
Convening 
Connecting

Collaborating

Two Food Banks. 80+ Pantries. One Intention.

Working together to reduce the meal gap in Denton 
County.



The Project
North Texas Food Bank, Tarrant Area Food Bank & Southern Methodist 

University MADI working together to understand and shrink the meal gap



● What do we know about the scope of food insecurity 

and hunger?

● How well are food insecure people being served?

● How are other human related needs being met by 

pantries and their networks?



The study focused on extending reach and capacity of the 
food bank and pantry distribution network.

Accomplishing this objective will require expanded 
collaboration between the food banks and pantries, between 

the pantries themselves, and between pantries and their 
customers. 



● Approach poverty as a systemic challenge;

● Remain focused on food distribution and food insecurity;

● Look for opportunities to work with customers to meet 

immediate needs and address their root causes; and

● Collaborate with allied anti-racism and anti-poverty efforts 

including advocacy, education, healthcare and employment 

to develop a social safety net of resources focused on poverty 

reduction.

Four-Part Approach



The Approach
Addressing food insecurity as part of a larger system of poverty related issues



Hunger is  a 
Wicked Problem



Wicked problems are made up of issues within multiple 
different and connected systems, many of which are outside 

the control of the people trying to address the problem.

They do not have “solutions”, only steps to be taken to 
reduce their impact.



“Feed the Line” i.e., feed people who are hungry;

“Shorten the Line” i.e., reduce the number of food 

insecure people; and

“Engage the Community” to improve their 

understanding of the nature and impact of 

persistent food insecurity.

Feeding America’s Approach to the Problem 



The Research Question
Defining our focus to understanding the meal gap in Denton County



How might we increase our 
collaboration to close the meal gap 

in Denton County?



The Research Process
Mapping the food distribution ecosystem



Human-Centered Design



Primary Frameworks & Assumptions

• Address hunger and related 

issues from within the context 

of persistent poverty 

• Remember change happens 

through relationships

• Take a systems approach

• Strive for poverty reduction



Data Collection

● Literature review to familiarize ourselves with food insecurity, food bank 

operations, and related issues

● 20+ interviews with food bank and pantry staff

● In person-site visits: 10 pantry tours, TAFB main warehouse and 

distribution center tour

● Multiple community stakeholder meetings

● Census data to determine need by municipality

● Discussion with large pantries to determine where they access food 

supplies (food bank and non-food bank sources - retail, rescue, donations)

● Data from NTFB and TAFB staff re food supplies distributed to pantries



The Research Findings
The meal gap appears to be a distribution issue, not a supply side issue



The Denton County 
Food Distribution 
Ecosystem is 
Complex



It Is Resource Rich

Contributors to the Food Delivery Ecosystem Resources Available (Community Capital Wealth)



Pantry Observations & Findings

Strengths

• High functioning food banks

• 80+ pantries

• Three very high capacity

• Established data collection

• High-capacity staff

• Legions of volunteers

• Relationships with customers and 

commitment to food equity

Challenges

• Not supply side: plenty of food in 

the county

• Geographic in nature: no or few 

nonprofits in northeastern and 

northwestern quadrants limits 

delivery system

• Need to build infrastructure for 

collaboration - supply, delivery, 

pantry learning community



The Meal Gap: Need

• 96,610 people at-risk of food insecurity county-wide (Feeding 
America 2022)

• 22.6M pounds total meal gap @ 234 lbs/year/person

• 45% (estimated) covered by participation in SNAP (10M 
pounds)

• 12M pounds needed across Denton County



The Meal Gap: Supply

• 12M pounds needed after SNAP across Denton County

• 6.5M pounds distributed by TAFB and NTFB

• 3.5M pounds distributed by DCCCC Feeding Denton program using 
CARE Funds (COVID) during 2022 @ $35/25lb box; County has 
extended the program through 2022 but does not have funds to make 
it permanent

• At least 1.7M pounds sourced from donated food and funds (retail)

• 11.79M pounds accessed and distributed in 2022

• Remaining gap after all food distribution .6M pounds or 3,000 people 
still at risk of food insecurity in 2022 (much greater without Feeding 
Denton)



By Location: Meal Gaps and Food Sources



Meal Gap and Pantry Locations

Concentration of poverty found in Denton, 
Lewisville, Little Elm and Pilot Point

Pantries in Denton and south of Hwy 380;  Food 
resource desert in NE and NW Denton County



The Recommendations
A systems approach informed by Human-Centered Design methods



Closing the meal gap - getting more food to communities 
where the meal gap exists - will require three things:

Close the food supply gap - Accessing more food for expanded 
operations, i.e., documenting the need and where food supplies are 
sourced; and, working collaboratively to minimize expenditures for 
purchased, rescued, donated or discounted food supplies;

Close the food delivery gap - Increasing capacity by bringing food 
closer to where it is needed; and

Close the connectedness gap - Assisting the existing network of food 
banks and pantries to become a collaborative learning 
community.



High Impact Measures to Develop

1. Amp up understanding of the need: Develop shared food intake 
and distribution tracking systems.

2. Amp up food supplies to meet the need: Shorten the ‘distance’ 
between food and pantries by creating a distribution hub.

3. Amp up human capacity to meet the need: Create a networked 
learning community with goals, activities, and impact metrics.

4. Amp up human capacity to share each other’s strengths: 
Undertake a few multi-party,  multi-pantry initiatives.

5. Amp up resources to meet the need: Conduct a county-wide 
awareness campaign.





Prototyping
Learning by doing



Human-Centered Design (a reminder of the process)



• Prototypes are a way to do and learn at the same time.

• They are meant to make room in high-pressure situations for  thoughtful 
design processes. If what you are trying works, do more. If it doesn’t work so 
well, ask questions and refine it (make and test).

• Prototypes can be small.

• They can be a product, a service or an experience.

• They are meant to answer questions and gather feedback.

• They are not meant to be the perfect or “right” solution from the start. 

About Prototypes & Prototyping



Prototyping the 
Recommendations
Road Maps to equip Denton County food providers to work together



● Approach poverty as a systemic challenge;

● Remain focused on food distribution and food insecurity (for 

now);

● Look for opportunities to work with customers to meet 

immediate needs and address the root causes; and

● Collaborate with allied anti-racism and anti-poverty efforts 

including advocacy, education, healthcare and employment 

to develop a social safety net of resources focused on poverty 

reduction.

Remember the Four-Part Approach



Purpose: To equip members of the food distribution network to begin 

implementing and testing the recommendations.

● Planning guidelines (“Considerations”)

● People, information and projects to bring into the process 

(“Include”)

● Additional considerations (“While considering the following”)

● Potential leadership and working group members

Prototype Road Maps



Prototype 1a: Food 
Intake Source 

Tracking System



Prototype 1b: Food 
Distribution Tracking 

System



Prototype 2: Shared 
Distribution Hub



Prototype 3: Action-
Oriented Network of 

Providers



Prototype 4: Multi-
Party, Multi-Pantry 

Collaborations



Prototype 5: 
Community Awareness 

Campaign



Working Groups

• Five working groups (Prototype 1.a & 1.b, 2, 3, 4, & 5)

• Meet monthly (in person or online)

• Set specific progress benchmarks

• Make, Test, Tell (conduct and evaluate the prototypes)

• Follow the road maps

• Report back to the network

• Always be learning! The Working Groups



Prototyping Starts Today!
Laying the groundwork now



Getting Started Now

• Select a prompt and a working group

• Share your name and contact information on the sheet at your table if you 
want to be part of the working group (or just stay in the information 
loop)

• Let us know your best time to get together - early morning, lunch time, 
late in the day

• Start small today with an idea that will generate good information for the 
working groups



Your Task Now

Explore five smaller projects that will inform the work of the task forces as 

they develop and implement the five prototypes.

• After you select a prompt you want to work on to help get prototyping 

started in Denton County take a set at that table

• In your group, discuss the prototype guide questions

• Record your responses on the tabletop sheet

• Share your thoughts with the larger group



Prototyping Prompts

1. An improvement to make food and other resource tracking easier.

2. An improvement to a pantry’s experience of acquiring food.

3. An idea for connecting cross-functional agencies and food providers.

4. A response to the lack of nonprofit partners in northeast Denton county. 

5. A mixed-channel strategy for a community awareness campaign.



Getting Started - Brainstorming an Idea

• What is getting in the way of … data collection, distribution, being a 

collaborative learning community, doing joint projects, community 

awareness … what is working well in support of those activities?

• How might you address a challenge? Develop lots of rapid response ideas

• Chose one idea to explore

Use this stem to create your main research question (this is your hypothesis):

Will (doing this thing) help (these end users) to be better able to 

(achieve this outcome)?



Getting Started

• What will you do?

• Why are you going to try this? 

• What do you want to know/find 

out/hope to discover? 

• Where and when will you do it?  

Will (doing this thing) help (these end users) to be better able to 

(achieve this outcome)?

• Who will do it with you?

• Who will test it with you?

• What do you think they will 

say or discover?



Let’s Try One Together

• The Challenge: Pantries sharing their food intake sources and pounds received

• What could get in the way?

• Ideas: What might help? What will you try?

• What do you want to know / find out / hope to discover?

Choose a working group and get started 

Will (doing this thing) help (these end users) to be better able to 

(achieve this outcome)?



Sharing: What Did You Learn?
Your idea, your insights, ah-hahs, new questions



Thank you for being here today! 
We can’t wait to see what you accomplish.
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