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OVERVIEW 

INTRODUCTION 

As 2009 draws to a close, a consideration of food poverty facilitates a unique analysis of the 
nation’s recession, the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA) and other recession 
responses, and highlights challenges and opportunities in the months and years ahead.  

In November 2008, amid a whirlwind of media coverage about the national recession, close to 
one-half (48 percent) of New York City residents reported difficulty affording food, marking a 
spike of 26 percent since 2007, and double the number reported just five years earlier in 2003. 
Simultaneously, 3.5 million were concerned they would need food assistance within the year — 
causing alarm throughout the hunger community, as many soup kitchens and food pantries 
were experiencing a shortage of food to meet even the existing demand at that time.1  

The picture one year later is seemingly contradictory. Government data illustrate that 
unemployment, poverty and food insecurity rates have increased throughout the nation and in 
New York City. Yet findings in this report show that the number of New York City residents 
experiencing difficulty affording food decreased from 3.9 million (48 percent) in 2008 to 3.3 
million (40 percent) in 2009.  

Noting that an environment in which two in every five New Yorkers are experiencing difficulty 
affording food is evidence of an entrenched food poverty problem, this decrease from 2008 to 
2009 necessitates analysis of how city residents are faring. When all other indicators, from 
government statistics to economists’ predictions, suggest that today’s environment is worse for 
low- and middle-income households than it was one year ago, is it possible that putting food on 
the table is getting easier for New Yorkers? And, what does it mean that 2009 rates of difficulty 
affording food are higher than 2007 rates and are continuing an upward spiral of 60 percent 
since 2003?  

Answering these questions illustrates both that it is possible to reduce hunger and food poverty 
when government, corporations, foundations, nonprofit organizations and individuals recognize 
the problem and come together to respond, and the danger of losing ground if we do not stay 
the course and transition from temporary measures to sustainable solutions to help low- and 
middle-income households get back on their feet.  

For the purpose of such an analysis, the Food Bank For New York City’s 2009 edition of NYC 
Hunger Experience — the annual opinion poll series conducted in conjunction with Marist 
College Institute for Public Opinion2 — includes results from a survey of New York City’s 
emergency food organizations (soup kitchens and food pantries)3 to provide a comprehensive 
picture of how the recession is impacting New Yorkers. 

                                                 
1 NYC Hunger Experience 2008 Update: Food Poverty Soars as Recession Hits Home. (2008). Food Bank For New 
York City. 
2 Food Bank For New York City contracts with Marist College Institute for Public Opinion to conduct telephone 
interviews with a random and representative sample of city residents. Socio-demographic findings identify which 
populations throughout the five boroughs are having the greatest difficulty affording food throughout the year. This 
research includes seven years of trend analysis from 2003 (the earliest year the poll was conducted) through 2009. 
3 The Food Bank conducted a survey of soup kitchens and food pantries throughout New York City to assess the 
impact of the recession on emergency food organizations. Data collected reflect experiences from 2008 so are likely 
a conservative reflection of the problem as demand has continued to increase in 2009.   
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2009, A YEAR IN RECESSION 

Government and Private Sectors Respond to the Recession 
During 2009, government and private sector support for measures that address food poverty 
increased as part of the nation’s response to the recession: 
 
 Beginning with the 2008 Farm Bill which came into full effect in 2009, there was a $100 

million increase for the federal Emergency Food Assistance Program (TEFAP); this was 
further augmented by an ARRA increase of $150 million. 
 

 Simultaneously, the shortage of food at soup kitchens and food pantries was met with new 
and/or increased donations and support from the private sector, including foundations, 
corporations and individuals, for emergency food. 
 

 The 2008 Farm Bill and ARRA also improved the federal Food Stamp Program 
(Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program [SNAP]) with measures that included 
increasing the minimum benefit, uncapping dependent care deductions and increasing 
maximum food stamp benefit levels, while local New York State and City initiatives secured 
increased enrollment of eligible households in the program and increased allotments for 
households that benefitted from initiatives like the increase of food stamp benefits for 
Section 8 and public housing residents. The cumulative result in New York City was an 
almost 40 percent increase in the average monthly household food stamp allotment, from 
$210 in August 2008 to $293 in August 2009.4 
 

 Other ARRA measures that bolstered government nutrition programs included increasing 
funding for the Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children 
(WIC) by $500 million and the Emergency Food and Shelter Program (EFSP) by $100 
million. 
 

 ARRA also extended unemployment benefits through December 2009 and raised 
unemployment benefits by $25 per week, and Congress passed a further extension in early 
November 2009, providing for 14 weeks of extended benefit coverage for every state, and 
an additional six weeks, for a total of 20 weeks, in states where unemployment was more 
than 8.5 percent, including New York. The extension allows unemployed New Yorkers to 
continue receiving unemployment benefits for up to 73 consecutive weeks. Currently 
unemployed individuals, as well as unemployed individuals who had previously exhausted 
their benefits, became eligible for the 20-week extension of benefits. 
 

 Bringing extra tax relief to low- and middle-income earners, ARRA increased the Earned 
Income Tax Credit (EITC) for taxpayers with three or more children from 40 percent to 45 
percent of qualifying income and lowered the eligibility for the Child Tax Credit, making it 
available to households with at least $3,000 in earnings (prior to ARRA, the minimum 
income was set at $12,550). 
 

 The measure that most Americans associate with ARRA, the creation of the Making Work 
Pay Credit, provided up to $400 for single workers earning up to $100,000 and up to $800 
for married couples earning up to $200,000 – an individual eligible for the maximum credit of 
$400 received an additional $15.38 in every biweekly paycheck.  

The impact was immediate. Soup kitchens and food pantries around the city had more 
resources to meet increasing demand, and while the problem of turning clients away empty-
handed has not been completely solved, it can be said that more families in need were able to 
receive emergency food assistance in 2009. In the past year, almost all (93 percent) emergency 
food sites in the city (food pantries and soup kitchens) witnessed an increase in the number of 
first-time visitors — and more than one-half saw an increase of more than 25 percent.  

                                                 
4 Analysis of SNAP data as reported by the New York State Office of Temporary and Disability Assistance (OTDA). 
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Government Data Show Prevailing Recession Conditions 
Government data on poverty, food insecurity and unemployment paint a grim picture.  

The number of people living in poverty throughout the U.S. increased by 2.5 million from 37.3 
million (12.5 percent) people in 2007 to 39.8 million (13.2 percent) in 2008, the highest number 
since 1960.5 Throughout the nation, 15 percent of households (17 million) are food insecure, up 
from 11 percent (13 million households) in 2007 — the 2009 USDA report shows that in New 
York more than 11 percent of households are food insecure, marking a 14 percent increase 
from reported numbers in 2008.6  

The unemployment rate in New York City as of September 2009 was 10.3 percent (413,000 
people), up 72 percent from 6 percent unemployment (240,000 people) one year ago and more 
than double since the start of the recession in December 2007 (4.8 percent).7 Throughout the 
U.S., the unemployment rate as of October 2009 was 10.2 percent (15.7 million people) and 
does not include workers who are unemployed but have not looked for a job in the past four 
weeks or underemployed workers who are seeking full-time work but were forced to take a part-
time job, the total of which is estimated at 11.7 million additional people.8 As the number of 
unemployed workers continues to rise, finding a job is becoming increasingly difficult. There are 
more than six unemployed workers in the U.S. for every open position,9 and on average, 
unemployed workers in the U.S. are out of work for more than six months — more than ten 
weeks longer than in December 2007 and the longest amount of time recorded since the 
beginning of data collection in 1948.10 Unemployment is expected to continue to rise in New 
York until the second half of 2010, and lost wages as a result of unemployment are expected to 
be substantial.11 The New York State Budget Office predicts that in 2009 total wages paid in 
New York will fall by approximately 5 percent and personal income will drop by almost 3 percent 
— these figures represent the largest one-year decreases ever recorded in New York State.12 

Food Poverty Set to Prevail among the Most Vulnerable New Yorkers 
The combined research findings from the 2009 opinion poll and emergency food survey show 
that recently unemployed individuals, households with children, seniors and women are among 
the hardest hit by the recession. These results are in keeping with findings from prior years as 
well as government data, including poverty statistics, that confirm that these groups comprise 
the population most vulnerable to food poverty at any time because they are reliant on low- 
and/or fixed incomes that do not facilitate providing the basics for themselves and their families.  
 
 Unemployed: Almost three in five (58 percent) New York City residents who are 

unemployed have had difficulty affording needed food for themselves and their families 
throughout 2009. Many newly unemployed individuals are turning to emergency food 
organizations to close the gap, as almost nine out of every ten (87 percent) soup kitchens 
and food pantries experienced an increase in the number of recently unemployed workers 
turning to their site for food assistance in the past year; a total of 40 percent of sites saw an 
increase of 25 percent or more.  

 
 

                                                 
5 Community Population Survey. (2008). U.S. Census Bureau. 
6 Nord, M., Andrews, M. and Carlson, S. Household Food Insecurity in the United States, 2008. (November 2009). 
U.S. Department of Agriculture. 
7 U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. 
8 Ibid. 
9 6.1 Job Seekers per Job Opening in September. (November, 2009). Economic Policy Institute. 
10 At 10.2%, October’s Unemployment is a Wake-Up Call. (November 6, 2009). Economic Policy Institute. 
11 State of Working New York 2009. (September 2009). Fiscal Policy Institute. 
12 Ibid. 
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 Households with Children: Almost one-half (47 percent) of households with children 
experienced difficulty affording needed food for themselves and their families in 2009. 
Although this number marks a decrease from the crisis point of 56 percent in 2008, it 
represents an increase of almost one-half (47 percent) since 2003, when less than one-third 
(32 percent) were experiencing difficulty, and is up 4 percent since 2007 (45 percent). 
Households with children are among the increasing number of New Yorkers seeking to ease 
their difficulty affording food by turning to soup kitchens and food pantries. More than two-
thirds (70 percent) of soup kitchens and food pantries experienced an increase in the 
number of children accessing emergency food within the past year. Approximately one-third 
(32 percent) saw the number of children increase by 25 percent or more. Low-income 
families with children are particularly susceptible to poverty. Recently released census data 
show that more than one out every four (27 percent) New York City children age 17 and 
under live below the federal poverty level.13  

 
 Seniors: Throughout 2009, almost two in every five (38 percent) New York City seniors 

(ages 65 and older) experienced difficulty affording food. Although down from 47 percent in 
2008, the 2009 number represents a 65 percent increase since 2003 (23 percent) and is up 
19 percent from 2007 (32 percent). Demonstrating that seniors are among those attempting 
to ease the difficulty of affording food by accessing emergency food, two-thirds (66 percent) 
of soup kitchens and food pantries experienced an increase in the number of seniors turning 
to their sites for emergency food assistance in the past year; more than one-quarter (28 
percent) saw the number of seniors increase by 25 percent or more. 

 
Poll findings indicate that an increasing number of New York City seniors are depleting their 
savings. In 2009, 15 percent of seniors would not be able to afford food immediately after 
losing their household income, a 36 percent increase since 2005.  

 
This situation is likely to worsen as the baby-boom generation reaches retirement age. 
Projections from the New York City Department of City Planning reveal that the number of 
seniors will increase by approximately 44 percent between 2010 and 2030 (13 percent from 
2010 to 2020 alone), while the overall New York City population is only expected to rise by 9 
percent over the same time period.14 Currently, 42 percent of residents age 50 to 64 are 
experiencing difficulty affording food and 15 percent would be unable to afford food 
immediately after losing their household income. As this population reaches retirement age 
and begins to rely on fixed incomes such as Social Security, their household income is likely 
to decrease, and a large percentage will not have savings to fall back on. For low-income 
families, this trend could represent a looming crisis.  

 
Research conducted by the Center for Retirement Research at Boston College 
demonstrates that among all U.S. residents between the ages of 44 and 63, 43 percent are 
at risk of being unable to maintain their standard of living in retirement. Among households 
with incomes in the bottom third, the percentage at risk increases to more than one-half (53 
percent) and very likely means that they will be unable to afford basic necessities. The 
percentage at risk increases for younger residents — as many as 60 percent of younger 
residents age 37 to 44 in the bottom third of household incomes are at risk of not being able 
to afford necessities when they reach retirement.15 As the senior population grows and an 
increasing percentage are unable to afford necessities such as food and housing, we can 
expect to see a steady increase in the number of seniors in need of emergency food in 
future years. 
 

                                                 
13 American Community Survey. (2008). U.S. Census Bureau. 
14 New York City Population Projects by Age/Sex and Borough 2000-2030. (2006). New York City Department of City 
Planning. 
15 The National Retirement Risk Index: After the Crash. (October 2009). Center for Retirement Research at Boston 
College.  
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 Women: Research has demonstrated that in New York City, women consistently have a 
more difficult time affording food than men. Almost one-half (46 percent) of women  had 
difficulty affording needed food throughout 2009. Similar to other populations, the 
percentage of women experiencing difficulty decreased from 2008 (53 percent), but has 
increased by 64 percent since 2003 (28 percent) and is up 10 percent since 2007 (42 
percent). Approximately one-third (32 percent) of men experienced difficulty affording food in 
2009, 22 percent in 2003 and 35 percent in 2007. These findings are consistent with 
research showing that women are more likely to visit an emergency food site than men. For 
example, almost two-thirds (64 percent) of participants visiting food pantries are women, 
while 37 percent are men.16   

 
These findings are not unexpected, given that census data reveal that throughout New York 
City, the median annual income among men is 16 percent higher than that of women 
(almost a $6,000 difference per year).17 This trend is not only consistent for all education 
levels, the gap widens as income levels increase. For example, the median income among 
men with a high-school degree is 28 percent higher than that for women with the same 
education level. Similarly, men with a graduate degree earn 32 percent more per year than 
women with a graduate degree.18  

 

2010, A YEAR FOR SUSTAINABLE SOLUTIONS 

The Need to Transition from Temporary Recession Responses to Sustainable Solutions 
As outlined above, a number of the recent measures (from emergency food supply increases to 
tax breaks) that provided a percentage of low- and middle-income households with some relief 
are temporary. Many of these measures are not designed to provide long-term relief, nor are 
they optimal for eradicating the more entrenched level of hunger and food poverty reflected by 
the 2009 poll findings in addition to government statistics on food insecurity and poverty. 
 
For example, increasing the supply of emergency food is one of the key measures put in place 
to address the spike in food poverty as a result of the recession. Beginning with the 2008 Farm 
Bill, funding for the entitlement component of TEFAP increased by more than $100 million. A 
portion of this increase began to flow through to emergency food organizations around the 
country late in 2008, but the full impact of the increase was not realized until 2009. In addition, 
ARRA provided a one-time increase of $150 million for TEFAP, and for the first time in four 
years the amount of surplus commodities streaming into TEFAP outweighed the entitlement 
portion of the program. Consequently, the total 2009 TEFAP package for New York State 
amounted to $45.2 million, including $28.5 million for New York City, representing a 118 percent 
increase from the 2008 TEFAP funding level of $13 million for New York City. While this 
substantial increase brought immediate relief for emergency food providers and the families and 
individuals that rely on them, a sizeable portion was temporary and/or unreliable. Of the overall 
amount, a little less than 40 percent was TEFAP entitlement, and the entitlement increase since 
2008 was only 24 percent ($2.2 million). The remainder of the food resulted from a combination 
of ARRA and surplus commodities, of which the former will not be renewed in the years ahead 
and the latter is unpredictable — for example, in 2009, New York City received $12.5 million in 
TEFAP surplus commodities, in contrast to approximately $4 million in 2008 and $3 million in 
2007. In total, the budgeted 2010 TEFAP level for New York City is approximately $14.2 million, 
representing a decrease of one-half (50 percent) from 2009. 
 

                                                 
16 Hunger Safety Net 2007: A Food Poverty Focus. (2007). Food Bank For New York City. 
17 American Community Survey. (2008). U.S. Census Bureau. 
18 Ibid. 



 
Food Bank For New York City         NYC Hunger Experience 2009 
  9

A reduction of this magnitude in the supply of emergency food to New York City soup kitchens 
and food pantries will result in an increase in the number of people being turned away. Just as 
New York City residents are struggling through the recession, the rise in need for emergency 
food over the past year has placed a considerable strain on soup kitchens and food pantries. 
Even with the increased funding received for emergency food in 2009, many emergency food 
sites were forced to compensate for food shortages by scaling back services. During the past 
year, 59 percent of soup kitchens and food pantries ran out of food at some point and were 
forced to respond as follows: 

 
 More than two-thirds (69 percent) of emergency food sites had to reduce the amount of food 

per household, including 75 percent of food pantries and 49 percent of soup kitchens. 
 

 Approximately one-quarter (24 percent) of emergency food sites reduced the number of 
days or hours of food distribution, including 28 percent of food pantries and 11 percent of 
soup kitchens. 

 
 Almost one-half (47 percent) of emergency food sites turned away individuals, including 51 

percent of food pantries and 35 percent of soup kitchens. 
 
Sustainable Solutions 
Conceptually, emergency food is an important component of the work to end food poverty, as it 
ensures that families have access to immediate assistance while longer-term solutions are put 
in place. However, emergency food is designed to be a temporary measure, and absent 
resources being dedicated to long-term solutions, emergency food is but a band-aid, and a one-
time stimulus measure, like ARRA, that temporarily increases the supply of emergency food is 
effectively placing a band-aid on top of a band-aid for a wound that needs stitching. 
 
Understanding the reasons why so many New Yorkers are forced to rely on emergency food to 
make ends meet provides the key to establishing sustainable solutions:  
 
 Living Wage: Throughout New York City, approximately one out of every ten (9 percent) 

employed residents lives below the poverty level (approximately $18,000 for a family of 
three).19 Even with the recent increase in the federal minimum wage, which took effect in 
July of 2009 (raising the minimum hourly wage in New York from $7.15 to $7.25), low-
income families cannot afford basic necessities. Research conducted by Columbia 
University’s National Center for Children in Poverty shows that a family of four in New York 
City needs an income of up to $65,000 or more per year for basic costs such as rent, food, 
health care, child care and transportation.20 Two parents working full-time (40 hours per 
week) for a full year at minimum wage would earn just more than $30,000 before taxes. To 
make ends meet, families are often forced to go without food, prescriptions or doctor’s visits. 
 
 

 Affordable Housing: More than one-half (53 percent) of households in New York City are 
“rent burdened” meaning that they spend more than 30 percent of their income on rent.21 
Among households living below the poverty level and renting private apartments, 80 percent 
pay more than 30 percent of their income on rent (a 12 percent increase since 2002).22 From 
2002 to 2008, approximately 180,000 apartments with monthly rents of less than $1,000 
were lost throughout the city (dropping from 62 percent of the rental market to 53 percent) 
while the number of apartments renting at $1,000 or more increased.23 As a result of a lack 

                                                 
19 American Community Survey 2008. United States Census Bureau. 
20 Budgeting For Basic Needs: A Struggle for Working Families. (2009). National Center for Children in Poverty, 
Columbia University. 
21 Key Findings on the Affordability of Rental Housing from New York City’s Housing and Vacancy Survey 2008. 
(June 2009). Furman Center for Real Estate & Urban Policy, New York University. 
22 Ibid. 
23 The Decline in Affordable Housing in New York City. (April 2009). Office of the State Comptroller.  



 
Food Bank For New York City         NYC Hunger Experience 2009 
  10

of affordable housing in New York City, approximately one-third (30 percent) of residents 
living below poverty have fallen behind in their rent or mortgage in the past year.24  
 

 Health Care: Throughout New York City, there are approximately 1.2 million people without 
health insurance.25 Among adults, almost one out of every five residents is not covered.26 
Although lack of health insurance has been linked to poor and declining health and higher 
medical costs, the number of uninsured individuals is rising throughout the United States, 
reaching more than 46 million in 200827 with an estimated 25 million underinsured.28 The 
effects of lack of affordable health insurance weighs heavily upon low-income New Yorkers, 
who are often forced to choose between basic necessities such as paying for food or health 
care, or paying for rent or food. Among city residents living below the poverty level, more 
than one-quarter (26 percent) saw their health care costs increase over the past year, while 
14 percent had their coverage reduced. As a result of not having insurance and/or lacking 
the money to afford medical care, more than one out of every four (28 percent) city residents 
living below poverty could not fill a needed prescription in the past year, and 17 percent 
postponed medical care or surgery.29  

 
While there is little to celebrate, there is much to be learned from the response to hunger in 
2009. It is likely that the extra support and funding for food assistance services did contribute to 
addressing and reversing the crisis levels of difficulty affording food as reported in 2008, 
illustrating that the methodology is sound. When government and the private sector combine 
forces to recognize and address a problem, it is possible to have an effect. As the data show, 
3.3 million New York City residents are still struggling to put basic food on the table, and the 
recession is not likely to end for them soon. If ending hunger and food poverty is to be achieved, 
and if the nation is to have any hope of reaching President Obama’s goal of ending childhood 
hunger by 2015, harnessing the combined muscle of the public and private sectors that effected 
temporary relief in 2009 to focus on permanent solutions is essential.  
 
Although ambitious, the Administration’s goal is achievable if government officials seize the 
many opportunities that will present during the next five years. For example, following on the 
heels of the current health care reform momentum, the Administration could enact vital changes 
in Child Nutrition Reauthorization 2009, including authorization of universal free school meals; 
similarly, reauthorization of the Farm Bill which is due before the 2015 deadline presents the 
most comprehensive opportunity to redirect government spending in a manner that addresses 
all aspects of food poverty (from lack of geographic and financial access to food to the 
nutritional quality of the food that is being produced throughout the nation). Ultimately, it is 
essential to support and fund sustainable solutions to address the underlying causes of hunger 
and food poverty as outlined above, including the creation of affordable housing and 
establishing a living wage. And, in the meantime, continuing to support and increase funding for 
emergency food to meet the growing demand at soup kitchens and food pantries is a vital near-
term component of the response that is needed in the months and years ahead. 

                                                 
24 The Unheard Third 2009. (October 2009). Community Service Society.  
25 American Community Survey. (2008). U.S. Census Bureau. 
26 Ibid. 
27 Income, Poverty and Health Insurance Coverage in the United States: 2008. (2009). U.S. Census Bureau. 
28 Insured But Poorly Protected: Number Up 60 Percent in 4 Years. (June 2008). Commonwealth Fund. 
29 The Unheard Third 2009. (October 2009). Community Service Society. 
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HIGHLIGHTS 
 
 

HUNGER EXPERIENCE POLL 
 
NEW YORK CITY RESIDENTS 
 Difficulty Affording Food: Throughout 2009, 40 percent, or more than 3.3 million New York 

City residents experienced difficulty affording needed food for themselves and their families.  
 

Continuing an upward trend, the percentage having difficulty has increased 60 percent since 
2003 (25 percent) and 5 percent since 2007 (38 percent). The percentage has dropped from 
crisis levels experienced in 2008 (48 percent). 

 
 Loss of Household Income: Almost one out of every five (18 percent), or more than 1.5 

million, New York City residents would be unable to afford food immediately after losing their 
household income, a slight decrease from 2008 (23 percent).  

 
A total of 39 percent of residents or almost 3.3 million people would not be able to afford 
food within three months of losing their household income. 

 
 Concerned About Needing Assistance: Almost one-third (31 percent) or approximately 

2.6 million New York City residents are concerned that they may need food assistance such 
as food stamps (SNAP) or emergency food (soup kitchens and food pantries) within the next 
twelve months. 

 
Among New Yorkers concerned about needing food assistance within the next year, almost 
half (46 percent) have never received food assistance in the past.  

 
EMPLOYMENT 
 Difficulty Affording Food: Among unemployed New York City residents, 58 percent 

experienced difficulty affording food throughout 2009. 
 

Among employed residents, 37 percent experienced difficulty affording food.  
 
HOUSEHOLDS WITH CHILDREN 
 Difficulty Affording Food: Almost one-half (47 percent) of households with children 

experienced difficulty affording needed food for themselves and their families in 2009, up 47 
percent since 2003 (32 percent) and up 4 percent since 2007 (45 percent). The percentage 
decreased from 2008 (56 percent).  

 
AGE 
 Difficulty Affording Food: Among New York City residents ages 18 to 35, 39 percent 

experienced difficulty affording needed food in 2009, up 63 percent since 2003 (24 percent) 
and 22 percent since 2007 (32 percent). The percentage dropped from 45 percent in 2008. 

 
 Among residents ages 36 to 49, 40 percent experienced difficulty affording food, up 48 

percent since 2003 (27 percent). The percentage dropped from 48 percent in 2008. 
 

Among residents ages 50 to 64, 42 percent experienced difficulty affording food in 2009, up 
by 68 percent since 2003 (25 percent) and similar to 2007 (44 percent). The percentage 
dropped from 2008 (49 percent).  
 
Among residents ages 65 and older, 39 percent experienced difficulty affording food in 
2009, up 65 percent since 2003 (23 percent) and up 19 percent from 2007 (32 percent). The 
percentage dropped from 2008 (47 percent).  
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GENDER 
 Difficulty Affording Food: Almost one-half of women (46 percent) had difficulty affording 

food in 2009, up 64 percent since 2003 (28 percent) and up 10 percent since 2007 (42 
percent). The percentage has decreased since 2008 (53 percent).  

 
Among men, approximately one-third (32 percent) experienced difficulty affording food, up 
45 percent since 2003 (22 percent), yet decreased since 2007 (35 percent) and 2008 (43 
percent).  

 
 
HOUSEHOLD INCOME 
 Difficulty Affording Food: In 2009, 60 percent of New York City residents with annual 

household incomes of less than $25,000 experienced difficulty affording needed food, up 22 
percent from 2003 (49 percent) and up 5 percent since 2007 (57 percent). The percentage 
has decreased from 2008 (73 percent).  

 
Almost one-half (47 percent) of New Yorkers with annual household incomes between 
$25,000 and $49,999 experienced difficulty affording food throughout the past year, more 
than doubled from 2003 (21 percent) and up 12 percent since 2007 (42 percent). The 
percentage represents a decrease from 2008 (59 percent).  

 
Among residents with annual incomes of $50,000 to $74,999, 40 percent had difficulty 
affording food in 2009, almost tripled since 2003 (14 percent) and up 48 percent since 2007 
(27 percent). The percentage is similar to 2008 (43 percent).  

 
Among residents age 65 and older, 39 percent experienced difficulty affording food, up 70 
percent since 2003 (23 percent) and up 22 percent from 2007 (32 percent). The percentage 
decreased from 2008 (47 percent).  
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EMERGENCY FOOD SURVEY  
 
EMERGENCY FOOD PARTICIPANTS 
 New York City Residents Accessing Emergency Food Assistance: More than nine in 

every ten (91 percent) emergency food sites (including food pantries and soup kitchens) in 
New York City experienced an increase in the number of residents turning to their sites for 
assistance in 2008.  

 
 First-Time Emergency Food Participants: More than nine in every ten (93 percent) 

emergency food sites experienced an increase in the number of individuals accessing 
emergency food for the first time.  

 
More than one-half (53 percent) of emergency food sites saw the number of first-time 
emergency food participants increase by 25 percent or more. 
 

 Employed: Almost two-thirds (63 percent) of soup kitchens and food pantries experienced 
an increase in the number of employed individuals accessing emergency food.  
 
Almost one in every five (18 percent) emergency food sites saw the number of employed 
individuals accessing emergency food increase by 25 percent or more. 
 

 Recently Unemployed: Almost nine in every ten (87 percent) emergency food sites 
experienced an increase in the number of recently unemployed individuals accessing food 
assistance. 

 
A total of 40 percent of emergency food sites saw an increase in the number of recently 
unemployed individuals accessing emergency food increase by 25 percent or more. 
 

 Children: More than two-thirds (70 percent) of emergency food sites experienced an 
increase in the number of children accessing emergency food. 

 
Three-quarters (75 percent) of food pantries experienced an increase in the number of 
children accessing emergency food, while more than one-half (55 percent) of soup kitchens 
experienced an increase in the number of children. 

 
Approximately one-third (32 percent) of emergency food sites saw the number of children 
accessing food assistance increase by 25 percent or more. 
 

 Seniors: Two-thirds (66 percent) of all food sites experienced an increase in the number of 
seniors accessing emergency food. 
 
More than one-quarter (28 percent) of emergency food sites saw the number of seniors 
accessing emergency food increase by 25 percent or more. 
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EMERGENCY FOOD RESOURCES 
 Running Out of Food: A total of 59 percent of soup kitchens and food pantries in New York 

City ran out of food in 2008. Approximately two-thirds (64 percent) of food pantries ran out of 
food, while 44 percent of soup kitchens ran out.  

 
 Reducing the Amount of Food: More than two-thirds (69 percent) of emergency food sites 

had to reduce the amount of food per person or household.  
 
Three-quarters (75 percent) of food pantries had to reduce the amount of food per person or 
household, while approximately one-half (49 percent) of soup kitchens had to reduce the 
amount of food per person or household. 
 

 Turning Participants Away: Almost one-half (47 percent) of emergency food sites reported 
turning away individuals due to a lack of food or resources.  

 
More than one-half (51 percent) of food pantries had to turn away individuals due to a lack 
of food or resources, compared with more than one-third (35 percent) of soup kitchens. 

 
 Reducing Distribution Hours: Approximately one in every four (24 percent) emergency 

food sites reduced the number of days or hours of emergency food distribution. 
 
More than one in every four (28 percent) food pantries had to reduce the days or hours of 
food distribution due to a lack of food or resources, while approximately one in ten (11 
percent) soup kitchens had to reduce days or hours of food distribution. 

 
 Volunteers: A total of 40 percent of soup kitchens and food pantries experienced an 

increase in the number of volunteers over the past year. Less than one out of every ten (8 
percent) experienced a decrease. 

 
Almost two-thirds (62 percent) of soup kitchens and food pantries reported that retired 
residents volunteered the most hours in the past year, followed by unemployed volunteers 
(55 percent), student volunteers (36 percent) and employed volunteers (32 percent).   
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FINDINGS 

HUNGER EXPERIENCE POLL 
 
Food Bank For New York City contracts with Marist College Institute for Public Opinion to 
conduct telephone interviews with a random and representative sample of city residents. Socio-
demographic findings identify which populations throughout the five boroughs are having the 
greatest difficulty affording food throughout the year. This research includes seven years of 
trend analysis from 2003 (the earliest year the poll was conducted) through 2009. 
 
NEW YORK CITY RESIDENTS 
Throughout New York City, 40 percent of residents, more than 3.3 million people, experienced 
difficulty affording needed food throughout 2009. This percentage is down from 48 percent, 
more than 3.9 million people, in 2008 but represents an increase of 5 percent from 2007 (38 
percent) and 60 percent since 2003 (25 percent) as illustrated in Figure 1.1. 
 
Figure 1.1 

Difficulty Affording Food – NYC Residents, 2003 to 2009 

 
 
As provided in Table 1.1, almost one out of every five (18 percent) of New York City residents 
would not have been able to afford food immediately after losing their household income in 
2009. A total of 39 percent of residents would not have been able to afford food within three 
months of losing their household income. 
 
Table 1.1 

Impact of Loss of Income –  
NYC Residents Not Able to Afford Food, 2003 to 2009 

 NYC Residents 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 
Immediately 17% 17% 21% 21% 20% 23% 18% 
1-3 mo. 23% 22% 23% 24% 25% 22% 21% 
4-6 mo. 14% 13% 14% 12% 12% 14% 11% 
6-12 mo. 15% 15% 14% 12% 15% 14% 16% 
After 12 mo. 23% 28% 22% 23% 21% 20% 24% 

25%
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32%

37%
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40%
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Approximately one-third (31 percent) of New York City residents are concerned about needing 
food assistance such as food stamps (SNAP) or emergency food (soup kitchens and food 
pantries) within the next twelve months as provided in Table 1.2. This percentage represents a 
decrease from 2008 (42 percent) — the earliest data available. 
 
 
Table 1.2 

Concern about Needing Food Assistance – NYC Residents, 2003 to 2009 
NYC Residents 2008 2009 
Concerned about Needing Food Assistance in Next 12 Months 42% 31% 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
ANALYSIS BY EMPLOYMENT 
 
Almost three out of every five (58 percent) unemployed New York City residents experienced 
difficulty affording needed food in 2009 as shown in Table 1.3. Among employed residents, 37 
percent experienced difficulty affording food. 
 
 
Table 1.3 

Difficulty Affording Food – By Employment, 2003 to 2009 

Household Employment 
 

2009 
Employed 37% 
Unemployed 58% 

 
 
 
 

Almost one out of five (19 percent) employed New York City residents would not be able to 
afford food immediately after losing their household income in 2009, similar to unemployed 
residents (17 percent) as provided in Table 1.4. 

 
Table 1.4 

Impact of Loss of Income –  
NYC Residents Not Able to Afford Food Immediately by Employment, 2003 to 2009 

Household Employment 
 

2009 
Employed 19% 
Unemployed 17% 
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ANALYSIS OF HOUSEHOLDS WITH CHILDREN 
 
Almost one-half (47 percent) of households with children in New York City experienced difficulty 
affording needed food throughout 2009 as illustrated in Figure 1.5. This represents a decrease 
from a record high in 2008 (56 percent), yet is a 4 percent increase from 2007 (45 percent) and 
a 47 percent increase from 2003 (32 percent). 
 
 
Figure 1.5 

Difficulty Affording Food – Households with Children, 2003 to 2009 

 
 
 
 
As provided in Table 1.5, approximately one out of five (18 percent) New York City households 
with children would not be able to afford food immediately after losing their household income in 
2009.  
 
 
Table 1.5 

Impact of Loss of Income –  
NYC Households with Children Not Able to Afford Food, 2003 to 2009  

Children  2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 
 

2008 
 

2009 
Households with Children 20% 20% 25% 27% 22% 25% 18% 
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ANALYSIS BY AGE 
 
Seniors are among New York City’s most vulnerable residents. In 2009, 38 percent of residents 
age 65 and older experienced difficulty affording needed food, representing a decrease from 
record levels in 2008 (47 percent), yet an increase of 19 percent since 2007 (32 percent) and 65 
percent since 2003 (23 percent). Similarly, 42 percent of residents ages 50 to 64, who are 
approaching retirement age, had difficulty affording food in 2009, representing a decrease from 
2008 (49 percent) but an increase of 68 percent since 2003 as illustrated in Figure 1.6. 
 
 
Figure 1.6 

 Difficulty Affording Food – by Age Category, 2003 to 2009 

 
 
As provided in Table 1.6, almost one-quarter (24 percent) of residents ages 18 to 35 would not 
be able to afford food immediately after losing their household income in 2009, up 33 percent 
since 2003 (18 percent). Among residents ages 36 to 49, 50 to 64 and 65 and older, 15 percent 
would be unable to afford food immediately after losing their household income.  
 
 
Table 1.6  

Impact of Loss of Income –  
NYC Residents Not Able to Afford Food Immediately by Age Category, 2003 to 2009  

Age Category 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 
 

2008 
 

2009 
18 to 35 18% 17% 25% 22% 19% 23% 24% 
36 to 49 16% 17% 19% 26% 24% 23% 15% 
50 to 64 14% 15% 21% 22% 21% 21% 15% 
65 or older 19% 18% 11% 12% 17% 23% 15% 
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ANALYSIS BY GENDER 
 
More women in New York City experience difficulty affording food than men. As illustrated in 
Figure 1.7, almost one-half (46 percent) of women in New York City experienced difficulty 
affording needed food in 2009, a decrease from a record high in 2008 (53 percent), yet an 
increase of 10 percent since 2007 (42 percent) and 64 percent from 2003 (28 percent). In 
comparison, approximately one-third (32 percent) of men had difficulty affording needed food in 
2009, a decrease from 2008 (43 percent) and up 45 percent since 2003 (22 percent).  
 
 
 
Figure 1.7 

Difficulty Affording Food – by Gender, 2003 to 2009 

 
 
 
As provided in Table 1.7, almost one out of every five (18 percent) women in New York City 
would be unable to afford food immediately after losing their household income 2009. This 
figure is consistent with the percentage of men who would be unable to afford food after a loss 
of household income. 
 
 
Table 1.7 

Impact of Loss of Income –  
NYC Residents Not Able to Afford Food Immediately by Gender, 2003 to 2009 

Gender 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 
 

2008 
 

2009 
Men 15% 13% 17% 16% 16% 21% 18% 
Women 20% 20% 23% 26% 24% 24% 18% 
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ANALYSIS BY EDUCATION LEVEL 
 
New York City residents with a high school degree or less have the highest percentage of 
difficulty affording food, yet many experience difficulty at higher education levels as well. For 
example, as illustrated in Figure 1.9, one-half (50 percent) of city residents with a high school 
education or below experienced difficulty affording needed food in 2009, representing a 
decrease from a record high in 2008 (60 percent) but an increase of 28 percent since 2003 (39 
percent). Among residents with a college degree, almost one-third (32 percent) had difficulty 
affording food in 2009, a decrease from 2008 (36 percent), yet almost tripled the number in 
2003 (11 percent). 
 
Figure 1.9 

Difficulty Affording Food – by Education Level, 2003 to 2009 

 
 

As provided in Table 1.9, approximately one-quarter (24 percent) of New York City residents 
with a high school degree or below would have been unable to afford food immediately after 
losing their household income in 2009. Almost one out of ten (8 percent) residents with a 
college degree would be unable to afford food immediately after losing their household income. 

 
Table 1.9 

Impact of Loss of Income –  
NYC Residents Not Able to Afford Food Immediately by Education Level, 2003 to 2009 

Education Level 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 
 

2008 
 

2009 
High School Degree or Below 21% 27% 26% 25% 26% 33% 24% 
Some College  or 
Associate Degree 19% 17% 19% 25% 26% 

  
25% 

 
26% 

College Degree 11% 10% 19% 18% 12% 15% 8% 
Graduate/Professional Degree 12% 8% 9% 10% 10% 11% 7% 

39
%

22
%

11
%

10
%

49
%

33
%

21
%

8%

40
%

32
%

28
%

18
%

51
%

43
%

18
% 17

%

51
%

38
%

35
%

16
%

60
%

58
%

36
%

25
%

50
%

43
%

32
%

21
%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

High School or below Some College or 
Associate Degree

College Degree Graduate/Professional 
Degree

2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009



 
Food Bank For New York City         NYC Hunger Experience 2009 
  22

ANALYSIS BY RACIAL / ETHNIC IDENTITY 
 
Throughout New York City, Black/African-American and Latino/Hispanic residents have the 
most difficulty affording food. As illustrated in Figure 1.10, more than one-half (51 percent) of 
Black/African-American residents experienced difficulty affording needed food in 2009, 
representing a decrease from 2008 (55 percent), yet up 59 percent since 2003 (32 percent). 
Similarly, almost one-half (46 percent) of Latino/Hispanic residents experienced difficulty 
affording needed food, representing a decrease from 2008 (60 percent).  
 
 
Figure 1.10 

Difficulty Affording Food – Racial/Ethnic Identity, 2003 to 2009 

 
 
 
As shown in Table 1.10, almost one-quarter (23 percent) of Black/African-American residents 
and Latino/Hispanic residents would be unable to afford food immediately after losing their 
household income in 2009, up 21 percent and 15 percent respectively since 2003. 
 
 
Table 1.10  

Impact of Loss of Income –  
NYC Residents Not Able to Afford Food Immediately by Racial/Ethnic Identity, 2003 to 

2009 

Race/Ethnic Identity 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 
 

2008 
 

2009 
Black/African-American Residents 19% 21% 28% 28% 22% 31% 23% 
Latino/Hispanic Residents 20% 25% 27% 29% 26% 25% 23% 
White Residents 14% 11% 14% 14% 13% 14% 13% 
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ANALYSIS BY BOROUGH 
 
As illustrated in Figure 1.11, 49 percent of Staten Island residents experienced difficulty 
affording needed food in 2009, followed by the Bronx (43 percent), Brooklyn (42 percent), 
Queens (39 percent) and Manhattan (34 percent).  
 
 
Figure 1.11 

Difficulty Affording Food – by Borough, 2003 to 2009 

 
 
 
 
The Bronx has the highest percentage of residents who would be unable to afford food 
immediately after losing their household income. As shown in Table 1.11, almost one-quarter 
(23 percent) of Bronx residents would not be able to afford food immediately after losing their 
household income in 2009, followed by Brooklyn and Queens (both 19 percent) and Manhattan 
and Staten Island (both 13 percent).  
 
 
Table 1.11 

Impact of Loss of Income –  
NYC Residents Not Able to Afford Food Immediately by Borough, 2003 to 2009  

Borough 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 
 

2008 
 

2009 
Bronx 20% 27% 28% 28% 29% 30% 23% 
Brooklyn 17% 17% 21% 24% 20% 21% 19% 
Manhattan 17% 16% 16% 14% 11% 18% 13% 
Queens 15% 13% 21% 23% 19% 25% 19% 
Staten Island 21% 6% 13% 10% 37% 12% 13% 
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EMERGENCY FOOD SURVEY  
 
To gain information on how the recession is impacting New York City’s network of soup kitchen 
and food pantries, the Food Bank For New York City surveyed our members in the spring of 
2009 to determine changes in demand for emergency food and the resources available. Two-
thirds of member soup kitchens and food pantries responded.  
 

EMERGENCY FOOD PARTICIPANTS 

New York City Residents Accessing Emergency Food Assistance  

More than 90 percent of emergency food sites (including food pantries and soup kitchens) 
experienced an increase in the number of residents accessing their sites in the past year, as 
illustrated in Figure 2.1.  

Figure 2.1 

Percentage of New York City Emergency Food Sites Experiencing a  
Change in the Number of Participants, 2008 

 
As provided in Table 2.1, more than one-half (53 percent) of soup kitchens and food pantries 
reported that the number of residents turning to emergency food sites increased by 25 percent 
or more. In addition, 38 percent reported that the number of people served increased between 1 
percent and 24 percent.  

Table 2.1 

Percentage of New York City Emergency Food Sites Experiencing a Change in the 
Number of Participants, by Soup Kitchen and Food Pantry, 2008 

Participants Food Pantry Soup Kitchen Total 

Number of Participants Increased 92% 91% 91% 
Increased Greatly (+25% or more) 54% 50% 53% 
Increased Somewhat (+1% to 24%) 37% 41% 38% 

Number of Participants Stayed the Same 6% 6% 6% 
Number of Participants Decreased 2% 3% 2% 

Decreased Somewhat (-1% to -24%) 1% 2% 1% 
Decreased Greatly (-25% or more) 1% 1% 1% 

Total Responding (n) 350 106 456 
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First-Time Emergency Food Participants 

A total of 93 percent of emergency food sites experienced an increase in the number of 
individuals accessing emergency food for the first time, while 6 percent experienced no change 
and 1 percent saw a decrease, as shown in Figure 2.2.  

 
Figure 2.2 

Percentage of Emergency Food Sites Experiencing a Change in the Number of First-Time 
Participants Accessing Food Assistance, 2008 

 
 

More than one-half (53 percent) of emergency food sites experienced a 25 percent or higher 
increase in the number of first-time participants, as shown in Table 2.2. An additional 40 percent 
of emergency food sites experienced an increase in first-time visitors of up to 24 percent. 

Table 2.2 

Percentage of Emergency Food Sites Experiencing a Change in the Number of First-Time 
Participants, by Soup Kitchen and Food Pantry, 2008 

First-Time Participants Food Pantry Soup Kitchen Total 

Number of Participants Increased 92% 95% 93% 
Increased Greatly (+25% or more) 55% 48% 53% 
Increased Somewhat (+1% to 24%) 37% 47% 40% 

Number of Participants Stayed the Same 7% 4% 6% 
Number of Participants Decreased 1% 2% 1% 

Decreased Somewhat (-1% to -24%) 1% 0% 0% 
Decreased Greatly (-25% or more) 1% 2% 1% 

Total Responding (n) 372 115 487 
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Employed Emergency Food Participants 

As shown in Figure 2.3, almost two-thirds (63 percent) of emergency food sites in New York City 
experienced an increase in the number of employed residents accessing food assistance. 
Approximately one-third (31 percent) of emergency food sites experienced no change, while 5 
percent experienced a decrease in employed individuals accessing food assistance. 

 
Figure 2.3 

Percentage of Emergency Food Sites Experiencing a Change in the  
Number of Employed Participants, 2008 

 
 

Almost one-half (46 percent) of emergency food sites experienced up to a 24 percent increase 
in the number of employed individuals, as shown in Table 2.3. An additional 18 percent of 
emergency food sites experienced a 25 percent or higher increase in employed residents.  

Table 2.3 

Percentage of Emergency Food Sites Experiencing a Change in the  
Number of Employed Participants, by Soup Kitchen and Food Pantry, 2008 

 Employed Participants Food Pantry Soup Kitchen Total 

Number of Participants Increased 63% 63% 63% 
Increased Greatly (+25% or more) 19% 14% 18% 
Increased Somewhat (+1% to 24%) 44% 49% 46% 

Number of Participants Stayed the Same 31% 31% 31% 
Number of Participants Decreased 5% 6% 5% 

Decreased Somewhat (-1% to -24%) 4% 3% 3% 
Decreased Greatly (-25% or more) 2% 3% 2% 

Total Responding (n) 348 104 452 
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Recently Unemployed Emergency Food Participants 

As illustrated in Figure 2.4, 87 percent of emergency food sites experienced an increase in the 
number of recently unemployed individuals accessing food assistance, while 11 percent 
reported no change and 2 percent experienced a decrease. 

 
Figure 2.4 

Percentage of Emergency Food Sites Experiencing a Change in the  
Number of Recently Unemployed Participants, 2008 

 
 
As provided in Table 2.4, 40 percent of emergency food sites experienced a 25 percent or 
higher increase in the number of recently unemployed residents accessing emergency food. An 
additional 47 percent of emergency food sites experienced an increase in recently unemployed 
residents of up to 24 percent.  

Table 2.4 

Percentage of Emergency Food Sites Experiencing a Change in the Number of Recently 
Unemployed Participants, by Soup Kitchen and Food Pantry, 2008 

Unemployed Participants Food Pantry Soup Kitchen Total 

Number of Participants Increased 86% 87% 87% 
Increased Greatly (+25% or more) 42% 34% 40% 
Increased Somewhat (+1% to 24%) 45% 54% 47% 

Number of Participants Stayed the Same 11% 10% 11% 
Number of Participants Decreased 2% 1% 2% 

Decreased Somewhat (-1% to -24%) 2% 1% 2% 
Decreased Greatly (-25% or more) 1% 0% 0% 

Total Responding (n) 357 105 462 
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Children Receiving Emergency Food 

Throughout New York City, 70 percent of food pantries and soup kitchens experienced an 
increase in the number of children accessing emergency food, as illustrated in Figure 2.5. More 
than one-quarter (27 percent) of emergency food sites reported no change in the number of 
children accessing emergency food.  

 

Figure 2.5 

Percentage of Emergency Food Sites Experiencing a Change  
in the Number of Children, 2008 

 
 

 

As provided in Table 2.5, approximately one-third (32 percent) of soup kitchens and food 
pantries experienced an increase of 25 percent or more in the number of children accessing 
emergency food, and 38 percent experienced an increase of up to 24 percent.  

Table 2.5 

Percentage of Emergency Food Sites Experiencing a Change in the  
Number of Children, by Soup Kitchen and Food Pantry, 2008 

Children Receiving Emergency Food Food Pantry Soup Kitchen Total 

Number of Participants Increased 75% 55% 70% 
Increased Greatly (+25% or more) 36% 19% 32% 
Increased Somewhat (+1% to 24%) 39% 36% 38% 

Number of Participants Stayed the Same 22% 42% 27% 
Number of Participants Decreased 3% 3% 3% 

Decreased Somewhat (-1% to -24%) 2% 1% 2% 
Decreased Greatly (-25% or more) 0% 2% 1% 

Total Responding (n) 362 107 469 
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Senior Emergency Food Participants 

As shown in Figure 2.6, two-thirds (66 percent) of emergency food sites experienced an 
increase in the number of seniors accessing food assistance, while 3 percent experienced a 
decrease. Approximately one-third (31 percent) of emergency food sites reported no change in 
the number of seniors accessing food assistance. 

 

Figure 2.6 

Percentage of Emergency Food Sites Experiencing a Change in the  
Number of Senior Emergency Food Participants, 2008 

 
 

More than one-third (38 percent) of emergency food sites experienced an increase in senior 
participants of up to 24 percent, as provided in Table 2.6. An additional 28 percent of 
emergency food sites experienced an increase of 25 percent or higher in senior participants.  

Table 2.6 

Percentage of Emergency Food Sites Experiencing a Change in the  
Number of Senior Participants, by Soup Kitchen and Food Pantry, 2008 

Senior Participants Food Pantry Soup Kitchen Total 

Number of Participants Increased 68% 62% 66% 
Increased Greatly (+25% or more) 30% 23% 28% 
Increased Somewhat (+1% to 24%) 38% 38% 38% 

Number of Participants Stayed the Same 30% 37% 31% 
Number of Participants Decreased 3% 2% 3% 

Decreased Somewhat (-1% to -24%) 2% 1% 2% 
Decreased Greatly (-25% or more) 1% 1% 1% 

Total Responding (n) 362 112 474 
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EMERGENCY FOOD RESOURCES 
 
Emergency Food Sites Running Out of Food  

As illustrated in Figure 2.7, more than one-half (59 percent) of emergency food sites ran out of 
food. A total of 41 percent of emergency food sites reported that they ran out of food rarely or 
never.  

 

Figure 2.7 

Percentage of Emergency Food Sites Running Out of Food, 2008 

  
 
Approximately two-thirds (64 percent) of food pantries ran out of food, while 44 percent of soup 
kitchens ran out as provided in Table 2.7. Among all emergency food sites, approximately one 
out of every ten (9 percent) ran out of food always or almost always, while 15 percent frequently 
ran out. 

Table 2.7 

Percentage of Emergency Food Sites Running Out of Food, 
by Soup Kitchen and Food Pantry, 2008 

Running Out of Food Food Pantry Soup Kitchen Total 

Ran Out of Food 64% 44% 59% 
Always/Almost Always 10% 7% 9% 
Frequently 18% 6% 15% 
Sometimes 36% 30% 34% 

Rarely/Never Ran Out of Food 36% 56% 41% 
Total Responding (n)  364 109 473 
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Emergency Food Sites Reducing the Amount of Food per Person 

More than two-thirds (69 percent) of emergency food sites had to reduce the amount of food 
given per person, while fewer than one-third (31 percent) rarely or never had to reduce the 
amount of food provided, as shown in Figure 2.8.  

 

Figure 2.8 

Percentage of Emergency Food Sites Reducing the  
Amount of Food per Person, 2008 

 
 
Three-quarters (75 percent) of food pantries had to reduce the amount of food provided per 
participant, while approximately one-half (49 percent) of soup kitchens reduced the amount of 
food provided, as provided in Table 2.8. Among all emergency food sites, 42 percent sometimes 
had to reduce the amount of food provided, while one in five frequently had to reduce the 
amount of food provided. 

Table 2.8 

Percentage of Emergency Food Sites Reducing the Amount of  
Food per Person, by Soup Kitchen and Food Pantry, 2008 

Reducing Amount of Food Food Pantry
Soup 

Kitchen 
Total 

Reduced the Amount of Food per Person 75% 49% 69% 
Always/Almost Always 8% 0% 6% 
Frequently 21% 17% 20% 
Sometimes 46% 32% 42% 

Rarely/Never Reduced  
the Amount of Food per Person 25% 51% 31% 
Total Responding (n) 355 111 466 
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Emergency Food Sites Turning People Away Due to a Lack of Food or Resources 

Approximately one-half (47 percent) of emergency food sites had to turn away residents due to 
a lack of food or resources.  

More than one-half (51 percent) of food pantries turned people away, compared to 35 percent of 
soup kitchens, as provided in Table 2.9. Among all emergency food sites, more than one out of 
every ten (12 percent) frequently turned residents away and 6 percent were forced to always or 
almost always. 

 

Table 2.9 

Percentage of Emergency Food Sites Turning People Away 
Due to a Lack of Food or Resources, 2008 

Turning People Away Food Pantry Soup Kitchen Total 

Turned People Away 51% 35% 47% 
Always/Almost always 7% 4% 6% 
Frequently 15% 5% 12% 
Sometimes 30% 27% 29% 

Rarely/Never Turned People Away 49% 65% 53% 
Total Responding (n) 355 111 466 
 
 

 

 

Emergency Food Sites Reducing the Days or Hours of Food Distribution Due to a Lack of 
Food or Resources 

Approximately one-quarter (24 percent) of emergency food sites in New York City were forced 
to reduce the number of days or hours of food distribution due to a lack of food or resources, as 
provided in Table 2.10. 

Among food pantries, more than one-quarter (28 percent) reduced the number of days or hours 
of distribution, higher than the 11 percent among soup kitchens. 

 

Table 2.10 

Percentage of Emergency Food Sites Reducing the Number of Days or Hours of 
Distribution, by Soup Kitchen and Food Pantry, 2008 

Reducing Distribution Hours Food Pantry Soup Kitchen Total 

Reduced Days or Hours 28% 11% 24% 
Did Not Reduce Days or Hours 72% 89% 76% 
Total Responding (n) 362 112 474 
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 EMERGENCY FOOD VOLUNTEERS 
 
Emergency Food Sites Experiencing a Change in the Number of Volunteers  
As illustrated in Figure 2.11, 40 percent of emergency food sites experienced an increase in the 
number of volunteers. More than one-half (51 percent) of emergency food sites in New York 
City reported no change in the number of volunteers, while 8 percent experienced a decrease. 

 

Figure 2.11 

Percentage of Emergency Food Sites Experiencing a Change in the 
Number of Volunteers, 2008 

 
As provided in Table 2.11, more than one-quarter (28 percent) of emergency food sites reported 
an increase of up to 24 percent in the number of volunteers. An additional 12 percent of 
emergency food sites experienced an increase of 25 percent or more in the number of 
volunteers. 

Table 2.11 

Percentage of Emergency Food Sites Experiencing a Change in the 
Number of Volunteers, by Soup Kitchen and Food Pantry, 2008 

Volunteers Food Pantry Soup Kitchen Total 

Number of Participants Increased 38% 47% 40% 
Increased Greatly (+25% or more) 12% 13% 12% 
Increased Somewhat (+1% to 24%) 27% 34% 28% 

Number of Participants Stayed the Same 53% 45% 51% 
Number of Participants Decreased 9% 8% 8% 

Decreased Somewhat (-1% to -24%) 7% 7% 7% 
Decreased Greatly (-25% or more) 1% 1% 1% 

Total Responding (n) 363 112 475 
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Individuals Volunteering the Most Hours at Emergency Food Sites  
As illustrated in Figure 2.12, 62 percent of emergency food sites reported that retired residents 
were among those who volunteered the most hours, followed by unemployed volunteers (55 
percent), student volunteers (36 percent) and employed volunteers (32 percent).  

 

Figure 2.12 

Individuals Volunteering the Most Hours at Emergency Food Sites, 2008 

  
 
More than two-thirds (67 percent) of soup kitchens and 60 percent of food pantries reported that 
retired individuals were among those who volunteered the most hours, as shown in Table 2.12. 
For soup kitchens, this was followed by student volunteers (50 percent), unemployed volunteers 
(46 percent) and employed volunteers (28 percent). For food pantries, retired volunteers were 
followed by unemployed volunteers (58 percent), employed volunteers (34 percent) and student 
volunteers (32 percent).  

Table 2.12 

Individuals Volunteering the Most Hours at Emergency Food Sites, by Soup Kitchen and 
Food Pantry, 2008 

Type of Volunteers Food Pantry Soup Kitchen Total 
Retired Volunteers 60% 67% 62% 
Unemployed Volunteers 58% 46% 55% 
Student Volunteers 32% 50% 36% 
Employed Volunteers 34% 28% 32% 
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SUCCESSION PLANNING AT EMERGENCY FOOD SITES 

Percentage of Sites Able to Fill the Role of Director from Within 
If necessary within the next year, 80 percent of emergency food sites would be able to fill the 
role of director from within their site, as illustrated in Figure 2.13. 

 

Figure 2.13 

Percentage of Sites Able to Fill the Role of Director from Within, 2008 

 
  

 
Food pantries are more likely to be able to fill the role of director from within their site than soup 
kitchens. As provided in Table 2.13, 82 percent of food pantries would be able to fill the role of 
director, while fewer than three-quarters (74 percent) of soup kitchens would be able to fill the 
role from within their site.  

Table 2.13 

Percentage of Sites Able to Fill the Role of Director from Within, by  
Soup Kitchen and Food Pantry, 2008 

Succession Planning Food Pantry Soup Kitchen Total 

Able to Fill Role from Within 82% 74% 80% 
Unable to Fill Role from Within 18% 26% 20% 
Total Responding 350 105 455 
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METHODOLOGY 
 
 
 
HUNGER EXPERIENCE POLL  
 
SURVEY INSTRUMENT 
The Food Bank commissioned the Marist College Institute for Public Opinion to conduct a 
survey to determine residents’ ability to afford food. Data were collected by phone interview, 
which consisted of three questions developed by the Food Bank in collaboration with Marist 
College.  
 
SAMPLE POPULATION 
This year, telephone interviews were conducted using random digit dialing to land lines and cell 
phone numbers on October 19, 20, and 21, 2009. A total of 885 New York City residents ages 
18 and older were interviewed. Interviews were administered in English and Spanish by trained 
interviewers from a centralized location. Up to three attempts to establish contact were made 
per telephone number.  
 
DATA ANALYSIS 
A final weighted data set that reflects interview responses was provided to the Food Bank by 
Marist College. To ensure proportionality, statistics were weighted by borough, income, age, 
race/ethnicity and gender population data from the U.S. Census Bureau. Results are significant 
at the +3.5 percent level.  
 
STUDY LIMITATIONS 
While efforts were made to ensure sample randomness, proportionality and consistency, there 
are several limitations to this study. 
 
First, as residents selected themselves to participate in the telephone survey, there is the 
potential for there to be a self-selection bias in the data.  
 
Second, although the overall findings are statistically significant at the +3.5 percent, the margin 
of error increases for statistics obtained through cross-tabulation. 
 
Finally, the interviews were conducted by Marist College Institute for Public Opinion only in 
English and Spanish. Because there are considerable populations of New York City residents 
who speak languages other than those used for the interview, a bias may have been introduced.  
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EMERGENCY FOOD SURVEY  
 
SURVEY INSTRUMENT 
Emergency Food Site Resource Surveys were collected from 493 soup kitchens and food 
pantries in New York City between February 2009 and May 2009. The Emergency Food Site 
sample has a margin of error of ± 3 percentage points. The error increases for cross-
tabulations. 
 
SAMPLE POPULATION 
Emergency Food Site Resource Surveys were distributed to 751 Food Bank For New York City 
member soup kitchens and food pantries. The Emergency Food Site Resource Survey was 
initially mailed and e-mailed (if possible) to all 751 sites in February 2009. The survey was also 
made available for completion online. Follow-up was conducted through mailings of additional 
copies of the survey, e-mails and reminders placed in organizational publications.  
 
DATA ANALYSIS 
To ensure proportionality, response statistics were weighted based on the number of active 
soup kitchens and food pantries in each of the five boroughs at the time of survey distribution. In 
addition to statistics for all emergency food sites in New York City, the data set includes cross-
tabulations by borough. 
 
STUDY LIMITATIONS 
While efforts were made to ensure sample randomness and proportionality, there are several 
limitations to this study. 
 
First, as emergency food sites selected themselves to complete the survey, there is the 
potential for a self-selection bias in the data.  
 
Second, although the overall findings are statistically significant at the ± 3 percent level, the 
margin of error increases for statistics obtained through cross-tabulation. 
 
Additionally, since each emergency food site may have their own methods for tracking 
participant information, the self-reported data may be subject to bias. 
 
Finally, the survey was only distributed in English. Because there are a number of emergency 
food sites in New York City where languages other than English are primarily spoken, a bias 
may have been introduced. 
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