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4.9  DISCUSSION OF CHANGES IN AGENCY AND CLIENT 
ESTIMATES FROM 2005 TO 2009 

As noted in Chapter 3, the survey methodology and the procedures with which 

annual and weekly client counts are estimated for the 2010 study are nearly identical to 

those used in the 2006 study. Thus, there is a high degree of comparability between the 

estimates from both surveys. In addition, neither the 2006 nor the 2010 study is directly 

comparable in a formal statistical sense to the 2001 study. This is due to a number of 

significant refinements and improvements that were made to the study procedures for the 

2006 study and that were maintained in 2010. These refinements are described in detail in 

the Hunger in America 2006 report (see Section 3.8 on page 31).  

In this section we describe changes between 2005 and 2009 in the number of FA 

clients as well as in several factors that are central to producing the estimates in each 

year. Due to the fact that the differences between the 2001 study and the 2006 and 2010 

studies have been documented in the Hunger in America 2006 report, we focus on 

changes that occurred between 2005 and 2009.  

4.9.1 The Size of the Feeding America Network in 2005 and 2009 

The findings in Tables 4.3.1, 4.5.1, and 4.7.1 suggest that the system provides 

comprehensive services that are widely available and that, overall, this network has 

increased in size between 2005 and 2009. In 2009, the FA network included 33,493 food 

pantries, 4,453 emergency kitchens, and 3,576 shelters, with each participating food bank 

providing supplies to all these types of programs. This compares to 2005 in which FA 

facilities included 29,674 food pantries, 5,601 emergency kitchens, and 4,143 shelters. 

Thus, the number of pantries in the network has increased by 13% and the numbers of 



emergency kitchens and shelters have decreased by 20% and 14%, respectively, between 

2005 and 2009. 

The 2009 findings suggest that the FA network serves very large numbers of 

clients in a year and that the number of clients has increased from 2005 to 2009.  The 

estimates suggest that 37.0 million different clients were served by the three types of FA 

emergency food programs in 2009, compared to 25.4 million clients in 2005. 1 The annual 

number across all three types of programs has increased by 46% since 2005. 2  

The estimate of the number of different clients served by the participating food 

banks in a typical week is also an important measure of the size of system. In 2009, 5.7 

million different clients were served in a typical week, compared to 4.5 million in 2005—

a 27% increase. In the next section we discuss how the estimates of the factors that 

convert the weekly counts to annual counts have changed over this period, which helps 

explain why the percentage changes for the weekly and annual counts differ. 

                                                 

1 A range of estimates from 23.7 to 27.0 million clients was presented in the 2005 report, rather 
than a single estimate, due to variation in one of the factors (the newcomer rate) used to estimate the annual 
count from the weekly count. We have used the midpoint of this range to estimate the percent change from 
2005 to 2009. 

2 The estimates of emergency food use in the Current Population Survey (CPS) indicate that 4.8 
million households receive food from pantries at least once in the last twelve months, an increase of 20% 
from 2005 (data from 2009 is currently not available) (Nord et al. 2009). Also 0.6 million households 
receive food from emergency kitchens at least once in the last twelve months, a decrease of 2 percent from 
2005. However, as discussed in the Hunger in America 2006 report and noted elsewhere in the relevant 
research literature, the absolute number of emergency food clients estimated in the CPS has consistently 
been substantially lower than the number estimated in the FA surveys. Possible reasons for the undercount 
include the known tendency of the CPS and similar national surveys to undercount use of assistance 
programs and, relatedly, the role of stigma in how a respondent answers. In particular, in the CPS it is easy 
for a respondent to decide not to report participation in emergency food if it is embarrassing to do so, while 
in the Hunger in America survey, this is not possible, since the interview takes place at the emergency food 
provider. Additional reasons for the discrepancy between the CPS and Hunger in America study estimates 
include (1) the CPS undercounts those who are most in need of assistance including those in housing Units, 
(2) the CPS asks respondents about food pantry and emergency kitchen use in the last 12 months, and visits 
to an agency that took place farther in the past may be more difficult to remember (recall bias); and (3) the 
CPS sampling frame does not include those not living in housing units. However, these factors 
notwithstanding, the size of the difference in the estimates should be noted, if not fully understood.     

 



4.9.2 Interpreting Changes in Client Estimates from 2005 to 2009 

There have been sizable increases in the number of unduplicated clients served 

annually and weekly from 2005 to 2009. In this section we examine these increases in 

light of the sampling and measurement error present in both years. We also compare the 

changes in client counts to changes in national indicators of federal food assistance 

program participation rates, food insecurity, and unemployment based on external data as 

a “plausibility” check.  

The 2009 estimated annual count of 37.0 million is a midpoint of the 95-percent 

confidence interval that extends from 33.8 to 40.2 million clients. This interval is based 

on sampling error of both the weekly client count estimate and the set of factors 

(estimated using the same survey data set) such as the number of pantry visits per month, 

household size, and the newcomer rate used to convert the weekly count to an annual 

count (see rows 3, 6, and 9 of Table 4.4.1). It means that, while the specific point 

estimate of clients is 37.0 million, there is a reasonable probability that the true number 

of clients could be as low as 33.8 million or as high as 40.2 million. 

In 2005, a range was also presented, extending from 23.7 to 27.0 million; 

however, this range was constructed solely using measurement error in one factor—the 

newcomer rate. The 2005 range was not, strictly speaking, based on a formal estimate of 

sampling error and thus did not represent true statistical sampling variation. While one 

cannot determine whether there is a true statistical difference between the 2005 and 2009 

estimate, it is useful to note that the upper end of the 2005 range and the lower end of the 



2009 range are separated by almost 7 million clients, making it almost certain that the 

annual client counts are statistically different in each year.3 

Accepting the specific annual estimate in 2009 of 37.0 million clients, together 

with a similar estimate in 2005 of 25.4 million clients, implies an increase of 46% from 

2005 to 2009. This percentage increase is calculated using the midpoints of the ranges in 

both years. However, given the ranges in 2009 and 2005 that are based on sampling and 

measurement error, it is possible that the “true” percentage increase is smaller than 46%.  

For example, if the “true” 2005 annual estimate was 27.0 million (the upper bound of the 

range) and the “true” 2009 estimate was 33.8 million (the lower bound of the range), then 

the percentage increase would be approximately 25%. For similar reasons it is also 

possible that the “true” percent increase could be larger than 46%.  

A related question is whether the magnitudes of the increases in the annual and 

weekly client counts are plausible. External national indicators of federal food assistance 

participation, food security, and unemployment all support a sizable increase from 2005 

to 2009 in the number of clients receiving emergency food from agencies and programs 

in the FA network. First, participation in the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program 

(SNAP) climbed from 25.3 million participants to 33.5 million participants from the 

survey period in 2005 to the survey period in 2009—a 32% increase.4 Second, 

government estimates based on annual Census Bureau, Current Population Survey (CPS) 

data indicate that between 2005 and 2008 (data is not currently available for 2009) the 

                                                 

3 Given the high degree of comparability in survey methodologies, one can also apply the relative 
standard error from the 2009 client count to the 2005 count to obtain an approximate standard error for the 
2005 count. Doing so also demonstrates that there is a statistical difference between the two years in the 
number of clients served annually. 

4 See http://www.fns.usda.gov/pd/snapmain.htm 



number of people in the United States experiencing food insecurity rose from 12.6 

million people to an unprecedented 17.1 million people—a 36% increase.5 Third, 

employment data from the Bureau of Labor Statistics indicates that the unemployment 

rate increased from a monthly average of 5.2% in the survey period in 2005 to a monthly 

average of 8.7% in the survey period in 2009—a 66% increase.   

The changes in SNAP participation rates and food security provide support the 

“true” increase in emergency food clients falling between 33% (corresponding to the 

difference between the midpoint of the 2005 range and the lower bound of the 2009 

range) and 46% (corresponding to the difference between the midpoints of the 2005 and 

2009 ranges). However, there is also evidence based on changes in unemployment that 

provides support that the 46% increase could be a reasonable estimate of the “true” 

increase in emergency food clients.  

4.9.3 Changes Between 2005 and 2009 in Key Factors That Influence the 
Participation Estimates  

Changes in the annual client counts from 2005 to 2009 for pantry, kitchens, and 

shelters are partly determined by several factors shown in Tables 4.4.1, 4.6.1, and  4.7.2.  

For example, Table 4.4.1 shows that the annual number of clients served by pantries is 

built up from the weekly household count using several factors that include the average 

number of household visits per month, the newcomer rate (labeled in the table as the 

“average monthly percentage of all client households that start using pantries each 

                                                 

5 Mark Nord, Margaret Andrews, and Steven Carlson.  “Household Food Security in the United 
States, 2008.”  U.S. Department of Agriculture, Food and Nutrition Service.  Economic Research Report 
No. 83 (ERS-83) November 2009. 



month”), and the average household size. Between 2005 and 2009, the estimates of these 

factors changed in the following ways: 

• The average number of household visits per month (per household) 
increased from 1.8 to 2.0, suggesting an increase in frequency of use 
among households. For a given number of (distinct) pantry household 
visits in a given month (line 3 in Table 4.4.1), a larger estimate for this 
frequency decreases the number of different client households (line 5 in 
Table 4.4.1). 

• The average monthly percentage of all client households that start using 
pantries each month—the newcomer rate—increased from 14.0% to 
20.8%. For a given number of different client household visits in a given 
month (line 5 of Table 4.4.1), an increase in the estimate of the newcomer 
rate increases the total annual number of different households (line 8 in 
Table 4.4.1). 

• The average household size, measured as number of persons per 
households, increased from 2.7 to 2.8. For a given total annual number of 
different households (line 8 of Table 4.4.1), a larger estimate of average 
household size increases the number of different people served annually 
(line 10 in Table 4.4.1). 

Considering changes in these factors collectively suggests that the while there is a 

greater number of new households seeking network pantry services each month, the 

effect of this on the number of different clients is partially counterbalanced by the 

increase in the frequency with which households visit pantries.  

Unlike for pantries, the factors that convert weekly client counts to annual client 

counts for kitchens and shelters consist only of an adjustment for the number of children 

accompanying adults to the kitchen or shelter (because only adults at least 18 years old 

are sampled at these programs) and an adjustment for the newcomer rate. In general, for a 

given weekly count, increases in each of these factors lead to increases in the annual 

client counts for kitchens and shelters. Between 2005 and 2009, the estimates of these 

factors changed in the following ways: 

• The average number of children accompanying adults decreased from 0.3 
to 0.2 children for kitchens and remained about the same for shelters (0.2).  



• The average monthly percentage of clients who start using kitchens each 
month increased from 15.0% to 23.4%. For shelters, the newcomer rate 
increased from 36.0% to 46.1%. 

For kitchen and shelter clients, the changes in these factors have opposing effects 

on the number of different clients served annually. While there are fewer children 

accompanying adults served at kitchens and shelters, there were greater numbers of new 

clients seeking services in 2009 than in 2005 at these programs. The result was a net 

increase in kitchen and shelter clients from 2005 to 2009.  

 


