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Food banks are a relatively recent private, non-profit response to changes in the welfare 
system and the growing recognition that hunger is a real and relatively wide-spread 
problem. The growing reliance on private food assistance makes it increasingly important 
that information be gathered on how private food banks operate and on the needs of 
clients and the potential client base for these institutions. 
 
Our study focuses on the East Alabama Food Bank (EAFB), which is part of the Second 
Harvest system of food banks. It serves several counties in east central Alabama and 
covers a mix of rural and urban communities. Through probability in proportion to size 
methods, we selected a sample of 6 rural and 6 urban member agencies of the EAFB. 
Specifically, we focused on food pantries, which distribute food for home preparation and 
consumption. Through site visits, and interviews with directors, we developed a case 
study of this agency. We also conducted face-to-face interviews of a sample of 216 low-
income residents, some of whom arefood bank users (96), and some of whom are not 
(120). 
 
In the surveys, we addressed the following points: demographic and economic 
characteristics, need for food assistance, level of "food insecurity," transportation needs 
and availability, history of food pantry use, perceived obstacles to food pantry use, and 
use of government programs such as food stamps or TANF. We examined the survey 
results for differences in users and nonusers and rural and urban responses.  
 
A large portion of the total sample had minor children living at home. Many were single 
mothers. A sizable sub-group of rural pantry users were elderly people. The majority had 
incomes less than $15,000 per year, with rural residents somewhat more likely to be in 
the lowest income brackets. 
 



Food pantry users reported a high level of satisfaction with the services received. 
Transportation to the pantry site was sometimes a problem for only about one-quarter of 
pantry users across rural and urban locations. The biggest obstacle for non-users appeared 
to be lack of awareness and knowledge of the programs and availability. A central 
finding of the study is the high degree of variability in the operation of the different food 
pantries within the EAFB system. 
 
 
 
Private Food Assistance in East Alabama: Issues of Access and Need 
 
Food Banks are a relatively recent private, non-profit response to growing recognition 
that hunger is a real and relatively widespread problem in the United States. Before the 
1980's, private food aid in this country was largely limited to soup kitchens in urban 
areas. In the 1980's, however, in the face of a changing federal policy direction coupled 
with a deep recession, private emergency food systems expanded to include more rural 
areas and to offer a wider variety of food assistance. These systems were originally 
promoted as a response to a short-term crisis (Curtis and McClellan), but food drives and 
other forms of private food aid by local community groups have become a lasting and 
common feature across the U.S. (Clancy et al.).  
 
Despite a growing economy and low unemployment rates during the 1990s, the need for 
private aid has increased sharply in some areas (Nelson et al.; U.S. Conference of 
Mayors, 1997). Second Harvest, the nation's largest private hunger relief agency, 
estimates that in 1997, nearly 26 million people, over one-third of whom were children, 
received food and groceries through the Second Harvest network of food distribution 
centers.  
 
The growing reliance on private food assistance makes it increasingly important that 
information be gathered on how private food banks operate and on the needs of the client 
and potential client base for these institutions. While the characteristics of certain 
populations of private food aid recipients have been studied (e.g. Clancy et al.; Curtis; 
Kirk and Rittner), to the best of our knowledge, no previous study has attempted to 
differentiate the characteristics and needs of rural and urban residents within a single 
geographical area.  
 
Our study focuses on the East Alabama Food Bank (EAFB), which is affiliated with the 
Second Harvest system of food banks. It serves several counties in east central Alabama 
and covers a mix of rural and urban communities. Through site visits, and interviews with 
directors, we conducted a case study of this agency. Our study also involved face-to-face 
surveys of low-income community residents, some of whom are food bank users, and 
some of whom are not. In this phase of the project, we profiled the characteristics and 
needs of rural and urban recipients of private food aid in East Alabama. We also tried to 
discover why low-income people with food needs were not using the available service. 
Our surveys also included questions designed to assess how changes in Temporary Aid to 



Needy Families (TANF) and other federal welfare provisions have affected food needs of 
low-income rural and urban people.  

  

Objectives and Hypotheses 
 
The purpose of this study is to profile the characteristics, needs, and attitudes of users and 
eligible non-users of East Alabama Food Bank member agencies. We asked recipients 
and non-recipients about their food needs and any problems they encounter accessing the 
system. We examined the rural-urban populations for differences in demographic 
characteristics as well as possible barriers to the use of private food assistance. We 
hypothesize that such barriers could include: lack of knowledge of the program, problems 
arranging transportation to the food distribution points, and limited hours of operation for 
distribution centers. We hypothesize that the rural poor would have more problems with 
access than their urban counterparts. We further hypothesize that fear of stigma from 
using either welfare programs or private food assistance would be higher among the 
older, rural population. 
 
Another objective of this study is to assess the effect of recent policy changes in the Food 
Stamp Program and the federal welfare program on the needy population. We assess 
these impacts by asking respondents specific questions about their experience with 
Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF) or food stamps.  
 
The Private Food Bank System Local food banks depend on donations for the majority of 
their food items. Many food banks are tied to Second Harvest(1), a network of 188 
regional food distribution organizations which serves all 50 states and Puerto Rico, and 
distributes more than one billion pounds of donated food and grocery products annually. 
Second Harvest's mission is to solicit and distribute food and grocery products through a 
nationwide network of certified affiliate food banks and to educate the public about the 
nature of and solutions to the problem of domestic hunger. It organizes the systematic 
donation of dated and surplus food merchandise through manufacturers and large grocery 
chains. Historically, such foods were wasted until food banks became assembly points to 
receive salvageable and surplus foods for subsequent distribution through a network of 
member agencies. Second Harvest also organizes the tax write-offs, record keeping, and 
receipt of surplus food from food manufacturers and distributors.(2)  
 
The Second Harvest network supports approximately 50,000 local charitable agencies 
that operate more than 94,000 food programs, including food pantries, soup kitchens, 
women's shelters, Kids Cafes, and others. This system provides food assistance to more 
than 26 million Americans, including eight million children and four million seniors each 
year (Second Harvest 1999). Although existing tax law facilitates the food bank system, 
additional legislation has been proposed. The Food Banks Relief Act would increase 
government funding to buy commodities for pantries. The Good Samaritan Tax Act 
would give food banks the same tax treatment for donations as other charitable groups. 
Expanded gleaning and food recovery tax breaks would increase the viability of food 



bank efforts to collect, transport, and store food.(3) Food thrown out by restaurants and 
grocery stores, or left in fields to rot, could feed 49 million people each year, according to 
the U.S. Department of Agriculture.(4)  
 
Food Needs in the U.S. Population  
 
Food insecurity is defined as "limited or uncertain availability of nutritionally adequate 
and safe foods or limited or uncertain ability to acquire acceptable foods in socially 
acceptable ways" (USDA, page 2). Food insecurity ranges in severity. It may be 
unaccompanied by hunger, accompanied by moderate hunger or accompanied by severe 
hunger. A recent USDA survey revealed that from 1996 to 1998, 10 million (9.7 percent 
of total) households experienced food insecurity. Among this group, 3.5 percent 
experienced a level of food security severe enough to be hungry at least some time during 
the year. The state-level data showed that the level of food insecurity in Alabama was 
11.3 percent, which was not significantly above the national average of 9.7 percent. The 
hunger rate in Alabama was 3.2 percent of households, slightly below the national 
average of 3.5 percent.  
 
In the USDA study, food insecurity in rural areas was a bigger problem than in suburbs 
and metropolitan areas outside central cities. Since 10.6 percent of rural households were 
food insecure, it is important to ensure adequate support structures for this population in 
need. Andrews and Bickel developed a measure of hunger and food insecurity in the 
United States that is often used to estimate the proportion of food insecure American 
households. Rose, Gunderson, and Oliveira reported empirical findings on the 
determinants of food insecurity using data from several national surveys. Households 
with higher incomes, homeowners, households headed by a high school graduate, and 
elderly households were less likely to be food insufficient. Holding other factors constant, 
those in poverty were over 3.5 times more likely to be food insufficient. However, no 
one-to-one correspondence existed between poverty and food insufficiency, since just 
over 60% of food-insufficient households were poor and only about 10% of poor 
households were food insufficient. Food stamp benefit levels were inversely associated 
with food insufficiency. Research on the difference between rural and urban food 
banking is limited. Often rural areas having high rates of poverty are not served by the 
institutional structure found in many urban areas. Consequently, the number and financial 
strength of agencies capable of addressing hunger and other poverty needs of a rural 
population often do not correspond to the requirements of the situation. In the case of 
food banks, the opportunity to assist the rural hungry often falls on newer, smaller food 
banks located in towns and small cities surrounded by large rural areas with weak 
infrastructures for delivering food assistance. Policy Issues On August 22, 1996, 
President Clinton signed the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity 
Reconciliation Act (PRWORA -- P.L. 104-193). The law significantly changed federal 
welfare policy for low-income families with children, building upon and expanding state-
level reforms. The Act ended the federal entitlement to assistance for eligible needy 
families with children under Aid to Families With Dependent Children (AFDC) and 
created the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) block grant, designed to 
help low-income families reduce their dependence on welfare and move toward 



economic independence (USGAO 1998). Under TANF, states have much greater 
flexibility than was the case under the old AFDC program. At the same time, states must 
impose federal work and other program requirements on most adults receiving aid and 
enforce a lifetime limit of five years (or less at state option) of federal assistance. These 
recent federal and state reforms represent significant departures from previous policies 
for helping needy families with children. Among the major changes contained in the Act 
were limits in eligibility for the Supplemental Security Income and Food Stamp Programs 
and an end to the entitlement of low-income families with children to cash assistance 
(USGAO 1999a). A recent study by Tufts University evaluated the likely effects that 
changes in each state's welfare programs would have on the circumstances of the poor. 
Only 14 states were rated as demonstrating greater investment in the economic security 
of poor families, two states maintained the status quo, and 34 states and the District of 
Columbia enacted policies deemed likely to worsen the economic security of poor 
families. In the Tufts study, Alabama ranked 45th among states and the District of 
Columbia, meaning that its policy changes will likely be detrimental to the economic 
security of the poor.  
 
Indeed, a 1997 (Dawson) study by the Alabama Arise Citizens' Policy Project, a poverty-
oriented non-government organization, indicates that some very poor families may no 
longer be served at all. A regression analysis of the recent caseload reduction indicates 
that while much of the recent drop in the Alabama welfare rolls can be accounted for by 
low statewide unemployment, an even higher amount of the decrease results from a 
reduction in intake percentages. Before welfare reform, approximately 63 percent of 
applicants were approved for welfare, while currently, the acceptance rate from first 
contact is 46 percent. It is not known whether the refused applicants are finding 
employment or are discouraged by the new job search requirements from pursuing further 
steps in the application process. If the latter, this population could be at risk for extreme 
food insecurity.  
 
Because of low cash welfare benefit levels, even those who are accepted onto the welfare 
rolls in Alabama could very well continue to be at high risk for food insecurity. In 
Alabama, benefits for an adult and two children are $164 a month. Such a household 
would have a typical allotment of $335 in food stamps. To feed a family of three entirely 
with food stamps would require excellent planning and meal preparation skills. If 
cooking or refrigeration facilities were limited in a household, food stamps would not last 
for the month, even with the most careful planning.  
 
Were the current economic boom to end and unemployment rates to increase, caseloads 
would likely grow and demands on state welfare budgets increase. At the same time, the 
TANF block grant would remain at its specified level. A prolonged recession could lead 
to serious disruptions in state welfare programs and high levels of unmet need -- i.e. 
hungry people. 
 
There is mounting evidence that food stamp cuts have already caused real hardship. 
Among patients admitted to an urban county hospital during a two-week period, 14 
percent reported going hungry but not eating because they could not afford food (Nelson 



et al.). Nearly five percent of the total sample had previously been eligible for food 
stamps, but had their benefits reduced or eliminated. These individuals were more likely 
than others to report they did not have enough food. A separate survey of patients who 
received insulin from the hospital pharmacy showed that inability to afford food 
contributed to hypoglycemic reaction problems. 
 
The U.S. Conference of Mayors documented a 16 percent increase in demand for private 
food assistance in 1997. In March, 1998, Physicians for Human Rights released a study 
of Latino and Asian legal immigrants in 13 hospitals and community-based clinics in 
California, Texas, and Illinois, showing that, due largely to food stamp cuts, legal 
immigrant families suffered seven times the rates of hunger as the general population 
(Food Research and Action Center).  
 
Public perception of the generosity of the Food Stamp Program is often based on 
incomplete information. For example, many people may know that the income ceiling for 
food stamp eligibility for a single person is $1,085 a month, which seems like a generous 
income allowance. In reality, however, benefits depend not only on income level, but also 
on certain allowable expenses. Because expenses for medical care and housing figure into 
the benefit calculation, an elderly or disabled householder, who owns his or her home 
without mortgage, and whose sole source of income is Supplemental Security Income 
(monthly cash benefit of $494) would probably receive only $14 per month in food 
stamps (Lee County Department of Human Resources). Such individuals would also 
likely be at risk for food insecurity. 
 
Emergency Food Systems 
 
Research on the population using the emergency food system is of two general types: 
broad or narrow. Broad surveys seek to find key characteristics of a wide population 
while narrow surveys look for in-depth information on a small population base. The U.S. 
Bureau of the Census, with the U.S. Department of Agriculture, recently published results 
of a broad, national survey measuring food insecurity among a nationally representative 
sample over a twelve-month period ending in April of 1995. During that period, which 
was before recent policy changes that put more people at risk for hunger problems, an 
estimated 11.9 million households experienced some level of food insecurity. Rates were 
highest in female-headed households, households with young children, central city areas, 
and among African-American and Hispanic households (USDA).  
 
Studies focused on food security in a particular region may involve surveying only 
emergency food service clientele or may survey low-income families in general. Taren et 
al. used the second strategy, interviewing low-income families in Hillsborough County, 
Florida, to determine factors related to food consumption. Roughly half the sample 
families received Food Stamps and 12% used a food pantry. Results indicated that the 
end of the month was associated with the most food shortages. Families who participated 
in a local food cooperative experienced a higher number of food servings per week, 
although they still experienced a fall-off in food servings during the last week of the 
month, from about 27 servings per week to 24. 



 
Daponte et al. compared 400 food pantry users and low-income non-users in Allegheny 
County, Pennsylvania. Respondents were interviewed between April and July 1993. All 
respondents were below 185 percent of the poverty level. Results showed that pantry 
users are more likely to have difficulty feeding their families, run out of money for food, 
and serve less nutritious foods than non-users. The study also showed that the median 
length of use among food pantry users was two years. Thus, food pantries are serving 
more chronic cases as opposed to the emergency cases they were created to serve.  
 
The authors also found that car ownership is the most important determinant of food 
pantry use. Other variables included in a logistic regression model as potential 
determinants of use were household structure, age, education, and race. Since car 
ownership was the only significant variable, the authors concluded that only the poorest 
of the poor do not own a car, and, thus, these households are most likely to depend on a 
food pantry. Most of the pantry users in this study accessed the pantries by walking and 
only 26% of users owned a car.  
 
Kirk and Rittner limited their sample to users of a particular emergency food service 
program. They sampled 1,083 elderly day-time meal program recipients in a south 
Florida community. Average monthly income for those surveyed was $443 per month, 
with a range of $242 to $710. Although most of the respondents would have been eligible 
for food stamps, only 18% received them. Over half of those surveyed said they did not 
participate because they did not want to be identified as welfare recipients. A smaller 
percentage (14.3%) indicated that they did not apply for food stamps because they did not 
know how. The underuse of food stamps by elderly poor is consistent with findings by 
Coe (1979), who concluded that lack of information rather than fear of stigma, was the 
major barrier to application.  
 
Clancy et al. looked at the characteristics of food pantry users in the New York City and 
Upstate New York areas from October 1988 to February 1989, using a random sample of 
sites drawn from the Bureau of Nutrition census. The food pantry users in the Upstate 
New York sample were disproportionately white females with children. By contrast, the 
city sample had a larger percentage of older African-Americans, without children at 
home. The Upstate sample had more long-term users (more than 3 years) than the city 
group.  
 
While the Clancy et al. study distinguished some characteristics of the urban and rural 
population in New York, the paper did not address issues of access to the emergency food 
service that might differ among rural and urban residents. Evidence exists that the rural 
poor face different problems than their urban counterparts (Davis; Sherman).  
 
A 1992 report from the Children's Defense Fund, summarizes some of the special 
problems facing the poor in rural areas (Sherman). Rural children are somewhat more 
likely to be poor than American children overall, and poverty rates for rural children (as 
for all children) have trended upward in the last two decades. Compared to metro-area 
schools, rural schools generally have lower expenditures per student, less experienced 



teachers, higher teacher turnover, and a more limited range of class offerings. For adults, 
rural pay is lower in every field, averaging about 75 percent of nonrural pay, and rural 
people are disproportionately represented in very low-income jobs. Displaced rural 
workers suffer longer periods of joblessness than nonrural workers, and new jobs (if 
found) tend to yield a steeper pay cut than for nonrural workerst. The longer joblessness 
periods of the rural poor could account for findings of Clancy et al. that the Upstate New 
York poor tended to use the food pantries for longer periods of time than did their New 
York City counterparts.  
 
Child care also tends to be difficult to find in rural areas, which can exacerbate the 
problems faced by rural welfare recipients who must be counted as "working" within two 
years of entering the welfare system. According to Davis, in rural areas, child care 
choices are limited, quality may be low, and the facilities may be inconveniently located.  
 
Transportation in general can also be a problem in rural areas. To qualify for food 
stamps, a family cannot own a vehicle which exceeds $2000 in value when $4,550 is 
subtracted from the original value of the car. Such a low-cost vehicle might not be 
reliable transportation. The transportation problem would affect not only the individual's 
ability to drive to work, but could also create problems accessing the local food pantry. 
The Daponte et al. study showed that lack of transportation is a good indicator of need for 
food at a food pantry. Most of the clients in the that study were able to access food 
pantries by walking; however, in rural areas walking is less feasible, and clients who are 
in need of food may not be able to access the pantries. In 1997, 60 percent of the users of 
the Second Harvest food bank network were without a car. 
 
Perceptions of stigma from using either state welfare programs or private food assistance 
may be stronger among the rural population. Batteau (1983), studying rural Appalachia, 
commented on how feelings of shame marked many socio-economic transactions among 
the low-income population. In particular, he observed that welfare distribution systems 
sometimes appear designed to publicly humiliate recipients and to underscore their 
dependence on those who have power to provide or withhold access.  
 
Curtis observed similar problems in the private food assistance programs in Wilmington, 
Delaware. She noted that the recent adoption of "eligibility standards" in some food 
pantries, driven by a large increase in demand, has made the system less friendly to 
clients and more like the bureaucracies of the welfare programs. She noted, further, that 
the soup kitchens and pantries all had "literal and figurative boundaries between the 
recipients and the food." In language reminiscent of Batteau's comments on Food Stamp 
distribution in Appalachia, she said that she had observed, "recipients of emergency bags 
from a church in southern Delaware waiting in line at the side door in the pouring rain."  
 
It is important for providers in the emergency food service agencies to understand the 
special needs and problems of their current client base and also to discover why needy 
people in the area may not be served. If transportation does indeed pose a particular 
problem in rural areas, steps can be taken to address it, such as using churches or church 
vans to aid in distribution. Otherwise, the programs risk being less than optimally 



effective at preventing severe hunger problems.  
 
It is also important that policy makers and members of the general public understand the 
situations of food bank users. Otherwise, state and federal policy that directly affects the 
well-being of the nation's most vulnerable citizens risks being shaped by distortions. 
Disseminating accurate information about those at risk for food insecurity is particularly 
important in Alabama, given the low ranking its welfare policies received in the Tufts 
study. Greater support for anti-poverty and anti-hunger policies cannot be generated in 
the state so long as myths about the lazy poor and stereotypes of undeserving "welfare 
queens" go unchallenged by accurate profiles. 
 
Critical Views of Food Banking One vein of thought sees food banks as playing a 
negative role in the community. Karla Hilton (1993) summarizes some critical 
perspectives on food banking in the context of hunger in Winnipeg. The initial idea for 
Winnipeg food banks came from various social welfare agencies that were having 
difficulty with people coming to them with food problems. One of Hilton's informants 
comments: "So the whole idea for food banks was literally a top-down response to the 
issue of poverty and lack of food. I think now that communities are becoming more 
active, the grass roots people, even the users of food banks, are saying that food banks 
wouldn't have been their response if they had been involved initially." Hilton argues that 
food banks contribute to a cycle of dependence and poverty, which leaves many people 
feeling hopeless. Some view food banks as part of the long term poverty problem, 
because they shift the focus away from the structural inadequacies of the welfare system 
and government's responsibility to create viable economic opportunities for its citizens. 
In short, critics argue that food banks do a good job of covering up the poverty crisis. 
Although in a much different context, a recent Conference of Mayors survey similarly 
identified low-wage jobs as the top cause of hunger (U.S. Conference of Mayors 1998). 
Both food bank supporters and critics probably would agree that hunger is a symptom of 
more fundamental flaws in the economic system. Originally modeled as a short-term, 
immediate solution to the widening number of people without adequate resources to feed 
themselves, the growth of food banks, Hilton maintains, is more a testament to the 
project's failure than to its success. Critics are not satisfied with the role food banks play 
in the community, providing small amounts of food to small groups of people. Instead of 
helping people become economically independent, some feel that food banks do the 
opposite by further reinforcing the message that people are unable to provide for 
themselves (Poppendieck 1998). 
 
Hilton (1993) asserts that food banks add to the difficulty in mobilizing people who rely 
heavily on them. Another one of Hilton's informants comments, "I think the dependency 
they create makes it difficult to organize people. People who have been going to food 
banks year after year after year are very difficult people to get excited about the issue." 
To counter the risk of dependency, one Winnipeg food bank opted to limit the food bank 
service to one day per month, providing in its place a "food club" where people can 
purchase food stuffs at wholesale prices. Purchasing in bulk from suppliers, the food club 
is an alternative to food banks, an attempt to stretch people's food dollars so they do not 
have to rely so heavily on food banks. In contrast to the Winnipeg food bank practice of 



providing food from a central location, the Second Harvest model uses a decentralized 
network of food pantries to accomplish food distribution. The decentralized distribution 
mechanism may counter many of the problems with lines, stigma, and alienation 
expressed in conjunction with the Winnipeg situation. Other criticisms include the 
increased bureaucracy that has emerged with the success of food banking. Curtis (1997) 
concluded that the increase in size of food pantries and in the number of people served, 
has created more social distance between volunteers and clients. Poppendiek's (1998) 
seven-year study of emergency food programs came to similar conclusions. She says that 
the social distance between volunteers and clients has contributed to the stigma 
associated with using food pantries. Food pantry directors or volunteers make decisions 
about who is eligible to receive food based on their own judgment of the situation. 
Poppendiek says that clients are often humiliated when denied assistance by a suspicious 
director. Food Bank of East Alabama 
 
The East Alabama Food Bank (EAFB), the focus of our study, is a subsidiary distribution 
organization of the Montgomery Food Bank. In turn, both agencies are part of the Second 
Harvest network. There are four large food banks in Alabama, with four smaller 
affiliates. The East Alabama Food Bank (EAFB) is one of three affiliates of the larger 
Montgomery Food Bank. Originally, the East Alabama area had been served by the 
Columbus Area Food Bank; however, USDA products cannot cross state lines, making 
affiliation with an Alabama agency desirable for the region. The area food distribution 
agencies thus appealed to Second Harvest for affiliation with the Montgomery Food 
Bank, and in April, 1993, they were granted standing as a subsidiary distribution 
organization of the Montgomery Food Bank.  
 
The EAFB provides food to agencies, such as churches and other organizations serving as 
food pantries, which in turn distribute food to clients. To be eligible to become a member 
agency of a food bank, the organization must have a feeding program that serves the 
needy, ill or infants; and it must have a 501(c) 3 letter from the IRS.(5) Agencies make 
application for participation in the East Alabama Food Bank and agree to follow 
prescribed guidelines concerning record keeping and the qualifications of food recipients. 
Regular reviews and site visits monitor activities of the agencies. Sites that do not follow 
guidelines can be suspended or terminated from the EAFB. Member agencies purchase 
food from EAFB for $0.14 per pound and distribute it without charge to needy 
individuals and families. EAFB handles all forms of food, including fresh produce, 
frozen and dry foods. The EAFB was founded in 1993 by a group of citizens who felt the 
need to centralize and expand the distribution of donated food. EAFB serves more than 
100 agencies in a six county area with a current average disbursement of 110,000 pounds 
each month. Four counties are officially recognized by Second Harvest as the territory 
served by the EAFB. Nonetheless, because of proximity, agency preference, or accident 
of circumstance some agencies in Bullock and Russell counties are affiliated with EAFB. 
The five surrounding counties in its service area are some of the poorest in Alabama. One 
county -- Macon -- has the highest proportion of black population in the nation. Another 
county has consistently lost population for six decades, before recording a small 
percentage gain in the 1980's due to the construction of a state prison there. The 
urbanized portion of Lee County, where the East Alabama Food Bank is located, has two 



neighboring cities (Auburn and Opelika) with combined populations of over 50 thousand 
people, with over 95 thousand estimated for the county as a whole, as shown in Table 1. 
 
Member agencies of the East Alabama Food Bank are found in Lee, Macon, Chambers, 
Tallapoosa, Bullock, Randolph, and Russell Counties, with the greatest concentration of 
member agencies (over 30) in Lee County. The local ministerial alliance has been a 
source of outreach to the vulnerable population, informing those in need of agency 
services. The older population, especially, is connected with churches (Faupel), making 
this source of information important to them. Of the food distributed by the EAFB, 40% 
comes from Second Harvest, 10% is from local donations, and the remainder comes from 
donations to the Montgomery Food Bank. The economic and demographic characteristics 
of EAFB counties vary. May, 1998, estimates of unemployment show Lee and Chambers 
Counties with rates of about 3%, Tallapoosa County with 4.0%, Chambers with 3.5%, 
and Russell with 3.7% (Alabama Department of Industrial Relations). Thus, five of the 
EAFB counties have rates of unemployment below the national average 4.1%. By 
contrast, Bullock County has about 6% unemployment, and Macon County has over 7% 
(Alabama Dept. of Industrial Relations). Poverty rates also cover a wide range. Poverty 
rates in 1993 were estimated at 18-20% in Chambers, Lee, Randolph, Russell and 
Tallapoosa Counties, and over 30% in Bullock and Macon (U.S. Bureau of the Census). 
 
Lee County is the most urban, with over 70% of residents living in an urban area. Macon, 
by contrast, has 49.2% urban population. The other counties fall between these two in 
urbanization. Macon and Bullock Counties have over 70% non-white population, while 
Randolph, Lee, and Tallapoosa Countise have around 25% minority population and 
Russell around 39% (ADECA). In 1997, an Auburn University student, Angela Nelms 
wrote an unpublished paper assessing whether the urban Opelika-Auburn area needed a 
soup kitchen, serving prepared food. She interviewed thirteen agency informants selected 
by the director of the EAFB and 70 current clients of EAFB member agencies. Her 
results indicated that adding a soup kitchen may not be the most effective method of 
dealing with area hunger problems given the characteristics of those at risk for food 
insecurity.  
 
Agency informants also provided Nelms with their assessments of the demographic 
characteristics of area EAFB clients. Agency supervisors cited transportation as the most 
significant problem that would prevent potential clients from using a soup kitchen. Pride 
and inconvenience were other barriers perceived by agency staff members. According to 
them, approximately 3/4 of the clients are women, 2/3 are black, 15% are over 50 years 
of age, and . roughly half have children. All are at or below the poverty level, but only a 
very small number are homeless. In line with national trends, the percentage of clients 
facing hunger rises at the end of the month. The Food Stamp Coordinator estimated that 
75% of the food stamp population using the pantries could do nothing to change their 
circumstances. These individuals are usually minor children or elderly recipients. 
 
Of the 70 clients interviewed by Nelms, 68 were female, and 53 were African-American. 
The average monthly income of those surveyed was $657 dollars and 69% received some 
form of public assistance. One-third of the interviewed clients reported a shortage of 



money and/or Food Stamps at the end of the month. Over half reported having friends or 
relatives who were unable to buy food. Some clients did indicate that they needed 
prepared food. Of the total respondents, 10% were disabled, 3% said they had no cooking 
facility, and another 3% said they had temporarily lost gas or power for cooking. 
 
These interviews did not include people using the rural food pantries, nor were questions 
asked about how welfare reform was affecting them.  
 
 

Methods  
Data Collection 
 
Data were collected from a sample of recipients and food-needy non-recipients of food 
from the member agencies of the East Alabama Food Bank. Using probability in 
proportion to size methods, we selected a sample of 6 rural and 6 urban member 
agencies. Specifically, we targeted "food pantries," member agencies that distribute food 
for home preparation and consumption.  
 
As a first step in the process of instrument development, we conducted semi-structured 
interviews with pantry supervisors to assess the nature of problems and issues associated 
with the process of rendering food assistance to their client base. We also sought to 
discover, via open-ended questions, any obstacles the agency representatives believe 
might be preventing needy individuals in the community from receiving aid.  
 
A sample of ten clients from each pantry location was selected to be interviewed. These 
individuals were surveyed via a face-to-face interview using a standardized instrument. 
 
We addressed the following points in the survey: 
 
* Demographic characteristics of the clients including family size, age of family 
members, race, and education levels. * Economic characteristics of the family, such as 
sources and amount of household income, including transfer payments. * Reasons for 
need of food assistance such as disability, unemployment, low wages, or loss of welfare 
benefits. * Level of "food insecurity" in household. * Transportation needs and 
availability, such as age and make of family car and closeness to bus routes. * History of 
food pantry use including how often the client uses the pantry, what food items are 
received, how long the client has used the pantry and how far he or she must drive or 
walk to use the pantry. * Perceived obstacles to the client's own pantry use, including 
how pantry hours fit schedules, whether distance to the pantry poses a problem, whether 
food that the client likes and knows how to prepare is available, and the client's own 
assessment of any stigma associated with pantry use. We also asked if the client has had 
food stamps or welfare benefits cut since October of 1996, and how any reductions in 
benefits have affected the respondent's family. 
 
Table 2 provides a list of the 12 sites surveyed in this project, as well as the number of 



surveys completed at each site. The interviewed clients were asked to refer the 
interviewer to a "person they know who has trouble getting enough food but who does 
not receive any food assistance." However, these referrals did not produce a sufficient 
sample of needy non-users. (Only two successful referrals were generated by this 
method.) At three sites, which offered an array of social services, we were able to directly 
interview low-income, food-needy people who did not use the food pantry.  
 
To find the remaining non-users, we contacted the local housing authority and 
subsequently interviewed individuals at housing projects in proximity to the pantry sites. 
Two pantry sites, Loachapoka Team for Improved Parent-Child Interaction of Lee 
County School System and the House of Prayer, were close to a grocery store with a low-
income customer base. To find non-user matches for these sites, we thus interviewed 
customers of the grocery store, based on a response to a screening question concerning 
whether they ever lacked enough money to buy food. Table 3 provides a list of the places 
non-users were interviewed.  
 
In all, 216 people were interviewed, 96 users, and 120 non-users. Tables 1 and 2 list the 
number of people interviewed at each site. Using the statistical package, SPSS, Pearson 
chi-square tests were performed to determine significant differencess among the user and 
non-users and urban and rural respondents.  
 

Food Banking in a Small City: Case Study Results  
Rural Food Pantries: Diverse and Informal Of the 100 plus East Alabama Food Bank 
agencies, 24 are located in the Auburn-Opelika area. The others are dispersed across the 
rural portion of Lee and five other counties. The majority of these agencies are food 
pantries and food closets, both of which provide food that clients take away to prepare at 
home. Although no strict definitional distinctions exist, a food pantry typically has a 
broad array of offerings available in a centralized location with regular days and hours of 
operation. Typically, the client can "shop" for the food that fits his or her needs and 
family preferences. Food closets tend to be smaller operations, providing bags or boxes 
of available food. Food closets tend to be organized by the minister or an individual in 
the congregation, often operating out of a small storage area of the church or the 
individual's home.  
 
Second Harvest reports that around 50 percent of its total food pantries and food banks 
are affiliated with churches, and this is particularly prevalent in rural Alabama. Rural 
ministers and their churches play an important role in identifying hunger as a 
congregational issue, seeking affiliation with the EAFB, and organizing the outreach 
effort. One major finding of this study is the important social welfare function of the rural 
church and how the food bank program is expanding this role. In particular, food 
distribution has provided a focal role for black congregations to provide assistance to 
their congregations and communities. In many cases, the formal tie to the EAFB is the 
first and only non-church contact or relationship initiated by many of these rural 
congregations. Food banking has provided rural ministers a material base for helping 
people in the local environment where only informal or sporadic patterns of assistance 
have been practiced in the past. Establishing a food distribution program as a formal and 



regularized program gives the rural church a tangible mechanism for helping those in 
need. EAFB provides a template for conducting food distribution, and its rules for record-
keeping and qualification of recipients provide a somewhat standardized framework for 
identifying and helping those in need. Another major finding of the study pertains to the 
high degree of variability that exists across the agencies that distribute food. When we 
began our research, we assumed that the Food Bank system operated in a normal 
bureaucratic fashion, with a clear division of labor and with certain procedures and 
methods carried out by all actors in the network. Instead, we found a highly diverse and 
flexible, but also at times personalistic, system. Although Second Harvest and EAFB 
specify certain record keeping and qualification procedures for food recipients, there is a 
high degree of variability in compliance and realization of these procedures in both urban 
and rural food pantries. Urban agencies tend to be more structured and have more defined 
guidelines about eligibility requirements, the amount of food a person can receive, and 
the number of times a person can receive food. One urban EAFB agency is a branch 
office of a large national social welfare organization. It is staffed by personnel largely 
from outside the community. When individuals approach the agency for food, the 
potential recipient is asked to go to the county office of the Alabama Department of 
Human Resources (DHR) for a referral slip.  
 
The DHR office is nearly two miles distance and the visit requires some time to complete 
lengthy paperwork and interview. The client can then return to the agency and obtain a 
bag or two of food, depending on family size and need as certified by DHR. Informally, 
agency personnel were observed to relax these procedures when impending closing hours 
of DHR and the agency put the client in a difficult situation. However, not all urban 
pantries are operated with such strict rules. This agency is probably the most bureaucratic 
of all the sites and does not represent the structure of all urban sites. Nevertheless, the 
urban agencies were more structured than the rural agencies overall, but all too varied in 
the level of formality. Although regular monitoring takes place, the character of rural 
food pantries tends to be highly individualized, reflecting the context, the personality of 
the organizer, and the clientele being served. The rural agency directors do not worry as 
much about determining whether the clients meet certain eligibility requirements, 
because they know the situations of the people that come to them. Several of the rural 
directors mentioned that they know most of the people in the area and tend to know who 
is in need. Others get to know the people who come to them for assistance. One rural 
director said, "I pretty well know when they're in need; I'm on a level with them. They 
talk to me. I pretty well know what they make every month. I get to know them on a one-
on-one basis." Some rural pantry directors deliver food to those who can't drive or don't 
have transportation. Every rural agency had delivered food at some point, compared to 
only one urban agency. Some rural directors even take food to those who they know are 
in need but will not ask for assistance. The urban directors did not report this type of 
personal assistance. The perceived rural-urban differences in formality of operation may 
in fact be caused largely by size differences. Smaller organizations, which are more likely 
to be found in rural areas, foster more informal and personal relationships. Rural pantries 
tend to be operated by smaller agencies and to serve fewer clients. Consequently, 
relationships with rural food pantry clients would be expected to be more informal and 
personal. The experiences of EAFB clients and agencies do not seem to resonate with 



many of the themes or issues raised by critics of food banking. The food pantries in the 
EAFB case study did not appear to create dependency among their users as previous 
studies have shown. The agencies in this study are not designed to be the only source of 
food for their clients. Instead, they are a supplement to the food a client already has and 
often help during emergency situations such as job loss, divorce, illness, or other special 
circumstances. The agencies do not serve the same clients "year after year after year" as 
one of Hilton's informants suggested. Small, rural churches that operate food pantries do 
not have the funds to operate in such a manner. The clients understand that the resources 
are limited, and that the local food pantry does not provide a consistent source of food 
such as one would get with food stamps or other government programs. One of the rural 
pantry directors said, "Our users are working people trying to help themselves." By 
helping them with food, this director believes he is getting them in the position to be self-
sufficient. He specifically mentioned that he does not want to "breed laziness." Many of 
the rural clients are elderly people who are pressed to use the food pantry because of high 
costs of prescription medicine. They are not trying to be dependent on a system but have 
reached a point in their lives when some extra help is essential. The second criticism of 
food banks, the demeaning attitude of food pantry staff towards clients, was also not 
evident in our interviews with the agency directors and clients. Almost all of the clients in 
rural (94 percent) and urban (96 percent) areas stated that they are treated with respect all 
of the time by food pantry staff. While interviewing clients at the sites, we observed that 
many directors have good relationships with the clients. As stated earlier, the rural pantry 
directors were more personable with their clients than urban directors. Some of the urban 
agencies also had good client relationships, but they were more likely to have greater 
social distance between staff and clients. The urban agency that is a branch of a large, 
social welfare organization probably showed the greatest distance between clients and 
staff. The staff members at this agency were separated from the clients by a glass window 
that was opened only when clients walked up to the counter.  
 
 
 
Welfare Reform Half of the urban sites reported an increase in the number of people 
using the food pantry as a result of welfare reform. Only one of the six rural sites reported 
an increase in users because of food stamp reductions. Another rural site reported an 
increase in users, but the increase was not said to be a result of the 1996 Act. One of the 
rural pantry directors said he thought welfare reform was greatly needed, but did not 
think it has affected his clients in a negative way. Overall, the rural pantries did not seem 
to be as concerned about welfare reform. Both urban and rural sites mentioned only the 
reductions in food stamps as affecting their clients. No directors reported reductions in 
TANF benefits as a reason for clients using the pantry. Few of the clients we interviewed 
were TANF recipients, so that is one possible reason the directors are not seeing the 
effect of this reform. Furthermore, the five-year time limit on receipt of TANF benefits 
will not end until 2002 for clients receiving benefits since 1997. Therefore, the impact of 
the time limits will not be felt for several years. 
 
Survey Results 
 



Demographic Characteristics of Respondents  
 
General descriptive characteristics of respondents are reported in tables 4 and 5. In all 
categories, pantry users and non-users, rural and urban, the majority of respondents were 
female (table 4). Since poverty has largely been "feminized" in the United States, the 
dominance of female respondents was not unexpected. However, these very high 
proportions may also reflect the traditional southern view that food and meal preparations 
are a woman's concern. The respondents covered a wide range of ages, with higher 
percentages of rural respondents (both pantry users and non-users) in the upper age 
brackets. 
 
Age of the respondents is also reported in table 4. The bulk of our respondents were 
between 30 and 49 years of age, although the rural groups had a fairly large number of 
respondents over 60. Some 16-22% of the respondents were 29 or under, with the highest 
representation in this category among urban respondents who did not use a food pantry. 
Household sizes varied from one individual to 14, with most of the respondents in all 
categories living in households of 2 to 6 people (table 4).  
 
Employment information is presented in table 4. The highest full-time employment rate 
(31.7%) was found among rural respondents who did not use a food pantry, while the 
lowest rate (15%) was among urban pantry users. Some other respondents reported 
working part time, but the majority of respondents in all categories were not working 
full-time. About a third of respondents reported that they were disabled, and another ten 
percent reported they were retired. Our interviews of pantry users were conducted during 
the pantry's normal hours of operation, which tended to be weekdays, during the work 
day. Similarly our enumerators surveyed the non-users during normal work hours. Survey 
times would make it more likely that people who did not work outside the home would 
respond to our questionnaire.  
 
The majority of the sample reported having children under 17 living in the household 
(table 5). Rural non-users had the lowest percentage of positive responses to this item ( 
44%), while urban users had the highest agreement, 72%, a finding that corresponds with 
the age distributions of respondents from these areas. More than half the sample in every 
category reported being a single parent. Not surprisingly, most respondents reported low 
household incomes, although a handful of respondents reported incomes of more than 
$35,000 a year (table 5). The one higher income earner who reported using a pantry was 
participating in a substance-abuse rehabilitation program, which required use of a food 
pantry as part of the rehabilitation process. The solid majority of respondents, however, 
earns less than $15,000 a year, with rural residents somewhat more likely to be 
represented in the lower income brackets.  
 
The education levels of all classes of respondents are low. Roughly 45% of the rural 
pantry users had not completed high school, compared with approximately 40% of both 
urban users and rural non-users, and 47% of urban non-users, but a number of 
respondents reported having some college education or even a college B.A. or B.S 
degree. Over 20% of the urban pantry-users fit these two categories as did 23% of rural 



non-users. 
 
Food Security  
 
Responses related to food security and sources of food are reported in tables 6 and 7. The 
majority of respondents, urban and rural, user and non-user, indicated they do not always 
have enough money to buy food (table 6). Urban food-pantry users had the highest 
positive response to this question, with 45% indicating that they often ran out of money 
to purchase food and an additional 40% indicating that they sometimes ran out of money 
to purchase food. Among rural food-pantry users, 34% indicated they often ran out of 
money for food and an additional 49% indicated that they sometimes had this problem. 
Non-users also indicated a high positive response to this item, with 80% of both rural and 
urban non-users indicating they sometimes or often ran out of money to buy food. 
 
Around 20% of both rural and urban food pantry users indicated that at least once in the 
last year, adults in their household had gone a whole day without eating because they did 
not have enough food. For non-user respondents, the figure was 12% for rural and 15% 
for urban people. No respondents reported that their children had gone a whole day 
without eating; however, a small number of respondents did indicate that children had 
skipped meals because they did not have the money to buy food.  
 
Trade-offs between buying food and paying other bills were fairly common among all 
classes of respondents. About half the entire sample reported needing to make a choice 
between paying utilities and buying food, with rural food-bank users and urban non-users 
being the most likely to face this decision. Trade-offs between paying the mortgage and 
buying food were somewhat less common. 
 
Sources of food are listed in table 7. The majority of respondents purchase food at 
grocery stores. About three-quarters of the sample in all categories reported shopping 
within the last week. About two-thirds of respondents say they spend $200 or less per 
month on food.  
 
Government Programs 
 
Food pantry users were somewhat less likely than non-users to receive food stamps (table 
8). Of users, 39% of rural and 30% of urban respondents indicated they received food 
stamps, compared to 42% of rural and 43% of urban non-users. More than half of rural 
and urban users had been receiving food stamps for more than two years. Of urban non-
users, 84 percent had been receiving food stamps for more than two years compared to 
only 32 percent of rural non-users. This difference was statistically ignificant at p <.05.  
 
A number of those who do not receive food stamps have applied for them and been 
rejected. Urban users were significanlty more likely to have applied for food stamps than 
rural users (p<.001). Sixty-one percent of urban pantry users who are not now receiving 
food stamps have applied for them, and roughly half of that group are still waiting to hear 
about their applications, while the other half has been rejected. Only 15 percent of rural 



users had applied for food stamps, one third of them were waiting for approval, and 67 
percent had been rejected.  
 
Forty percent of urban non-users who are not receiving food stamps have applied, with a 
similar break-down in those still waiting to hear and those already rejected. Rural non-
recipients were less likely to have applied for stamps, with only 20% of the non-users 
who do not receive stamps reporting that they have tried to get them. Reasons why 
respondents did not apply for food stamps are reported, although no clear pattern 
emerged and many people did not provide a response for this question. A higher 
percentage of rural pantry users and non-users indicated that they either did not want to 
apply or it was not worth the trouble than did the urban respondents (p<.05).  
 
Of those who do receive food stamps, a majority (60-70% across categories) reported that 
the stamps do not last all month. In table 9, changes in food stamp benefits over the past 
year are reported. A number of respondents reported having their benefits reduced in the 
last year and others expect reductions in the next year.  
 
Participation in other government programs is reported in tables 10 and 11. Few 
respondents reported receiving TANF benefits, with the highest percentage being 10% 
for urban respondents who did not use a food pantry (table 10). Of the urban non-users 
receiving TANF, half (3 respondents in total) reported having benefits cut for failing to 
meet TANF requirements. The urban pantry-user on TANF reported that she expected to 
have her benefits cut in the next year because of work requirements. While our sample of 
TANF respondents is too small to allow us to make general conclusions, it does seem that 
changes in the welfare law may be starting to affect a vulnerable population. 
 
The Supplemental Security Income (SSI) program was an important source of income for 
many respondents (table 11). The highest positive response rate to this item, 52%, 
occurred among rural pantry users, while the lowest, 33% occurred among rural non-
users. Medicare and medicaid were also widely used programs, with around 80% of the 
total sample reporting participation in at least one of these items. By contrast, 
government assistance for day care was not widely used by any sub-group of 
respondents. The school meal programs were widely used by respondents with children. 
Of the total sample, urban respondents were significantly more likely (p<.05) to indicate 
that their household members have used this service, which corresponds to their greater 
likelihood of having minor children at home. Food Bank Users 
 
Food bank users were asked questions about their experiences with the pantry services. 
Their responses are summarized in tables 12-18. Most respondents had used food pantry 
services for at least several months. Rural users (61%) were more likely (p<.05) to have 
received food assistance for more than a year than were urban users (28 percent). Only a 
small percentage (10% for rural users and 7% for urban users) received food from the 
pantries on a weekly basis. Monthly use was found for 25% of rural users and 39% of 
urban users. Over 60% of both urban and rural users reported that they only used the 
pantry "now and then" as needs arose (table 12). Reasons for use of the pantry varied, 
with health and unemployment reasons making up a number of the responses to this 



question.  
 
Over half of the respondents expect that they will still need the pantries' services in three 
months, and only around 20% reported that they did not expect to need the pantry then. 
(The remaining group said they hoped not.) 
 
In terms of access to the pantry, urban users were more likely than rural users to be asked 
to fill out a form (51% vs. 39%) to be eligible to use the pantry (table 13). In other cases, 
the director filled out the form, or asked a few questions. Eighteen percent of the rural 
and 11% of the urban users reported that no questions were asked before they received 
assistance. Some respondents (16% rural and 24% urban) reported that they needed to 
show identification every time they used the site.  
 
Overall, respondents reported a fairly high level of satisfaction with the food received at 
the pantries (table 14). Of rural respondents, 90% were satisfied or very satisfied with the 
quality of food and 85% were satisfied or very satisfied with the quantity. Urban 
respondents had somewhat lower levels of satisfaction, with 76% satisfied or very 
satisfied with the quality and 75% satisfied with the quantity. Most respondents reported 
it was very easy or somewhat easy to find the director of the pantry when they needed 
food (table 15).  
 
Transportation to the pantry site was a problem for 25% of the rural pantry users and 29% 
of the urban pantry users, although most of the people reporting a problem said it was 
"sometimes" rather than "always" a problem (table 15). Fifty-six percent of rural pantry 
users reported living more than five miles from the pantry site. Sixty-eight percent of 
urban pantry users, by contrast, reported living more than five miles from the site. These 
findings indicate that urban pantries are serving a broader geographic range. Few users 
reported a problem with the hours of operation (table 15). The large number of urban 
users (87 percent) who were told specific hours when they could pick up food was 
significant at p <.05, showing the more structured operating procedures of urban pantries. 
About half of rural users were aware of the operating hours of the pantry. Almost all 
respondents reported that staff members treat them with respect all of the time (table 16). 
 
Table 17 includes some other responses relating to the experiences of pantry users. Most 
users are using only one pantry, and report being satisfied with the amount of food 
received. Table 18 provides responses to questions regarding which additional services 
the current pantry clients believe would be helpful to them. A majority of clients 
responded positively to items concerning consumer education. Urban users were 
significantly more likely (p<.05) than rural users to indicate that they would like the 
pantries to provide transportation. This was surprising, since we hypothesized that 
transportation would be a greater problem for rural respondents. More urban users also 
indicated that they would like food pantry staff to provide more food and a better variety 
of food. This response is consistent with the finding that rural users were more satisfied 
with food pantry services than urban users (Table 14).  
 
Non-Users 



 
Results of survey items administered only to non-users of the food bank are reported in 
tables 19 and 20. Seventy-three percent of rural non-users reported that they did not know 
about the East Alabama Food Bank, compared to 57% of urban non-users. All 
respondents reported that they did not know they could receive food at a food pantry or 
food closet (table 20). A few thought that they would not qualify for food; one urban 
respondent reported that the hours are not convenient, a few others reported that they did 
not have transportation, and another small number reported they did not want to apply.  
 
 
Transportation did not appear to be a major obstacle for non-users; however, rural non-
users were more likely to live farther away from the nearest food pantry. Sixty-four 
percent of urban non-users lived less than five miles from the nearest food pantry, while 
only 39 percent of rural non-users lived within five miles of the nearest food pantry 
(p<.05).  
 
No non-users reported embarrassment as a reason for not using the services. Most non-
users reported they would accept food from a food pantry if eligible. The most important 
barrier to food pantry use thus appears to be lack of knowledge of its availablity. 
 
Food Pantries and Government Programs 
 
Attitudes about food pantries as compared to government programs are summarized in 
table 21. More than half of urban users and rural non-users who received food stamp or 
TANF benefits indicated that it has been harder to get public assistance in the last year. 
Of the rural users who received food stamp or TANF benefits, 38% reported that it has 
been harder to get public assistance in the last year, 38% said it has stayed the same, and 
15% said it has been easier. A large number of urban non-users (44%) indicated that it 
has been harder to get public assistance in the past year, but 32% said it has stayed the 
same, and 20% said that getting public assistance has been easier. 
 
The majority of urban users (71%) and non-users (78%) reported that if they could get as 
much food at a food pantry as they get with food stamps, they would still rather receive 
food stamps. Most preferred food stamps because of the choices in food available with 
food stamps. Rural users and non-users were more likely to prefer food pantries over 
food stamps than the urban respondents. The numbers were fairly similar for the rural 
users, with 51% preferring food pantries and 49% preferring food stamps. A larger 
proportion of rural non-users would choose food stamps (66%), but 34% would rather use 
a food pantry.  
 
Among the users, 71% of rural and 67% of urban clients indicated that getting food from 
a food pantry was less complicated than completing the forms and procedures involved in 
getting food stamps. Only 2% of rural and urban users reported that using a food pantry 
was more complicated. Furthermore, the majority of rural and urban non-users said they 
would use a food pantry if the food stamp or TANF benefits were reduced in the future. 
Only 14% of rural and 4% of urban non-users indicated that they would not use a food 



pantry if their benefits were reduced. ConclusionsResults from the case study show much 
variability in the operating procedures, eligibility rules, and amount of food provided by 
food pantries. Urban agencies are more structured and have more defined operating 
guidelines. Survey results were consistent with this finding, since more urban users were 
asked to fill out eligibility forms and to show identification before receiving food.  
 
 
Results from the survey show that rural users indicated higher levels of satisfaction with 
food pantry services. They were more satisfied with the amount, quality, and variety of 
foods provided, and they were less likely to want pantry directors to provide more food or 
a better variety of food. The informal, personal nature of rural food pantries may 
contribute to the higher satisfaction levels of clients. The smaller, rural agencies may also 
provide more food, since they are serving fewer clients. 
 
Another major finding is the important role that churches play in distributing private food 
assistance. All rural food pantries were affiliated with a church or religious organization. 
This finding raises questions about those in need of food who do not attend church or are 
not connected with any type of religious organization. Criticisms commonly associated 
with food banks were not evident in our study. Food pantries do not appear to create 
dependency among users, since the majority of clients use pantries only "every now and 
then" when special circumstances arise. A demeaning attitude of food pantry staff 
towards clients was also not evident. Clients overwhelmingly stated they are treated with 
respect "all of the time" by food pantry staff.  
 
The clients we interviewed tended to be low-income women, with low education levels, 
and many of them were single mothers with children living at home. Another sub-set of 
clients tended to be older women, particularly in rural areas. Age, disability, and low job 
skills prevent a substantial number of the clients from having much hope for improved 
prospects in the future. Reliance on the pantry system may be a long-term prospect for 
such clients, particularly given the declining Federal support for the poor.  
 
Overall, urban users and non-users were more likely to receive or apply for food stamps 
than rural users and non-users. A higher percentage of urban non-users had also received 
food stamps for more than two years. Urban respondents were also more likely to use 
school meal programs and Head Start programs. Urban non-users had a significantly 
higher percentage of minor children living at home; this party explains their increased use 
of programs for children. However, it does not fully explain why urban respondents were 
more likely to use or apply for food stamps. Urban users and non-users did indicate more 
positive responses to food insecurity questions, which means they may be more in need 
of food than rural respondents, making them more in need of food stamps and other 
government programs. Our selection of food pantry sites and locations for non-user 
interviews is a possible reason for the increased level of need noted among urban 
respondents. Two of the six urban sites were non-church sites, which may attract clients 
who are more in need of food.  
 
Contrary to our expectations, transportation was not a central obstacle to pantry use, nor 



did stigma appear to be a major factor preventing eligible non-users from participating in 
these services. Lack of knowledge of the pantry system seemed to be the major reason for 
lack of use. Given that a number of the pantries are operated by churches, it may be that 
potential clients who are not associated with a church that has a food program may not 
get adequate information about the program. Because food pantries are not prepared to 
serve the large number of clients that would result from advertising in newspapers or 
radio, word of mouth will probably remain the central form of communication used to 
promote the services.  
 
Since food pantries will probably remain an important source of assistance for the poor, 
more resources should be devoted to these programs, so that they can increase their client 
base and provide information to those who are unaware of the programs. One option is to 
increase government funding for the TEFAP and other programs that provide assistance 
to food pantries. However, caution should be taken in increasing government 
involvement, since more government involvement may detract from the flexible, informal 
nature of the pantries that is attractive to clients and directors of food pantries. Private 
donations should be encouraged, so that pantry directors can increase the number of 
clients served and their ability to advertise services, to reach those unaware of the 
programs. Furthermore, additional research is needed on food banks in other regions of 
the country to determine variation in obstacles to program use. Barriers to food pantry 
use in larger metropolitan areas may differ from those of East Alabama.  
 
Table 1. Distribution of People and Children in Poverty, East Alabama Food Bank 
Service Area Counties, 1995 
 East Alabama Food Bank Service Area Counties  
Statistic Lee  Macon Tallapoosa Chambers  Russell  Bullock 
 ------------------------------------Estimate------------------------

------  
People of all ages in poverty 16,457 

(17.3)¹ 

7,529 

(32.0) 

6,985 

(17.5) 

6,828 

(18.6) 

10,089 

(19.6) 

3,524 

(31.5) 
People under age 18 in 
poverty 

4,702 

(4.9) 

2,858 

(12.1) 

2,558 

(6.4) 

2,621 

(7.1) 

3,949 

(7.7) 

1,448 

(12.9) 
Related children ages 5-17 in 
families in poverty 

2,987 

(3.1) 

1,904 

(8.1) 

1,662 

(4.2) 

1,680 

(4.6) 

2,557 

(5.0) 

966 

(8.6) 
Total population (1996) 95,038 23,563 39,810 36,748 51,439 11,188

Source: U.S. Bureau of Census 

¹ Percent of population in poverty. 



 
 
 
 
 
Table 2. Number of Food Bank Users Interviewed by Site, East Alabama, 1999 
Distribution Site (Pantry) Number of 

Completed 
Interviews  

Classification 

1. Loachapoka Team for Improved Parent-Child  

Interaction of Lee County School System  

9 Rural 

2. House of Prayer (Notasulga) 10 Rural  
3. Hughley Church of the Nazarine (Hughley) 8  Rural 
4. Living World Assembly of God (Lanett) 7 Rural 
5. Faith Temple Assembly of God (Russell County) 5 Rural 
6. Tallapoosa Christian Crisis Center  

(Alexander City)  

8 Rural 

7. Ridge Road Baptist Church (Opelika) 4 Urban 
8. The Church of Opelika (Opelika) 5 Urban 
9. Victory World Prayer Center (Auburn) 10 Urban 
10. Alabama Council of Human Resources (Auburn 
& Opelika) 

10 Urban 

11. Salvation Army (Opelika) 10 Urban 
12. True Deliverance Church (Auburn)  

Number  

10  
(96)  

Urban 

  

 

Table 3. Number of Food Bank Non-Users Interviewed by Site1 , East Alabama, 1999 
Site Number of  

Completed Interviews  

Classification 

1. Carmack's Grocery 10 Rural 
2. Carmack's Grocery 10 Rural 



3. Lanett Housing Authority 10 Rural 
4. Lanett Housing Authority 10 Rural 
5. Phenix City Housing Authority  

Client referral  

9  

1  

Rural 

6. Site 10 Rural 
7. Opelika Housing Authority 10 Urban 
8. Opelika Housing Authority 10 Urban 
9. Auburn Housing Authority  

Client referral  

9  

1  

Urban  

10. Site 10 Urban 
11. Site 10 Urban 
12. Auburn Housing Authority  
 
 

Number  

10  
 
 

(120)  

Urban 

¹ Site numbers, 1-12, correspond to pantries listed in Table 1. When non-user interviews could not be conducted at the pantry site, 

locations were chosen for proximity. 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 4. Characteristics of Study Respondents, East Alabama, 1999 
  User   Non-User  
Characteristic  Rural Urban  Rural Urban 
  pct.  pct.   pct.  pct.  
Gender Male  

Female  

10  

90  

13  

87  

 22  

78  

12  

88  
Age 17-20  

21-25 

26-29 

2  

12 

4 

2  

9 

6 

 3  

9 

7 

7  

10 

7 



30-39 

40-49 

50-59 

60-69 

70+  

31 

20 

6 

10 

14  

24 

32 

17 

8 

2  

25 

22 

13 

5 

12  

25 

22 

13 

5 

12  
Household Size  One Person  

2 to 3 

4 to 6 

7 or more  

20  

37 

37 

6  

15  

38 

45 

2  

 28  

46 

24 

2  

17  

60 

19 

4  
Wage-earning employment Full-time  

Part-time 

None  

22  

4 

74  

15  

13 

72  

 32  

7 

62  

22  

13 

65  
Other employment characteristics Employed  

Disabled 

Retired 

Student 

Homemaker 

Unemployed  

27  

33 

10 

2 

16 

12  

28  

38 

6 

2 

9 

17  

 34  

35 

13 

3 

3 

12  

30  

30 

10 

3 

2 

25  
Number  (49) (47)   (60) (60) 

Chi -square: * P < .05, ** P < .001. 

 

 

 

 

Table 5. Family Status, Race, Education, and Income of Respondents, East Alabama, 
1999 
 User   Non-User  



Item  Response Rural Urban  Rural Urban
 pct. pct.   pct.  pct. 
Single Parent  Yes 57  61  50 66
Children under 17 living in 
household  

Yes 61  72  44 67*

Race  African American 
Caucasian 

Other 

55  

41 

4  

68 

32 

0 

 70 

28 

2 

90 

10

0 
Household Income  Under $5,000 yr. 

$5,000 - $9,999

$10,000 - $14,999

$15,000 - $19,999

$20,000 - $24,999

$25,000 - $29,999

$30,000 - $34,999

$35,000 or more 

16. 

33 

25 

14 

8 

4 

0 

0  

23 

33 

13 

13 

12 

2 

2 

2 

 14 

48 

21 

7 

3 

2 

2 

3 

26 

40

18

11

0

2

2

2 
Education Level  Some grade school 

Grade school 

Some high school

High school or GED

Business/Trade school

Some college

College B.A. or B.S. 

8 

2 

35 

27 

 
 

10 

12 

6  

4 

4 

32 

34 

 
 

4 

13 

9 

 7 

10 

23 

33 

 
 

3 

18 

5 

12 

0

35

37

0

13

2 
Number  (49) (47)   (60)  (60) 



Chisquare * P < .05, ** P < .001. 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 6. Food Needs for Users and Non-users in Rural and Urban Areas, East Alabama, 
1999 
  User   Nonuser  

Item  Response Rural Urban  Rural Urban
  pct. pct.  pct. pct. 
       

Sometimes 50 40  58 55 
Often 24 45  22 25 

Do you ever run out of money to 
purchase food?  

Never 26 15  20 20 
       

Yes 33 17  32 36 
Yes, but not always 
the kinds we want 53 58  50 32 

Sometimes not 
enough 8 19  15 25 

Do you have enough food to eat? 

Often not enough 6 6  3 7 
       

Sometimes 25 37  27 35 
Often 6 6  3 7 

Did you ever go to someone's home for 
a meal because you were out of food? 

Never 69 57  40 58 
       

Sometimes 10 24  28 27 
Often 6 0  4 0 

Did you ever send your child to 
someone's home for a meal because you 
were out of food? 

Never 84 76  68 73 
       

Sometimes 37 30  28 28 
Often 8 17  2 12 

Did you ever cut the size of your meals 
or skip meals because there wasn't 
enough money for food? 

Never 55 53  70 60 
       
How often did this happen? More than once a 

month  
29  27   12  29  



Less than once a 
month 

Every 2-3 months 

29 

42  

23 

50  

29 

59  

29 

42  

Did you not eat for a whole day 
because there wasn't enough money for 
food? 

Never  

Sometimes 

Often  

80  

12 

8  

81  

17 

2  

 88  

10 

2  

85  

10 

5  
       
How often did this happen? More than once a 

month  

Less than once a 
month 

Every 2-3 months  

40  

30 

30  

33  

22 

45  

 14  

29 

57  

45  

22 

33  

       
 

 

 

 

 
 
Table 6. continued  

      

Never  

Sometimes  

87  

13  

91  

9  
 

96 

4  

84 

16 

Did you ever cut the size of the children's meals 
because there wasn't enough money for food? 

Often 0 0  0 0 
       

Never  

Sometimes  

97  

3  

100  

0  
 

96 

4  

84 

16 

Did any of the children ever skip a meal because there 
wasn't enough money for food? 

      
       

Never  100  100   100 100 
      

Did your child/children ever not eat for a whole day 
because there wasn't enough money for food? 

      
       



Sometimes  

Often 

Never 

29  

8 

63  

35  

4 

61  

22 

3 

75 

27 

7 

66 

Within the past 12 months have you had to choose 
between paying rent or mortgage and buying food? 

   

 

  
Sometimes 37 39 32 46 
Often 17 4 3 8 

Within the past 12 months, have you had to choose 
between paying for utilities and buying food? 

Never 46 57 

 

65 46 
       

Sometimes 16 30 28 24 
Often 6 6 5 3 

Within the past 12 months, have you had to choose 
between paying for medicine  

and buying food?  Never 78 64 

 

67 73 

       
Sometimes 
true 

51 65 40 48 

Often true 10 13 5 15 

I worried whether food would run out before I got 
money to buy more. 

Never true 39 22 

 

55 37 
       
Number  (49) (47)  (60) (60)

Chi-square: * P < .05, ** P < .001. 

 

 

Table 7. Food Sources for Food Bank Users and Nonusers, East Alabama, 1999 
  User   Nonuser  

Item  Response Rural Urban  Rural Urban
  pct. pct.  pct. pct. 
       

Yes 75 77  79 77 Last week, did you/anyone in your 
household shop for food? No 25 23  21 23 
       

Once a month or 
less 31 23  23 22 How often does someone in your 

household usually shop for food? 
2 to 3 times a 
month 27 36  33 41 



 Once a week or 
more 42 41  44 37 

       
      
Less than $100 28 27   27 25 
$101 - $200 41 31  42 41 
$201 - $300 17 18  20 22 
$301 - $400 6 16  7 7 
$401 - $500 8 4  2 5 

How much do you usually spend for 
food each month? 

More than $500 0 4  2 0 
       
During the past 30 days, where did you 
get your food:       

 Grocery Store 96  100  98 97 
 Salvation Army 4  8  0 2 
 Food Bank/Pantry 49  45  0 0 
 Friends and/or 

Neighbors 8  6  2 3 

 Relatives 16  17  7 2 
 Restaurant 10  11  5 13 
 School Meal 

Program 6  8  0 0 

 Other 4  2  3 5 
       
Number  (49) (47)  (60) (60) 

Chi-square: * P < .05, ** P < .001. 

 

 

Table 8. Food Stamp Benefits Received, East Alabama, 1999 
  User   Nonuser  

Item  Response Rural Urban  Rural Urban
  pct. pct.   pct.  pct. 
Are you currently receiving food stamps? Yes  

No  

39 

61  

30 

70  

 42 

58  

43 

57  



How much does your household receive 
per month in food stamps? 

Less than $100  

$100 to $199 

$200 to $299 

$300 to $399 

$400 to $499 

$500 or more  

42 

21 

21 

11 

0 

5  

50 

7 

22 

7 

14 

0  

 44 

24 

12 

8 

12 

0  

19 

38 

27 

8 

4 

4 
How long have you been receiving food 
stamps? 

One month or less 

Between 1 and 6 
months 

Between 6 months 
and 1 year 

Between 1 and 2 
years 

More than 2 years 

 
 

0 

 
 

0 

 
 
 
 

11 

 
 

28 

 
 

61  

 
 

21 

 
 

14 

 
 
 
 

7 

 
 

0 

 
 

58  

  
 

9 

 
 

32 

 
 
 
 

4 

 
 

23 

 
 

32  

 
 

0* 

 
 

8  

 
 
 
 

0  

 
 

8  

 
 

84  
How many weeks do your food stamps 
usually last? 

1 week or less  

2 weeks 

3 weeks 

4 weeks 

26 

10 

33 

26 

15 

15 

39 

31 

 27 

23 

9 

41 

15 

19 

31 

27 



More than 4 
weeks 

Other  

 
 

5 

0  

 
 

0 

0  

 
 

0 

0  

 
 

4 

4  
Have you applied for Food Stamps? Yes  

No  

15 

85  

61** 

39  

 20 

80  

40 

60  
Are you still waiting to hear about your 
application, or were you turned down? 

Waiting for 
approval  

Rejected  

 
 

33 

67  

 
 

43 

57  

  
 

0 

100  

 
 

56 

44  
       
  

 
     

Table 8.continued       
Why haven't you applied to the food 
stamp program? 

Did not qualify  

Do not know how to get 

them 

Can't fill out the forms 

Office hours are 
inconvenient 

Don't have transportation

Do not want to apply 

Not worth the trouble 

Other  

8 

0 

 
 

0 

 
 

0 

 
 

0 

 
 

0 

 

6 

0 

 
 

0 

 
 

0 

 
 

0 

 
 

0 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

10 

0 

 
 

2 

 
 

0 

 
 

0 

 
 

0 

 

8 

0 

 
 

0 

 
 

2 

 
 

2 

 
 

3 

 



 

8 

 
 

4 

24  

 

0* 

 
 

2 

8*  

 

7 

 
 

8 

13 

 

7 

 
 

0* 

10 
Number  (49) (47)  (60) (60) 

Chi-square: * P < .05, ** P < .001. 

 

 

 

 

Table 9. Changes in Food Stamp Benefits in the Past Twelve Months, East Alabama, 1999  

  User Nonuser 
Item  Response Rural Urban Rural Urban

  pct. pct. pct. pct. 
In the past 12 months, have your food stamps 
been reduced, stayed the same or increased? 
 

Reduced  

Stayed the 
same 

Increased  

61  
 
 

11 

28  

46  
 
 

38 

15  

32  
 
 

50 

18  

52  
 
 

36 

12  
Were your food stamps reduced because you 
failed to meet work requirements? 

Yes  

No  

0  

100 

17  

83  

29  

71  

8  

92  
In the next 12 months do you expect that your 
food stamp benefits will be reduced, stay about 
the same, or increase? 

Reduced  

Stayed the 
same 

Increased  

46  
 
 

23 

31  

44  
 
 

44 

11  

33  
 
 

67 

0  

42  
 
 

42 

16  
Will your food stamps be reduced because of the 
new work requirements? 

Yes  

No  

0  

100 

40  

60  

29  

71  

33  

67  
Did you receive food stamps in the past 12 Yes  17  18  12  14  



months, but they were stopped by the agency? 
No  83  82  88  86  

Number  (49) (47) (60) (60) 

Chi-square: * P < .05, ** P < .001. 

 

 

 

Table 10. TANF Benefits Received by Food Pantry Users and Nonusers, 1999 
  User   Nonuser  

Item  Response Rural Urban  Rural Urban
  pct. pct.  pct. pct. 
       

Yes 4 4  3 10 Are you currently receiving TANF benefits? 
No 96 96  97 90 

       
Were your TANF benefits reduced because you 
failed to meet requirements? 

Does not 
apply  

No  

100 

0  

100  

0  
 

100  

0  

98  

2  

       
Does not 
apply  

Reduced  

96  

0  

96  

2  
 

98  

0  

92  

3  

In the next 12 months do you expect that your 
TANF benefits will be reduced? 

Stay the 
same 4 2  2 5 

       
Does not 
apply  

Yes  

100 

0  

98  

2  
 

100  

0  

98  

2  

Will your benefits be reduced because of the 
new work requirements? 

No 0 0  0 0 
       

Does not 
apply  

Yes  

4  

0  

9  

0  
 

5  

0  

10  

2  

Did you receive TANF benefits in the past 12 
months but the check was stopped by the 
agency? 

No 96 91  95 88 



       
Number  (49) (47)  (60) (60) 

Chi-square: * P < .05, ** P < . 

   

Table 11. Participation in Other Government Programs, East Alabama, 1999 
During the past year, did you  

receive:  

 User  Nonuser  

  Rural Urban Rural Urban
  pct. pct. pct. pct. 
      

Yes 6 6 2 3 Free or reduced-cost meals for the elderly? 
No 94 94 98 97 

      
Yes 40 43 29 52* Reduced-cost meals at school?  
No 60 57 71 48  

      
Yes 8 8 2 2* Free or reduced-cost food at a day care or Head Start 

program? No 92 92 98 98  
      

Yes 23 17 12 22 Food through the WIC program? 
No 77 83 88 78 

      
Yes 8 8 2 2 Food or vouchers to buy food? 
No 92 92 98 98 

      
Yes 52 34 33 45 SSI benefits? 
No 48 66 67 55 

      
Yes 4 6 2 5 Government assistance for day care? 
No 96 94 98 95 

      
Yes 39 25 23 30 Medicare? 
No 61 75 77 70 



      
Yes 39 55 36 58* Medicaid? 
No 61 45 64 42* 

      
Number  (49) (47) (60) (60) 

Chi-square: * P < .05, ** P < .001. 

 

 

 

 

Table 12. Food Bank Users Experiences, East Alabama, 1999 
  User  

Item Response Rural Urban
  pct. pct. 
    
How long have you been receiving food (or food 
assistance) from this food pantry? 

Less than 1 month  

1-3 months 

4-6 months 

7-9 months 

10-12 months 

More than 12 months  

4  

10 

10 

2 

13 

61  

11* 

21  

13  

6  

21  

28  
    
How often do you get food from the food pantry? Once a week  

Once a month 

Every now and then  

10  

25 

65  

7*  

29  

64  
    
Do you think you will have to come to this pantry 
to get food three months from now? 

Yes  

I hope not 

No  

53  

26 

21  

62  

19 

19  
    



What happened that made it necessary for you to 
come here - 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 Underemployment 8 2 
 Seasonal worker 0 0 
 Too sick to work 12 11 
 Employment "other" 12 11 
 Ran out of money 4 15 
 Unusual expenses 

recently  
8  0*  

 Health/Medical costs 24 17 
 High Rent or 

Mortgage 
6 11 

 Utilities Costs 8 15 
 Other costs 24 25 
 Divorce/separation/ 0 2 
 Deteriorating personal 2 0 
 Single parent, 2 6 

 

 

 

 

 
 
Table 12. 
continued 

   

 Domestic abuse 2 0 
 Personal problems 25 13 
 Applied for aid, but not 0 2 
 Applied for aid, but didn't qualify because income too 

high 
0 0 

 Ran out of food 2 0 
 Public assistance check 0 0 
 Public assistance check 0 2 
 Food stamps were 2 0 
 Public assistance is not 2 2 
 Unemployment benefits 0 0 
 Unemployment benefits 0 0 
 Medicare benefits not 0 0 



 Medicaid benefits not 2 0 
    
Number  (49) (47)

Chi-square: * P < .05, ** P < .001. 

 

 

Table 13. Food Bank User Eligibility Requirements, East Alabama, 1999 

  User 
Item  Response Rural Urban

  pct. pct. 
Did you have to fill out an eligibility form the 
first time you received assistance at this site? 
 
 
 
 

Yes, I filled the form out  

Yes, the director filled a 
form out for me 

No, the director just asked 
me some questions 

No questions were asked 

Other  

39  
 
 

24 

 
 

6 

18 

12  

51  
 
 

29 

 
 

4 

11 

4  
Did you have to show proof of eligibility to 
receive food from the pantry? 
 

Yes  

No  

42  

58  

55  

45  

What type of proof? 
 
 
 

Proof of food stamps  

Proof of supplemental 
security income (SSI) 

Statement that your income 
falls below the poverty line 

Other 

5  
 

26 

 
 

10 

58 

4  
 

24 

 
 

20 

52 
Do you have to show proof of eligibility Yes, I have to show   



every time you use the food pantry or do they 
know who you are? 

identification  
16 

 
24 

 No, they know who I am 84 76 
Number  (49) (47) 

Chi-square: * P < .05, ** P < .001. 

 

 

 

 

Table 14. Food Bank User Satisfaction with Food Pantry Services, East Alabama, 1999 
  User  

Item  Response  Rural Urban
  pct. pct. 
    

Very satisfied 52 44 
Satisfied 38 32 
Somewhat 
satisfied 8 20 

Dissatisfied 2 2 

How satisfied are you with the quality of food provided 
by the food pantry? 

Very dissatisfied 0 2 
    

Very satisfied 40 40 
Satisfied 45 35 
Somewhat 
satisfied 13 17 

Dissatisfied 2 6 

How satisfied are you with the amount of food provided 
by the food pantry? 

Very dissatisfied 0 2 
    

Very satisfied 42 29 
Satisfied 47 40 
Somewhat 
satisfied 11 27 

Dissatisfied 0 2 

How satisfied are you with the variety of food that is 
available to you? 

Very dissatisfied 0 2 
    



Number  (49)  (47) 

Chi-square: * P < .05, ** P < .001. 

 

 

 

Table 15. Food Bank User Access to Services, East Alabama, 1999 
  User  

Item  Response Rural Urban
  pct. pct. 
    

Very easy 65 64 
Easy 31 28 
Somewhat easy 4 2 

How easy was it for you to find the director when you 
needed to get food from the pantry? 

Not easy 0 6 
    
Did the director(s) tell you when (what hours) you could 
pick up food? 

Yes  

No  

57  

43  

87*  

13  
    

Yes 98 98 Are the hours the food pantry is open convenient for you? 
No 2 2 

    
Sometimes 21 24 Is it hard for you to find transportation to get to the site? 
Always 4 5 

 Other 4 2 
 Never 71 69 
    

Less than five 
miles 46 32 How far do you live from this food pantry? 

5-10 miles 24 35 
11-15 miles 8 13 
16-20 miles 6 8 
21-30 miles 8 8 

 

More than 30 
miles 8 4 



    
Yes 77 68 Do you or anyone else in your household own a car? 
No 23 32 

    
Number  (49)  (47) 

Chi-square: * P < .05, ** P < .001. 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 16. Attitudes Toward the Food Pantry Experience, East Alabama, 1999 
  User  

Item  Response Rural Urban
  pct. pct. 
   0 

Some of the 
time 2 0 

Most of the 
time 4 4 

When you come to the pantry, are you treated with respect?

All of the time 94 96 
    

Strongly agree 2 0 
Agree 2 9 
Undecided 6 6 
Disagree 43 63 

I feel like I am being judged because of my situation every 
time I go to the food pantry. 

Strongly 
disagree 47 22 

    
Agree 4 5 
Undecided 2 2 
Disagree 47 67 

The director makes me feel ashamed for accepting food. 

Strongly 
disagree 47 26 

    
Number  (49) (47) 



Chi-square: * P < .05, ** P < .001. 

 

 

 

 

Table 17. Pantry User Experiences, East Alabama, 1999 
  User  

Item  Response Rural Urban
  pct. Pct. 
How often can you receive food at the pantry? Weekly  

Monthly 

Less Often 

Not told 

Other  

33  

13 

19 

24 

11  

7  

51 

12 

15 

15  
How many pounds of food did you receive? Less than 10 

pounds  

10-20 pounds 

21-30 pounds 

More than 30 
pounds 

Other  

7  

10 

2 

10 

71  

7*  

15  

23  

17  

38  

Has the amount of food you are able to get changed? Decreased  

Stayed the 
same 

Increased  

5  

83 

12  

15  

65 

20  

Does the food pantry you receive food from ever run out of 
food? 

Yes  

No  

10  

90  

45*  

55  
If they are out of food, do they let you know when more 
food will be available? 

Never  

Sometimes 

0  

0 

19  

12 



Often  100  69  
Considering any other food sources you have, do you get 
enough food at the pantry or food bank to meet your needs?

Never  

Sometimes 

Often  

2  

26 

72  

6  

30 

64  
I receive enough food to feed myself and my family for at 
least a week with the food I get from the food pantry/food 
bank. 

Strongly agree  

Agree 

Undecided 

Disagree 

Strongly 
disagree  

26  

50 

14 

6 

4  

13  

72 

2 

8 

2  

I do not think the food pantry supplies me with enough 
food. 

Strongly agree  

Agree 

Undecided 

Disagree 

Strongly 
disagree  

0  

16 

10 

47 

26  

6  

26 

6 

50 

12  

Have you received food from more than one food pantry in 
the last 12 months? 

Yes  

No  

26  

74  

28  

72  
    
Number  (49)  (47) 

Chi-square: * P < .05, ** P< .001. 

 

 

 

 

Table 18. Other Services Clients Would Like Food Pantries to Provide, East Alabama, 
1999 

 User   
  Rural Urban



 
 
 
 
Item 

Response   

  pct. pct. 
If the food pantries and the food bank in your community 
were to offer other help, would you want them to:  

Yes 69 69 Show you how to get the most for your money at the 
grocery store? No 31 29 
    

Yes 27 37 Show you how to cook any special foods? 
No 73 63 

    
Yes 45 61 Show you what foods will keep you healthy? 
No 55 39 

    
Yes 26 43* Tell you how to grow a garden? 
No 73 56  

    
Yes 47 70 Tell you how to get help from the government? 
No 53 30 

    
Yes 44 50 Help you budget and keep track of your money? 
No 56 50 

    
Yes 25 32 Increase operating hours? 
No 74 68 

    
Yes 25 47* Provide transportation? 
No 75 53  

    
Yes 45 70* Provide more food? 
No 55 29  

    
Provide a better variety of food? Yes 54 79* 



 No 46 18  
    

Not important 79 66 
Somewhat 
important 11 14 

Is it important to increase Food Pantry operating hours? 

Very important 11 20 
    

Not important 42 31 
Somewhat 
important 21 24 

Is it important to deliver food to homes? 

Very important 37 44 
    

Not important 52 39 
Somewhat 
important 31 43 

Is it important to give instructions on food preparation? 

Very important 17 17 
 

 

Table 18. continued    
    

Not important 44 18*
Somewhat 
important 17 29 

Is it important to provide a better variety of food? 

Very important 40 52 
    
Do you think that most people who are in need are aware that 
food is available at food pantries? 

Yes  

No  

54 

46 

46 

54 
    
Number  (49) (47)

Chi-square: * P < .05, ** P < .001.  

 

 

 

Table 19. Non-User Awareness of Food Bank Services, East Alabama, 1999 
  Non-User  



Item  Response Rural Urban
  pct. pct. 
    

Yes 65 73 Do you have a hard time making ends meet? 
No 35 27 

    
Yes 27 43 Do you know about the East Alabama Food Bank? 
No 73 57 

    
Yes 38 42 Do you know about food pantries and/or food closets in your 

community? No 62 58 
    
Number  (60) (60) 

Chi-square: * P < .05, ** P < .001. 

 

 

 

 

Table 20. Non-Users Reasons for Not Using Food Bank Services, East Alabama, 1999  
   Nonuser  

Item  Response  Rural Urban
   pct. pct. 
     
What are your reasons for not receiving food 
from a food pantry or food closet? 

Did not know I could 
receive food 

 100 100 

 Do not know how to get in 
touch with them 

 
 

15  20  

 Do not qualify  17 7 
 Can't or don't want to fill out 

the form 
 
 

0 0 

 Language barriers  0 0 
 Office hours are  0 2 
 Do not have transportation  2 3 
 Do not want to apply  2 3 
 Not worth the trouble  10 2 



 Embarrassed  0 0 
 Don't like going to churches 

to get food 
 0 0 

 Other  47 58 
 Don't know  5 0 
     

Yes 10 15 Have you tried to get food from a food 
pantry or food closet? No 

 
90 85 

     
Yes 17 0 Have you ever been turned away by a food 

pantry? No 
 

83 100 
     
About how many miles is it from your home 
to the nearest food pantry? 

Less than 5 miles  

5-10 miles 

11-15 miles 

16-20 miles 

More than 30 miles  

 
 

39  

46 

6 

 
 

9  

64*  

20  

5  

8  

3  

     
Number   (60) (60) 

Chi-square: * P < .05, ** P < .001. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 21. Attitudes About Food Pantries and Government Programs, East Alabama, 1999
  User   Nonuser  

Item  Response Rural Urban  Rural Urban
  pct. pct.  pct. pct. 
Do you think it has been harder to get 
public assistance in the past few years? 

Harder  38  55   54  44  



The same 

Easier 

Other  

38 

15 

8  

26 

17 

2  

29 

11 

4  

32 

20 

4  
If you could get as much food at a food 
pantry as you get with food stamps, 
would you prefer to use the food 
pantry? 

Food Stamps  

Food Pantry  

49  

51  

71  

29  

 66  

34  

78  

22  

Compared to government programs, 
getting food at a food pantry is: 

Less complicated  

About the same 

More complicated 

Never applied for 
government 
assistance  

71  
 
 

16 

 
 

2 

 
 
 
 
 
 

10 

67  
 

24 

 
 

2 

 
 
 
 
 
 

7  

 -  
 
 

- 

 
 

- 

 
 
 
 
 
 

--  

-  
 
 

- 

 
 

- 

 
 
 
 
 
 

--  
If your food stamps or TANF benefits 
were reduced or cut, would you go to a 
food pantry to get food? 

Do not receive  

Yes 

No  

 
 
-  

- 

--  

 
 
-  

- 

-  

  
 

33  

53 

14  

 
 

36  

59 

4  
       
Number  (49) (47)   (60) (60) 

Chi-square: * P < .05, ** P < .001. 
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