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4.4       ESTIMATES OF THE NUMBER OF PANTRY CLIENTS 

Here we present estimates of the number of clients served by FA pantries, based on 

microlevel information about the design-based analysis weights assigned to individual 

observations in the sampling work. 

For interviewing at pantries, the sampling unit was the household.  As discussed in 

Chapter 3 and detailed in the Technical Appendix volume, we have computed weights for each 

of the observations in the client survey sample, based on their probabilities of being selected into 

the sample in a typical week.  These weights are based on several factors, including: 

• The probability of selecting the client’s agency into the subset of agencies used 
for the client survey and the probability of selecting the client’s program.  (This 
reflects the probabilities of the agency being selected at several different stages of 
the sampling process, the number of days per week the programs are open, and 
program-level participation rates, in terms of the agencies agreeing to allow the 
on-site data collection work.) 

• The probability of selecting the client into the sample during the on-site work at 
the agency during the day of client interviewing.  (This reflects the number of 
clients at the agency that day and the number actually selected for interviewing.) 

• Client responses to interview questions concerning how many times they had 
been at any pantry during the week the interviewing took place. 

These factors have allowed us to compute probabilities of each of the selected clients 

(1) being at a pantry in a typical week, (2) being selected into the data collection sample, and 

(3) responding to the survey.  The initial set of weekly client weights is calculated based on the 

inverses of these probabilities.  These weights make the sample representative of the universe of 

households receiving food at least once from a pantry served by a participating food bank in a 

typical week.  The sum of these weights, 1.6 million, presented in Line 1 of Table 4.4.1, can be 

interpreted as an estimate of the number of different households obtaining food from pantries 

served by the participating food banks in a typical week.  This estimate is still in terms of 

households, not persons.  The conversion to persons will be done later in the estimation process 



below.  In addition, the estimate applies only to clients in pantries that the participating food 

banks cover. 

The weekly estimate in Line 1 of the table provides the basis of the annual estimates that 

we are about to derive.  However, weekly estimates are also of considerable interest in 

themselves as a measure of the size of the system.  This is true especially because this weekly 

estimate is probably somewhat more accurate than the annual estimates derived below.  In 

particular, as our methodological discussion in Chapter 3 indicates, computing annual estimates 

unavoidably required asking survey respondents to report on their use of the emergency food 

system over a significant amount of time—a year in some instances.  This long reporting span 

undoubtedly increases reporting error.  In contrast, the weekly estimate requires only that 

respondents be able to report on their use of the system during the week of the survey—a 

considerably less exacting requirement. 

The estimation process continues by drawing on various survey findings to obtain, 

ultimately, an annual estimate of different clients.  The next step is to convert the weekly 

estimate in Line 1 to pantry visits in a month by multiplying by a factor of four weeks per 

month.1  We then divide by a survey-based estimate that shows that, on average, households that 

use pantries visit them 2.0 times per month.  Based on these factors, Line 5 indicates that the 

number of different client household visits in a month at all FA pantries that the participating 

food banks cover is estimated to be 3.3 million. 

                                                 

1 We considered using a factor of 4.3 weeks per month but elected to use the 4.0 factor because 4.0 may 
reflect more accurately how survey respondents converted between weeks and months in answering the survey 
questions.  The appropriate choice is not fully clear, but it makes a significant difference.  Using 4.3 would increase 
the pantry estimates by  about 7%.  The 7% is calculated as:  [4.3 ÷ 4]). 



TABLE 4.4.1 
  

DERIVATION OF ESTIMATE OF DIFFERENT PEOPLE 
USING PANTRIES ANNUALLY 

 
1. Estimated number of pantry household visits in a week by different households in areas 

covered by participating food banks 1.6 million 
 
2. Weeks in a month 4.0 
 
3. Pantry household visits in a month 6.5 million 
 
4. Average household visits per month (per household) 2.0 
 
5. Different household visits in a month 3.3 million 
 
6. Average monthly percentage of all client households that start using pantries each month 20.8 
 
7. Total entrants in months 2 through 12 (Line 6 ! Line 5 ! 11 months) 7.6 million 
 
8. Total different households in months 1 through 12 (Line 5 + Line 7) 10.9 million 
 
9. Average household size (persons per household) 2.8 
 
10. Different people served in months 1 through 12 in areas covered by participating food 

banks (Line 8 ! Line 9) 30.9 million 
 
11. Adjustment for nonparticipating food banks 1.13 
 
12. Different people served annually by pantries in the network  

(Line 11 ! Line 10) 35.0 million 
 
13. Different people served annually by pantries in the network (95-percent confidence interval) 32.1 to 37.8 million 
 
Note: The technique used in the table of adjusting totals by average should be viewed as an 

approximation of the exact relevant numbers, if the relevant variables, including sample weights, 
are correlated with one another.  For instance, if two variables are correlated, the product of the 
averages for two variables might not be exactly the same as the average of their products. 

 
The next step in the derivation is to go from the estimated monthly number of 

unique pantry clients to develop an annual estimate.  As noted above, in all likelihood, 

this step is subject to more error than the earlier ones because many of the pantry clients 

might have had difficulty responding accurately to questions that cover a period as long 

as a full year. 



During the interview, respondents were asked how many months in a row in the 

past year they had received food from pantries (Question P61b).  The response categories 

to this question, which interviewers read to respondents, were denominated in months, 

with the key category being “just this month.” We used information from this question to 

estimate the number of clients who are new to the system, in that they reported not 

having used a pantry in the 12 months before the current month. About 20.8% of clients 

fell into this category, resulting in about 7.6 million new-entrant households in the past 

year.2  

The next step in deriving an estimate of different users annually is to draw on the 

survey data to estimate the number of people per household.  Based on the survey data, 

there are about 2.8 people per household in the population using pantries.  A subsequent 

adjustment extrapolates the estimate from the areas covered by participating food banks 

to the entire set of FA food banks.  After making these adjustments, the final estimate of 

people the FA network pantries served in a year is 35.0 million. The corresponding 95-

percent confidence interval, computed using the standard error of the weekly estimate 

and variation in the factors used to extrapolate to the annual count, extends from 32.1 to 

37.8 million clients. 

 

                                                 

2 This estimate has been adjusted using national employment data (see Section 3.6.2). 


