol for selecting a random 
sample of clients to complete the Client Survey (a systematic sample that was based on a 
random start and a sampling interval provided to the data collectors). 

                                                 

23 To ensure that food banks could feasibly carry out the data collection as designed, allocations were made with input 
from Feeding America to balance food bank size with operational capacities. Some allocations were reduced or 
supplemented after the initial sample was drawn if food banks found that they had greater or fewer resources 
available. 

24 If a program did not report on the duplicated number of clients served, this was imputed to allow for inclusion of the 
program in Client Survey sampling. 
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Figure 2-2. Multistage design of Hunger in America 2014 
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The Client Survey excluded programs that serve only children or persons with severe cognitive or 

mental health disabilities, home delivery programs, and confidential locations such as domestic 

violence shelters where data collection would violate privacy. Within eligible programs, children and 

clients with severe cognitive or mental health disabilities were deemed ineligible for the survey. 

Although children were not eligible to participate as respondents, they are included in the client 

counts and other data when they are members of entire households served by food programs, as is 

the case with programs that provide groceries. 

 

Following the selection of the sample of programs for the Client Survey, Feeding America identified 

79 very large programs that had not been included in the sample, either because the size measures 

provided for their agencies or the program themselves were missing or inaccurate, or because the 

agency or program was not listed. Large programs were identified by looking at the proportion of 

the food bankõs total pounds distributed to the partner agency. In such situations, these very large 

programs or additional program sites were added to the sample with certainty, and the weighting 

approach was later modified to account for these new additions. A common example included food 

banks that distribute food directly to clients through food bank-operated programs, rather than 

programs at partner agencies. These food bank-operated programs represented a large percentage of 

the food bankõs total pounds and may have operated through multiple distribution sites per 

program. 

 

An overview of the study design appears in Figure 2-3, showing participation of the network in the 

two surveys, and the participation numbers at each phase of the study. 

 

 

2.1.3 Program Type Definitions 

As mentioned in Section 1.3, Feeding America food banks collaborate with partner agencies that 

operate programs to support their communities. Four major program categories were used in HIA 

2014 to classify services provided by the agencies. Food programs fell into one of two broad 

categories: meal or grocery. These categories were established because clients are conceptualized 

differently under each category (see further explanation in this Chapter, Section 2.6.3). Additionally, 

we expected patterns to emerge among clients utilizing each of the two distinct categories; we 

discuss these patterns amidst the findings in the coming chapters. 
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Figure 2-3. Participation of the Feeding America network in Hunger in America 2014 
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Food programs were probed on the Agency Survey and potentially eligible for inclusion in the Client 

Survey. Two other categories of non-food programs were identified and probed on the Agency 

Survey but were not eligible for the Client Survey because they do not distribute food. Non-food 

programs include both food-related benefits programs, and other non-food programs. Details of the 

program categories appear below, and the types of the programs in each category are listed in 

Figure 2-4. Descriptions of the types of programs in each category appear in Appendix B. 

 

MEAL PROGRAMS provide prepared meals or snacks on site or in the clientõs home to clients in 

need who may or may not reside on the agencyõs premises. This category includes all congregate 

feeding programs along with all other kitchens and shelter programs. 

 

GROCERY PROGRAMS distribute nonprepared foods, groceries, and other household supplies 

for off-site use, usually for preparation in the clientõs home. This includes all types of pantries, 

home-delivered groceries, mobile grocery programs, Commodity Supplemental Food Programs 

(CSFP), BackPack programs, and Community Gardens. 

 

FOOD-RELATED BENEFIT PROGRAMS provide resources that enable individuals in need to 

procure meals, groceries, or nongrocery products. These programs typically involve outreach, 

information and referrals, and/or application assistance to obtain state or federal food assistance 

benefits such as the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) or the Special 

Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children (WIC), or nutrition education. 

 

OTHER NON-FOOD PROGRAMS have a primary purpose other than meal programs, grocery 

programs or food-related benefit programs, such as clothing/furniture assistance or legal assistance. 

Although non-food programs are not directly related to the issue of hunger, they are included to 

show the diverse array of services provided through the Feeding America network. 

 

Figure 2-4 highlights the mutually exclusive and exhaustive nature of the meal/grocery distinction 

across program types included in our sample. It also indicates how the pantries, kitchens, and 

shelters approach of the HIA  2010 report fits within our broader schema. Senior programs and 

mobile programs are a subset of special focus and are discussed separately at times in the report. 
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Figure 2-4. Program type categorizations used in Hunger in America 2014 

 

 

 

 

2.2 Agency Survey Implementation 

2.2.1 Collecting Data from Partner Agencies 

The sample for the Agency Survey was comprised of food bank partner agencies. The process of 

identifying organizations to be surveyed for the Agency Survey began with a listing of the partner 

agencies of each participating food bank. Each food bank provided the research teams with a list of 

their active agencies. The Agency Survey was intended to be a census of the agencies of all 

participating food banks thus, each active agency received an invitation to complete the survey. The 


