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Overview

Beyond securing donations, implementing programs and managing food distribution,
food banks are critical partnersin building the capacity of thousands of partneragencies
and organizations. One way food banks build the capacity of their partnersis by
connecting them to technology that improves processes, record-keeping, reporting and
collaboration. This case study examines how Oasis Insight is used to bring about such

improvements.

More than Warehouses: Food
Banks Build the Technology

Capacity of Partnering Agencies

Food banks have a bigjob to do. According to

Feeding America, 1in7 people struggle with hungerin

the United States. As the largest domestic

More than 20 Marines from U.S. Marine

Forces Command and the Il Marine hunger-relief charity inthe U.S., the Feeding America

Expeditionary Force help package network of food banks provides food assistance to
bread at the Greater Boston Food Bank
in Boston, Massachusetts, March 17,
2015.

an estimated 46.5 million Americans each year

including 12 million children and 7 million seniors.*
How do theregional food banksreach all 46.5 million

Americans needing hungerrelief? They partner with organizations whose boots are already

onthe ground serving the local community. This network of partneragenciesincludes a
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vast array of caring citizens working or volunteering within schools, churches, agencies,

shelters, food pantries and soup kitchens in all 50 states.

Beyond securing donations, implementing programs and managing food distribution,
food banks are critical partnersin building the capacity of thousands of partnering
agencies and organizations. One way food banks are building the capacity of their partners
is by connecting them to technology thatimproves processes, record-keeping, reporting
and collaboration. This case study examines how Oasis Insightis used by to bring about

suchimprovements.

Building a Partner Agency’s Capacity

Jonathan Tetrault serves as Senior Manager of Community Initiatives at The Greater Boston
Food Bank, where they have built a network of 600 partnering agencies for food programs
and distribution. He shares, “Itis great to be a hub and resource for food in our community,
but at the end of the day if we don’t have strong partnerships, the food in our warehouse
doesn'tdo any good. We can’t sitin a corner office of the city and decide how to serve the
190 citiesand townsin our service area. We have to empower agencies in our communities
to dothat.” Heath Ribordy, Agency Relations Manager at Central Texas Food Bankin Austin,
TXagrees. “Myroleisto help our partners with meeting the mission because 24 of the 35
million pounds of food we distribute is through our partner agencies. They are the

backbone of whatwe do.”

Afoodbank’s network of partners canrange in capacity fromarural, church-based food
pantry serving 10-20 people aweek to alarge inner-city shelter providing hundreds of
meals daily. Partner agencies follow basic partnership agreements with food banks,

including how they store and distribute food as well as meeting reporting deadlines.
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Capacity building for partners can happeninanumber of ways. Forexample, the Central
Texas Food Bank in Austin gives approximately $125,000 per fiscal year to partner agencies
by way of grants for things like cold food storage. “As food banks realize their vision of
providing healthy foods, like more fresh fruits and vegetables, they must equip their

partners to accommodate those perishables,” says Ribordy.

Food banks give partners support well beyond food distribution and storage, though. “We
try to strengthen that network of partners by doing grant programs, best practices, growth
planning and consulting with them,” says Tetraultin Boston. Allfood bank agency partners
nationwide are required to turninreports, most of the time monthly, for the pounds of food
distributed and the number of people assisted. Since 2011, Oasis Insight has been serving
food bank agency relations and program directors by providing affordable client
database, assistance recording and reporting solutions. “We are encouraging our partners
to move to thingslike Oasis Insight, which means moving some of them from the index card

and shoebox filing system,” shares Tetrault.

OASIS BENEFIT: No More Tally Marks! Improved Reporting

“Some of ouragencies will just use tally marks to record their distribution and then they are
spending multiple days out of the month figuring out how many people they served,”
admits Terra Lamb, Community Outreach Coordinator from Ozarks Food Harvest food
bank. Equipping her partner agencies with atechnology solutionis vital. “Improved
reporting has been the biggest reason sites are willing to use this system. Itis endlessin

keeping clientdata,” says Lamb.
Receiving quality reportsis vital for food banks, not just for theirownrecords, but toreport
backto Feeding America and the USDA. "My teamis determined to get accurate numbers,”

says Ribordy in Austin. Auditing a partneragency is aregularoccurrence. Before
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implementing Oasis Insight, his team was finding discrepancies. He says, “Now that some
of our pantries have gone away from pen and paper and moved to Oasis Insight, whenwe
go to double check theirnumbers theirmonthly report to us matches theirrecords dead

on.lcandefinitely tell that pantries seem to get more accurate inreporting.”

Of course not all partner agencies were using pen and paper. Tetrault in Boston shares,
“There are some agencies who were using Access or Excel. When they switched to Oasis

Insight, they found it easier to navigate and the reporting piece not as burdensome.”

OASIS BENEFIT: Data Sharing Options, Walls Up or Down

Oasis Insight offers the option forafood bank network to share their real-time data with
one another. If anetwork collectively decides to share their client data across the network

it's called “walls down.” Why would agencies want to share certaininformation?

“We are not the food police,” says Terra Lamb from Ozarks Food Harvest food bank, “but a
few years ago we noticed alot of people going to multiple sites to get USDA food. A
household cannot receive more than one per month. Some families were going to up to six
USDA sites withina month. We wanted to share information so we could better utilize our

overallresources and make them stretch out so that multiple families are being served.”

When a systemis “walls down” clients do sign a Release of Information waiver, being made
aware and giving permission for certain assistance record information to be shared across
the network. Upon finding a client who is receiving multiple products, workers and
volunteers at the pantry or food distribution site are able to offeranother layer of
assistance. “Our partner agencies will often ask a person looking for additional USDA

product ‘| see youjustreceived assistance. Is there areasonyou are needing help again? s
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there more we could connect you with?”” says Lamb. The site will often help them with non

USDA food andreferthem to additional resources forimproving their situations.

Many food bank Oasis Insight networks operate with “walls up” as some agencies have
differing privacy policies for clientinformation and food assistance records. "Having ‘walls
up’is something our memberagencies wanted. Agencies only have access to theirown

data,” says Tetrault in Boston.

East Texas Food Bank has a combination of walls down with limited data sharing. Agencies
share client datainformation, like household information, names, addresses, etc., but the
actual details of the assistance records are not shared,” says Kirk Goodman, Program
Services Director at East Texas Food Bank. Goodman and his team have access to all the

data, allowing them to pull their own network-wide reports.

OASIS BENEFIT: Increased Collaboration &

Communication

By being ‘walls down’ and sharing information, not only about clients, but by using the Oasis
Insight bulletinboard feature, Ozarks Good Harvest has seenincreased collaboration and
communication. “It has led us to having bigger conversations on ways to work together.
Agencies are reaching out to one another. Our agencies really do like the bulletin board on
the homepage of the system where they can put out theirinformation, like if something has
happened orthey have an event going on. It has been a great way for our agencies to
communicate,” says Lamb. Ozarks Good Harvest has also been collaborating with
Community Partnerships of the Ozarks. “We even have othernon-food bank agencies
interested in tapping into this network or creating their own, wanting to work together to

help people get out of the circle of poverty,” continues Lamb.
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Collaborationlike that doesn’t happen overnight, though. Rhea Woodock, Administrative
Coordinator of Community Initiatives at Regional Food Bank of Oklahoma shares that they
are mostly walls up with capability to have the walls down. “For the most part we have kept it
closed off because occasionally we getinto pantries who really do want to police how
much food people are getting. As administrator| can see across the network, but for the
most part others can only see that person’sname.” Afew of their food pantries are involved
ina separate network in Stillwater, OK. “They share alot of information and are able to tell
one anotherwhen someone needs awheelchairoracar. It’'s great but it takes alot of

ground work to set anetwork up like this,” admits Woodcock.

OASIS BENEFIT: Data Solution for Direct Service Programs

While alarge portion of afood bank’s resources are distributed through partnerships, they
also have dynamic and growing direct service programs.The Greater Boston Food Bank's
Brown Bag program provides supplemental groceries to 8,438 seniors every month,
ensuring seniors don’t miss meals and receive nutritious food.** Tetrault says, “Our partners
that help run this program had historically been using paper systems. With 800 seniors
enrolledinasingle site, we could not quickly tellwhich of those seniors showed up on a
particular date orif someone had not been around in a while and if we should be reaching
out to someone on the waiting list. There was not an easy way to manage that flow of

information.”

Today they use Oasis Insight to track Brown Bag participants and have worked with
developers to setup triggers within the system that alert them when a senior has not been
there in three months. “We will then move that person to the inactive status and identify
someone of the wait list, give them a call or email and invite them to the next distribution,”
he says. Service site teams and their volunteers at school-based Boston area food pantries

and mobile markets are being trained on Oasis Insight as well.
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OASIS BENEFITS: Customer Service & Customization

Because Tetrault's team in Boston handles all of the data analysis for the food bank, they
were constantly pouring over reports and information. Finding some questions and holes,
they decided toimprove the consistency and accuracy of the data by encouraging partner
agencies to move to amore automated system. Why did they choose Oasis Insight? “There
were some other solutions that did similar things and cheaper, but they were primarily
single personshops. We weren't confident or comfortable that if something happened,
there would be a support system for the agencies to use. We really honed in on the support

that came behind Oasis Insight,” says Tetrault.

One thing that surprised him during the development and implementation of their Oasis
Insight network was the amount of customization needed. He shares, “Agencies use datain
different ways. This led to more customization than | had anticipated. Eachagency has
different buckets or status identification systems. It's not just when a client last came in, but
they neededto parse client base in different ways.” Oasis Insight works to meet the needs

of each specific network, whichmeans each one has its own level of customization.

TerraLamb at Ozarks says she has continual customizations. She says, “l ask Oasis Insight
customer service allthe time ‘Can we add this?' They are always more than willing to find
ways to make it happen forus.” Heath Ribordy in Austin agrees. He has a few agencies who
use Oasis Insight very robustly and are always looking to make additional customizations.
He explains, “For the most part | have been able to adopt their suggestions for the entire
network’s use and have Oasis Insight implement the changes. Sometimes anagency will
want to implement something that not every agency hasincommon. So, we have even
worked with Oasis Insight to do some specific ‘one-off’ additions for those requestingiit,
not a global change to the network. Oasis Insight has always been open to talk about

anythingwe need.”
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Champions for Change- Implementation Best Practices

Getting partneragencies to come on board with new technology solutionsis not an easy
task. East Texas Food Bank has made Oasis Insight a normative part of being a partnering
agency with 150 agencies onthe network and only five pantries using a different system.
How has this food bank achieved such wide-spread participation? Akey to their success
seems to be awell-thought outimplementation process. Goodman explains, “I think we
were pretty smart about how we brought agencies onboard. We broke our network into
four different groups. Every three months we broughtinanew group to trainand
implement the system. The first two groups were made up of people and pantries that were

volunteering to move to the new system. They wantedit.”

By the end of the year, Goodman found that those who were previously resistant had come
around because others were already using Oasis Insight and proving its value. The late
adopters followed those early adopters. “Another thing that helped was we let partner
agencies write for grants for computers,” he shares. Goodman also attributes some of the
success to OasisInsight’s support and training team. “They were good at working with our

agencies andreally patient withus.”

Lamb at Ozarks Good Harvest is making headway on moving more agencies onto their
network. “In this past year, | am adding about one new site a month to the system. The
biggest benefit for sites to come onboardis the reporting. Another thing thatlam doing is

makingitrequired for new partnering agencies,” she says.

Among all the food banks, it's clear thatimplementation takes time, patience as well as an
amount of persistence. “We have been slower than some toroll out. | think the biggest
bottleneckis my capacity to sit with folks and talk with them one-on-one about the

benefits and encourage them to move forward,” says Tetrault.
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Ribordyin Austin admits that it was more difficult than he would have thought. His
predecessor brought Oasis Insight to their partnering agencies en mass as a mandatory
requirement. He shares, “My biggest surprise was how many partners were offended by
that. They really didn't want to be forced into something.” When Ribordy stepped into his
role, he did not make it mandatory but has worked with agencies to promote and
implement the system. He shares, “Once anagency comes on board, they have not gone
away fromit. Retentionis very high. Oasis Insight becomes a pantry’s backbone once they

really startusingit.”

Running into Challenges and Overcoming

Some challenges to implementation are difficult to overcome. Doug Eckert at Regional
Food Bank of Oklahoma admits, “Our pantriesin the rural areas are run by volunteers.
Peopleintheruralareas don’'t even haveinternet connection at their pantries. We went
through a major capacity building time a couple of years ago and one of the things that we
offered were grants which some agencies could use to buy computers orinternet
connection. It was awesome for the few agencies who did this, but with 400 agenciesiit

was adropinthe bucket.”

All of the food banks in this report have offered some level of computer orinternet support
foragencies. “Some of our extremely rural areas have a hard time even getting internet. We
have taught them how they can use the system offline, printing off a master list then doing

the dataentry atalatertime,” says Lamb
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Funding Models for Oasis Insight

Allthe food banks interviewed for this report fund the licensing fees and active user costs
of Oasis Insight to one degree or another. East Texas Food Bank was able to secure their
initial start-up funding for their 150-pantry network through a TANF grant program awarded
in2010. “That provided funding for two years and we have been able to write for various

grantsto fundit eversince,” says Goodman.

Severalfood banks have launched theirinitial start-up, implementation and customization
of Oasis Insight through infrastructure grants. In Boston, Tetrault says that they share
information about technology and reporting improvements with particular funders who get
excited about data and processimprovements. “It's not something you will find on our web
site, but the development team knows what donorinterests are and will share updates with

themaccordingly,” he says.

The Greater Boston Area Food Bank and Ozarks Good Harvest fund partner agencies’ use
of Oasis Insight for the first year. Boston’s food bank also pays for data migrationif the
partneragency wants to move their previous datainto Oasis Insight. After the initial year,
the agency is billed directly. Tetrault shares that as far as he knows, no one has had to

abandon the system due to cost.

Central Texas Food Bank of Texas, East Texas Food Bank and Regional Food Bank of
Oklahoma fund the use of Oasis Insight for partneragencies continually. “Itis a budgeted
item and we find Oasis Insight so affordable. If an agency wishes to upgrade something for

their specific use, they may pay for that on their own,” shares Ribordy in Austin.
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Effective Training: Less Time at Steel Filing Cabinets

Effective trainingis vitally important, as a majority of volunteers are elderly. According to a
national study conducted by Home Instead, Inc., 52% of seniors volunteer their time
through unpaid community service. Of those that volunteer, 42% say they volunteer with

organizations to prepare, collect or distribute food.***

“Most of our partneragencies are managed orrun by volunteers that are elderly. That can

be achallenge whenyou are talking about a web-based system,” says Ribordy.

‘Ifind older volunteers are concerned they will break something,” admits Woodcock from
Oklahoma. For thatreason, itis critical for people to see a demonstration followed up by
letting them ‘drive’ forawhile. Lamb in the Ozarks says she does alot of role playing during
training. “At firstit was very intimidating because it was a computer system but as soon as
they sawitand how easy on the eyesit ways, and the colored tabs, they were less
concerned. We have some volunteersin theirlate 80s and early 90s we have trained on
Oasis Insight. Afterusing it foramonth they tell me they don’t know how they used to do

withoutit!” she shares.

Tetrault trains by showing the comparison between their old filing systems and the new
virtual one. “I tellthem to imagine they are walking up to their old steel filing cabinets. You
have your main tab on theright and here are your drawers. Open the drawers and you have
your subtabs, and client folders. Describing it this way helps them latch onto it fairly easily,

because we've all spent many hoursin front of those steel cabinets!” he says.
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Tolearn more about Oasis Insight, visit www.oasisinsight.net.
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