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Purpose of the Study 

Introduction 

Hunger in Washington State 

Since 1998, Washington State has been listed among the top twelve worst states 

in the nation for hunger and food insecurity (Nord, Andrews, & Carlson, 2005). 

According to the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA), from 2002 to 2004 

an average of 12 percent of Washington households were food insecure, and 4.3 percent 

of these families also experienced hunger (Nord, et al, 2000). Both food insecurity and 

hunger in Washington State are up from last year, when the three year averages were 11.6 

and 3.9, respectfully (Nord, Andrews, & Carlson, 2004). Food insecurity is defined as the 

uncertain availability of food through socially acceptable methods, and hunger is when 

this uncertainty is realized as a lack of sufficient food (Economic Research 

Service/USDA, 2004).  

The Problems Associated with Hunger 

 Hunger in America was pushed to the national agenda in 1967 when Senators 

Joseph Clark and Robert Kennedy took a tour of the Deep South to see the problem of 

hunger with their own eyes (Kotz, 1969). On their visit they saw children with dull, 

listless eyes who, severely malnourished and nutrient-deprived, were unable to respond to 

the Senators’ questions much less perform in school (Kotz, 1969). Since this time, federal 

nutrition programs have been implemented and severe malnutrition has been significantly 

reduced. However, for those still suffering from or at risk for hunger, the effects can be 

devastating and can last a lifetime. Under-nutrition during the first three years of life, 

when children experience “rapid physical and cognitive growth and development … can 
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have long-term adverse consequences” (Cook & Frank, 2004). Children who grow up 

hungry are more likely to have hypertension, heart disease, and stroke later in life (Cook 

& Frank, 2004). In addition to the developmental effects on children, “malnutrition at any 

age impairs the body’s ability to heal and decreases immune functions” (Cook & Frank, 

2004). The effects of hunger are also psychological, causing children to be hyperactive, 

aggressive, and to have difficulty getting along with other students, and adults to be 

depressed and have difficulty focusing (Center on Hunger and Poverty at Brandeis 

University, 2002).  

Statement of Problem 

Explanations for Washington’s High Hunger Rates 

 In recognition of the consistently high levels of food insecurity in Washington 

State and the serious ramifications of food insecurity becoming actual hunger, researchers 

began to look into the unique variables causing hunger in the state. Contrary to 

expectation, this problem is not related solely to low income levels. Washington’s 

poverty rate from 2003-2004 was 12 percent, 0.6 percent below the national average, 

although Washington remains above average in hunger (http://www.census.gov/cgi-

bin/saipe/saipe.cgi). National statistics show that while the majority of people who are 

hungry are poor, not all those who are poor are hungry (Eisinger, 1998).  

 ECONorthwest, an economic consulting firm with offices in Washington and 

Oregon, looked at the accuracy of six potential indicators for predicting hunger rates 

(Tapogna & Suter, 2002). Of the six, three were found to be significant in explaining the 

hunger rates of both Oregon and Washington: high resident mobility, high renting costs, 

high unemployment rates (Tapogna & Suter). Between 1999 and 2000, 20.2 percent of 
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Washington households reported that they changed residences, while the national average 

was 16.1 percent (Tapogna & Suter). Housing costs were estimated using the percent of 

renters spending more than 50 percent of income on rent, and Washington ranked sixth in 

2000, with 17.8 percent of renters paying this extreme cost (Tapogna & Suter). To 

measure unemployment, ECONorthwest used an average of the rates for 1999, 2000, and 

2001, for which Washington ranked eighth with 17.8 percent.  

In addition to these indicators, Oregon and Washington have also traditionally had 

low rates of participation in the federal Food Stamp Program. The Food Stamp Program 

provides recipients with a cash benefit card for purchasing food and is called Basic Food 

in Washington State. For the purposes of this study, participation rates will refer to the 

percentage of eligible households who receive Basic Food. In 2003, it was estimated that 

the Basic Food participation rate in Washington was 60 percent (FRAC, 2006). The 

USDA estimates these figures using income, asset, and Food Stamp Program 

participation data from the March Current Population Survey, which is administered by 

the Census Bureau. This figure leaves up to 41 percent of eligible households without 

these funds for food and, thus, more likely to be hungry or food insecure.  

Hunger Relief Programs 

There are a variety of federal nutrition programs that address hunger and food 

insecurity, in addition to the Food Stamp Program. For children, the government offers 

School Meals, such as free and reduced priced breakfast and lunch; the Child and Adult 

Care Food Program, which provides food for care centers with low-income clientele; and 

Summer Food Service, which helps feed hungry kids in the summer. For pregnant 

mothers and those with young children, there is the Special Supplemental Nutrition 
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Program for Women, Infants, and Children (WIC), which provides financial benefits for 

specific nutritional food items. Also included under WIC are Farmer’s Market vouchers 

for WIC clients and for seniors. Adults and families have access to direct Food 

Distribution, which includes The Emergency Food Assistance Program (TEFAP) that 

provides food items through food banks and other distribution sites. 

In addition to these federal programs hunger relief is also provided by private 

food banks and meal programs. Food banks are community-based entities that distribute 

free bags of take-home food to those in need and require little documentation or proof of 

eligibility to receive services. On average, these programs have one paid staff and utilize 

24 volunteers (Food Lifeline, 2006). The amount of food provided, the number of times 

clients can visit per year, and open hours vary widely. Meal programs serve prepared 

food, usually in a cafeteria-like setting, and their open hours similarly vary. Most food 

banks and meal programs are nonprofits and receive donated food from sources such as 

grocery stores, non-profit food distributors, and individuals, as well as purchasing their 

own food.  

However, despite the variety of food assistance programs offered by the 

government and private sector, the Food Stamp Program has the widest eligibility 

demographic and is the only nutrition program being funded as an entitlement – each  

qualified participant has a right to their full benefit allowance from the federal 

government. For these reasons, this study will focus on Washington’s Basic Food 

Program and the potential for raising participation levels through outreach. 
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Reasons for Non-Participation 

A study by the WorkFirst Performance Team in December 2004 looked at the 

reasons why eligible families in Washington State choose not to receive Basic Food 

benefits (Zeidenberg & Came). When it came to denying Basic Food, 67% of those 

surveyed said they “didn’t want to rely on welfare” (Zeidenberg & Came, pp. 4). 

However, 32 percent said they would “find going to the office embarrassing or 

uncomfortable” and 41 percent said that they “didn’t want to deal with DSHS” 

(Zeidenberg & Came, pp. 4). Additionally, 21 percent said they “didn’t know how to 

apply for benefits” (Zeidenberg & Came, pp.4), a problem which is potentially solved 

with outreach information. In addition to the work by the WorkFirst Performance Team, 

the Hunger in America 2006 study commissioned by America’s Second Harvest found 

that in Washington State, 68.9% of food bank and meal program clients never applied for 

Basic Food because of concerns about eligibility. However, of those that never applied, 

24.4% thought their income was too high although the income they reported was within 

the eligible limits. Of those clients that have applied but are not currently receiving Basic 

Food, 15% cited inconvenience as the main reason for not receiving these benefits. Basic 

Food outreach could provide an opportunity to make these benefits more convenient to 

receive by assisting with applications and follow-up appointments. 

Oregon’s Solution  

 Oregon has historically alternated with Washington as one of the top states with 

serious problems of hunger. ECONorthwest found the same indicators for hunger to be 

significant for Washington’s neighbor to the south. However, with the release of the 2004 

USDA data, Oregon was the only state in the nation to report a significant decrease in 



 8 

food insecurity with hunger (Economic Research Service/USDA, 2004). During the years 

1996 through 1998, Oregon’s hunger rate was 5.8 percent, and this rate was reduced 2 

percentage points to 3.8 percent with the 2002 to 2004 data. Oregon’s food insecurity rate 

was also reduced from 13.7 to 11.9 percent.  

According to the Oregon Center for Public Policy, the reduction in hunger is due 

largely to the state’s aggressive efforts to expand access to the Food Stamp Program 

(Oregon Center for Public Policy, 2005). The federal government gives the states some 

flexibility in administering the Food Stamp Program and determining eligibility. In 2000, 

Oregon raised maximum income eligibility levels for Food Stamps, amended the rules to 

allow recipients to own more reliable cars, and increased Food Stamp Outreach efforts 

(Oregon Center for Public Policy). In 2002, Oregon’s Food Stamp Program participation 

rate reached 81 percent of eligible households, putting them first in the nation for 

participation rates, and their food insecurity and hunger rates have been steadily 

decreasing since then (USDA/FNS, 2002).  

Washington’s Response 

 Washington State, like Oregon, has also taken steps to increase access to its food 

stamp program. Washington has recently reduced its Basic Food application to six pages.  

Additionally, the vehicle and liquid asset limits were increased so that families are able to 

keep a reliable car and a modest savings account and still remain eligible for benefits 

(Stone, 2005). Also, in 2004, the Washington legislature passed the Act for Hungry 

Families, which included simplified reporting requirements, restored benefits for people 

with drug felonies, and automatic transitional Basic Food benefits for families leaving 

welfare (Stone, 2005).  
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Washington also has a Basic Food Education and Outreach Program (BFEOP) 

which is partially funded by a matching grant from the federal government, is 

administered by the Washington Department of Social and Health Services (DSHS),  and 

has operated in its current format since 1995 

(http://www.frac.org/html/federal_food_programs/programs/fsoutreachprg.html). The 

state holds prime contracts with nonprofit organizations, such as Hopelink and the Young 

Women’s Christian Association (YWCA), who run individual outreach programs and 

subcontract with other nonprofits in their area. The goals of BFEOP are to raise 

awareness about Basic Food, to alert potential applicants to changes in eligibility 

requirements, and to assist clients with individual applications. Outreach activities 

include holding one-on-one meetings with individuals, conducting public service 

announcements, distributing informational materials, and operating a toll-free hotline 

(http://www.frac.org/html/federal_food_programs/programs/fsoutreachprg.html).  

According to the USDA Food and Nutrition Services website, fourteen 

Washington nonprofits are currently prime contractors for BFEOP, but eight of these 

programs are in King, Spokane, or Thurston Counties 

(http://www.fns.usda.gov/fsp/outreach/states/washington.htm). The remaining seven 

programs are in regions throughout rural Washington. Although some of the programs 

provide materials that are available statewide, most subcontract for additional outreach 

work, and others conduct outreach outside of their own geographic area, it is likely that 

there are areas of the state where BFEOP is not sufficient.  
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Scope of the Study 

 That Oregon shares similar characteristics with Washington and has shown a 

dramatic decrease in hunger rates by increasing food stamp participation suggests that 

Washington could also increase its participation rates through improved or increased 

Basic Food outreach programs. However, little research has been done to show if 

outreach efforts can be connected to higher participation levels, and what characteristics 

make an outreach program successful. This study examined the potential relationship 

between Basic Food participation levels and the characteristics of the outreach program, 

with the purpose of identifying potentially relevant variables for outreach best practices. 

The ultimate goal of the research is to make a contribution towards ending hunger and 

food insecurity in Washington State. 

Because of the Basic Food structure in Washington State, the study used counties 

as the unit of measure. Outreach programs in two counties were examined. The counties 

were chosen based on their similar demographics and different levels of Basic Food 

participation rates. Staff or volunteers at BFEOP agencies, Community Service Offices 

(CSOs), and food banks were interviewed to determine the types and breadth of activities 

being conducted, the relationship between the participating agencies, and what, if any, 

coordination of services was taking place. CSOs are the state offices where Basic Food 

applicants apply for benefits. 

 Food banks were chosen for interviews because of their likely potential as 

collaborative partners for BFEOP. Food bank clients are in need of food, are likely to 

qualify for Basic Food, and often wait in lines where they could feasibly receive outreach 

information. According to Hunger in America 2006, in which interviews were conducted 
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with food bank and meal program clients, only 44.3% of these clients in Washington 

State were receiving Basic Food benefits (Food Lifeline, 2006).  Since these clients are 

self-determined as food insecure by accepting food assistance and Washington food 

banks served over 748,000 people in 2005 (Second Harvest of the Inland Northwest, 

2006), there are many potentially eligible non-participants that could be reached at these 

programs. Additionally, there are over 550 emergency food programs across the state, 

which could provide greater physical access for Basic Food information than the roughly 

130 welfare offices, and these nonprofit programs often offer more convenient hours for 

working applicants, such as on weekends and in the evenings.   

Limitations 

 There are a variety of ways in which Basic Food participation can be increased, 

such as through programmatic changes and increases in the minimum benefits. However, 

because these aspects of the program are regulated by state and federal governments, and 

because this study focuses on nonprofit outreach, they were not included in this study. 

Additionally, although the study included three of the prime agency groups involved with 

BFEOP efforts in Washington, many other groups could have been included, such as 

WIC offices, school officials and counselors, and labor unions and employers. Because of 

time constraints, these groups will be left for further research. 

Rational 

� The ultimate goal of this study is to contribute to the increase of Basic Food 

participation and a decrease in food insecurity and hunger in Washington State. When 

people are hungry or undernourished, they are unable to perform at their peak abilities or 

to fully contribute to society. Basic Food helps the most vulnerable of our population 
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obtain adequate nutrition and also brings money in to the local economy, benefiting 

grocers, businesses and farmers. Additionally, polls find that the American public 

supports the Food Stamp Program, and “75 percent of American voters say the Food 

Stamp Program should be protected from cuts” (Stone, 2005). The food banks and 

BFEOP agencies participating in the study have a mission to feed hungry people and may 

be interested in new ways to improve their operations. Through this study, they will be 

able to share their experiences and will have the opportunity to learn from the successes 

of others. Theoretically, if more clients are utilizing Basic Food, these clients will be less 

dependent on emergency food sources, and the limited resources can be spread to other 

clients.  

Hypothesis 

 This study compared the BFEOP programs in one county with relatively high 

Basic Food participation levels with those in another county with low participation levels, 

in order to determine which variables are critical for outreach best practices. It was 

hypothesized that the BFEOP efforts in the higher participation county would have 

unique characteristics and could be associated with the increased participation.  The 

higher participation county was hypothesized to be utilizing a greater variety of outreach 

practices and to have more coordinated and positive relationships with the local food 

banks and CSO office than in the county with lower participation levels. 

Context 

The project was conducted with Washington Appleseed. Appleseed Foundation is 

a national organization with the mission to “build a just society through legal advocacy, 

community activism, and policy expertise. Local branches work to address root causes 
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and produce practical, systemic solutions” (www.appleseeds.net). Washington Appleseed 

was established in March of 2005 and is directed by former Seattle City Council member 

Sue Donaldson. As one of their first projects, Washington Appleseed is studying the root 

causes of high hunger rates in Washington State and is working to propose public policy 

changes to combat the problem (Rogers, 2005). 

Definitions 

·  Basic Food- Washington State’s name for the Food Stamp Program. 

·  Basic Food Education and Outreach Program (BFEOP) - Washington State’s 

name for the federal Food Stamp Outreach Program. 

·  Community Service Office (CSO) – Department of Social and Health Services 

office where applicants apply for and receive Basic Food and other benefits. 

·  Department of Social and Health Services (DSHS) – Washington State office 

that oversees the social services provided to Washington citizens, including Basic 

Food. 

·  Food Bank- Washington State term for a community-based entity that distributes 

grocery items free-of-charge directly to those in need. 

·  The Emergency Food Assistance Program (TEFAP) - Federal commodities 

food program which provides states with food items to be distributed to those in 

need through food banks and other community sites. 

·  United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) – Federal office that 

oversees many of the nutrition programs, including the Food Stamp Program and 

The Emergency Food Assistance Program. 

 
 



 14 

Literature Review 

 Though there has been little written on the effectiveness of outreach programs in 

increasing participation, there is an extensive literature on the implementation of social 

service programs, especially two aspects that will be examined later – comprehensiveness     

and coordination of outreach services. Outreach programs are used to increase enrollment 

or participation in a variety of programs. The examples examined here are the following: 

an economic development project in Oakland, the Head Start Program, Dementia 

outreach, the Medicare Drug Program, Supplemental Security Income (SSI), and the 

Food Stamp Program. These examples are used to illustrate common variables considered 

to be critical for best practices in outreach efforts. 

 In their book Implementation, Jeffrey Pressman and Aaron Wildavsky address the 

issue of implementing a federal program on the local level. Although their book does not 

directly speak to outreach, they examine the coordinated and comprehensive nature of 

effective implementation, and offer findings that are in some ways counter to the other 

authors discussed here. Implementation describes the failings of the Economic 

Development Administration’s economic improvement project in Oakland California in 

the late 1960s (1984). Pressman and Wildavsky claim that for a federal project to be 

successful in a local jurisdiction, it is first important to have an understanding of the 

scope and fit of the project by coordinating with divergent groups to gain feedback. 

Although the project utilized a Task Force for this purpose, the Task Force included only 

two people of color, which was the target demographic for the project, and Pressman and 

Wildavsky did not consider this to be a successful example of inclusive coordination.  



 15 

However, although the authors encourage project planners to consider divergent 

local opinions, they do not speak highly of the general concept of coordination (Pressman 

and Wildavsky). They warn that coordination can be used to exert power and demand 

agreement (Pressman and Wildavsky). When required to coordinate projects with 

community partners, Pressman and Wildavsky claim that bureaucrats can resort to either 

coercion or bargaining, which can result in policy modifications. Pressman and 

Wildavsky go so far as to call coordination a “false messiah whose invocation only serves 

to obscure problems” (p. 133). Other problems highlighted by these authors include the 

atmosphere of panic created by the need for a federal relief program in an impoverished 

community and the short-term, non-comprehensive solutions which result (Pressman and 

Wildavsky).  

 Other authors speak positively of coordinated, collaborative outreach work. In 

December of 2003, the United States General Accountability Office (GAO) published a 

program review called Head Start: Better Data and Processes Needed to Monitor 

Underenrollment. In the document, GAO examined the factors that contributed to 

underenrollment in Head Start, a federal preschool program designed to both prepare low 

income children for elementary school and offer support to their families. In the list of 

characteristics which created barriers to full enrollment, GAO listed a lack of 

transportation, language barriers, a lack of coordination with other community providers, 

and poor community outreach. Although the document did not offer a detailed critique of 

the outreach programs, the program is historically lauded for its local coordination, and 

coordination was encouraged for Head Start sites seeking to increase enrollment in this 

recent lag (GAO). 
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 A second defense of collaborative, coordinated efforts addresses outreach for 

Dementia. Cathleen Conell and her fellow researchers claim that a community-based 

outreach approach is essential in their article entitled “Increasing Coordination of the 

Dementia Service Delivery Network: Planning for the Community Outreach Education 

Program (COEP)” (1994). The COEP was developed to provide comprehensive, 

community-based resources for people with dementia and their families because of 

previous problems with medical specialists who were uninformed about community 

agencies, with a lack of integrated continuum of care, and with rivalries about service 

territory and care responsibilities (Conell, et al). The key aspects of COEP are developing 

community competence, identifying community goals, and creating a consciousness 

around dementia in the public (Conell, et al). COEP created a local advisory board for the 

program and used existing networks of health professionals to recruit local leadership for 

site coordinators (Conell, et al). 

 Much like outreach for information on Dementia, the nationwide outreach 

program surrounding the Medicare Drug Plan in 2005 and 2006 was also aimed at 

seniors, particularly those with low-incomes. In October 2005, enrollment had not yet 

begun for the landmark drug plan, but outreach was already being conducted by 

government offices, private pharmaceutical companies, and nonprofit community 

organizations across the nation. Outreach included direct mailings, television 

commercials, and informational fairs (Arnold, 2005). Staff from the federal Centers for 

Medicare and Medicaid Services traveled the nation offering information, with the goal 

of having local entities continue the outreach efforts after the federal representatives left 

(Arnold). Twenty pharmaceutical firms joined together to conduct outreach on the 
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program under Medicare Today, and over 100 nonprofits created the outreach agency 

Access to Benefits Coalition, which focused on low-income seniors (Arnold). However, 

despite these varied efforts, according the Mathew Arnold’s article “The Hard Sell,” 

these efforts had been largely unsuccessful. Arnold quotes a Kaiser Family Foundation 

poll, which found that only 37 percent of seniors said they “understood the program very 

well or somewhat well” and 13 percent said they actually understood less about the 

program in fall of 2005 than they did one year before (para. 4).  He suggests that the gap 

in information is due largely to the complexity and newness of the program and the 

extreme difficulty of reaching seniors (Arnold).  

 Four months later, when enrollment for the Medicare Drug Plan had been open 

for approximately three months, Ceci Connolly’s Washington Post article “Millions Not 

Joining Medicare Drug Plan: Despite Outreach, Poor Seniors Miss Out on Low-Cost 

Coverage” detailed the continued lag in enrollment (2006). Although the federal 

government dedicated $400 million for an outreach campaign for low-income seniors, by 

February, only 1.4 million of the 8 million eligible seniors were enrolled (Connolly). This 

funding was used to purchase computer enrollment systems, to hire an additional 8,500 

employees, to conduct informational meetings, and to mail letters to potential enrollees 

(Connolly). Connolly also suggests that confusion over the complicated benefit program, 

as well as language barriers, mental impairments, and a reluctance to accept government 

handouts, were barriers to enrollment. James Firman, President of the National Council 

on Aging, is quoted as saying that “mass mailings, group meetings, and advertising are 

insufficient when dealing with a hard-to-reach population and an application that 

involves supplying both income and asset data” (Connolly, para. 19). The mailings and 
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advertising raised awareness about the program, but outreach providers, such as the 

National Council on Aging, claim that at least four one-on-one meetings are required to 

actually complete an application (Connolly). With the Medicare example, both Connolly 

and Arnold illustrate that while the coordinated nature of the outreach efforts may have 

been helpful, this characteristic had not been enough to increase enrollment. At the time 

this study was completed, the enrollment period had not closed, so final enrollment data 

was not available. 

In its Practical How-to Manual, The National Caucus and Center on Black Aged 

(NCCBA) claims that collaborative and comprehensive outreach is critical for entitlement 

programs, specifically when focusing on elderly and disabled populations, but the 

NCCBA’s outreach program offers one-on-one assistance as well as raising awareness 

(1994). Although the NCCBA’s outreach program focuses primarily on enrolling clients 

to receive Supplemental Security Income (SSI), the program also provides eligibility 

information for Medicare, Medicaid, the Food Stamp Program, and other nutrition, 

transportation, and housing services available for seniors. NCCBA’s recommendations 

for collaboration are extendedly exhaustive in their list of potential partners. NCCBA 

suggests that government agencies, such as the Social Security Administration, the 

Veteran’s Association, the United Stated Department of Agriculture Food and Nutrition 

Services, the state and local health departments, and the state social services offices 

should be involved in the initial planning stages of the outreach program. The manual 

stresses community-based implementation and details a structure of central management, 

national oversight, and local coordination (NCCBA). The outreach program trains local 

seniors to become outreach workers, and the training is standardized for the 82 outreach 
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projects NCCBA implemented across the nation. The training includes information on the 

aging process, cultural sensitivity, and client respect, along with the details of enrolling 

for SSI and other benefits (NCCBA). In addition to this training, the NCCBA also details 

the characteristics necessary for an outreach host agency, including a commitment to 

serving low-income people, a high degree of ethical behavior and respect for seniors, and 

a long-term commitment to the outreach program. NCCBA stresses the importance of a 

sustainable program and encourages the host agencies to have staff become trained in 

outreach information. Once the outreach workers are trained and the host sites are 

selected, NCCBA encourages the outreach workers to visit a number of community 

resource agencies, including churches, all Social Security and Food Stamp offices in the 

target area, hospitals and Kidney Dialysis Treatment Centers, low income housing 

providers, senior centers, senior meal providers, and public and private transportation 

services for seniors.  

 In addition to working collaboratively, the NCCBA also states that outreach 

programs must provide comprehensive services and offer one-on-one application 

assistance (1994). Although the NCCBA encourages the outreach workers to distribute 

written information on entitlement programs throughout the community, the manual 

stresses the importance of individual assistance for applicants. The manual states that 

especially for the “hard to reach” population their outreach program targets, “experience 

has shown, unequivocally, that large numbers of persons will not be found and enrolled 

using direct mail, letter stuffers, PSAs, and other mass approaches to outreach” (NCCBA, 

p. 18). To provide this individual assistance the manual recommends a private location 

for interview and multiple visits to establish credibility with the applicants.  
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� In providing examples from other federal programs, some authors have suggested 

some variables which are associated with effective Food Stamp Outreach and increased 

program participation. The USDA’s website for Food Stamp Outreach lists “Promising 

Practices” from ten state programs. Of the ten practices listed in spring 2006, five 

involved coordinated efforts with community nonprofits, such as food banks and multi-

service agencies, and the remaining five involved improved customer service aspects at 

the food stamp administration office 

(http://www.fns.usda.gov/fsp/outreach/promising/Default.htm).   

Still other authors looked at smaller details in the program, which they suggest 

improved the outreach. In their article on a university-based outreach program, Delores 

Truesdell and Amy Sani found that Food Stamp outreach information was more readily 

received on a full stomach (2001). They describe how outreach program was conducted 

in conjunction with a public meal program, and the pamphlets were taken more often 

during or after the meal, instead of before the meal had been served (Truesdell and Sani). 

Kevin Heslin, Ronald Anderson, and Lillian Gelberg found in their article “Case 

Management and Access to Services for Homeless Women,” that the one-on-one aspect 

of case management is an effective tool to get homeless clients enrolled in federal 

nutrition programs (2003).  

Oregon has high Food Stamp participation rates, due in part to its successful 

outreach efforts. These efforts were championed by the Oregon Hunger Relief Task 

Force, which is comprised of representatives from the Oregon State legislature, state 

government, nonprofit and religious organization and the client community. After 

implementing its outreach program, the Task Force released “Food Stamp Outreach: A 
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How-To Guide for Oregon Communities,” which details the aspects it felt were crucial 

for effective outreach. The Oregon outreach plan includes nine recommended steps:  

form a steering committee, brainstorm a list of community partners, brainstorm ways to 

reach low-income people, work with community partners to schedule local focus groups 

on the Food Stamp Program, establish a point person at the local state office, discuss 

barriers and other findings with the steering committee, order adequate printed outreach 

materials, write a press release on the Food Stamp Outreach program, and work with the 

local steering committee to schedule community presentations (Oregon Hunger Relief 

Task Force, 2001). These steps center on the need to create a comprehensive outreach 

program which both raises program awareness and assists with applications, while 

coordinating with and engaging community partners. In addition to community support, 

Oregon also uniquely engaged lawmakers to sit on the Task Force.  

 When Washington’s Basic Food Outreach and Education Program (BFEOP) was 

first begun in 1990, researchers Richard Brandon, Robert Plotnick, and Kelly Stockman 

conducted a study to assess the effectiveness of the program in raising participation levels 

(1994). Their study acknowledged that there are two types of outreach: one-on-one 

application assistance and broader informational awareness raising (Brandon, Plotnick, 

and Stockman). Their study interviewed state administrators, staff at the Department of 

Social and Health Services (DSHS), pilot program staff, and program directors of other 

service providers. They ultimately reported that outreach could not be associated with 

increased Basic Food participation (Brandon, Plotnick, and Stockman). However, the 

pilot was limited to one year, and the researchers suggested that improvements that might 

increase participation levels.  
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At the time of the pilot, outreach efforts included Public Service Announcements 

(PSAs) in urban areas, a toll-free hotline, informational tables at food banks, and one-on-

one advocacy (Brandon, Plotnick, and Stockman, 1994). The researchers stated that the 

Washington outreach program focused mainly on external advocacy and that limited 

resources were put into generating new applicants (Brandon, Plotnick, and Stockman, 

1994). They also said the outreach program was generally under-funded and lacked a 

comprehensive plan for success (Brandon, Plotnick, and Stockman). They argued that the 

primary allocation of resources should go towards PSAs and claimed that there were 

more calls to the hotline during the months when the PSAs were running (Brandon, 

Plotnick, and Stockman).  

The researchers acknowledged that, as client advocates, there was a potential for 

outreach staff to develop adversarial relationships with DSHS staff, which could deter the 

application process (Brandon, Plotnick, and Stockman, 1994). Although the outreach 

pilot was well coordinated among community nonprofits, the two state social service 

offices “neither coordinated their implementation strategies nor issued guidelines for 

cooperation to local units in the field,” and the researchers state that the relationships 

with the local offices were at best “professional, polite, and distant” (Brandon, Plotnick, 

and Stockman, p. 74). They felt that these strained relationships made it difficult for the 

same outreach agency to both conduct widespread awareness campaigns in concert with 

the state offices and to advocate for their clients in a one-on-one relationship (Brandon, 

Plotnick, and Stockman). The researchers also suggested that increases in participation 

should be followed by an increase in social service staff to process these applications and 
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certify eligibility, and that outreach staff should be trained on changes in Basic Food 

eligibility, along with state staff (Brandon, Plotnick, and Stockman). 

Overall, this body of literature shows support for comprehensive and coordinated 

outreach programs and encourages positive relationships among potential community 

partners. Pressman and Wildavsky encourage collaborative work and only warn that the 

desire to achieve coordination should not come at all costs and that the program goals 

should not be sacrificed. However, these authors disagree with others on which specific 

activities are the most effective at increasing program participation.  Brandon, Plotnick, 

and Stockman argue for mass outreach through PSAs, while the NCCBA and those 

involved with the Medicare Drug Plan focus on one-on-one assistance. This study will 

not, however, focus on the success rates of specific activities, but will instead use the 

literature on outreach to inform the search for variables associated with overall best 

practices.  

Methodology 

 
This study uses a cross-sectional design to compare the Basic Food Education and 

Outreach (BFEOP) programs in two Washington counties with the goal of determining 

the critical variables for outreach best practices. In order to conduct best practices 

research, three characteristics must be met: a comparative process must exist; an action 

must be taken; and the action and the final goal must be linked (Bretschneider, March-

Aurele, & Wu). In this study, the counties chosen for comparison have similar 

demographic characteristics and interviews were conducted with corresponding agencies. 

The action taken was Basic Food Outreach, towards the goal of increasing Basic Food 

participation rates.  
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To conduct this research, the counties were first selected according to their similar 

demographic characteristics, including those highlighted in the EconNorthwest study on 

hunger. After the counties were selected, key informant interviews were conducted with 

representatives from BFEOP Agencies, Community Service Offices (CSOs), and food 

banks. 

Selection of Counties 

 Before beginning the interviews, a demographical analysis was conducted to 

select the two counties for study. For each of these calculations, the most recent data 

available was used. The first criterion for selection was similarity between the counties in 

three of the attributes determined by EconNorthwest as contributing to Washington’s 

high hunger rate: unemployment rates, resident mobility and housing costs. 

Unemployment rates were calculated using an average of the rates from 2004 and those 

from January through August of 2005. These rates were collected using the Local Area 

Unemployment Statistics Information and Analysis report and state map on the United 

States Bureau of Labor Statistics’ website 

(http://data.bls.gov/map/servlet/map.servlet.MapToolServlet?survey=la&map=county&s

easonal=u). To estimate mobility two proxies were used. First, the net migration for 2002 

to 2003 was divided by the 2003 county population, using data from the state 

government’s 2003 Washington State Data Book 

(http://www.ofm.wa.gov/databook/default.asp). Second, a percentage was calculated for 

the number of people who moved into the county between 1995 and 2000, according to 

the United States Census. The proxy for housing costs was determined by dividing the 
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per capita property value by the per capita personal income, using data from the 2003 

Washington State Data Book (http://www.ofm.wa.gov/databook/default.asp).   

Second, the chosen counties were determined to have similar population densities 

and the same urban or rural status, according to the Economic Research Service of the 

Department of Agriculture website (http://maps.ers.usda.gov/new_rural/). Third, the 

chosen counties were determined to have poverty levels over the state average, which, 

while not a top indicator for hunger in Washington, is still commonly used to indicate a 

community in need. Finally, one county was chosen from the top ten best counties for 

Basic Food participation rates and one from the worst ten. Since participation rates are 

not available on a county level, a comparison was made among the counties by 

subtracting the percentage of the population receiving Basic Food from the percentage in 

poverty, and dividing the result by the percentage in poverty. Poverty rates were obtained 

using the US Census data, and Basic Food recipient numbers are available through the 

Washington State Datebook website. 

After these criteria were considered, two counties were chosen for further 

analysis: County-A and County-B. Both counties are considered rural and have relatively 

high unemployment rates, at 7.89 and 6.09 percent respectively. They also have housing 

costs and poverty levels above the mean. Although both counties have moderate 

migration levels according to the net migration between 2002-2003, 25% of the residents 

from County-B had moved to the county between 1995 and 2000, while this segment 

only represented 17% of County-A’s population. County-A is ranked second in the state 

for highest Basic Food participation rates, and County-B rates 33 out of 39 total counties. 
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Measurement Procedures 

Methodology for the analysis was based on a cross-sectional comparison of the 

BFEOP programs in each county. In-person interviews were conducted with coordinators 

at the BFEOP agencies, food bank directors, and CSO staff in each of the counties. 

Contact information for the interviewees was obtained through public lists held by the 

Washington State Emergency Food Assistance Program, the Basic Food Education and 

Outreach Program, and the Department of Social and Health Services (DSHS). These 

interviews lasted for approximately one hour each and were conducted during two, two-

day sessions during April of 2006.  

Informants received a letter or email giving details on the nature of the project and 

the mission of Washington Appleseed. All but one of the interviews were conducted in 

person. The remaining interview was conducted by phone because the interviewee was 

not available at the time of the in-person visits. The goal of the interviews was to gain 

information on the types and breadth of outreach efforts occurring in each county, and to 

determine the relationship and level of coordination the BFEOP Agencies have with the 

local CSO and food banks. A copy of the interview questions is included in Appendix 1. 

In-person interviews were conducted at the informants’ sites and were combined 

with a tour of the facility and, in most cases, with an opportunity for photographs. A total 

of fourteen individuals were interviewed at twelve locations. The tour included any areas 

where outreach is conducted, brochures are made available, or posters are hung. Notes 

were taken during the interviews, but interviews were not recorded. All participant 

responses were kept confidential and were not linked to their name or their agency in this 
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final report. Participants were assured that the interviews were not intended to be an 

inspection or monitor of their program. 

Selection of Participants 

Washington State is divided into six regions by the DSHS. These regions are used 

to determine service delivery of Basic Food as well as contracting for BFEOP. Each 

region has a prime contractor for BFEOP, and most prime contractors also have a series 

of subcontractors. For the counties included in this case study, there was only one agency 

contracted to conduct outreach in the county. In County-A, this agency was a prime 

contractor, and in County-B this agency was a subcontractor. In both counties, the 

coordinator responsible for BFEOP participated in the interviews, and, in one county, the 

agency’s Executive Director also participated. 

These nine regions also dictate the location of CSOs. In the counties included in 

the study, there was only one CSO office assigned to the area. In County-B, this office 

was located in the neighboring county. In County-A, the researcher spoke with the CSO 

staff member whose position included the role of Basic Food outreach liaison. At the 

CSO in County-B, there was not a staff member with this specific role listed in their job 

description. A tour of the CSO office in County-B was conducted, and a phone interview 

with the supervisor of the intake unit was held the following week. 

Although there are often many small entities operating food assistance programs, 

most of the major food banks in Washington receive state funding through the 

Emergency Food Assistance Program (EFAP) and are included on a state list. The 

researcher contacted all of the food banks on the state EFAP list for each county to invite 

them to participate in the study. In County-A, there were a total of six food banks 
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currently in operation. One of these declined to participate, and interviews were 

conducted with directors at the remaining five agencies. In County-B, there were a total 

of five food banks. One declined to participate, and one did not respond to the request for 

an interview. Interviews were conducted with directors at the remaining three agencies. 

At one food bank, interviews were conducted with both the director and bookkeeper. At 

all eight participating agencies, there were no paid staff, and the directors worked on a 

volunteer basis. 

Operational Definitions 

 The two variables being considered as potential best practice indicators are 

comprehensiveness and coordination. Under the larger mission of increasing Basic Food 

participation, Basic Food Education and Outreach has two goals: raising awareness about 

Basic Food and assisting clients with individual applications. A comprehensive program 

was defined by utilizing techniques that addressed both goals and by the use of at least 

three unique outreach techniques. These techniques included Public Service 

Announcements, a staffed informational table in the community, one-on-one meetings 

with applicants, and mailings to targeted populations.  

 A coordinated outreach program was defined by a high level of positive 

interaction with community partners. For this study, a coordinated program meant that 

both the CSO staff member and the local food bank directors were aware of the outreach 

program and its activities. Additionally, the outreach program was considered 

coordinated if it had visited at least three, or roughly half, of the local food banks to 

distribute Basic Food information to clients.  
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Interviews 

 During the interviews, BFEOP Agency staff members were asked about the 

activities they were conducting around Basic Food outreach. They were also asked about 

how they work with their local CSO office and if they have ever conducted outreach at 

the local food banks. CSO office staff were interviewed about the outreach activities 

being conducted by the BFEOP Agency, and how the CSO and BFEOP Agency work 

together to share information. Food bank directors were asked if they offer any 

information on Basic Food and if they have worked with their local outreach agency to 

provide this information.  

 To measure the amount of outreach being conducted by the BFEOP Agency, the 

DSHS funding measurement reporting levels were used. These measurement reports 

include three levels of services: brief contacts, in-depth contacts, and completed 

applications. Brief contacts primarily include roughly one to five minutes of time spent 

with a client distributing written or verbal information on Basic Food. In-depth contacts 

involve outreach staff spending a longer amount of time, which can vary from 

approximately six minutes to more than an hour, giving a client specific information on 

their Basic Food application or potential eligibility. Completed applications are 

applications which are either completed for the client to mail or submitted to DSHS by 

the BFEOP Agency. 

Concerns about Internal Validity 

 Because individuals are asked to give their opinions, interviews can lend 

themselves to problems with internal validity. Agencies may not have given accurate 
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answers about the work they are doing. Also, the interviews themselves could have 

caused reactive effects and influenced agency policy changes around outreach efforts. 

Additionally, although the study aimed to collect a complete picture of BFEOP 

efforts, it was not possible, because of time, staffing, and cost restraints, to interview all 

of the relevant entities. Instead, interviews were conducted with three key groups, and 

from among those invited to participate, three either declined or did not respond.  

There is also a concern that key informants may have felt defensive about their 

practices and fearful about a loss of funds due to perceived underperformance. In this 

case, the experts could have exaggerated their community’s efforts towards BFEOP.  

Concerns about External Validity 

 Because these interviews focused on the detailed programs within specific 

counties, the results may not provide statistically valid generalizations for the rest of the 

state. However, the selected counties were chosen based on clearly defined indicators for 

hunger and food insecurity, which makes them compelling for study. Additionally, the 

particular agencies were pre-selected based on publicly available lists, which adds to the 

project’s ease of replication. 

Results and Discussion 

Results 

 The interview results are divided first by county, then by interview group.  
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County-A 

Basic Food Education and Outreach (BFEOP) Agency 

Table 1: Agency-A 

Interviewee Outreach Coordinator 

Printed materials From the Washington Department of Social and Health 
Services (DSHS) 

·  “How to Apply for and Use Food Stamp 
Benefits”  

·  “Your Washington EBT Quest Card”  
·  Eligibility review forms and applications  

 
Agency-A specific documents: 

·  Mailings and small fliers (personalized for 
audience) 

·  Community Resources brochure 
 

Outreach activities ·  In-house applicant meetings 
·  Off-site tabling at food banks 
·  Information fairs 
·  Mailings to potential applicants (including 

families of school children and TEFAP clients) 
·  Referral information on Agency-A website and 

link to online application 
Time spent on outreach 
program 

17 hours per week 

Average number of 
outreach contacts per 
month 

21 brief contacts, 62 in-depth contact, 2 completed 
applications 

  

The BFEOP Agency in County-A, Agency-A, is the prime contractor for their 

region. The agency conducts direct outreach for County-A and subcontracts for the 

surrounding areas. Agency-A is a multi-service organization that offers clients resources 

such as utility assistance, senior services, transportation and housing assistance. 

Agency-A’s website mentions the BFEOP program and available application 

assistance and provides a link to the DSHS online application. In-person meetings are 
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offered whenever clients come to the agency. During the meetings, the Coordinator can 

provide initial information on eligibility guidelines, assist the client in completing their 

application, review their documents to be sure they have the needed materials, mail or 

electronically submit the application, and request a phone interview, if appropriate. When 

clients visit the agency for other services, they are asked if they receive Basic Food. If 

they do not and appear to be eligible, Agency-A mails a follow-up letter which explains 

the program, lists the income guidelines and necessary documentation, and gives 

information on the application assistance that is available through Agency-A. 

Agency-A also conducts off-site efforts. The Coordinator visits area food banks 

during open hours and sets up a table with information and a staff member available to 

answer questions. Of the six food banks currently in operation, outreach has been 

conducted at three of them, and Agency-A hopes to expand these efforts to the remaining 

food banks as time allows. Although these food bank visits have been occurring in some 

cases only once a year, the outreach Agency-A also combines Basic Food information 

with their own monthly distributions of government commodities.  

In County-A, Agency-A holds the contract for The Emergency Food Assistance 

Program (TEFAP) and distributes this food monthly at both food banks and other 

centralized distribution locations. During the annual renewal process for TEFAP in 2005, 

each client was also asked if they receive Basic Food benefits. For those not receiving 

benefits, applications, brochures, and instructions were both made available at 

distribution and sent by mail. This outreach activity was listed on the USDA’s website of 

Food Stamp Outreach “Promising Practices.”  
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Outreach is also conducted in community settings where there is no specific food 

distribution, but eligible people are likely to visit. Agency-A held an information fair at a 

local high school and conducted a mailing to all of the elementary school students in a 

local district with high enrollment in the free and reduced price lunch program. This 

mailing contained information on the local food banks, the TEFAP distribution, and 

Basic Food.  

To aid their outreach activities, Agency-A uses both state supplied and agency-

specific written materials on Basic Food and application assistance. The current agency-

specific documents explain the Basic Food program, list minimal eligibility requirements, 

and include Agency-A’s phone number for assistance. These materials are targeted to a 

specific audience, as needed. Agency-A also has developed a brochure called Community 

Resources, which lists information on programs offered in-house by Agency-A and by 

other local nonprofits, such as food and clothing banks, health care services, and free or 

low-cost legal assistance.  These materials are available in Spanish as well as English.  

When considering ways to improve and expand their outreach program, the 

Coordinator had a number of suggestions. Agency-A could conduct Public Service 

Announcements (PSAs) through local radio and television outlets. Although the 

Coordinator thought that PSAs may have been conducted in the past, none had been 

conducted in the past two years. Fliers could be distributed around the community at 

locations such as grocery stores and laundromats. Agency-A could also begin working 

more closely with the local health care clinics to offer information. To grow their in-

house offerings, Agency-A hopes to begin offering Basic Food application information 

through the agency’s general receptionist.  
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Food Banks (See Table 2) 

 In County-A, interviews were conducted with directors at five food banks: FB-1, 

2, 3, 4, and 5. At all of the food banks, the primary service is food distribution, although 

some offer clothing as well. Food banks operate in three basic formats: a bag or box 

system in which the food is pre-sorted for clients in a standardized manner, a shopping 

system in which clients walk-though and select the items they need according to the 

number of people in their family, or a hybrid of both programs in which some items are 

pre-sorted and others are selected by the client. 

At FB-1, Agency-A conducted Basic Food outreach two times in the past year. 

The food bank had the Community Resources brochure available for clients. The food 

bank has a table available for outreach staff, which is located in the hallway as the clients  

leave the building after they have received food. The director felt that the outreach 

material was well-received by the food bank clients, and it was estimated that 65 percent 

of the clients stopped by the table for information. The director said the information table 

did not disrupt their distribution, and the food bank would welcome increased outreach 

efforts at their agency. 

At FB-2, the director mentioned the Community Resources brochures but could 

not locate them at the time of the interview and did not display them in a readily available 

location for clients. Intake information at FB-2 is available in Spanish, Russian, and 

English. Although Agency-A has not provided information at this location, the food bank 

does have a representative from a women’s support agency that comes during the food 

distribution to offer information as needed. This representative is available in the intake 

area, but the food bank has also made a private room available for interviews. The food 
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bank is amenable to the idea of having a BFEOP staff at the distribution as well, and 

could use the same set-up as that used for the women’s support representative. 

At FB-3, food bank director routinely offers referrals to the programs offered by 

the Agency-A. In the intake area of the food bank, there was a small kiosk of brochures, 

including the Community Resources brochure and a variety of other, more detailed 

brochures from Agency-A. Basic Food outreach has been conducted at FB-3 three times 

in the past year. The food bank director estimated that ten people expressed interested in 

the Basic Food information each time outreach was offered. The outreach staff member 

sits at the intake desk, and if clients are interested in speaking with them, the interview is 

conducted at a small table around the corner. This interview can take place either before 

or after the client receives their food. In addition to the Basic Food outreach, the food 

bank also has a staff member from the County Extension office come once or twice a 

year to offer cooking demonstrations and nutritional information.  

At FB-4, distribution rotates among eighteen sites each month, but only one site 

participated in the interview. At the food bank there was a table of printed resources 

available for clients as they entered or exited the food bank. Materials on the table 

included the Community Resources brochure, information on child care resources, 

prescription drug benefits and resources, and a youth program. In the food bank area, 

there was a separate table available where outreach could have been conducted, if 

available. The coordinating body for the food bank sites also operates a resource hotline 

that offers assistance with bus tickets, purchasing prescriptions, small educational needs, 

and other emergency resources. This hotline offers information on Basic Food, if asked, 

but volunteers primarily refer callers to the local CSO, not Agency-A. 
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FB-5 refers clients to Agency-A’s programs each time the food bank is open. 

Basic Food outreach has been conducted at food bank once in the past year, and the 

outreach staff sat at a table just across from the intake area. Clients could meet with the 

outreach staff as they entered the food bank, or they could come back for information 

after collecting their groceries. The food bank director felt that the outreach efforts went 

smoothly. In the month prior to the interview, Agency-A began distributing TEFAP 

products one evening a month at FB-5. During this distribution, the staff also distributed 

information on Basic Food. Although only about six families came to this distribution, 

the food bank anticipates that participation will grow as more working households learn 

of this opportunity.  

Community Service Office (CSO) 

Table 3: CSO-A 

Interviewee Food Outreach Benefit Coordinator 

Is CSO familiar with 
Agency-A? 

Yes 

Is CSO knowledgeable 
about outreach activities 
being conducted by 
Agency-A? 

Yes 

Are meetings held with 
Agency-A? 

Yes 

Outreach activities 
conducted by CSO-A 

·  Displaying posters in community 
·  Offering brochures at CSO office 
·  Speaking at community locations 
·  In-house call center for client questions 

 

The CSO in County-A conducts their own outreach by displaying posters in the 

community, at locations such as non-profit social service agencies, health clinics, and 

other common areas. CSO-A also utilizes federal and state brochures, such as Choices, 
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Choices, Choices, which offers three ways to contact the CSO office; Eating Well for 

Less, which gives information on selecting and preparing nutritious and affordable meals; 

and Your Community Services Office: A Guide to Accessing Services. Examples of these 

materials are available in the Appendix. CSO-A staff members also speak about Basic 

Food at locations such as civic clubs and health department events. CSO-A also partners 

with the local health department to offer nutrition information and cooking 

demonstrations in the office lobby. These demonstrations focus on low-cost food items 

that participants could purchase with their Basic Food benefits. 

CSO-A has a call center that handles phone interviews and eligibility reviews, and 

the Coordinator said there has been an increase in phone interviews over the past year. 

These phone interviews are scheduled instead of in-person interviews for clients that have 

extenuating circumstances such as a disability or working schedule that does not allow 

them to come in to the office. CSO-A offers clients with referrals to other agencies, and 

the office holds a regular Community Services meeting to highlight these services for 

CSO staff members. The Community Services meetings have included Agency-A, and 

although a meeting has not been held in the past five months, the Coordinator hopes to 

have monthly meetings.  

The Coordinator had some suggestions for how the overall outreach program in 

County-A could be improved. These suggestions included holding more fairs at a variety 

of public locations, such as strip malls, hospitals, and senior centers, and letting 

employers of low-wage workers know to alert their employees of potential eligibility. 

The Coordinator also hopes to hold more regular meetings with Agency-A. 
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County-B 

BFEOP Agency 

Table 4: Agency-B 

Interviewees ·  Outreach Coordinator 
·  Executive director 

Printed materials From the Washington Department of Social and Health 
Services  

·  Eligibility review forms and applications  
Agency-A specific documents: 

·  Personalized Basic Food materials have not 
been developed 

 
Outreach Activities ·  In-house applicant meetings 

Time spent on outreach 
program 

20 hours per week 

Number of outreach 
contacts last month  
 
Note: Since agency is new to 
outreach, average for last 
year is not available. 

242 brief contacts, 19 in-depth contacts, and one 
completed application 
 
These contacts were primarily for clients in home 
county, not County-B. Although client counties were 
not recorded, approximately 10% of clients for other 
services at Agency-B come from County-B. 

 

 In County-B, the agency conducting outreach, Agency-B, is a subcontractor for 

both its home county and County-B, which are neighboring counties that share 

coordinated services. Agency-B is a multi-service organization, which offers a food bank, 

clothing bank, hygiene products, emergency shelter, and transitional housing, among 

other services. The food bank serves approximately 100 households each day it is open. 

Agency-B currently only conducts outreach efforts that meet the goal of assisting with 

individual applications. 

 Agency-B became contracted to conduct outreach in October 2005, but did not 

receive official training on external outreach from the prime contractor until March 2006, 
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two weeks before the interview. For these six months, Basic Food assistance was only 

conducted internally, with clients of the multi-service agency, such as food bank clients 

and housing residents. 

 Agency-B met with the local CSO office and the area food banks in the summer 

of 2005 to discuss their intention to begin outreach efforts. Agency-B also presented 

information on their other services to the CSO office one month prior to the interview. 

Agency-B has used the CSO director as their main contact for these meetings, and feels 

that the CSO staff are accommodating with scheduling phone interviews for outreach 

clients. 

 With their training now complete, Agency-B plans to expand their outreach 

efforts to the community. They plan to conduct rotating outreach at area food banks on a 

quarterly basis. Other ideas for outreach included visiting senior centers and distributing 

information through the school district homeless liaison, with whom Agency-B has a 

relationship. A Spanish-speaking volunteer from the multi-service agency is available to 

accompany the outreach coordinator in these efforts. Agency-B is also considering Public 

Service Announcements which, for their area, fall under their jurisdiction as a 

subcontractor.  At the training, Agency-B was shown regional and statewide brochures, 

posters, and other outreach materials, but these materials have not been adapted for local 

use. Agency-B plans to edit and print these materials in the coming months. Agency-B 

does not currently have a website. 

Food Banks (See Table 5) 

 Interviews were conducted with directors at three food banks in County-B: FB-6, 

7, and 8. FB-6 has room for a small table near their intake area. This agency does not 
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currently post materials for clients, but the director and bookkeeper who were 

interviewed were amendable to both distributing information on Basic Food and having 

an outreach staff come to their facility.  

 At FB-7, there were some resource materials posted for clients, and the director 

said that if Basic Food information was available, it could also be posted. The food bank 

used to give out information on other community resources about two years ago, but 

materials have not been available recently. The director said that the agency would be 

open to having outreach staff at the food bank and had space available in the distribution 

room, but expressed concern that the food bank itself did not have enough volunteers or 

knowledge on Basic Food to staff the table themselves. 

 At Food Bank 8, the director was also amenable to offering information on Basic 

Food, although they do not currently offer other resources. However, the director 

expressed some concern that clients understood that the information on Basic Food was 

separate from the food bank requirements, especially surrounding income eligibility.  

CSO Office 

Table 6: CSO-B 

Interviewee Intake Unit Supervisor 

Is CSO familiar with 
Agency-B? 

Yes 

Is CSO knowledgeable 
about outreach activities 
being conducted by 
Agency-B? 

Knowledgeable about intensions, but not current 
activities 

Are regular meetings held 
with Agency-B? 

Past meeting, but no future meetings scheduled around 
outreach 

Outreach activities 
conducted by CSO-B 

·  Displaying posters in community 
·  Offering brochures at CSO office 
·  Working with local food banks (not in County-

B) Speaking at community locations 
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 The CSO office in County-B serves two counties, and the Supervisor estimated 

that nine percent of their Basic Food recipients come from County-B. The Supervisor was 

familiar with Agency-B, but not with the outreach activities they have been conducting. 

The Supervisor said that Agency-B had announced their intensions to begin outreach at a 

meeting held over one year ago, but according to the Supervisor, no further contact about 

outreach had been made. During the initial meeting, Agency-B asked for direction on 

where to conduct outreach, and staff at CSO-B recommended senior centers and other 

community locations. The Supervisor understood that the intent of the outreach was to 

assist with applications but had not seen any applications with markings indicating that 

they came from Agency-B. Agency-B has held subsequent meetings at CSO-B to give the 

CSO staff information on other services offered at its site.  

 In addition to this beginning work with Agency-B, CSO-B also conducts its own 

outreach, and, in 2005, was recognized for its efforts by the USDA with a Hunger 

Champion Award. CSO-B won the award for its quick benefit assistance and for boosting 

the number of clients receiving Basic Food by 260 recipients in 2005. CSO-B works with 

local food banks, senior centers, nursing homes, and school PTAs to distribute 

information on Basic Food, and staff members took Spanish classes to better assist their 

Spanish-speaking clients. However, the work done with food banks, senior centers, and 

nursing homes was restricted to CSO-B’s home county, not neighboring County-B, 

which is also served by CSO-B.  
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Discussion 

Comparison of Counties 

 In addition to the demographic characteristics which were held relatively constant 

for the study, the interviews revealed other similarities between the two counties. The 

BFEOP Agencies dedicated roughly the same amount of staff time to the outreach 

program. The food banks in each of the counties were similar in the number of 

households served each time the food bank is open. With the exception of the one large 

food bank in County-A, the household numbers for the food banks in both counties are 

comparable and suggest that the outreach results are not skewed due to the size of the 

food banks.  

 The differences between the food banks were highlighted in their open hours, 

methods of distribution, and distance from the outreach agency. In County-A, the food 

banks were open at least once a week. Although one food bank in County-B was open 

once a week, two of the County-B food banks were only open twice a month. Also, the 

food banks in County-A all used some variation of the shopping method, while the food 

banks in County-B used the pre-bagged or boxed method. Additionally, some of the food 

banks in County-A offered services in languages other than English. It may be suggested 

that food banks with more client-friendly policies, such as increased hours, client 

selection and varying languages, may be more open and amenable to offering additional 

services, such as BFEOP. However, because Agency-B had not yet begun to develop a 

relationship with the County-B food banks and because all of the County-B food banks 

expressed an interest in hosting the BFEOP program, the results are still believed to be 

strong. 
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 The counties also differed in the distance between the BFEOP Agency, CSO 

office, and the food banks. In County-A, all the entities were within the same county, and 

the furthest distance between any of the food banks and the Outreach Agency was 12 

miles. In County-B, the Outreach Agency-A and the CSO office were in the same city, 

but the food banks were in the neighboring county. The furthest County-B food bank was 

79 miles from Agency-B. This distance could have inhibited a relationship between the 

entities. Agency-B plans to schedule outreach visits to the food banks in County-B, but 

the Coordinator acknowledged that the long distances and time involved may inhibit 

more than rotating quarterly visits. In addition to limiting the relationship between these 

entities, the distances in County-B could also attribute to the lower participation rates in 

Basic Food if applicants find it difficult to travel to the CSO office to apply for benefits. 

Comprehensive and Collaborative Outreach 

 When the study began, it was hypothesized that in County-A, which had higher 

levels of Basic Food participation, the BFEOP efforts would have unique characteristics 

that could be associated with the increased participation. The results of this study support 

the hypothesis, and suggest that two of the variables associated with higher Basic Food 

participation rates are comprehensiveness and collaborativeness. 

 A comprehensive outreach program was operationalized as utilizing at least three 

different methods of outreach and addressing both program goals: raising awareness 

about Basic Food and assisting with individual applications. In County-A, Agency-A 

utilized five different outreach methods. Although some of these methods were limited in 

scope and occurrence, it can be said that the program is comprehensive. In County-B, the 

outreach program had not yet been expanded to efforts outside the internal agency and 
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could not be called comprehensive. At the time of the interview, Agency-B was 

conducting in-house meetings, but had plans to expand the program to become more 

comprehensive. 

 The second characteristic was collaboration in the outreach efforts. Collaboration 

was operationalized as when the food banks and CSO office in the county were both 

knowledgeable about the outreach efforts and outreach had been conducted in at least 

three, or roughly half, of local food banks. In County-A, Agency-A was meeting with the 

local CSO office on a semi-regular basis, and the CSO office Coordinator was aware of 

the efforts being conducted. Additionally, Agency-A had conducted outreach at three of 

the five local food banks. The food banks were all familiar with Agency-A and had 

brochures available to distribute to clients. Although the relationship between Agency-A 

and CSO-A had room to improve and the outreach agency could extend their efforts to all 

five food banks, it can be said that the program in County-A is collaborative.  

Agency-B had met with the CSO office once to discuss their intent to begin 

outreach and more recently to discuss the other services offered by their agency. While 

the CSO office was familiar with Agency-B, they were unaware of the in-house outreach 

activities being conducted, and the relationship between Agency-B and their local CSO 

office was in the beginning stages. Agency-B had presented information to the local food 

banks over one year ago on their intent to begin outreach and desire to work with the 

food banks. However, the three food banks who participated in the study were not aware 

of the BFEOP program or the work of Agency-B. Overall, the relationships in County-B 

could not yet be considered collaborative, although they were making steps towards this 

goal.  
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Strength of Results 

These results could be interpreted to show that there is an association between 

comprehensive and collaborative BFEOP and higher Basic Food participation levels. 

These two variables seem to be consistently applied throughout the outreach program in 

County-A, and the literature on outreach supports these variables. However, this study 

offers only preliminary results on two potential variables for best practices. There are 

likely other factors that strengthen the outreach program, such as the distance between 

potential applicants and the entities involved with outreach.  

Additionally, because Agency-A is a prime contractor, the Coordinator has direct 

access to the Basic Food Education and Outreach Program state administrator and attends 

two to four statewide outreach meetings per year. At these meetings, prime contractors 

gain tips for outreach and updated information on DSHS policies, and they then pass this 

information to their subcontractors. Because Agency-B is a subcontractor, staff will not 

have direct access to these resources and will receive them from their prime contractor. 

However, because Agency-B had received training from their prime contractor in the 

week before this interview, at that time, the staff felt they had the most current 

knowledge to conduct outreach. 

Conclusions 

Summary 

 In summary, the goal of this study was to suggest variables that could be used to 

determine best practices for Basic Food Education and Outreach Program (BFEOP). The 

study found that there is an association between a comprehensive and collaborative 

BFEOP and high levels of Basic Food participation. Interviews were conducted with 
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representatives from BFEOP agencies, Community Service Offices (CSOs), and food 

banks in two Washington counties. When the results were compared, it was found that 

the county with higher Basic Food participation rates had a collaborative and 

comprehensive BFEOP program, while the county with lower participation rates did not. 

A comprehensive outreach program was operationalized as offering at least three 

different methods of outreach and utilized measures to address both goals of outreach: to 

increase awareness about Basic Food and to assist with individual applications. 

Collaboration was operationalized as when the food banks and CSO office in the county 

were both knowledgeable about the outreach efforts and outreach was being conducted in 

roughly half of the local food banks. 

Conclusion 

 The results of the study suggest that, when conducted in a manner that is 

comprehensive and collaborative, BFEOP is associated with higher levels of Basic Food 

participation. A comprehensive program provides a variety of methods for potential 

participants to hear and access the information. In addition to raising awareness about 

Basic Food, the study suggests that a comprehensive program can also provide the one-

on-one assistance needed to process applications. In this way, the outreach program can 

both recruit new participants and help to ensure that applications are completed and 

processed.   

The study also makes a good case that a collaborative outreach program can assist 

in making a federal program locally accessible. Agency-A, in the county with higher 

Basic Food participation levels, worked positively with both the government office 

administering the benefits and the local agencies where potential participants are already 
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receiving food. Food banks serve as a resource for many families in need of food, yet not 

receiving Basic Food, and by working collaboratively, the outreach program is able to 

reach potential applicants in a familiar environment.  

Limitations 

 Due to the structure of the study, there are a number of limitations on the results. 

The study was limited in the scope of interviews that were conducted. Due to time 

constraints, only BFEOP agencies, food banks, and CSO offices were contacted for 

participation. There are a variety of community organizations and government offices 

that could be seen as instrumental in BFEOP efforts that were not included. These 

agencies include other state service providers, child care centers, emergency shelters, and 

labor unions. Also, although the counties were chosen based on similar demographics 

thought to be indicators of hunger, the study only looks at two counties. It is unknown if 

these results would hold for Basic Food Education and Outreach programs in other 

counties in Washington State or outside of the state. 

Although the study used background research to attempt to hold a range of 

mitigating factors constant, the increase in Basic Food participation could have been 

caused by factors other than the Basic Food Education and Outreach program. In County-

B the CSO office was located up to two hours away in a neighboring county, and there 

was limited public transportation between towns. This distance could have caused severe 

difficulties in travel that prevented clients from enrolling in Basic Food. Although 

outreach could help solve this problem by arranging for faxed or emailed applications 

and phone interviews, the close proximity of CSO-A to participants in County-A could 

have been enough to cause higher participation rates. Additionally, although the counties 
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were similar in many demographic characteristics, County-B did have a higher rate of 

migration that may have caused lower Basic Food participation.  

 Lastly, the study results recognized only two variables that attribute to outreach 

best practices, but it is likely that there are other variables to consider. The proximity of 

the outreach agency to food banks and other community nonprofits could be an important 

variable. The characteristics of the food banks, such as their distribution style and open 

hours, could play a role. The shopping system distribution style and increased open hours 

provide a client-friendly atmosphere that may be more amenable to the acceptance of 

outreach material. Although the food bank directors in County-B were open to the idea of 

hosting the Basic Food Education and Outreach at their food bank, the food banks in 

County-A were more likely to already offer additional services beyond food, which may 

be a critical variable for a successful outreach program. 

Suggestions for Future Investigation 

 This study showed an association between collaborative and comprehensive 

BFEOP and increased participation levels, but broad areas of research remain to be 

pursued. Future research could include a wider range of subjects, including state service 

providers, child care centers, emergency shelters, and labor unions. Research could also 

include more Washington counties or outreach programs in other states and could 

examine the effects of food bank characteristics, such as open hours, distribution styles, 

and additional services.  

Next Steps 

 The results gained from the study will be used by Washington Appleseed to 

promote anti-hunger legislation in Washington State. Although the outreach program has 
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been traditionally federally funded with a fifty-fifty match, federal funds for social 

services have been recently threatened.  During the interviews, the outreach agencies also 

mentioned the difficulty in raising the matching funds. These results may prove useful for 

individual food banks, outreach agencies, and anti-hunger coalitions as they advocate for 

continued or increased federal funding and new state funding for the Basic Food 

Education and Outreach program.  

In addition to funding for the current outreach model, anti-hunger advocates could 

also use the data to support the need for a pilot program which waives the face-to-face 

interviews for Basic Food applicants. Although a pilot program was initiated in 

Washington, it was put on hold due to administrative concerns. However, there is a 

movement among anti-hunger advocates to re-start this pilot, in which applicants could 

sign up for benefits through the outreach program at a location such as the local food 

bank.   

Overall, these results could be useful in engaging state legislators and other 

community partners to take further action to end hunger in Washington State. 
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Appendix 1 

 

Questions: Basic Food Outreach Best Practices 

For Food Banks and Meal Programs 

Schedule interview with the food program coordinator, or the person responsible for 

education and outreach to clients 

1. Please tell me about the services you offer at your agency. (If in person: could 

you show me how it works when a client first comes to receive food from 

your agency?) 

2. Does your agency provide any information on the Basic Food Program for 

your clients?  

IF NO: 

3. Have you ever considered offering this material? (IF YES) Why did you 

decide against it?  (Question used to determine if best practices could be 

implemented at this agency.  

4. Would you be interested in collaborating with an outreach agency or receiving 

written materials, if resources were available in your community?  

If no, interview will be ended here. Thank them for their time.  

If yes, continue to question 5. 

5. Here are some of the ways that outreach agencies offer information on food 

stamps:  

a. Posting materials 

b. Making brochures available 
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c. Having outreach worker at your agency 

i. Check availability 

ii.  Meet with clients for private appointments 

iii.  Pass out forms 

iv. Help fill out forms, collect applications 

What types of outreach efforts would you be interested in? (Question will help determine 

what agencies are most likely to participate in, to check reality of implementing best 

practices.) 

IF YES: 

6. How does your agency provide this information? (Please describe what 

materials are used, how often information is made available, where in your 

facility the outreach is conducted or material is located, and what, if any, 

outside agencies you partner with to offer this information.) 

7. What do you think are the most effective elements of the food stamp outreach 

program? 

8. Out of all the ways you offer this information, which do you think is the most 

utilized? (Can you estimate how often you need to replace written 

materials/flyers or how many people speak to the outreach worker each visit?) 

9. What aspects do you feel could be improved? 

10. Are there any practices that you are not currently doing that you think would 

be effective?  
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In-person interview will be accompanied by a tour of the agency to see the physical 

implementation of outreach efforts. Agency representatives will be asked for the total 

number of duplicated and unduplicated households they served last year. If these 

numbers are not available, they will be asked for an estimate of the number of households 

they serve each time they are open. 

For Food Stamp Outreach Agencies 

1. How do you implement your food stamp outreach program? Do you collaborate 

with emergency food providers (food banks and meal programs)? 

2. How many families do you estimate utilize these outreach services each month? 

(at each of the agencies you work with) 

3. What do you think are the most effective elements of working with emergency 

food providers? 

4. What aspects could be improved? 

5. Are there any practices that you are not currently doing that you think would be 

effective?  

For Community Service Offices (CSOs) 

1. Please tell me about the services offered at your office. How do potential clients 

find out about your office? 

2. How do you work with your local food stamp outreach agency (GIVE NAME OF 

AGENCY) to get out the word about food stamps? 

3. What are most effective elements of working with food stamp outreach agencies? 

4. What aspects could be improved? 

5. Are there any practices that you are not currently doing that would be effective? 
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6. Are there any other people or agencies that would be good resources for 

information on food stamp outreach efforts in your county (or community)? 
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Appendix 2 

Washington State Department of Social and Health Services 

Basic Food Outreach Brochures 
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