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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Through the Mayor’s Internship Program, a group of nine students assisted the Food Access
Collaborative in collecting data from June 2016 to July 2016. This is the Food Access
Collaborative’s fourth summer conducting surveys at emergency meal sites with the goal of
learning more about who meal guests are, understanding why guests seek emergency meals, and
identifying the challenges guests face and what additional services they may need. The survey
consists of interviews with meal guests at both outdoor and indoor meal sites. The results of 248
total surveys have been summarized and analyzed in this report. Additionally, the Mayor’s
Internship Program team shared their takeaways from the experience and compiled a list of

recommendations to improve upon the project in future years.

BACKGROUND
Food Access Collaborative (FAC)

The Food Access Collaborative was established in 2012 by Mayor Nutter. The Collaborative
consists of a network of anti-hunger advocates who work to increase the quality and quantity of
emergency meals served in safe and dignified settings and to increase access to the social and
health services that are necessary to stabilize the lives of vulnerable Philadelphians. The FAC
focuses on three key activities:

- Increasing the number of meals available in a safe and dignified setting until it addresses

current need,;
- Improving connections to social and health services for meal guests;

- Improving the health and nutrition of meals served.



CURRENT RESEARCH

Since 2013, the FAC has been conducting an annual survey of meal guests. The main purpose of
this study is to better understand how the city of Philadelphia can combat hunger and increase
autonomy among vulnerable Philadelphians by shedding light on meal guests' demographics,
health conditions, access to supportive services, and by identifying how guests define a safe and
dignified meal. Additionally, by measuring this data over time, we can measure the effectiveness

of current efforts and adapt policies to best meet the needs of emergency meal guests.

METHODOLOGY
General Information and Procedure
Over the course of seven weeks, the team surveyed 248 emergency meal guests. Of these 248
surveys, 130 were conducted at outdoor meal sites and 117 were conducted at indoor meal sites.
We surveyed at outdoor meal sites whenever possible, primarily along the Benjamin Franklin
Parkway. If the assigned outdoor meal was cancelled, if there was bad weather or if the team
members were unable to find it, then surveys were conducted at indoor meal sites: primarily St.
John’s Hospice and Sunday Breakfast Rescue Mission. The survey was created by the FAC and
vetted by the Yale Evaluation Group at The Consultation Center. The interviews were
conducted anonymously, and guests were not required to answer any questions if they felt
uncomfortable. In exchange for completing a survey, guests were given two SEPTA tokens.
The team worked in pairs, and each surveyor was required to complete 5 surveys every week and
to write a brief blog post about the surveying experience. The results were entered into a Google
form and downloaded into an excel sheet which automatically coded the data. The collected data

has been analyzed and summarized, but the number of responses cited per question may vary due



to refusals, blank answers, or multiple responses to open ended questions. The data and

recommendations in this report are drawn from the survey responses and blog posts.

Meal Scheduling

The calendar of outdoor meal providers changed repeatedly throughout the summer for a variety
of reasons, so contacting meal providers weekly was the best way to maintain updated
information. We used a list of outdoor permits to help identify contact information. As
surveying progressed throughout the summer, surveyors would note changes to meal site
locations and time, and the calendar would be updated accordingly. The calendar featured below
represents the last week of surveying in mid-July. The calendar does not included Friday,
Saturday or Sunday because the team was unavailable to conduct the survey during these times;

however, there are outdoor meal providers serving on the weekends.

Outdoor Meal Site Calendar [Dinner Times]

Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday
Philly Restart lan Yae's In
Family Court Touch 10th and Filbert Thursday Mama
(20th & Vine) 20th and Street Family Court
4-5 PM Parkway 7PM (19th & Pkwy)
6:30-7:30PM 4:30-5:30 PM

Church of Living
God (North Side
of City Hall)
Intersection of
JFK Bivd. and
Broad Street
7PM-9PM




RESULTS & ANALYSIS
When comparing the data to last year’s outdoor survey, we noted that in 2016 the research team
conducted 53% of the surveys at outdoor meal sites, and 47% of the surveys were at indoor meal

sites. In 2015, 77% of surveys were at outdoor meal sites and 23% for indoor meal sites.
The most frequent responses for age, ethnicity, and gender for 2015 are: 22% of guests were 50-
54 years old, 87% of guests were Male, and 76% of guests were African American. The 2016

demographics are found below.

DEMOGRAPHICS

Refused What is your age? Gender How do you identify your gender?
7041% Variant/
65-69
1% Transgender
3% 40-a4 1%
8%
60-64
6% 45-49
19%
35-39
7% 40-59 50-54
69% 25%
30-34
7% 55-59

25-29 17%

2% 18-24 -

2%

How do you identify your ethnicity? Mixed/

Asian/Pacific Refused Multiple
Islander o 3%
3%
Native
American

5%
Caucasian
7%




Question:
Left Graph: Are you a veteran of the US Armed Forces or National Guard?
Right Graph: Cross analysis of surveyed veterans and if they had been homeless/stayed in an

emergency shelter include between June 2015 and June 2016.

Yes
7% N?
Veteran Status? 39%
Yes 18
No 228 Ves

No
93%

61%

Question Analysis: 7% of respondents indicated that they were veterans of the US Armed
Forces or National Guard. In December 2015, the city of Philadelphia declared that it had
reached functional zero in the number of homeless veterans in the city, with all veterans who
wanted permanent housing being placed in permanent homes!. However, the results from our
survey showed that two-thirds of the veterans we surveyed, which is 11 guests or 4.62% of the
total population that we surveyed, said that they had been living in the streets or in an emergency
shelter at some time in the past year. This potentially shows that more veterans have become
homeless since the initiative to end veteran homelessness was declared successful and new
measures might need to be put in place to ensure that the number continues to stay at functional
zero. Another explanation for the discrepancy may reflect that the survey inquires about having
lived in an emergency shelter or on the streets in the last year. The last year constitutes from June
2015 to June 2016, providing a five month interval before veteran homeless reached functional

zero which could explain why the 4.62% was obtained from the survey responses.

! Nadolny, Tricia L. "Homelessness "effectively Ended" for Phila. Vets." Philly.com. N.p., 19 Dec. 2015. Web. 29 July 2016.



MEALS

Question: Are there specific days of the week that you have trouble finding a meal?

50
34 31 .
26
I_i I 21 I I

Monday Tuesday Wednesday  Thursday Friday Saturday Sunday

Question Analysis: About 212 people answered this question. At least 10% of respondents have
trouble finding a meal on any given day. Sunday received the highest number of responses
(22%), followed by Wednesday (15%) and Friday (13%). The result is consistent with
information and experience we have about current meal providers’ schedules. While the team
was unavailable to survey on weekends, the FAC’s meal flyer indicates that there are fewer
indoor meal providers serving meals on Sunday as compared to other days in the week.
Additionally, during our survey time, we often had difficulty finding outdoor meal providers on
Wednesdays, as this meal was not served on the Parkway. This result indicates a gap in

emergency meals, and it may be beneficial to launch new meal times to meet these needs.
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Question:
Left Graph: In the past week, how many times did you want a meal but were unable to get one?
Right Graph: Yesterday, how many times did you want a meal but were unable to get one? The

day before yesterday? 2 days ago?

18-21 4-5 M}E'I
Meals Meals eals
Meals 5o, 3Meals 4% 2%

8% 6%
2 Meals
129 10%

4-6

Question Analysis: The graphs above show the number of meals people wanted but missed in
the past week as well as the past three days. More than half of the respondents missed more than
1 meal in the past week, and 10% missed an average of at least one meal every day in the past
week (missed 7-21 meals in the past week). However, the graph on the right may be a more
accurate result since it is easier to recall what happened in the last three days than in the past
week. It shows 22% of people missed more than 1 meal in the past three days and 6% of
respondents missed at least one meal every day in the past three days. In average, people missed
2.5 meals in the past week, and 0.9 meals in the past three days (which would be 2.1 meals for
the week). Regardless, these results indicate that meal guests’ needs are not being fully met by

the current schedule of free meals.
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Question: Why weren’t you able to get a meal? (MP=Meal Provider)

Why weren't you able to get a meal?

No money Other pon't like Unclear

5%

— > 2%
D|dn5to/want\ Timing
° 14%
Can't find No MP
6%
’ 9%
Problems with Distance

9%
P didn't
show
6%
MP ran out of
food

MP
42%

Note: Some responses may be coded into more than one reason.
Question Analysis: The most common responses were due to the meal guests arriving late, the
times meals are served, the location of the meal (distance), and the inability to find a meal (no
meal provider). Among guests who miss meals, approximately 42 percent of guests miss meals
due to reasons that potentially could be resolved by meal providers. For example, 14 percent
miss meals due to the times meals are served. Providers usually serve at traditional hours, but
some guests noted that they stay awake at night and sleep during the day, which makes it harder
to find a meal.
Other preventable reasons for missed meals include: distance to meal sites, lack of meal
providers for certain days and times, meal providers not showing up, and meal providers running

out of food. FAC could work with providers to serve meals at additional times and locations, and

12



to explore strategies to ensure meal providers show up on time, provide enough food for
everyone, and communicate their services tSERVICESieal guests.

Question: Out of the following, what are the top two services you would like to have access to at

free meal sites?

Housing Assstance | 175
employment services N 117

Counseling Services (mental health/substance use) _ 45

social worker / case worker [ so
ID and Birth Certificate Services _ 55

Education (Computer/literacy/GED/skills training) _ 42

Assistance applying for benefits (like food stamps) - 37

0 20 40 60 80 100 120 140 160 180 200
The top two services requested by respondents were housing assistance (34%) and employment
services (23%) which also are the first two options listed in the survey. This shows a correlation
between how the services were ordered in the survey and the top services selected by the
respondents. The results may be true indications of the most wanted services or due to
respondents trying to expedite the surveying process.
Only 9% of respondents chose social worker/caseworker. A possible explanation for such a low
request include that social workers provide support with the rest of the listed services such as
housing assistance, employment services, ID and birth certificate services, etc. Thus, the demand
for social workers and caseworkers may be higher than the indicated 9 percent because there is
an overlap in the services that social workers and caseworkers provide with the listed options. In
addition, respondents might gravitate towards selecting the other options such as counseling

services and assistance applying for benefits, because these are concrete and clear points of how
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the respondent could be helped. A lack of knowledge by respondents of the role of a social
worker/caseworker might deter respondents from selecting this service.
Question: Which of the following additional services would you most like to see at free meal

sites? (Pick Two)

Toiletries/Sanitary Products 79
Clothing 116
Medical services/checkups 122
Dental Services/checkups 78
Food pantry/Food vouchers 66
Religious/spiritual services 43
Mail access 43

Nothing 8

Question Analysis: The data represents the number of guests who selected each service,
indicating that respondents desire the following services from most to least: medical
services/checkups (22%), clothing (21%), toiletries/sanitary products (14%), dental
services/checkups (14%), food pantry/food vouchers (12%), mail access (8%), religious/spiritual
services (8%), and nothing. These findings are not surprising, since after having proper food
nourishment, good health, clothes to wear, and proper personal hygiene are arguably three of the
most important needs people have. Similar to the previous question, the service choices that

came back with the highest findings also were the first three choices listed in the question. Some
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respondents may have preferred to get through the survey quickly rather than provide answers

reflective of their own wants and needs.

Question:
Left Graph: Have you ever been incarcerated?

Right Graph: If yes, how recently were you incarcerated?

In the

last 30 In the
Refused days last 3
) months
1% >% 7%

In the
last year
16%

Question Analysis: Of the 246 individuals who responded, 133 (54%) have been incarcerated.
This figure is down from 2015 when 66% of survey respondents had experienced incarceration.
The shift could be the result of improved reentry initiatives; however, the incarceration rate in
summer 2014 was even lower at 46%. This suggests that changes in the data may not be
indicative of programmatic changes, but rather of the fluctuating employment and housing
stability that previously incarcerated individuals experience. Of the 133 guests who have been
incarcerated, 97 (72%) were last incarcerated over a year ago, and only 5% of formerly

incarcerated respondents have experienced incarceration in the past 30 days. These findings
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suggest that individuals struggle with successful reentry, as the nearly three-quarters of formerly

incarcerated meal guests were released more than a year ago, yet still experience food insecurity.

Question: Do you receive SNAP/TANF/SSI-SSDI benefits?

Do you receive TANF benefits or Do you receive SNAP Do youreceive
welfare? benefits, also known as SSlor SSDI?
food stamps?

Refused
1%

Yes
13%

Question Analysis: SNAP coverage (52%) is highest among respondents, while TANF is lowest
(13%). Given that respondents are meal guests, one could expect an even higher rate of SNAP
participation since it is designed to support food insecure individuals. Additional research could
be conducted to better understand why more individuals seeking free meals are not receiving
benefits by asking and systematically analyzing the barriers faced by people who qualify for

specific benefits but are not receiving them.
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Question: How many times have you been to the emergency room in the past three months?

Emergency Percent
Room Visits | Count Distribution
0 136 54.84%
1 45 18.15%
2 26 10.48%
3 12 4.84%
4 14 5.65%
5 5 2.02%
6 & Above 6 242%
Refused 3 1.21%
Unsure 1 0.40%

TOTAL: | 248 100.00%

Question Analysis: 112 of the 248 respondents (45%) indicated that they have been to the
emergency room in the past three months, which is higher than the general population (25% of
Americans frequent the emergency room once per year?). The main reasons for these visits were
limb pain/injury (13%), torso pain (9%), blood pressure (6%), assault (5%), asthma (5%),

diabetes (5%), and heart condition (5%).

2 Newport, F. (n.d.). One in Four Americans Visited Hospital Emergency Room in Past Year. Retrieved August 05, 2016, from
http://www.gallup.com/poll/8812/one-four-americans-visited-hospital-emergency-room-past-year.aspx
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3% of visits to the emergency room were for medical checkups such as blood work, vaccination,
and to obtain medicine. This indicates that a lack of health insurance and primary care options
may force a subset of meal guests to seek primary care services in the emergency room which
often have higher medical costs.

Along the same lines, a total of 4 % of meal guests experienced dehydration and reported falling
down which might help explain why 13% of emergency room visits were for limb pain and limb
injuries. These three categories are important because multiple survey respondents noted that
there was a lack of clean potable water; thus, exacerbating the chances that meal guests would
depend on the emergency room as a primary resource to recover from the signs and effects of

dehydration.
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LIMITATIONS & RECOMMENDATIONS
During seven weeks of conducting surveys, the team had the opportunity to observe and interact
with meal providers and meal guests, providing insights into how to better serve meal guests.
The process of surveying involves many connected steps from design to implementation.
Throughout the project, the team noted challenges and potential solutions to address them.
Below are some limitations and possible recommendations to completely or partially overcome
them in order to enhance the quality of the project. Recommendations have been classified into

three categories: survey format, survey process, and meal providers.

Survey Format
Limitation: Some respondents thought the 37 question survey was too long.
Recommendation: The script to introduce the survey indicates that the survey will take about 10
minutes to complete. While most surveys only take 10 minutes, some last a little longer. The
script could be changed to 15 minutes, as it would be better to overestimate the time commitment
so that respondents appreciate ending early instead of feeling inconvenienced when it lasts

longer.

Limitation: The extended survey section, given to every 5" respondent, does not flow in an

appropriate order with the categories of questions. For example, the questions which ask about
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reasons for frequenting indoor/outdoor meal providers (Question#33-34) refer back to a previous
question (Question #8) and come suddenly after personal background questions like race, age,
and gender.

Recommendation: The entire survey, including the extended questions, should be categorized
into sections such as personal information, free meal access, health, services, and so on to make

the survey process smoother.

Limitation: Some of the questions, such as those related to an individual’s health, are very
personal. If either the surveyor or the respondent feels discomfort, it could potentially change
how the person answers which can affect the data.

Recommendation: One way to make these questions easier for both the surveyor and the
respondent could be to add a line at the beginning of the health section stating: "Remember that
you are free to refuse to answer any question if you do not feel comfortable answering it." This

could help make everyone more comfortable and potentially get more accurate survey results.

Limitation: Respondents often were confused by the question “If you had to pick the 3 meals
you want but miss most often, what would they be?” Some respondents listed specific meal
choices (ex. eggs and scrapple) rather than a general standard meal time (i.e. breakfast/
lunch/dinner) on a given day of the week.

Recommendation: The importance of utilizing the laminated index card that illustrates all
possible options for meals throughout the week should be emphasized to the surveyors. In
addition to the laminated cards, future surveyors should take special care to read the question

exactly as written, as well as to provide verbal examples (i.e. Monday breakfast, Thursday lunch,

20



Sunday dinner). Providing verbal examples of what a response could look like often helped
clarify any confusion. However, providing these examples may result in respondents simply
repeating back the sample responses that the surveyor gave. This highlights the importance of

phrasing this question in a clear manner.

Survey Process
Limitation: To capture the environment where meals are being served, the team was asked to
take pictures during surveying. This was a challenge as guests shared how intrusive photographs
are to the meal attendees. This feedback from the guests made the team hesitant to take any
photographs.
Recommendation: The photograph requirement should be eliminated since it can make guests

uncomfortable, and it compromises the anonymity of the meal guests.

Limitation: The team members were not able to provide solutions or follow up measures to
needs that meal guests highlighted during the survey. For example, meal guests were asked if
they receive SNAP benefits and if they have a state issued ID, but were not told how they can
access these services.

Recommendation: The survey teams could have flyers to pass out to meal guests with
information on how to get the services they need. This could help guests access the resources

they need.

Limitation: Many times respondents would recommend a friend to speak with the surveyor next.

This decreases the randomization of individuals being surveyed and could produce skewed data.
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Recommendation: Surveyors could approach the meal site and ask every fifth person waiting in
line to take the survey. This would result in a more randomized sample of the population.

Meal Providers

Limitation: One of the main challenge for meal guests is consistency. Surveyors had trouble
finding the exact time and location of outdoor meals; guests often had the same problem.
Sometimes outdoor meal providers would show up half an hour to an hour late to the meal site
location, or not show up at all. In addition, due to construction on the Benjamin Franklin
Parkway, meal providers often could not provide meals in their usual locations, making it hard
for them to offer a consistent meal.

Recommendation: Meal providers should develop a consistent time and location where they
will serve their meal and communicate this to their meal guests. FAC could make a poster of the

outdoor meal schedule and distribute it to meal guests.

Limitation: A well-dressed meal guest reported that he missed a meal because the meal
provider indicated that the food was only available to the homeless. This can cause people to feel
ashamed and undignified in seeking emergency meals.

Recommendation: There could be more training and outreach to educate the public and meal
providers in particular about who experiences hunger in our community in order to help combat
stereotypes. For example, it should be emphasized to meal providers that not everyone who
experiences hunger is homeless, and that there is not one face to hunger or homelessness in our

community.
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Limitation: Through interactions with meal guests, the team learned that some of them had
dietary restrictions based on religious beliefs or medical issues. However, meal guests often had
limited or no choice regarding the food they were served.

Recommendations: Meal providers should tell guests the ingredients and ask guests about any
dietary restrictions before serving the meal. Providers could offer alternative meal options both

to meet these needs and empower meal guests by allowing them to choose what they eat.

Limitation: Some of the meals served were not very nutritious, which could exacerbate health
issues related to diet.
Recommendations: Meal providers could consider provide healthier options including more

vegetables, fruits and protein rich food.

Limitation: Some guests have unconventional sleep schedules which causes them to miss meals
served at traditional breakfast, lunch and dinner hours. While these meal times help guests
develop a reliable schedule, they do not meet the needs of people who stay awake at night and
sleep during the day.

Recommendation: While it would be difficult for providers to serve at midnight and all hours
of the day, they could consider serving a late evening meal or provide bagged meals for people to

take with them and eat at their convenience.
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CONCLUSION
Although the Food Access Collaborative’s project was not the top choice for team members, we all
benefited from this project. It was an eye-opening experience that introduced us to the complexities and
diversity of who experiences food insecurity. We learned to appreciate the perspective of meal guests
and understand who they are as individuals. We put a lot of effort into making the guests as comfortable
as possible while answering personal questions. We developed rapport with the guests, not only asking
the questions in the survey but engaging them in additional conversation. Listening to their life stories,
we could let meal guests relax and feel like they were talking to a friend. Nonetheless, their

embarrassment and hesitation was palpable at times.

A recurring problem we encountered was the high uncertainty of the outdoor meal times. Not only was
this an inconvenience for us as surveyors, but it gave us a view into the difficulty that many individuals
face when trying to locate free meals. We recommend that outdoor food providers connect and
collaborate with one another, develop an efficient system for communicating with meal guests, and

make the schedule of food service more consistent.

Meal guests need more than meals. Through detailed data analysis, we concluded that the most needed
additional services are housing assistance and employment services. It would be beneficial to make

information about these services available at free meal sites.

From this project, we gained valuable experience conducting field research, had the opportunity to speak
to hundreds of individuals in the Philadelphia community, and were able to incorporate our insights from
working in our separate departments into our respective approaches. We were exposed first-hand to the
extreme level of need that is present in the community and were able to have a small impact on creating
a solution. We hope that our work on this project will improve the meals and services that meal guests

are receiving and contribute to improving the lives of individuals experiencing hunger in Philadelphia.
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