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Rural Communities Impacting Policy (RCIP)

Re-defining Productivity and Social Well-being 

Through the Lens of Food Banks

Student Researcher: Krista MacCallum

Community Sponsor: Kevin Quinlan

Purpose:
To determine how food banks and similar community-based organizations (CBO’s) contribute to productivity and social well-being in qualitative ways, and how public policy formulators can redefine productivity and well-being in qualitative terms.  Current definitions of outcomes are based on numeric terms, such as the amount of income one receives, yet these definitions are missing qualitative values.

Research: 
We are collecting data through semi-structured one-on-one interviews with directors and board members of food banks and community-based organizations, and through focus groups with clients of these organizations.  In total, we are working with four food banks in the local area.  As well, we have linked in with a provincial rural volunteers’ project whose board members are also involved in food banks in their local area.

From the interviews and focus groups conducted to date, I have found it beneficial after each session, to go through the data and identify any repeated issues or key points.  From my experience, a focus group works well with approximately 5-6 people, lasting between 1 ½ to 2 hours.  A smaller group is most beneficial to make participants feel comfortable sharing personal information. 

Problems to date: 
It has been difficult tracking down participants for focus groups.  I have spoken with one lady who is directly connected with the food bank and youth in her area, yet due to an illness in the family, is unable to commit to the project.  As well, due to the summer season, it is difficult to track down interested participants and hope that I will be able to conduct at least one each, an interview and focus group soon.

Remaining to be completed: 
At least one of each, an interview and focus group that I will facilitate and be accompanied by a recorder.  After the final report is written and revised, I will distribute a copy to those who requested it on their consent forms and return any information tools that the food banks provided for the project such as annual reports, etc.

Results: 
To date, we have found that client/users of food bank services generally come from the following groups; individuals and families on social assistance; the working poor; people on disability pensions; individuals with special needs; users who encountered personal setbacks and required interim help with obtaining food, including one-time very successful individuals; and those who are in seasonal employment and cannot keep a family going on their income levels during off-work periods.  Users from all walks of life and all ages use food banks for any number of reasons.  Participants reported the first-time contact with a food bank is typically around the need for food; however, the experience grows into a social network of friendship, helping, bartering, counseling, and other social and personal outcomes.  We noted that food banks have close ties to criminal justice systems and provide opportunities for individuals to serve out community service time in the food bank.  We saw first-hand evidence of a young male offender being ‘mothered’ by an older woman at a food bank and a female offender who was providing community service time and bringing her child with her because she felt so comfortable and welcomed in the organization.  It is difficult to determine how the food bank has contributed to the productivity and well-being of these individuals in the short timeframe of this study, but the evidence can be ‘seen and heard’ everywhere as we conducted our fieldwork.  There is no doubt food banks that are involved with community service agencies contribute to societal productivity and well-being though the number of individuals they reportedly ‘rescued’ from a criminal lifestyle through community service and sense of belonging.

We are also interested in how clients/users learn through their experiences at the community-based organizations.  Clients of the food banks involved in this study said they learn by interacting with others, learn how to become self-sufficient, gain teamwork and interpersonal skills, learn how to budget and eat healthy on that budget, and that everyone has the potential to set and achieve personal and occupational goals through participation in the CBO. 

Messages to policy makers:

1) When formulating policy and defining productivity and social well-being through the lens of the food bank and community-based organizations is that a combination of qualitative and quantitative terms should be used.

2) A generational trend is emerging in the use of food banks, and formulators need to consider the implications of this trend for public social policy.

3) Public policy needs to focus on linkages between informal learning and productivity and well-being.

Other notes:

1) Generally, food banks involved in this study began as initiatives of clergy and churches.  The banks were seen as outreach programs for their organizations and as ways to help protect individuals and communities from outcomes of poverty.  It is noteworthy that the food banks in this study began during 1985, the same time that the federal government was changing public policy around social programs.

2) Food banks are beginning to provide training classes for the clients that provide the students with employability and computer skills.

Conclusion to date:

From our research to date, we have concluded that the government on all levels needs to re-define their existing definitions of productivity social well-being from quantitative terms to incorporate qualitative elements.  They need to revise their existing views of public providers of social services and how they benefit/serve their users.

