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ABSTRACT 

Hunger is among the greatest contemporary social problems in the United States. An incredible 

48 million people, or 14% of households, experienced food insecurity during 2014. At the same 

time, public responses to food insecurity, such as the Emergency Food Assistance Program, have 

increasingly relied on the “emergency food network,” comprised of independent charitable 

organizations operated by private employees and volunteers.  Though substantial research has 

been dedicated to the question of how public sector “street-level bureaucrats” (SLBs) exercise 

discretion in addressing problems associated with poverty, little has examined these private-

sector employees and volunteers trying to improve American families’ food security. Drawing 

from data collected through semi-structured interviews of 20 leaders and staff in food pantries 

and food banks in Oregon, this paper argues for applying role theory to advance our 

understanding of discretionary decision-making among food pantry directors and leaders (FPDs).  

Specifically, it (1) offers a typology of role expectations observed among FPDs; (2) offers 

evidence that role strain is produced when these role expectations are in conflict; and (3) 

discusses some of the primary coping mechanisms that help FPDs reconcile this role strain. The 

development of these concepts suggests implications for how role strain may impede efforts to 

reduce food insecurity. Finally, the paper makes a number of recommendations for a revised 

approach to governance of private and semi-private social service networks addressing a wide 

array of social problems faced by low-income Americans. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Incredibly, one in seven American households struggles with food insecurity. According to the 

U.S. Department of Agriculture’s (USDA) Economic Research Service (ERS), 48 million people 

experienced food insecurity, or lack of consistent access to adequate food, during 2014 

(Coleman-Jensen, Gregory, and Singh 2014). At the same time, private nonprofits, and 

especially the Feeding America network of food programs, have had an important and growing 

role in providing food assistance to hungry Americans. Changes in public policy during the last 

decades of the twentieth century, and in particular declining support for traditional welfare 

programs, have reduced the public safety net and spurred the growth of a network of independent 

private anti-hunger organizations (Poppendieck 1998; Daponte and Bade 2006).  

Meanwhile, an estimated 27% of food insecure households are income-ineligible for the 

Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP, more commonly known as the “food stamp 

program”) and most other federal nutrition programs, driving them to these private food pantries 

and soup kitchens as their only source of help (Gunderson, Engelhard, Satoh, Waxman, Odeen, 

Kriss, and Vanni-Fett 2014). Further, more than half of SNAP recipients attending Feeding 

America member pantries report that their monthly benefits only last about two weeks per 

month, creating a food shortage that must be filled by other sources (Gunderson et al. 2014:141). 

As a result, an estimated 46.5 million Americans accessed Feeding America’s network of food 

assistance programs in 2013 (Gunderson et al. 2014).  

Unlike more traditional welfare bureaucracies, this “emergency food network,” as it has 

come to be known, is comprised of private, independent nonprofit organizations, many of which 

are organized under the fiscal umbrella of churches or other faith communities. This creates a 

unique set of governance challenges for policymakers and practitioners, who must navigate not 
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only a complicated institutional network but also the widely varying values and motivations of a 

largely volunteer workforce responsible for service delivery. Understanding how these values 

and motivations produce discretionary decisions at the street level is critically important to 

fulfilling policy intent, both to private agents in the network and to public officials interested in 

food security. Though a substantial literature exists that examines the question of discretion 

among public-sector “street-level bureaucrats” (SLBs), little has examined actors in private 

networks like emergency food providers. Drawing from the model suggested by Loyens and 

Maesschalck (2010), this paper addresses this empirical and theoretical gap by examining the 

discretionary decision-making processes of food pantry directors (FPDs). 

Structure of the Emergency Food Network 

To illustrate the unique challenges presented by private welfare networks as opposed to 

traditional welfare bureaucracies, I begin with a description of the U.S. emergency food network 

and the broader governance trends that produced it. Conceptually, we can think about this 

network as being organized into three tiers. Feeding America, headquartered in Chicago, IL, is 

the national association of more than 200 independent regional food banks in America, which 

serve defined geographical territories collectively covering every county in the nation. These 

food banks, in turn, serve a network of more than 46,000 independent local agencies, which 

provide food assistance directly to families in need (Weinfield, Mills, Borger, Gearing, 

Macaluso, Montaquilla, and Zedlewski 2014). These programs are diverse but take two primary 

forms: food pantries, or agencies that distribute free groceries and other products for food 

insecure families to take home and prepare; and soup kitchens, which serve free on-site meals to 

hungry persons. Sixty-seven percent of the programs operated by Feeding America network 

agencies are food pantry-style programs (Feeding America 2014). Feeding America provides a 
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number of services to its network of food banks, but the most recognized is its role as a food 

sourcer, securing billions of pounds of donated and low-cost purchased food annually on behalf 

of its network of food banks. Food banks then distribute this food to local food pantries and soup 

kitchens, usually for a nominal fee to help cover transportation and handling. 

In addition to the private food resources procured by Feeding America and the regional food 

banks, the emergency food network is also responsible for administering a major public 

emergency food program, the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s (USDA) “Emergency Food 

Assistance Program (TEFAP [sic]).” At the national level, TEFAP funding secures surplus 

commodity product acquired through agricultural subsidies, along with additional staple items. 

The USDA then allocates TEFAP product proportionately to states based on the size of the 

population in need of food assistance (USDA 2015). State-level public agencies, in turn, 

determine their own distribution guidelines and strategies, including setting income eligibility 

requirements and choosing service providers and contractors (USDA 2015). Generally, these 

public agencies contract with regional nonprofit food banks and other private agencies to deliver 

TEFAP product and handle administration. In Oregon, for example, TEFAP is administered by 

the Department of Human Services (DHS), which has a service contract with Oregon Food Bank 

(OFB), a Feeding America member food bank that serves the entire state of Oregon (OHCS 

2014).1 OFB then handles the distribution of TEFAP product to its network of regional food 

banks and, in turn, to food pantries and soup kitchens.  

This network-based governance structure did not emerge by accident. Rather, it is the 

product of a series of reforms in public administration in the last quarter of the twentieth century, 

                                                           
1 Oregon’s TEFAP contract moved from Oregon Housing and Community Services (OHCS) to the Oregon 

Department of Human Services (DHS) in October of 2015; however, the structure outlined here and in the OHCS 

documents is still in place at the time of this writing. 
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when public administrators increasingly looked to the private sector to import new efficiency 

improvements in service delivery (Osborne 2010). This trend, which has been dubbed “New 

Public Management,” focused heavily on performance measurement, market economics (and in 

particular, competition among agencies for government contracts), and entrepreneurial 

management (Osborne 2010; Milward and Provan 2000). This has led to increasing 

decentralization and privatization of public services in recent decades, creating a fundamental 

governance problem: how should governmental institutions manage an increasingly complicated 

network of institutions implementing policy (Milward and Provan 2000)?  

As Osborne (2010) suggests in his “New Public Governance” model, the answer came in the 

form of a renewed focus on governing processes and relationships. In the absence of distinct 

bureaucratic hierarchies, finding ways to manage relationships between organizations involved 

in network-based service delivery became immensely important in the quest to fulfill policy 

intent (Osborne 2010; Milward and Provan 2000). As a result, governance mechanisms such as 

grants, contracts, incentives, and other agreements became critically important tools in managing 

complex networks of institutions (Milward and Provan 2000; Denhardt and Denhardt 2007). As 

Denhardt and Denhardt (2007) argue: 

As we witness a fragmentation of policy responsibility in society, we must also recognize 

that the traditional mechanisms of governmental control are no longer workable – or even 

appropriate. Traditional hierarchical government is giving way to a growing 

decentralization of policy interests. Control is giving way to interaction and involvement. 

Today, national, state, and local governments are involved in governance along with 

thousands of citizens, other public institutions, private companies, and nonprofit 

organizations. For this reason, it increasingly makes sense to talk not just about 

government, but about the process of governance (86). 

 

Indeed, these policy networks did not act simply as subcontractors to state agencies; rather, 

they were active agents in all aspects of policy design and service delivery (Denhardt and 

Denhardt 2007). This marked a philosophical shift in conceptions of the role of the state in 
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providing welfare (Denhardt and Denhardt 2007), and ultimately set the stage for the 

institutionalization of the emergency food network as it looks today. Under this new dynamic, 

pluralist governance model, government is expected to serve as a referee, or to “steer rather than 

row,” while networks of independent agencies sorted out how to administer social services 

(Milward and Provan 2000). Stability in these networks is dependent on three primary factors: 

(1) clear principal-agent relationships; (2) access to resources; and (3) stability of network 

relationships (or the length of time a contract has been in place). This model contrasts sharply 

with older command-and-control bureaucratic models for service delivery.  

This newer model of network governance, managed through relationships guided by 

contracts, grants, and other agreements, provides a useful backdrop for understanding discretion 

within the emergency food network. The retreat of the state from social service provision has 

created a void that, as Poppendieck (1998) and others have argued, the private faith-based sector 

was ready and eager to fill. Indeed, after the Omnibus Budget Reconciliations Acts of 1981-2, 

The sudden shift in the political climate prompted anti-hunger activists to turn their 

efforts and energy toward establishing a parallel food assistance system by drawing on 

private and public resources, the existing infrastructure of nonprofit organizations, and 

the considerable number of volunteers willing to provide direct services to the poor 

(Daponte and Bade 2006:676). 

 

The emergence of this emergency food network has come with its own set of governance 

challenges. Though each organization in the network is legally independent, there is an implied, 

contract-based hierarchy between food pantries, regional food banks, Feeding America, and state 

agencies that administer TEFAP. For example, in Oregon, food pantries must adhere to fairly 

substantial contractual obligations and policies to maintain their membership in the OFB 

network. These policies are created at the state level by Oregon Food Bank and Oregon Housing 

and Community Services (OCHS), which is the public agency that administers TEFAP, and at 
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the national level by Feeding America. OFB’s network of regional food banks provide feedback 

on policies, contribute to policy modification and creation, and execute contracts with member 

food pantries. Contracts are monitored through compliance visits conducted by the regional food 

banks and also occasionally by state-level TEFAP administrators. There is strong incentive to 

comply: violations could jeopardize pantries’ contractual membership in the OFB network, 

which provides the overwhelming majority of their product. In addition to this regulatory-style 

oversight, the OFB and its affiliated regional food banks promote certain programs and values 

through incentives. These take several forms, such as grants, special “bonus” food programs (like 

extra shipments of produce), and credits toward shared maintenance fees.  

Despite this implicit hierarchy, there simultaneously exists a great deal of administrative 

ambiguity within the emergency food network. Structurally, emergency food network agencies 

are wholly private, legally independent organizations with their own governing bodies. Food 

pantries are typically either 501(c)3 nonprofit organizations with independent Boards of 

Directors, or they are programs operated under the tax-exempt umbrella of faith-based 

organizations. In fact, nationally, 62% of food pantries are faith-based (Weinfield et al. 2014). 

Further, these programs are often run primarily by volunteers; about half (51%) of Feeding 

America food programs have no paid staff at all (Weinfield et al. 2014). The majority of the 

resources they use (food, money, space, and volunteers) are procured from private sources – 

many of which come with additional administrative requirements, such as grant agreements from 

private funders or specific mandates for how to distribute a donated food product.  

In addition to this structural ambiguity, there exists a general cultural ethic of collaboration 

and cooperation between food banks and food pantries that may contribute to ambiguity in 

governance hierarchies. This is illustrated, in part, by the fact that many regional food banks call 
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their affiliated food banks “partners” rather than “members,” “customers,” or “subcontractors.” 

Food banks also frequently try to involve partner agencies in collaborative policymaking and 

strategic-level decisions. For example, many regional food banks have regular agency meetings, 

where common issues and best practices are discussed and, in some cases, shared policies are 

developed. Further, this collaborative culture may also extend to public-private relationships in 

the network: there has been a documented trend toward more egalitarian, partnership-based 

working relationships specifically between anti-hunger organizations and public agencies, 

especially in western states (Edwards 2012). Private anti-hunger organizations have come to be 

seen as peers and collaborators with state agencies in meeting public food assistance goals, rather 

than simply subcontractors (Edwards 2012).  

This complicated governance structure produces an equally complicated set of power 

dynamics between the various agents and institutions in the emergency food network. 

Contractual obligations and network policies can (and do) come into conflict with the interests of 

local actors like Board leaders or private donors. For example, a local food pantry might be 

contractually obligated to avoid religious discrimination, but a local donor might specify that 

their gift be used to distribute food at a Christmas dinner. On top of that, the work of food 

pantries is highly subjective and discretionary by nature – there is no one-size-fits-all approach to 

delivering needed human services (Lipsky 2010). 

Thus, at the street level, local independent leaders in these organizations, or “food pantry 

directors” (FPDs), must navigate these complex power dynamics when they make decisions 

about service provision. They must decide not only how to prioritize various constraints, 

obligations, and policies; but also how to interpret and apply them to highly specific and personal 

situations. They also have to make implementation decisions in the absence of specific 
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constraints or guidelines. This is operationalized at the individual level in the form of discretion, 

or “a tension between general and abstract rules, on one hand, and specific situations, on the 

other—in other words, a flexibility versus uniformity dilemma” (Loyens and Maesschalck 

2010:67). FPDs exercise their discretion through both formal policy- and rule-setting and 

informal norms, routines, and decisions. How much and what types of products to provide; how 

to set hours of operation; when and how to make exceptions to rules for special cases; how to 

define service areas; and how to set eligibility standards are just a few of the areas where FPDs 

can exercise discretion in operating their programs.  

So how do FPDs make these discretionary decisions? Public administration scholarship has 

thoroughly examined the exercise of discretion among “street-level bureaucrats” (SLBs) (Lipsky 

2010) in a public agency context. Similar to these public-sector SLBs, FPDs’ discretionary 

decisions are often highly subjective, values-laden, and client-facing – that is, they have a direct 

impact on people’s lives. They also generally involve allocation of scarce resources in highly 

demanding work environments (Lipsky 2010). But there are two critical differences between 

public-sector SLBs and FPDs. First, as I have established, FPDs operate in an independent 

nonprofit context, governed by their own Boards of Directors or religious leaders. Thus, there is 

far less day-to-day administrative oversight by public authority than in a traditional public 

agency context. Second, the majority of FPDs are volunteers or part-time employees.  

These differences are important because they suggest a very different set of motivations and 

incentives for work performance and compliance. Additionally, the specific context in which 

FPDs operate might make their particular brand of discretionary decision-making look different 

from SLBs in more traditional public agency environments. Indeed, the “issue-contingent” 

model for ethical decision-making developed by Jones (1991) argues that one of the strongest 
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determinants of decision-making is the issue itself, or the relative intensity of the issue in moral 

terms. Further, as Kelley and Elm (2003) found, there is evidence that organizational settings and 

factors, such as authority structures and social relationships, can in fact directly affect the moral 

intensity of an issue. 

Given these differences, how should we study the exercise of discretion among FPDs? More 

precisely, how far can the analytical tools of street-level bureaucracy take us in a private, 

independent context? Drawing from two interdisciplinary theoretical traditions, role theory and 

street-level bureaucracy, in this paper I address these questions by suggesting a framework for 

continued research on FPDs and other social service workers in a private or semi-private context. 

Using the model presented by Loyens and Maesschalck (2010), I argue for applying the concept 

of role strain to explain FPDs’ discretionary decision-making and suggest some dominant themes 

and variables that might be tested through future research. Ultimately, I contend that 

understanding the ways food pantry directors in Oregon make decisions may yield broader 

insights into how private agents contribute to shaping public policy implementation.  
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

As Loyens and Maesschalck (2010) argue in their theory-advancing paper on street-level 

bureaucracy, “street-level bureaucrats are embedded in a complex environment influenced by 

organizational, professional, community, and socioeconomic systems. Neither one single factor 

nor one single theory can fully explain the exercise of street-level discretion” (73). Drawing 

heavily from Loyens and Maesschalck’s (2010) suggested framework, I examine here the 

analytical tools of street-level bureaucracy and role theory in the literature, and also review how 

the concept of roles has been applied to institutional theory. Elements from each of these 

research traditions serve to construct a useful framework for understanding the discretionary 

choices of FPDs. 

Street-Level Bureaucratic Discretion 

Michael Lipsky (1980; 2010) first described “street-level bureaucrats” (SLBs) as front-line 

employees that administer services directly to clients in public agencies. These SLBs not only 

wield a great deal of power in making choices about service delivery, but in fact contribute to 

policy formation and implementation (Lipsky 2010). Workers such as schoolteachers, police 

officers, social workers, and health workers – to name only a very few – make daily decisions 

within certain constraints, such as time, job demands, and personal and institutional values that 

can have huge implications for the (usually disadvantaged) citizens they serve (Lipsky 2010). 

These SLBs construct “professional identities” guided by personal and institutional values to 

help them understand their roles and guide their discretionary choices (Watkins-Hayes 2009). 

They also employ coping mechanisms, like creating routines, in an attempt to internally 

reconcile the disparity between ideal service and actual abilities (Lipsky 2010). When 

“confronted with heavy work loads and apparently impossible tasks, street-level bureaucrats seek 
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ways to maximize personal or agency resources, or they attempt to succeed with some clients 

when they cannot succeed with all” (Lipsky 2010:107). 

Traditionally, SLBs have been imagined as public-sector employees in public administration 

literature. However, in the context of new models of public governance, private employees and, 

as in the case of FPDs, even volunteers have also taken on roles similar to their public-sector 

peers. Indeed, more recent research has redefined the “street-level bureaucrat” to include private 

employees administering public services (Sager, Thomann, Zollinger, van der Heiden, and 

Mavrot 2014). According to Sager et al. (2014): 

…private actors who are involved in the implementation of public policies also act as 

SLBs. In the bottom-up implementation arrangements of new modes of governance, the 

empowerment of private actors to become more active in monitoring and delivering 

public tasks (Winter 2003: 213f) essentially transforms private actors into SLBs (Smith 

2003: 358). The term ‘bureaucrat’ in this context refers not to employment in the public 

administration, but to an actor’s function as implementing agent, i.e. his involvement in 

the (traditionally public) task of output delivery at the frontline (484). 

 

These new governance models have thus resulted in a revised understanding of the context in 

which SLBs operate. As Watkins-Hayes’s (2009) describes in her “catch-all bureaucracy” 

model, the social and professional identities of individual SLBs intersect with the broader 

institutional and community context to create a complex environment where “individuals are 

negotiating and acting upon some of our most complex societal issues: race, class, gender, 

neighborhood integration…(193).” Navigating these complex environments often means 

negotiating multiple role expectations and conflicting mandates (Sager et al. 2014). 

Examining the question of discretion among SLBs is, therefore, quite messy and complicated 

(Loyens and Maesschalck 2010). Extant literature has established that variations in service 

among SLBs do exist, and has suggested that these variations stem from a wide array of 

individual, institutional, and system-level variables that affect how and to what degree street-
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level bureaucrats can exert influence over policy implementation. For example, Keiser’s (1999) 

analysis found that, among other factors, a state’s political climate influenced the degree of 

implementation of the Social Security Disability (SSDI) program – workers in more conservative 

states tended to restrict access to SSDI, holding other factors constant, while more liberal states 

sought to expand access. Similarly, Parinandi’s (2013) examination of Aid to Families with 

Dependent Children revealed a strong tie between policy “diffusion” among states – or the 

practice of modeling policy decisions on those of other states – if their public agencies had 

strong levels of bureaucratic discretion.  

At the individual level, several studies have similarly found that public employees use 

discretion to achieve fair outcomes within the scope of their personal values, and that these 

outcomes vary among individuals. Houser, Schram, Soss, and Fording (2014) noticed this trend 

among child care subsidy caseworkers, who used the threat of revocation of child care benefits to 

prompt clients to comply with program requirements such as looking for work. Indeed, Houser et 

al.’s (2014) findings revealed that the greatest variance in policy implementation in the 

Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF) program was among the street-level 

caseworkers, rather than among regions or states. Further, interviews with municipal leaders by 

Kelly and Schumaker (2013) revealed that ethics and individual theories of justice played an 

important role in local leaders’ decisions to support basic services for needy citizens. Mayors and 

other municipal leaders were likely to see themselves as important actors in ensuring a basic 

“floor,” or safety net, of services through provision of public services (Kelly and Schumaker 

2013). 

Interestingly, institutional context has also been shown to exert an important influence on 

individual discretion. In a study of HIV pre-test counseling programs, Garrow and Grusky 
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(2013) found that Center for Disease Control (CDC) recommendations for counseling were most 

closely followed when an agency’s institutional logic – or its overall mission and service 

orientation – was aligned with the guidelines. Agencies oriented around a “social movement” 

logic most closely followed the pretest counseling guidelines, while those with a “medical” logic 

typically deviated (Garrow and Grusky 2013). This finding was true even when controlling for 

other variables known to affect individual discretion, including workloads of caseworkers 

(Garrow and Grusky 2013). Keiser (2010) found similar evidence of this institutional effect, 

even in situations where discretion occurs “behind the scenes” (without interacting face-to-face 

with clients). Specifically, Keiser (2010) discovered that individuals’ adherence to stated agency 

goals, or their beliefs about what the agency should do, affected their decisions in determining 

client eligibility for Social Security Disability payments. An older study by Kelly (1994) 

compared employees at two organizations – public schools and the Employment Development 

Department – and revealed that institutional culture played a strong role in how empowered 

individual employees felt to use discretion to produce outcomes aligned with their own personal 

visions of justice.  

Thus, it appears that while street-level bureaucrats might exercise significant individual 

discretion, their specific discretionary actions are heavily shaped by institutional context. Much 

of this research on bureaucratic decision-making, thus, has been aimed at identifying the 

institutional and personal variables that produce certain types of discretionary behaviors (Loyens 

and Maesschalck 2010). Richard Scott (2001) offers a more complicated and dynamic model for 

understanding the interaction between institutions and individual discretion. Discretion, he 

argues, is not simply a function of absence or presence of constraints on individual behavior; 

rather, individuals and institutions interact dynamically and iteratively to produce outcomes, and 
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these outcomes may evolve under different circumstances (Scott 2001).  Indeed, “individual 

actors carry out practices that are simultaneously constrained (in some directions) and 

empowered (in others) by the existing social structure” (Scott 2001:93). In other words, 

individual actors are simultaneously constrained by institutional rules and norms and actively 

engaged in creating, maintaining, or destroying them: “rules, norms, and meanings arise in 

interaction, and they are preserved and modified by human behavior” (Scott 2001:49). 

This more dynamic view of discretion suggests that the processes and mechanisms of 

decision-making among SLBs deserves further examination (Loyens and Maesschalck 2010). 

With some notable exceptions (cf. Kelly 1994; Kelley 2003), much of the empirical literature 

treats these decision-making processes and mechanisms as a “black box” between institutional, 

contextual, and individual variables (Loyens and Maesschalck 2010:91). Role theory, and in 

particular the concept of role strain, can “open the black box,” providing a mechanism for 

understanding the relative influence of different variables on individual decision-making, thus 

giving us a more finely-grained theoretical model (Loyens and Maesschalck 2010:91). 

Role Theory 

Role theory provides a framework for understanding individual behaviors as a series of attempts 

to fulfill socially-constructed “roles,” which collectively form social “statuses” (Merton 1957). 

Robert Merton (1957) elaborated this further with his conceptualization of the “role-set,” or a 

system of norms and expectations within a defined social role. When these expectations are in 

conflict, individuals experience “role strain” (Merton 1957). Role strain differs from previous 

conceptualizations of “role conflict” in that it is internal within a single role, whereas role 

conflict implies competing expectations between multiple roles (Merton 1957). For example, a 

person trying to fulfill the role of “father” might be expected to earn income for the family, 
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which might encourage him to work long hours (Goode 1960). He also might be expected to 

spend time with the family, causing strain between these two expectations (Goode 1960). The 

process of reconciling role strain is integral to constructing identities, defining social systems, 

and maintaining role relationships. Individuals are constantly driven by a continuous process of 

“bargaining,” or deciding how to reconcile role strain and choose among various role-set 

expectations:  

The individual's problem is how to make his whole role system manageable, that is, how 

to allocate his energies and skills so as to reduce role strain to some bearable proportions. 

For the larger social structure, the problem is one of integrating such role systems by 

allocating the flow of role performances so that various institutional activities are 

accomplished (Goode 1960:485). 

 

Research on role theory generally suggests two broad types of mechanisms for coping with 

role strain (Loyens and Maesschalck 2010). First, there can be contradictions between actual role 

expectations (i.e., written guidelines, policies, rules handed down from a superior) and 

interpreted role expectations (Loyens and Maesschalck 2010). This can result from ambiguity, 

lack of transparency, or other factors. Individuals deal with these contradictions by “altering” or 

“selecting” role expectations, or essentially interpreting them to fit the situation or their 

construction of the role. Second, in cases where conflicting role expectations derive from two or 

more different sources (e.g., a personally held value versus a mandate from a boss), individuals 

might “weight” one expectation above another to resolve role strain and facilitate decision-

making (Loyens and Maesschalck 2010). This can be intermediated by the first mechanism if 

role expectations are ambiguous or not well-defined (Loyens and Maesschalck 2010). 

An examination of existing research on FPDs suggests the presence of role strain-causing 

factors in a food pantry context. Poppendieck (1998) and Bartkowski and Regis (2003) discuss 

the constant scarcity of resources in the private social service sector, which leads to frustration 
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and inadequate service. Verpy, Smith, and Reicks (2003) found that there were significant 

differences between the type of food that donors liked to give to food pantries and the food 

preferences of clients. Another study of food pantries in Detroit identified having a paid staff 

person as a major factor determining “organizational capacity” – or ability to fulfill mission 

(Eisinger 2002).  

Other literature provides insight into some of the values and attitudes that might influence 

how FPDs construct their role-sets. One study of food pantry directors in Alabama and 

Mississippi compared demographic backgrounds and social attitudes about poverty between 

FPDs and clients (Duffy, Irimia-Vladu, Cashwell, Bartkowski, Molnar, and Casanova 2006). 

While FPDs were found to differ dramatically from clients across several key demographic 

variables (namely race, education, and religiosity), there was no substantive difference in the two 

groups’ attitudes about the causes of poverty – both believed in “structural” attributions, meaning 

social inequity is the primary cause of poverty (Duffy et al. 2006). This finding was surprising, 

considering that research generally has supported a strong pattern of individualistic attributions 

of poverty among power classes – white, middle- and high-income men as well as whites 

affiliated with conservative Christian faiths – and a strong pattern of structural attributions 

among minority, female, low-income women (Duffy et al. 2006). Still, the study also found that 

these FPDs viewed their clients with “a mix of sympathy and suspicion,” in some cases 

questioning whether clients were truly deserving of food assistance (Duffy et al. 2006:502). This 

suggests that interactions with clients might produce role strain for FPDs who are trying to 

reconcile their desire to correct social inequity with their underlying suspicion of individual 

clients. 
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Perceptions of Fairness 

Because FPDs must make allocation decisions with scare resources in a context where fairness 

matters, it is important to examine how individual understandings of fairness contribute to 

constructing the role-set (Leventhal 1980). Leventhal (1980) offers a useful model for 

understanding perceptions of fairness within two broad categories: distributive fairness and 

procedural fairness. Procedural fairness relates to ensuring fairness in the process of allocating 

resources – in other words, ensuring that the way resources are distributed is fair to all 

(Leventhal 1980). Blader and Tyler (2003) further refine the concept of procedural fairness in 

two dimensions: the source of fairness (informal actions or formal rules) and the actual elements 

of fairness (decision-making processes or actual treatment of individuals). Distributive fairness, 

on the other hand, refers to the outcome of allocating resources, or ensuring that, regardless of 

process, individuals receive the benefits to which they are entitled (Leventhal 1980). Leventhal’s 

(1980) framework suggests that individuals do not follow one singular “justice rule,” or 

definition of what conditions constitute a just outcome, but rather choose from a menu of justice 

rules to fit specific situations and contexts (30). Role-sets can shape these perceptions of justice, 

and therefore the types of justice rules applied in different situations, by emphasizing different 

goals and values (Leventhal 1980). Further, fairness can be eclipsed by other, more pressing role 

expectations: as Leventhal (1980) asserts, “when preoccupied with goals of greater importance, 

an individual’s concern about fairness is likely to be reduced” (48).  

These models suggest a strong interaction between institutional context, individual values, 

and perceptions of justice. This concept is also supported empirically. Job satisfaction and trust 

levels in the workplace have been shown to correlate positively with perceptions of procedural 

justice (Rubin 2009). Similarly, individual variables like age, race, and utilization of flexible 

working arrangements are strongly linked to fairness perceptions about work/family benefits 
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(Parker and Allen 2001). Thus, FPDs’ constructions of role-sets and their perceptions of fairness 

are, therefore, likely to be highly interdependent but subject to contextual interpretation and 

application. 

Institutional Roles 

Understanding interactions between individuals and institutions is also critically important to the 

study of discretion. Institutional theorists have also examined the concept of the role-set in 

analyzing institutional norms and rules. Institutional “roles” evolve when values and norms are 

specific to individual actors within an institution, creating distinctive jobs or positions (Scott 

2001). Rules and norms, then, are created to order these institutional roles and define 

relationships between them (Scott 2001): 

Some values and norms are applicable to all members of the collectivity; others apply 

only to selected types of actors or positions. The latter give rise to roles: conceptions of 

appropriate goals and activities for particular individuals or specified social positions. 

These beliefs are not simply anticipations or predictions but prescriptions – normative 

expectations – of how the specified actors in the situation are supposed to behave. The 

expectations are held by other salient actors in the situation and so are experienced by the 

focal actor as external pressures. Also, and to varying degrees, they become internalized 

by the actor. Roles can be devised formally….Roles can also emerge informally as, over 

time through interaction, differentiated expectations develop to guide behavior (Scott 

2001: 55). 

 

This conceptualization of roles within institutions involves a high degree of individual agency in 

creating, maintaining, and altering role expectations. Institutions provide both constraints on this 

individual agency and resources to support it (Scott 2001). March and Olsen (1989) similarly 

argue that routines and norms are a key motivator for individual behavior within institutions, and 

that actors strive to fulfill normative obligations in their roles. Further, rules help guide 

interactions between actors: “rules define relationships among roles in terms of what an 
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incumbent of one role owes to incumbents of other roles” (Burns and Flam 1987, in March and 

Olsen 1989:23). 

Institutions themselves are also important in identity construction and, therefore, creation and 

maintenance of the role-set. As Caroline Bartel (2001) found in her research on social 

comparisons in boundary spanning work, institutional identities are reinforced through 

comparisons with other institutions. Further, individuals are incentivized to identify with 

organizations that they deem positive or good as a way to reinforce their own individual self-

esteem (Bartel 2001). “The perception and maintenance of group differences through intergroup 

social comparisons,” Bartel (2001) argues, “…constitute the psychological fuel that drives 

organizational identification” (379). Constructions of “others,” and specifically other food 

pantries, might therefore be an important part of FPDs’ understanding of their own role-sets. 

Some research also suggests that role strain might occur at the institutional level. This is 

particularly true in religious institutions involved in social service activity. Because most food 

pantries are faith-based and often housed within religious institutions, this provides an important 

additional dimension to consider when analyzing the construction of FPDs’ role-sets. According 

to Bartkowski and Regis (2003), religious communities, which have been increasingly engaged 

in social service work in the post-welfare era, try to balance the often conflicting mandates of 

justice and compassion; or ensuring moral righteousness with demonstrating compassion for the 

poor (Bartkowski and Regis 2003). Bartkowski and Regis explain this institutional form of role 

strain this way: 

Religious narratives of congregational benevolence are replete with the motifs of 

judgment and compassion which, when woven together in distinctive ways, produce 

variegated religious conceptualizations of social and economic justice. Because religious 

organizations strive to define themselves as quintessentially moral communities, 

congregations are ineluctably faced with balancing these countervailing ethical 

imperatives (Bartkowski and Regis 2003:16-17). 
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This tension often manifests in service delivery in the form of procedural rules and norms that 

seek to control clients’ behavior and produce fair outcomes in the eyes of the service provider 

(Bartkowski and Regis 2003; Poppendieck 1998). 

Thus, while this institutionally-focused approach to roles looks slightly different from 

Merton’s (1957) role-set, it contributes three important insights to this study: (1) that, rather than 

simply constraining behaviors, institutional rules and norms dynamically interact with individual 

values to shape the role-set; (2) that individuals strive to more deeply identify with institutions 

that they deem positive or benevolent, and (3) that (particularly religious) institutions themselves 

struggle with their own version of role strain when they engage in civic service. 

Integrated Theoretical Framework 

Studying the discretionary decision-making processes of FPDs is complicated and dynamic. As I 

have shown, the tools of public administration theory and street-level bureaucracy have been 

used primarily to study public sector employees, or paid employees of (sometimes highly) 

regulated public agencies. FPDs are, with a few exceptions, volunteers or part-time employees 

operating in independent, highly discretionary and decentralized organizations governed by 

volunteer boards of directors. While I have established that there are strong research traditions in 

both street-level bureaucratic discretion and in role theory, it is unclear that the analytical tools 

produced by these research traditions are useful in the study of discretionary decision-making 

processes of food pantry directors specifically, or private agents in a large, highly networked, 

public-private social service context more generally. In order to examine these discretionary 

processes, I employ the analytical tools offered by street-level bureaucracy theory and role 
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theory to advance an integrated framework, as originally proposed by Loyens and Maesschalck 

(2010).  

Role theory offers the overarching concept of the role-set, which is a useful construct for 

understanding the complicated ways FPDs construct their identities. The literature on 

institutional roles and perceptions of fairness contributes specific insights about how individual 

and institutional variables interact to construct some of these role expectations. The concept of 

role strain offers a mechanism for explaining FPDs’ discretionary actions, suggesting that 

decisions can be explained as attempts to reconcile role strain. Street-level bureaucracy theory 

suggests some specific types of constraints and role expectations that might produce this role 

strain in a social service context. It also contributes the concept of coping mechanisms, and 

specifically the concept of “routinization,” to our understanding of how FPDs strive to alleviate 

this role strain. Below I elaborate these concepts more fully and present evidence for each. 
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METHODS 

Sample 

A total of 20 leaders and decision-makers from food pantries and food banks in Oregon 

participated in 15 in-person interview sessions conducted during the summer of 2015. 

Participants represented a total of 12 food pantries, two regional food banks, and one Feeding 

America statewide food bank (Oregon Food Bank). Three (anonymized) counties in OR were 

included in the study: “Viscount,” “Baroness,” and “Duchess.” Participants representing food 

pantries were a mix of paid staff and volunteers. All food bank participants were paid staff.  

Oregon was selected as a critical case study for analysis of the emergency food network 

because of the uniquely centralized structure of its food bank network. In most states, there are 

multiple Feeding America member food banks, each serving a territory of one to as many as 30 

or more counties. In Oregon, Oregon Food Bank (OFB) is the Feeding America food bank for 

the entire state, working through a network of subsidiary Regional Food Banks (RFBs). The 

OFB network, therefore, offers a unique level of consistency in terms of mandated network 

policies while still retaining the largely decentralized structure characteristic of the rest of the 

emergency food network. Further, OFB is widely regarded as a leader within Feeding America 

for its efforts to engage and educate its statewide network of food banks and food pantries 

through community organizing, conferences, incentive-based programs, and other collaborative 

initiatives.2 This means there is likely a higher level of interaction between FPDs’ individual 

values and those promoted by OFB than in states where there is less engagement between 

                                                           
2 For example, in 2013 OFB won a Feeding America Innovation Award for its FEAST program – a community food 

systems organizing model. 
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pantries and the food banks, offering a richer set of data for examining how external policies 

interact with role expectations. 

Viscount, Baroness, and Duchess counties offered a unique sample of OFB’s network 

because they include economically, socially, demographically, and geographically diverse 

communities. Thus, the three-county area includes a wide variety of food pantry types, ranging 

from professional multi-service agencies to very small church-based volunteer programs, but 

they are organized under just two RFBs. Both of these RFBs are organized under OFB. Thus, 

this three-county region allowed for study of FPDs in highly diverse pantry settings but operating 

under very similar sets of external policies and constraints. 

The sampling frame for food pantry directors (FPDs) consisted of publicly available lists of 

partner agencies of the RFBs, which included a total of 25 pantries. I recruited participants 

through phone calls and email addresses acquired through these publicly-available lists. 

Ultimately, 16 leaders from 12 pantries (48% of pantry population) agreed to participate in 

interviews.  

I also interviewed staff from affiliated regional food banks (RFBs) because they provided 

important contextual information about policies, contractual obligations, best practices, and other 

issues and constraints that FPDs faced. I used institutional membership in the Feeding America 

network to identify these RFBs, and recruited interviewees based on their job title indicating that 

they were either a primary decision-maker or serving in an agency-facing role. In the sampled 

counties, the total number of regional food banks (including Oregon Food Bank) was limited to 

only three. Leadership-level staff from all three of these organizations participated in interviews.  

Because of the potential sensitivity of some of the information disclosed at interview, I took 

strong measures to protect participants from any accidental identification. First, I obscured the 
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difference between OFB and the regional food banks, referring to them all as “Regional Food 

Banks (RFBs),” even though OFB technically occupies a position of higher authority in the 

state’s emergency food network than the food share organizations. I did not include any 

information that had the potential to identify a specific individual or institution, and in 

ambiguous cases, I asked the participant for approval before including the quote. I anonymized 

all names associated with quotes or stories, using randomly-selected names from a list of most 

popular baby names, and edited quotes to remove any identifying information. Because of the 

small number of male participants in my study, I also chose to only use female names to further 

anonymize responses. Finally, I omitted the names of the counties where the study was 

conducted. 

Because many food pantries and food banks are highly team-oriented and rely on a core 

group of volunteer or staff leaders, there are often multiple decision-makers in these 

organizations. Thus, some of the interviewees I contacted also recruited additional leaders from 

their organizations to participate in the interviews. A summary of the types of participants and 

organizations is represented in Table 1.  

Table 1: Study Participants by Organization Type and Position 

Type of organization Study name # Organizations # Volunteers # Staff 

Oregon Food Bank RFB staff 1 0 1 

Regional Food Banks RFB staff 2 0 3 

Food Pantries FPD  12 8 8 

 

Although the number of participating food pantries was relatively small, every effort was made 

to recruit a sample that was broadly representative of the population. Geographically, the sample 

reflected 45% - 50% of existing pantries in each of the three counties.  
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Methods 

I conducted in-person interviews during 60-90 minute recorded sessions. I followed a semi-

structured interview protocol, asking six broad questions, listed in Fig. 1, and a number of 

probing follow-up questions. I chose to focus on asking for specific examples and stories that 

illustrated discretionary decisions, rather than directly asking FPDs about their decision-making 

processes. I did this because I felt it would provide richer and more nuanced responses. There is 

also precedent for this approach in this line of scholarly inquiry. As Marisa Kelly (1994) explains 

in her article, which examines theories of justice among street-level bureaucrats, asking for 

stories and concrete examples helps mitigate the possibility that the interviewee will 

misrepresent their own values or feelings in an attempt to make their behaviors seem more 

socially acceptable (121). Also, asking for examples allows the researcher to examine the entire 

decision-making process in context, rather than just focusing on one or two variables or factors 

(Kelly 1994:121).  

Fig. 1: Interview protocol 

1. How did you get into hunger relief work, and how has it changed since you’ve been 

involved? 

2. Please tell me about your organization’s rules and policies for distributing food. 

3. How did these rules and policies get created? 

o Common follow-up: Do you know who put [rule or policy] in place, and/or 

why? 

4. Can you tell me about a time when you had to make an exception to a rule or 

policy? 

o Common follow-up: How do you train your volunteer staff to make these 

kinds of decisions and exceptions? 

5. Can you tell me about a time when a rule or policy seemed unfair? 

o Common follow-up: What are some of the trickiest or most problematic 

decisions you have had to make? 

6. Is there anything else you think I should know?  
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Interviews were transcribed and coded using QSR’s “NVivo” analysis software. Relying on 

broad themes identified in the literature, the first round of coding identified instances of three 

broad themes discussed by FPDs: 

1. “Goals,” which were examples of FPDs’ desired outcomes for decision-making and 

policy/rule implementation;  

2. “Constraints,” which were examples of ways that FPDs’ decision-making was 

constrained by various factors (such as external authority or scarcity of resources); and 

3. “Strategies,” which were examples of FPDs’ methods or ways of achieving these goals 

and/or navigating constraints. 

Within each of these categories, specific subcategories or types were constructed using in vivo 

analysis to group common responses. For example, several specific types of “goals” were 

identified, such as “managing resources” or “meeting clients’ needs.” This initial round of 

coding helped identify some of the specific ways FPDs discussed their own conceptions of their 

role expectations (“goals”), the institutional and external constraints that interacted with these 

conceptions (“constraints”), and the coping mechanisms and strategies they selected to navigate 

their goals (“strategies”).  

Within the “strategies” category, specific examples of each type of strategy (e.g., “providing 

extras and supplements”) were then grouped into types of “coping mechanisms” identified in the 

literature – “weighting,” “selection,” and “routinizing.” Specific examples of “goals” were 

similarly grouped into the various inductively generated “role expectations” that are outlined in 

the “Findings” section of this paper. A final round of coding identified specific examples of 

FPDs directly discussing instances of role strain (“role strain”). 
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FINDINGS 

Informed by existing research and theory, this study aims to suggest a framework for interpreting 

the decision-making processes of FPDs. Data from my interviews with the 20 representatives of 

food pantries and regional food banks suggest that FPDs’ discretionary decisions can, as Loyens 

and Maesschalck (2010) suggest, be largely explained through the lens of role strain. More 

precisely, FPDs’ decisions are a product of their constant attempts to reconcile role strain in the 

context of highly discretionary and values-laden work. This decision-making process occurs in 

three phases, which are iterative and overlapping: 

I. FPDs construct complex role-sets that include a wide array of role expectations. 

While these role-sets are unique to each individual, FPDs in this study shared several 

common role expectations, which I describe below.  

II. In the context of performing their jobs, FPDs’ various role expectations often 

come into conflict, producing role strain. 

III. FPDs strive to cope with this role strain by employing “weighting” and 

“selection” strategies. These strategies can be understood as the causal mechanisms 

that explain FPDs’ discretionary decision-making processes. 

I. CONSTRUCTING THE ROLE – SET 

To begin, it is useful to identify the types of role expectations most commonly identified by 

interviewees as part of the FPD role-set. In the absence of any extant literature attempting to 

define common role expectations among FPDs or similar types of workers, it was necessary to 

develop these role expectations inductively based on coded analysis of interview responses. This 

inductive approach also helped more fully capture the complexity and nuance of respondents’ 

articulated role expectations. 
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Table 2 offers an overview of the most common types of role expectations interviewees cited 

and indicates how many (and which types of) participants referenced each expectation.  

Table 2: Typology of Observed Role Expectations Among FPDs 

Role 

Expectation 

Descriptors Ref by (# 

of FPDs) 

n=15* 

Ref by (# 

of RFB 

staff) n=4 

Advocate Meeting clients’ individual needs; ensuring a dignified 

experience for clients; advocating for clients within and outside 

of the organization 

14 2 

Regulator Following externally-imposed requirements or rules; ensuring 

procedural fairness; upholding the law; ensuring security; 

protecting clients, volunteers, or self from discrimination or 

other threats 

12 4 

Manager Being a good steward of resources; minimizing waste; 

operating efficiently; managing and training volunteers 

12 4 

Evaluator Uncovering the truth about clients’ situations; determining who 

is deserving of food; making sure food goes to the right people 

12 1 

Benefactor Giving back to the community; being a generous person; 

helping others; feeding people; having empathy for clients 

11 1 

Community 

Builder 

Building relationships between volunteers and clients, or 

among clients 

8 3 

Educator Encouraging clients to make different choices; changing 

clients’ behaviors 

7 2 

Activist Striving for systemic change; changing clients’ situations in the 

long-term; being “more than a band-aid” 

4 1 

Disciple Expressing principles of faith; fulfilling religious ministry 4 0 

*One participant was excluded from this analysis because she was only present for a few minutes of the 

interview, and did not have sufficient time to discuss her perceived role expectations. 

 

 

While this list is by no means comprehensive or exhaustive, it represents the general types 

of role expectations that were held among interview participants, and begins to illustrate some of 

the ways that these expectations might conflict. It also illustrates how widely some role 

expectations were adopted, and the differences between perceived role expectations of RFB staff 

and FPDs. Fully 84% (16) of participants indicated “advocate,” “regulator,” and “manager” role 

expectations. Additionally, 89% (17) of interviewees suggested that at least four of these role 

expectations were important to them; and 42% (8) mentioned seven out of the nine identified 

role expectations. This is shown in Table 3.  
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The particular mix of role expectations 

was unique to each participant; however, 

as Tables 2 and 3 illustrate, most FPDs 

held several different role expectations. 

Reinforcing the Role-Set: Network 

Membership 

An important way that FPDs constructed 

and reinforced their role-sets was through participation in the wider emergency food network. 

This includes Feeding America (national-level), Oregon Food Bank (state-level), and the two 

regional food banks (county-level). Consistent with Bartel’s (2001) findings on boundary-

spanning work, comparisons with peer food pantries was an important way that FPDs reinforced 

their own role expectations and institutional identities. FPDs at 8 of 12 pantries (2/3) made 

comparisons between their own food pantry and other food pantries. Six of these FPDs made 

comparisons that portrayed their own pantry favorably or other pantries unfavorably. Only 3 

FPDs made comparisons that portrayed other pantries favorably or described them positively. 

(One FPD said both positive and negative things about other pantries, and a few additional 

neutral comparisons were also made.) With one exception, negative comments were made in 

general terms – in other words, FPDs did not specifically name pantries when they made 

negative comparisons, but rather described characteristics of “other pantries” that were different 

from and less favorable than their own. As one FPD put it: 

Our policies are designed for everyone to have a food box. Now I can’t say that for all 

[other food pantries]. I’m proud that our policies actually do provide that for 

everyone….And I think [food pantry] is the only place where those first-time food box 

goers would feel comfortable going to. 

Table 3: Percent and number of participants 

indicating multiple role expectations. 

Number of Role 

Expectations (RE) 

No. of 

Participants 

% of 

Participants 

1 RE 1 5% 

2 0 0% 

3 1 5% 

4 5 26% 

5 2 11% 

6 2 11% 

7 8 42% 

8 0 0% 

9 0 0% 
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Conversely, two of the three FPDs who made comparisons that positively represented other 

pantries specifically named these other pantries. For example, one FPD made the following 

comment about another pantry: “So we visited several shopping pantries. And the one I fell in 

love with was down in [town]. And the director down there let me visit and just hang, and stay 

there. And so I copied everything she did.” 

Further, the specific attributes and characteristics that FPDs contrasted in their inter-pantry 

comparisons reflected and reinforced their own role expectations. One FPD, “Shirley,” most 

heavily referenced her role expectations as “advocate” and “benefactor” during our conversation. 

She discussed her desire to make sure people were fed above all else, and to encourage her 

colleagues to put more food in the boxes. Later, she described her personal experience visiting a 

peer food pantry this way: 

We give the biggest box for any size family in [town]. Not putting down the other 

pantries. But before I started here, I went to [food pantry] for a family of 2, and walked 

out with a box that’s supposed to last 3 to 5 days, that was smaller than this box right here 

[showing small box]. That made a big impression on me. And so I started encouraging 

[volunteer] to make a substantial box for everybody that came in. Because the box I got 

wasn’t even big enough to last – well, it had the spaghetti, the rice, the beans. And then 

three or four cans of whatever on top. And that is not gonna last a single person 3 to 5 

days. And that still sticks in my craw. It makes me want to cry. 

 

Similarly, “Patricia” most heavily referenced the role expectations of Advocate (6 references), 

Benefactor (4), and Community Builder (5). Following is her comparison with other similar 

agencies; which reflects these role expectations: 

And then that way you know how it’s properly done. But really the policies are really 

nice and flexible. I’ve worked in other pantries prior to this where it was pretty hard. You 

have to join the church to get to this food, and you have to have a certain amount of 

attendance – I mean it’s really bizarre. 

 

Comparisons with other pantries, thus, served an important role for FPDs in constructing, 

maintaining, and expressing their role-sets.  



Precious, p. 32 

Role Expectations: Dynamic and Changing 

Role expectations are not static. Indeed, the interaction between multiple role expectations is a 

dynamic process that can reinforce, modify, or deconstruct role expectations. The case of the 

“Regulator,” or ensuring procedural fairness and adherence to rules, is a good example of this 

process. While most interviewees said that ensuring fairness was personally important to them, 

anti-discrimination policy is also strongly embedded by law and contract in every level of the 

emergency food network. TEFAP requires that food pantries post documentation of clients’ 

rights to equal access, print non-discrimination language on client-facing materials, participate in 

anti-discrimination trainings, and provide information on filing discrimination complaints to 

authorities. In the Regional Food Banks’ partner agency agreements, the language of which is 

largely handed down from Oregon Food Bank, food pantries are explicitly required to “Provide 

services to all eligible people without regard to age, ancestry, disability, race, color, citizenship, 

creed, military status, national origin, political or religious affiliation, sex, familial or marital 

status, sexual orientation including gender identity or expression, unfavorable discharge from the 

military, status as a protected veteran, or other groups protected by law” (OFB and LBFS 2014, § 

B.1) RFB representatives indicated that this strong policy requirement was a necessary 

protection for clients, and, in some cases, implied that there had been problems in the past with 

pantries engaging in discriminatory practices. One RFB staff person described the rationale for 

this requirement this way: 

So, if you have a network where 90% of your pantries are church-based, and you didn’t 

have USDA saying that these classes are protected, you have to serve everyone, it’s 

certainly possible where a church would just serve its own population. Or maybe they 

would institute some sort of requirement that you attend service to get a food box….All 

these judgements that could be imposed if USDA didn’t regulate it. 

 

While some form of ensuring procedural fairness or avoiding discrimination might have been 
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an internally-constructed role expectation held by many FPDs, it appears that external 

requirements might have contributed to the wide adoption of this expectation across the network. 

Further, there is evidence that the anti-discrimination trainings shaped individual understandings 

of what discrimination means. “Betty” explained her evolving understanding of discrimination 

through the required civil rights trainings: 

Betty: So the other thing I learned in the civil rights training. I learned a lot of things in 

the civil rights training. But another thing I learned is that we cannot ask for ID. 

 

Cheryl: And why is that? 

 

Betty: It’s discriminatory against people who don’t have ID. So people who are from 

other countries, that don’t have ID, it’s discriminatory against them. Which I thought was 

interesting. Because I didn’t know, initially. But we can ask for them to show us some 

kind of proof of residence. And so sometimes people have a piece of mail or something 

like that.  

 

“Margaret” also described a change in her understanding of discrimination, and how it has 

affected the way she interacts with clients: 

I think I’ve come a long ways with the discrimination, and understanding discrimination, 

and what you can – like you’ll hear me say ‘evidence of address.’ We can’t ask for proof 

of address. It has to be evidence of address. 

 

Thus, while it seems that most FPDs genuinely believed one of their most important role 

expectations was to ensure equal access and nondiscrimination, there was also strong evidence 

that this expectation might be widely institutionalized because of TEFAP and Oregon Food 

Bank’s formal anti-discrimination policies. Also, individual conceptions of what constitutes 

discrimination might have been shaped by these external policies, particularly through required 

trainings.  
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II. ROLE STRAIN 

The diversity and complexity of FPDs’ role-sets yielded frequent instances of role strain when 

role expectations conflicted with each other. Of course, it is impossible to explore every 

permutation of these conflicts. Instead, in this section I discuss two specific role expectations – 

the “Regulator” and the “Manager” – that most frequently created role strain through interaction 

with various other expectations in the FPD role-set. These examples are used to provide evidence 

both for my typology of role expectations and for my claim that these expectations produce role 

strain. This positions future research to explore this area further by providing a framework for 

examining interactions between role expectations. 

Following the Rules: The Regulator  

FPDs expressed that there was a strong expectation to act as “Regulators,” or to achieve 

procedural fairness (Leventhal 1980) by enforcing policies, rules, and norms consistently. This 

often semantically took the form of discussing measures taken to avoid “discrimination.” 

However, consistent with Leventhal’s (1980) multidimensional model of fairness, achieving this 

procedural fairness required the application of different “justice rules,” or conceptions of the 

definition of justice, in different contexts. As a result, this role expectation caused a great deal of 

role strain with other expectations in the FPD role-set.  

Most commonly, FPDs struggled to reconcile their mandate to enforce the rules with their 

desire to do more for their clients, especially when they perceived a special need. “Joyce,” a staff 

member at a regional food bank, described this dilemma this way: 

So there are just so many variables to what people’s needs are, and what their barriers 

are. But then on the other side of things, we want as much standardization as possible in 

each of the programs. So we don’t want some people getting what would be – might be – 

considered preferential service. So we try to keep it very standard, as much as possible, 

and not to give people special service, due to one individual’s issue. But then again, we 
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kind of have to, because we’re here to help people and make sure they have enough to 

eat. 

Joyce struggled to reconcile her desire to be a “Regulator,” or ensure procedural fairness through 

standardization of services, with the expectation that she serve as a “Benefactor” – helping 

people “have enough to eat,” or ensuring distributive fairness in the outcomes of her decision 

(Leventhal 1980). Though she is a RFB staff person, her description was also reflected strongly 

in interview responses from FPDs. FPDs at 10 of 12 pantries mentioned avoiding discrimination 

or ensuring fairness as an important goal guiding decision-making. “Lori,” a FPD, explained her 

struggle to balance non-discrimination and benevolence this way: 

Lori: …And sometimes it’s OK to help do something for one person, what you wish you 

could do for everyone, but you just can’t. And sometimes that’s OK, and you have to 

kind of gauge that. But being in a situation where if 50 people see you doing something 

for one person, they’re going to want it too. 

 

Cheryl: Yeah. 

 

Lori: And if you say no to them, now you’re discriminating again. 

 

Lori further explained that reconciling these two competing goals caused her to have to change 

the rules and procedures at his pantry: 

Well, exclusivity isn’t going to work in something like this. It needs to be absolutely 

inclusive. It needs to include everyone, or it’s discrimination of some kind. If you’re 

saying to one population, “you can do this,” and to one population, “you can’t,” 

regardless of the reason behind it, you’re discriminating against one population. Even if 

it’s unintentional. And there’s been a couple of times where we’ve had what I would call 

disparate discrimination, where it was completely unintentional, but we had to change 

that because it was discriminating against one population.  

 

“Carolyn,” also a FPD, discussed how she and her volunteers generally approached exceptions 

for people needing additional food within the same month: 

So if they come normally every month, and this is the only time they’ve tried to come 

twice, we usually make exceptions on that. We’re not hard and fixed on those type of 

things. Most of us, you know, you get into volunteering at a food pantry largely because 
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you want to help people. You want to feed people. So you don’t get a lot of hard-hearted 

people who are going to say “no, you don’t meet qualifications, go hungry.” [laughs] It’s 

just not usually in the makeup of people who volunteer at food pantries generally. So 

when the rules get bent, it tends to be on the side of being more generous than we should. 

 

Carolyn’s explanation revealed that, in general, she would choose to use her discretion to fulfill 

her role expectation of “Benefactor,” helping make sure people get enough food, over 

“Regulator,” ensuring that the rules are applied fairly. 

Enforcing policy also resulted in role strain when it conflicted with FPDs’ desires to ensure 

food was going to the right people, or ensuring distributive fairness. One FPD expressed 

frustration with the TEFAP restriction on asking for salary information because it made it 

difficult to determine who really needed the help: 

We are not allowed at all to ask for salary. We don’t know what these people actually 

make. They could be making a $100,000 a year, and tell us that they’re not, and come 

through here. That sticks in my craw a little bit. But, you know, we don’t mind helping 

those that need it, but I’ve seen some brand new cars sitting out here in the parking lot, 

and people shopping, you know.  

 

Similarly, another FPD, “Margaret,” told me that honesty was very important to her in her 

interactions with clients: 

You know it’s about integrity and being honest. If you’re honest, we can work with you. 

But it’s when you’re starting not to be honest that you don’t want to – you don’t always 

want to work with them if they’re not being honest. So I try to build that integrity and let 

them know that that matters. And we can help you if you’re going to be honest. 

 

But Margaret knew that not all clients were honest. Some, she noted, would pretend that more 

people were living in their household than actually were living there, or would engage in other 

deceptive strategies in an effort to receive extra food. To try to uncover the truth in these 

situations, Margaret engaged in “sleuthing” behavior, asking a series of questions about the 

client’s situation. She made sure that these questions were technically allowable within the 

bounds of external policy, and specifically her contract with the regional food bank:  
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You have to kind of talk and ask them. We can ask them some questions after like the 

third and fourth time, so we’re once a month, so if they come in every week, even though 

they know...then they come in the third and then they come in the fourth time, we can ask 

more specific questions about why, what the problem is, why are you needing to come in 

so often. But [the regional food bank] told me only after the third or fourth time, the 

second time not to ask too many questions. 

 

Margaret’s expectation that she serve as “Evaluator” was in conflict here with her expectation of 

“Regulator” of the food bank’s rule that she not ask too many questions. 

Resource Constraints: The Manager 

The expectation that FPDs be good stewards of their resources, and particularly that they manage 

the amount and type of food that they have available, also frequently conflicted with other role 

expectations in the FPD role-set. Sixteen out of twenty interviewees discussed resource scarcity 

as a major concern, and a major theme among these was deep concern about the possibility of 

having to turn people away because of a lack of food. The fear was strong enough to motivate 

FPDs to go to great lengths to manage their food inventory: 

Yeah so we are just now barely at a point – it’s been bizarre, trying to keep enough food 

in there to feed the need of the community. We’ve given out so many food boxes that 

sometimes it’s really sad when we don’t have enough food to give someone. That’s the 

worst...To me, I can’t imagine somebody who doesn’t have enough food. So that’s a hard 

thing for us. We’ve had to deal with that a little bit but not a lot. But over the years we’ve 

seen such an increase in demand for food boxes. We’ve had to increase our order. We’ve 

increased our budget. We’ve really had to micromanage food, trying to make sure that 

we’re giving enough portions to everybody.  

 

Interestingly, no FPDs could recall a specific time that their pantry actually ran out of food, 

though many recounted times when their inventories ran low: 

And we have never, by the grace of the good Lord, run out of food, except for that one 

month. And it wasn’t that we actually ran out of food, we just got so low that it scared us. 

Because the church actually went out and bought staples, because we weren’t – we had to 

be open the next week on Thursday, and the truck didn’t come until the Friday. And so 

we couldn’t have given a full, good box on that Thursday.  
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In both of these examples, FPDs expressed their fears of not having “enough” food to give 

clients what they deemed an adequate portion. Other FPDs expressed that their desire to manage 

resources conflicted with their desire to offer clients healthier options: 

So we try to look at stuff and what it’s costing us. Because, you know, we’re a pantry. 

We live on – you know – budget….And donations. So you know, we really can’t be 

picky. We don’t have all whole grains and all non-salt. We just can’t afford to do that. 

 

Reconciling their desires to do more for clients – serving as “Benefactors” (ensuring people 

have enough) or “Advocates” (offering quality, healthful products) – and managing their scarce 

resources was a major source of role strain for FPDs. The expectation to manage resources also 

caused conflict with FPDs’ desires to ensure food was going to the right places. One FPD shared 

a story of a family that was claiming an extra person living with them, even though he had 

moved out:  

So he hasn’t been there for so many months, but the family’s getting enough food for 

him. To me, that’s like part of my money I’m giving to them when I could be giving it to 

somebody else. I’m giving them more food than what they need, and I could use it for a 

new family. 

The role expectations of “Manager” and “Evaluator” are in conflict in this example. The extra 

food (purchased with the FPD’s money) given to this dishonest family meant that another, 

perhaps more deserving, family would not have it.  

III. COPING  

Though evidence of role strain was strong among FPDs, they still found ways to make decisions 

and effectively perform their jobs. They did this by employing a variety of coping mechanisms 

that managed their own discretion and guided decision-making (Lipsky 2010). According to 

Loyens and Maesschalck’s (2010) survey of the literature on role theory, there are two broad 

mechanisms for making decisions in the context of role strain:  
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1. Weighting role expectations. A role expectation articulated by, for example, a boss (or, 

in the case of FPDs, an external policy or authority structure), would perhaps carry more 

weight in reconciling role strain than one generated by internal values (Loyens and 

Maesschalck 2010:89). 

2. Selecting or altering role expectations to reconcile contradictions between perceived 

and actual role expectations. This process arises both from ambiguity in articulating role 

expectations and in strain or conflict between role expectations generated from various 

sources (Loyens and Maesschalck 2010:89). 

I find evidence that FPDs use both of these strategies to reconcile role strain. However, there is 

also strong evidence that weighting strategies are preferable to selection strategies. Further, I find 

that these two types of strategies are not mutually exclusive. Rather, they can be best understood 

as a conceptual duality: they are distinct processes, but are related to, interact with, and reinforce 

each other.   

Weighting 

Weighting, or applying one role expectation over another based on the source of the expectation, 

was the most important way that FPDs coped with role strain. In cases where formal policy or 

well-established rules and norms clearly governed decisions, FPDs could easily choose between 

competing role expectations based on the relative weight of each – for example, a state or federal 

law would carry more weight than an individual’s own preferences. However, even in cases 

where FPDs felt external policy provided a clear guide for decision-making, they still leveraged 

what discretion they did have to fulfill multiple role expectations to the best of their abilities. 

Turning back to the example of Margaret, in striving to reconcile the role strain she felt between 
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“Evaluator” and “Regulator,” Margaret weighted the rules and informal recommendations of the 

RFB network (not asking “too many questions”) more strongly than her own preferences to find 

out if clients were telling the truth. However, she still was able to ask sleuthing questions on the 

third or fourth visit, which enabled her to satisfy, to some extent, her desire for honesty and 

integrity:  

Sometimes you just kind of read their face, and you can kind of tell there’s a problem. So 

I do a lot of listening, ask a question to try to draw out information, and then I watch their 

face and their tones and how they respond for honesty or if they’re just trying to get more 

food. So you can really tell by their body language, the tones, the looks on their face to 

know. And then you just try to kind of ask a question, if they say “oh it’s been really 

hard, my husband was in the hospital,” then you can base that, if you’re going to do it for 

them or if you’re going to deny them. That’s what I usually do….And then that’s when 

I’ll base it, base it on if I truly think that it’s legit, or if I really feel like they’re trying to 

finagle more out of us than they should. 

 

As in the case of Margaret, weighting most commonly took the form of appealing to 

authority and relying on external policies to guide decision-making. All but one interviewee 

referred to external authority in some form. This took the form of describing external policy as a 

(sometimes helpful) constraint on discretion: 

Because most of the procedures are already in place by [Regional Food Bank] and 

Oregon Food Bank. So they’re not things that you can flex on. And they really seem to 

work pretty well, as far as what they have in place, like health and safety. Food handlers 

training, all that kind of stuff. It’s really common sense, but it’s necessary.  

It also took the form of providing a mechanism to defuse conflict or uncomfortable interactions 

with pantry clients:  

Some of the men…will either try to charm their way out of something extra, or badger 

me, or belittle me. But I say “that’s not our policy.” Once again, if I explain that I could 

be in serious trouble if I provided more access for one person over another.  

 

In both of these examples, external authority was used as an important “weighting” mechanism 

for producing a discretionary decisions. 
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As further evidence that FPDs used external policies as a coping mechanism, very few FPDs 

expressed any level of dissatisfaction with these policies (handed down from TEFAP, OFB, or 

the regional food banks). Interviewees were asked to tell me about a time when an external rule 

or policy seemed unfair, problematic, or tricky to implement. Incredibly, 12 interviewees 

answered this question in the negative. Some of them went on to offer various qualifications; for 

example, though they did not find any of the policies unfair or problematic, they considered 

some to be a “hassle” or “challenging” to implement. Still, there was overwhelming agreement 

that TEFAP, OFB, and RFB policies were generally fair and reasonable and even in place “for 

our benefit.”3  

Creating “Weight”: Routinization and Informal Norms 

In some cases, no external policy existed to weight one role expectation above another. As a 

result, FPDs engaged in creating or assigning weight to various role expectations through the 

construction of institutional norms, rules, and routines, or “routinizing” (Lipsky 2010). This 

served the dual purpose of standardizing common practices and assigning more “weight” to 

specific role expectations, which facilitated decision-making by providing a mechanism for 

reconciling role strain. 

Collaborative policymaking and sharing resources with other food pantries and with RFBs 

was an important way that FPDs developed routines and provided support for each other. Both 

                                                           
3 I note here an important methodological consideration. In interpreting interviewees’ general support for external 

policies, we should consider the possibility that they might simply have been hesitant to openly share with me any 

dissatisfaction, perhaps for fear of retribution by the food bank network or other authorities. However, for a number 

of reasons, I am convinced of the validity of their answers. Interviewees were very forthcoming with other 

potentially sensitive information, including information that revealed lack of understanding of or selective 

enforcement of required policies. Also, several interviewees were quick to criticize specific policies and norms 

promoted by the food bank network and other sources of contractual and legal authority. One FPD even shared an 

example of a conflict with local law enforcement. 
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RFBs held regular food pantry meetings with their members, where, as one FPD put it, they 

“meet and talk about some of the ways that we can better serve the community.” Eight 

interviewees, including six FPDs, discussed some version of resource sharing or collaborative 

policymaking among food pantries or between food pantries and RFBs. Some pantries also 

reported that they shared client information to prevent what they called “double-dipping,” or 

clients accessing multiple pantries, and one group of pantries clustered in the same town created 

a standardized intake form. 

As a result of these collaborative policymaking sessions, FPDs indicated a high level of 

adoption of some common norms that were not formally regulated through contracts or other 

policy. Table 4 provides a summary of the most widely-adopted of these informal routines and 

norms among food pantries. For the most part, these were either explicitly encouraged or 

implicitly condoned by OFB or the RFBs.  

*Extras and supplements: the only FPD that did not specifically indicate a mechanism for 

allowing for extra food still mentioned that some items were unlimited to all pantry attendees. 

 

Table 4: Common Coping Mechanisms Observed Among FPDs 

Practice Description Indicated 

by (# of 

pantries) 

Endorsed 

by OFB or 

RFBs? 

Supplemental only Adopting a vision of the food pantry that promotes 

its use as only a supplement; not meant to be a 

major source of a family’s food 

8/12 Yes 

Once-a-month 

attendance policy 

Allowing clients to access the pantry one time per 

month, or once within a 4-week period 

11/12  Largely 

Extras and supplements Providing a mechanism, usually an unlimited 

“bread shelf” or a “supplemental box,” for allowing 

extra food for clients who have emergencies or are 

particularly in need 

11/12* 

 

Yes 

Food Box Guideline 

(OFB) 

Using the Food Box Guideline sheet created by 

Oregon Food Bank as a guide for building food 

boxes or making food selections 

6/12  Yes 

Emergencies Using various constructions of “emergency” service 

to allow exceptions to policies 

7/12  Yes 
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The process of creating these norms occurred differently between the two counties: in 

Duchess County, there was a higher degree of collaborative rule-making, with an emphasis on 

standardizing the client experience across all food pantries. In Viscount and Baroness counties, 

collaboration seemed to focus more on troubleshooting and training and less on standardizing 

rules. In both counties, however, the RFBs served as conveners for planned interactions between 

FPDs. These informal, widely-adopted rules and norms served as an important tool for 

reconciling role strain by constraining discretion and helping “weight” role expectations. As one 

FPD put it, “the rules and regulations are for our benefit. So it’s better to have too many than not 

enough.” Here, I will describe these routinized norms in more detail. 

Constructing pantry identities: “supplemental only” 

Constructions of pantry identities were used as a coping mechanism for FPDs to process role 

strain, particularly when it came to reconciling a desire to serve clients with scarcity of 

resources. Eight FPDs and two food bank staff referred to the commonly accepted informal 

guideline that pantries should serve as a “supplement” or on an “emergency” basis only; and 

specifically, that they should aim to provide three to five days’ worth of food. One pantry even 

formalized this guideline into a pantry policy document used for intake procedures. “Carolyn,” a 

FPD, described her conception of her pantry’s role as a supplemental source of food only, citing 

other sources of support that clients should have to help secure the balance of their monthly food 

needs: 

We are an emergency supplement. We’re not meant to be their full food supply, 

obviously. You aren’t going to live for a month off of what you get from us. Most of our 

clients are on SNAP, supplemental nutrition assistance program, or, you know, they may 

be on Social Security, they may have paychecks. 
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This self-conceptualization was incredibly important to FPDs’ processes for interpreting rules 

and deciding how to make exceptions. As “Betty” put it:  

But when you connect at that level, and you know how that person feels, it’s kind of hard 

to, you want to give them more than what you’re supposed to. But if I give you more, 

then the next person that comes in after you, I won’t have as much to give them. That’s 

the biggest challenge in doing this. You want to like, send them out with a truckload, and 

you can’t. You have to keep it at a certain – that’s why you have a certain set amount for 

each food box. And the weight, and all of that stuff. So that’s why they say the goal is for 

the 3 to 5 days. To feed them for 3 to 5 days. And so, one carton of eggs. One thing of 

butter. And there’s a set amount for each family, so that even though I might feel more 

badly because your husband just lost his job, well then if I give you more food than this 

next person that comes in – you know what I mean? 

 

By constructing her pantry as a supplemental food source only, Betty tried to reconcile the role 

strain she felt between wanting to help clients as much as possible (“send them out with a 

truckload”) and managing her inventory to ensure she has enough for everyone (“if I give you 

more…I won’t have as much to give them”). 

The “supplemental only” guideline, therefore, serves as an important mechanism for FPDs 

dealing with role strain. The fact that eight FPDs referenced this guideline indicates that it has 

been widely institutionalized across the network. This is likely, at least in part, a result of 

encouragement from the regional food banks to adopt the guideline. Indeed, staff at two of the 

three food banks that participated in the study used terms such as “supplemental” or 

“emergency” to describe the food provision goals of the food pantry network.  

The “Food Box Guidelines”  

Oregon Food Bank publishes a “Food Box Guidelines” document that details the organization’s 

recommendations for quantities of each category of food to provide to clients. The document is 

based loosely on both nutritional recommendations and general availability of different types of 

products in the emergency food system. To varying degrees, pantries found this guideline very 
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helpful in routinizing the process of ordering and providing food. Six FPDs (and one regional 

food bank staff person) referred to the Food Box Guidelines as an important tool for selecting 

what types of product to include in food boxes and how much to include. However, most FPDs 

still interpreted this guideline document in a way that was consistent with their own role 

expectations, including providing certain “staple” items, accommodating clients’ dietary needs or 

preferences; or maximizing financial resources. Three FPDs each described how they used the 

OFB Food Box Guideline tool as a “starting point” for determining what food to provide: 

That’s a starting point for us. But we provide fresh milk for each food box. We provide 

eggs for each food box. We provide margarine and/or oil and cheese, and yogurt. And the 

frozen meat. And typically juice, and coffee, tea. – Mary, FPD 

So the portions are set by the [regional food bank]. And so they have a set amount per 

family. And we go by those, but sometimes there’s specific occasions where someone’s 

needing their diets – for instance, they’re vegetarians, or they have dietary restrictions – 

so we augment. It’s a case-by-case scenario. – Patricia, FPD  

That’s all decided by the Oregon Food Bank – there’s a – I can show you….But it’s a 

listing that’s given by the Oregon Food Bank. And if we have the items that are on there, 

then they go into the box. If we don’t, we supplement. So if they’re asking for canned 

peaches, they might get apples. If I don’t have canned peaches, they’re going to get 

apples. Or they’re going to get something else of an equal nutritional value, depending on 

what I have available. – Betty, FPD 

The Once a Month Policy 

Perhaps the most widely-cited institutional norm discussed by (nearly) all participating pantries 

was the once-a-month attendance policy. Many FPDs expressed that they thought this policy was 

a standard practice promoted by Oregon Food Bank. However, as one RFB staffer described this 

rule, there is no contractual requirement that pantries allow once-a-month access: 

And the once a month myth, and it is a myth, has perpetuated since the first day that I 

came into this work, that USDA only allowed people to get food once a month. And no 

matter how many times you say to people, “that’s not true,” they believe it. It doesn’t 

matter how many – and not only do the pantry level people believe it, but so do also the 
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regional food bank people. And we constantly have to remind them. There’s no such rule. 

It’s not in the state plan.  

 

And yet, fully 11 out of 12 food pantries interviewed had a once-per-month attendance policy, 

even though it was enforced with varying degrees of rigidity. As Joyce explained, the once-a-

month rule helped FPDs manage food supply and plan for food deliveries from the regional food 

banks: 

But in our area, and I think this is pretty common throughout the state, I would think, is 

that most pantries open on a once a month eligibility. Just because the food supply sort of 

has to work that way, because deliveries happen certain times, and the food supply 

happens at a certain time, so if they’re heavy using on one end when the food supply is 

not being restocked at that same level, it can create a little bit of a food supply problem. 

So it’s just kind of become this kind of comfortable schedule that we can pace people at a 

monthly trip to access a food box. 

 

But as Beverley notes, the rule also served to provide a consistent experience for clients: 

 

Beverley: Sure. In [county], the people can visit the pantries for food itself once per 

calendar month, and they must be a resident of the city in which the pantry is located…. 

 

Cheryl: And you said “in the county,” so all of the food pantries are following those same 

guidelines? 

 

Beverley: Right. And that’s for consistency because a lot of people hop around. They live 

in [town] and then they live in [town 2] then they live in [town 3], and [RFB] itself 

developed those policies so that people wouldn’t have an inconsistent experience going to 

a different pantry. 

 

Beverley, Joyce, and the RFB staff person all allude to the way the once-a-month policy 

reconciles and reinforces several FPD role expectations. It enables more efficient operational, 

staff, and food management; it offers a mechanism for rejecting clients who are perceived to be 

taking advantage of the system or getting “too much”; and it collectively enables food pantries to 

offer a consistent experience to clients, avoiding perceptions of discrimination or unfairness. 
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Extras and Supplements 

Still, the once-a-month rule did not reconcile role strain in all cases, particularly when FPDs felt 

a client was particularly in need. In these circumstances, role strain could often be reconciled 

through routinized mechanisms that helped define how and when FPDs could make exceptions. 

These typically took the form of extra food boxes, sometimes called “one-time-only” boxes, or 

supplemental items that clients could select from. Some FPDs described offering a “bread rack” 

or similar shelf of extra items: 

Carolyn: So it works out well. And since we started putting some of the other surplus 

things over there, you know, for any of our clients who are really struggling to eat, and 

need extra food, it’s a little bit of a supplement on top of their monthly five day supply. 

 

Others described a more structured system of creating additional “emergency” or “supplemental” 

boxes that clients could take if they needed additional help during the same month: 

Shirley: …If somebody comes in on the second of July and they show up later in the 

month, like on the 16th or the 23rd, and they need another box, we do what we call a 

USDA box. [other food pantry] calls it a Supplemental Box. And it’s not necessarily as 

big as what they got the first time, but hopefully it will be enough to get them through the 

rest of the month. 

 

Cheryl: OK. So is it just commodities, then? 

 

Shirley: Usually it’s just commodities. Depends on the family, and how big that family is, 

and how far things will stretch. We don’t necessarily throw in, the second time around, 

big ticket items, like another bag of flour. But we do give them all the fresh vegetables 

and fruits that we can. Which are all USDA. They’re commodities.  

Emergencies 

Related to but different from the practice of offering supplemental boxes, FPDs also routinized 

the process of making exceptions to their own institutionalized rules and norms by invoking the 

concept of “emergency” as a construct for qualifying clients. This is consistent with Lipsky’s 

(2010) conception of street-level bureaucratic coping mechanisms – indeed, he suggests that 
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these SLBs invoke “emergency” practices to allow for exceptions to policies and routines. This 

is, according to Lipsky (2010), another form of routinization, in that it both defines and limits the 

scope of SLBs’ discretion. In other words, it gives SLBs a process for making exceptions to 

standardized policies, both by defining the scope of what constitutes an “emergency” and by 

deciding which clients fit that definition (Lipsky 2010:138). 

In the context of food pantries, FPDs used the construct of emergencies to make exceptions 

to their own routinized rules and norms in a way that served to reconcile role strain. Definitions 

of what type of event would constitute an emergency varied among FPDs. Several cited various 

versions of a financial emergency, such as an unexpected car repair or medical bill. Others cited 

disasters – loss of a home to fire or similar disaster – and one even suggested poor planning. Still 

others considered simply running out of food an emergency worthy of getting an additional 

supplement. Emergency exceptions were made in four primary ways: allowing clients to receive 

food more than once per month; serving clients who live outside the pantry’s service area (or 

who couldn’t prove they lived in the service area); allowing clients to receive food outside of 

normal hours of operation; and giving extras or supplements beyond the household limits. 

One interesting semantical consideration is the use of the word “emergency.” Here, it applies 

to sudden, catastrophic or unforeseen circumstances that cause a family to be particularly in need 

of special service or extra resources. However, in the context of FPDs’ self-construction as 

“supplemental only” food programs, “emergency food” and “emergency box” are used more 

generally to communicate the idea that the food received at food pantries is only meant to be a 

stopgap, not a long-term solution. As one RFB representative put it:  

It’s funny because in [the pantries’] reporting some of them call it an emergency box, so 

it’s like an emergency box on top of an emergency box, because we’re still providing 

emergency food to people, you know, once a month. Even if it’s every month, it’s still 
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considered emergency food. And then someone needs an additional box so it’s 

considered an emergency box. It should be an emergency emergency [sic] box.  

Selection 

Weighting was not a useful mechanism for dealing with every case of role strain. Sometimes, the 

relative weight of conflicting role expectations was not always clear. Other times, external role 

expectations were ambiguous or not well-articulated. Interview responses revealed several 

examples of ambiguity about the origin of various policies and role expectations, and also about 

which policies were mandatory (like TEFAP’s non-discrimination policy) or simply encouraged 

by the network (such as operating a shopping-style, rather than prepacked box-style, food 

pantry). Eight FPDs at seven pantries indicated lack of understanding or ambiguity about one or 

more external policies. This took the form of not knowing where a policy originated or who 

required the policy: 

Cheryl: Now you said they don’t have to verify their income. You said you’re not 

allowed to ask for that. Do you know who made that rule? 

 

FPD1: Well it comes from the Oregon Food Bank. I don’t know whether it’s them or 

whether it’s a national deal. I don’t know. 

 

It also took the form of not fully understanding the intent behind the policy itself: 

 

FPD2: If they come in and offer their driver’s license to us, we’ll take it. But we cannot 

by law, I believe, ask them for it. At least that is [RFB’s] policy. Or, it could be state law. 

I don’t know. But we cannot ask them for a picture ID. 

 

Cheryl: Do you have any idea why that is the rule? 

 

FPD2: I don’t know. I do know addresses on your driver’s license can be wrong….But I 

believe the piece of mail is way more current than a driver’s license.  

 

Thus, policy origin and policy intent, as these two examples illustrate, produced ambiguity in 

interpreting role expectations. In these cases, FPDs turned to selection strategies to choose which 

role expectations to fulfill. I explore these strategies below.  
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Selection Strategies  

In the presence of role ambiguity, there is evidence that FPDs “select” role expectations from 

their role-set to reconcile role strain (Loyens and Maesschalck 2010). Individual interpretation of 

TEFAP anti-discrimination policy provides one example. FPDs’ understandings of what 

constituted discrimination varied widely, even though this was a highly formalized policy 

requirement that came with numerous training and documentation requirements. Though the 

protected classes were explicitly listed in the partner agency agreements, pantries cited a number 

of ways of classifying groups that went far beyond legally protected classes, such as household 

size or presence of children in the family. One FPD even suggested that having a “first-come, 

first-served” system for limited food items was discriminatory against clients who arrived late. 

Another FPD implied that discrimination referred to the methods used to ask questions about 

clients’ personal lives.  

My conversation with “Beverley” offers an additional example of how FPDs selected role 

expectations to reconcile role strain. Beverley recalled an instance where she was faced with a 

choice to adopt an optional program, the “Healthy Pantry Initiative,” promoted by the OFB 

network. The program was designed to increase access to healthy food and encourage clients to 

make healthful food choices: 

Cheryl: And why did you decide to … implement that program? 

 

Beverley: … I can’t even remember how we hooked up together. I don’t remember 

honestly how we met. But they started actually coming over here and doing tastings 

before we decided to do the Healthy Pantry Initiative. And then six months into that, they 

[OFB] brought up the Healthy Pantry Initiative, and I said “Yeah, let’s go for it.” 

 

Cheryl: Well, and you could have said no, so why did you say yes? 

 

Beverley: Because [laughs] I am so focused on increasing the nutrition that comes out of 

the pantry.  
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Even though she also indicated that the program came with some additional administrative 

requirements, Beverley made the choice to join the Healthy Pantry Initiative because it aligned 

with her perception of her own expectation of “Educator” – and specifically to promote better 

nutrition among clients. There was no role strain here; in fact, it seemed so self-evident that she 

would implement this program that she laughed in response to my question.  

In other cases, FPDs chose not to implement “suggested” practices and programs promoted 

by the OFB network for a variety of reasons. Most often, they indicated that the promoted 

practices conflicted with their own personal visions of fairness, or caused hardship for their 

clients. Because these practices were optional – that is, they were not required by policy or 

contract – FPDs could “select” role expectations that they felt best fit the context, even though 

they still indicated they felt pressured by the OFB network (including regional food banks) to 

adopt the practices. Thus, though there was some level of implicit “weight” on the role 

expectation of “Regulator” (enforcing policy), there is still evidence that when faced with both 

role ambiguity and discretionary authority, FPDs engaged in “selection” to fulfill their goals and 

reconcile their role strain. 

Another example of “selection” behavior can be seen in how FPDs explicitly described their 

own decision-making processes in situations of role ambiguity. After a lengthy conversation 

about how her own values and norms manifest in her decision-making processes, I asked one 

FPD, “Elizabeth,” how she communicated those values and norms to her volunteer staff, who 

also regularly made discretionary decisions in service implementation. She replied that she 

simply tells her staff to “use your heart”: 

Elizabeth: Use your heart. That’s what we do here. When in doubt, give more. And use 

your heart. 

  

Elizabeth’s response indicates that, under conditions of ambiguity, she preferred to default to the 
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role expectation of “Benefactor” – erring on the side of offering more food rather than less, and 

she strove to instill that value in her volunteers. She further explained the only time she could 

imagine turning a client away would be in the extreme case where someone’s safety was 

threatened:  

Have I refused to give anyone food? No. Even if I felt justified, I would not do that. I 

have had to ask someone to leave the food pantry because he was being verbally abusive. 

And we have security here. I will not allow someone to jeopardize my safety, or anyone 

else’s safety. But that would be the only reason that I have….It’s not just giving food to 

people, it’s taking care of people. But no, I don’t turn people away. 

 

Various versions of this position were, indeed, fairly common among respondents – in fact, 

seven FPDs indicated an unwillingness to turn clients away, even when they were technically 

ineligible for services or couldn’t provide required documentation. In other words, under 

conditions of role ambiguity, “selection” behaviors generally favored “Benefactor” or 

“Advocate” roles – erring on the side of offering, rather than refusing, services. For example, I 

asked “Betty” whether there were any particular guidelines or policies she tried to follow in 

deciding whether to offer an additional food box to a client who has come in outside of regular 

hours. She described her decision-making process this way:  

Usually people don’t ask for another box unless they really need it. So we really don’t 

turn anyone away….if it’s not a regular food box day, and someone comes in and they’re 

hungry, we’re going to give them a food box. 

  

“Shirley” also pointed to an example of what she considered an important “loophole” in the 

address verification policy:  

Anybody – this is a big loophole, but it’s a necessary one, anybody can walk in and say, 

“my name is John Doe,” and state that they’re homeless. And we don’t question that. So, 

you know, that’s a way a lot of the people do. They’ll go to one food bank and be Susie 

Q, and then go to the next one and be Jane Doe, and we have no way to prove who they 

are. If they have a physical address, we do ask for evidence of address, but this food 

bank, that doesn’t, if they don’t have it, we just still don’t turn them away.  

Similarly, when asked whether she has had to enforce a rule that seemed “unfair” or 
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“problematic,” FPD “Deborah” indicated that she would look for a way around it: 

No. Because we probably found a way around it if there was one. I can’t think of a rule 

that would be. I mean, I’ve never turned anyone away.  

These responses indicate that these “loopholes” in rules and policies offered a discretionary 

mechanism for FPDs to use “selection” strategies to reconcile role strain. Further, they illustrate 

that, in general, FPDs chose to “select” role expectations of “Benefactor” and “Advocate” – 

prioritizing service to clients over management of resources, enforcement of rules, and other role 

expectations.  

Thus, FPDs used selection strategies in cases where weighting was not a viable option, 

typically because of role or policy ambiguity. However, as the examples above suggest, FPDs 

still engaged in a form of internal “weighting” when selecting between competing role 

expectations. In selecting the role expectations that they felt favored generosity, FPDs tacitly 

“weighted” these role expectations above others, even in the absence of clear policies or 

directives guiding that behavior. This suggests two things: first, the distinction between 

“weighting” and “selection” strategies are not as clear as suggested in the literature – rather, they 

overlap with and mutually reinforce each other. Second, the overwhelming evidence for FPDs 

selecting “Benefactor” and “Advocate” roles in situations of ambiguity suggests that, in general, 

their discretionary decisions tend to favor service to clients over enforcing restrictions. 
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DISCUSSION 

I have argued here that FPDs construct and act out complicated role sets, experience role strain 

when expectations within these role sets conflict, and employ coping mechanisms to reconcile 

role strain and guide discretionary decision-making. But what does the study of role strain 

among FPDs mean for the emergency food network, and more broadly for social service 

networks delivering public services?  

Two key implications emerge from my findings. First, externally-mandated policies and 

regulations serve dual and sometimes competing purposes: they both produce and mitigate role 

strain, creating a “role strain paradox” for FPDs. In other words, external policies have actually 

made the work of FPDs easier by providing a set of tools and strategies for coping with role 

strain, even if they also contribute to producing this role strain in the first place. Second, the 

unique and complex structure of the emergency food network might demand a new, extended 

approach to network governance. I elaborate each of these below. 

The Role Strain Paradox 

The external requirements of the Oregon Food Bank network (and of TEFAP, by extension) 

produce role strain for FPDs when they conflict with other role expectations; but they also offer a 

set of coping mechanisms to mitigate this role strain, producing a “role strain paradox.” These 

coping mechanisms come in the form of (a) managerial and operational tools (like the food box 

guideline), (b) a network of peers to offer troubleshooting, support, and collaborative policy 

implementation, and (c) rules and policies themselves, which are used both as guides for 

decision-making and as “appeals to authority” when dealing with uncomfortable situations. As I 

have shown, actors in the emergency food network can – and do – regularly deploy these tools 

and assets to guide discretionary decision-making. Also, they seem to have a conscious level of 
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appreciation for many of the policies that are in place, even if they also create role strain. 

This supports previous findings, such as those of Garrow and Grusky (2013) and Keiser 

(2010), that institutional norms and policies do not simply act as constraints on individual 

discretion, but rather as dynamic mechanisms that shape and are shaped by it. This is an 

important consideration because it suggests that constraining discretion through rules and 

policies might not always produce the intended policy outcomes. Applying the construct of role 

strain and coping is, therefore, useful because it offers a way to systematically study how all 

these variables and mechanisms interact dynamically, rather than evaluating institutional 

structures simply as constraints on discretion.  

Governance in the Emergency Food Network 

The findings of this study also suggest that extended models of network governance might be 

needed to understand private, independent social service organizations. As my results 

demonstrate, FPDs view themselves somewhat paradoxically: they see themselves as 

independent actors with strong institutional identities, but they also feel that they are situated 

within a largely hierarchical bureaucracy. The role strain that they face is, in some ways, 

exacerbated by this paradox – as I have argued, policy ambiguity and lack of understanding of 

the source of network policies and rules is a major source of role strain. This has important 

implications for governance of networks like these. As Osborne (2010) suggests, in a network 

model, it is important for policy administrators to focus on governing through processes and 

relationships using the traditional mechanisms of network governance – grants, contracts and 

incentives. Further, as Milward and Provan (2000) argue, clear principal-agent relationships (i.e., 

a clearly articulated hierarchy of institutions), access to resources, and having stable (long-term) 

contracts in place are all instrumental to successful governance of networks. 
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To some extent, these governance tools are working well in the Oregon emergency food 

network. Governance mechanisms like contracts and mandatory policies create “weighted” role 

expectations, which are an important mechanism for FPDs to make discretionary decisions. 

However, as I have shown, these traditional governance mechanisms do not explain all 

discretionary behavior of FPDs. An extension of this governance model is needed, with the 

specific addition of a stronger focus on less formal governance strategies such as culture-

building and collaborative decision-making. As my findings show, participation in the broader 

emergency food network is both a coping mechanism and an important component of role-set 

construction among FPDs. This network participation produces a number of institutionalized 

rules and norms, which guide discretionary decisions and shape program implementation. 

Policymakers and administrators have an opportunity to shape these rules and norms by 

engaging in the process of collaboratively producing them. I elaborate this concept below. 

Policy Recommendations 

Based on the policy implications of this study, I suggest recommendations for policymakers and 

administrators governing the emergency food network, both in state institutions and in private 

agencies at the administrative level of the network (i.e., Oregon Food Bank, Regional Food 

Banks, and Feeding America).  

Recommendation 1: Clearly articulate policy intent. 

Ensuring that street-level decision-makers understand policy intent matters because, as I have 

shown, there are still a number of cases where ambiguity exists even in the most formally-

regulated policies. In these cases, policy implementers will generally exercise their discretion in 

a way that will “weight” the role expectations of the formal policy more strongly than their own 
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role expectations. This will produce an outcome consistent with the decision-maker’s own 

interpretation of the policy’s intent, not necessarily with the actual intent of the policy itself. 

To illustrate this point, consider the example of the FPD who believed that the intent behind 

the “no driver’s license” policy was to make sure people were presenting accurate address 

information. In fact, the intent of the policy, which is a (state-level) TEFAP mandate, is to 

protect persons who lack state-issued identification (such as immigrants) from being denied 

access to food. The FPDs’ interpretation of policy intent might actually cause her to require more 

evidence of address in other forms, which could effectively limit access to the same population 

the policy is intended to protect. By better articulating and explaining the intent of the policy, 

TEFAP and other emergency food administrators could avoid unintentional misinterpretation of 

policy intent. 

Recommendation 2: Provide (flexible) coping mechanisms. 

This study has argued that FPDs’ constructed role-sets provide the environment for their 

discretionary decision-making, and that their decisions can be explained in part by their desire to 

alleviate role strain. Flexible tools like the Food Box Guideline are important coping 

mechanisms for FPDs, who are eager to adopt these tools to help reconcile role strain and cope 

with their jobs. These tools have the added benefit of advancing policy intent – for example, the 

Food Box Guideline provides recommendations for nutritional composition of emergency food 

boxes. By providing similar, appropriately flexible mechanisms for routinizing decision-making, 

policymakers might find that FPDs’ discretionary decisions more closely approximate policy 

intent. Further, as we have seen in the example of the TEFAP anti-discrimination policy, these 

types of tools might actually be more effective in achieving desired policy outcomes than more 

traditional, regulatory-style or contractual policy. Further study of the types of interactions 
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between policies and role expectations, and the types of outcomes these interactions produce, can 

potentially help create a construct for predicting policy outcomes. 

Recommendation 3: Emphasize culture-building and collaborative policymaking 

The important effect of informal governance models in the emergency food network suggests an 

opportunity for policy administrators to influence policy implementation by engaging in 

strategies aimed at culture-building and collaborative decision-making, rather than simply 

focusing on outcomes through compliance or incentives. Indeed, the RFBs I consulted in my 

study are already engaged to some extent in this type of culture-building work, primarily through 

regular food pantry meetings, staff support and troubleshooting, and more generally working to 

build positive relationships with FPDs. Similarly, OFB hosts annual conferences for its member 

RFBs. A continued and expanded emphasis on this type of inclusive, “bottom-up” governance, 

particularly around network priorities such as promoting the “choice” model (letting clients 

choose food rather than offering a prepacked box) or increasing distribution of fresh produce and 

other nutritious food, will likely serve the network well in producing favorable policy 

implementation outcomes.  

Limitations 

A primary limitation of this study is the size of the study sample, which might limit its 

generalizability to broader populations. Further, Oregon’s highly centralized food bank network 

makes it a relatively unique example compared to other states. The findings also highlight some 

of the underlying weaknesses of the theoretical framework – namely, that while the constructs of 

“weighting” and “selection” are distinct enough to usefully serve as analytical tools, they are also 

highly interdependent and overlapping. Further, role theory has the potential to be an 

exceptionally messy construct, because it necessarily deals with interaction between variables at 
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multiple levels (among role expectations, between role expectations and role strain, between role 

strain and decision-making mechanisms, and between mechanisms and outcomes). At this stage, 

without a commonly-accepted and empirically-tested typology of role that occur across sectors, 

this might mean that comparative case analysis will be difficult. Thus, we would be well-served 

by more theory-building work to more precisely define the concepts of weighting and selection, 

and to start to build a typology of common role expectations that occur among street-level 

bureaucrats in multiple sectors. 

Still, a number of the analytical tools identified here should prove useful in furthering our 

understanding the discretionary practices of FPDs in other locations and, more broadly, street-

level bureaucrats operating in private social service organizations. Despite its exceptionalism, 

Oregon provides an important critical case for examination because of its high level of 

organization, centralized structure, and consistent policy enforcement across its network of 

partners.  

Future Research 

This paper has argued that role theory is a useful way to understand the discretionary decision-

making processes of food pantry directors in the Oregon emergency food network. It offers an 

inductively-generated typology of some of the most common role expectations, sources of role 

strain, and coping strategies observed among these FPDs. Future research might test these 

identified variables on a wider scale or among different populations to establish whether they are 

useful for studying decision-making among street-level bureaucrats in other similar settings. 

Further, it would be useful to examine the extent of the causal relationships between role 

expectations, role strain, and coping mechanisms, especially in the context of specific 

governance inputs and levers. Some specific questions worth exploring are: 



Precious, p. 60 

 What is the impact of various exogenous variables (for example, pantry type, 

demographics, environment, seasonality, economic factors, laws and policy) on 

producing constructed role expectations and/or role strain? 

 What are the most common combinations of various role expectations that produce role 

strain, and are these combinations influenced or shaped by exogenous variables, such as 

policy constraints? 

 How effective are compliance-based governance measures versus informal governance 

measures (culture-building or collaborative policymaking) in producing policy outcomes? 

Additionally, this study has not proposed a relationship between discretionary decision-

making and the actual effect on provision of services to clients. In other words, it does not 

address the question of how and to what extent FPDs’ discretion actually affects hungry families. 

Taking the concept of coping mechanisms one step further, future analysis might examine the 

extent to which these coping mechanisms restrict or increase clients’ access to food.  

A third area for further exploration might be to examine what specific conditions, contexts, 

or other exogenous variables produce specific role expectations, and how strongly FPDs 

“weight” each role expectation based on the source. For example, would a FPD working in a 

religious context more strongly weight expectations set by leaders within her own church or by 

contractual partners who could potentially disrupt her supply of food? How would her role-set 

compare to an FPD in a non-religious or professional pantry? Or, are the role-sets of younger and 

older FPDs dramatically different? This line of research could have strong implications for 

policy implementation, especially considering that 62% of pantries are faith-based. By 

understanding where role expectations are generated, we might better understand where policy 

could have the greatest potential to influence the construction of the role-set and, therefore, 

uncover ways to more effectively and consistently achieve desired policy outcomes.  
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CONCLUSION 

In the post-welfare era, the role of private organizations in delivering social services has become 

too important to ignore. As government agencies increasingly outsource public goods, 

understanding the ways that street-level actors in independent, private nonprofits engage in 

discretionary decision-making will be increasingly critical to ensuring effective policy 

implementation. The well-established literature on street-level bureaucratic discretion falls short 

of explaining the actual processes of discretionary decision-making of these nonprofit-sector 

actors; however, role theory can offer us both a deeper level of nuance and a wider breadth of 

explanatory variables to test (Loyens and Maesschalck 2010). By applying the analytical tools of 

public administration and role theory to the study of FPDs, we can advance a theoretical 

framework that explains decision-making through the lens of role strain, and lay a strong 

groundwork for future research on what specific factors influence street-level discretionary 

decisions. This framework at once retains the messy human complexity that is inherent in 

individual decision-making and offers a set of conceptual tools for structured empirical analysis. 

Further, the study of FPDs can help resolve the classic public administration question of how 

to regulate discretion – that is, which governance tools are most effective in fulfilling policy 

intent in highly discretionary environments. As I have argued, it appears that informal norms, 

routines, and culture-building may be even more effective than formal policy constraints on 

discretion in decentralized policy networks. Indeed, in the case of food pantry directors, perhaps 

the answer to the governance question is to have less of it.  

As independent agents in an enormous public-private social service delivery network, food 

pantry directors serve as a good proxy for agents in similar types of networks. Understanding 

how these agents engage in decision-making under different conditions can help produce better 
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policy outcomes. Ultimately, this line of analysis will support stronger, more effective networks 

of public-private social service programs – and, more importantly, help millions of struggling 

American families. 

  



Precious, p. 63 

REFERENCES 
 
Bartel, Caroline A. 2001. “Social Comparisons in Boundary-spanning Work: Effects of 

Community Outreach on Members’ Organizational Identity and Identification.” 

Administrative Science Quarterly 46:379-413. 

Bartkowski, John P. & Regis, Helen A. 2003. Charitable Choices: Religion, Race, and Poverty 

in the Post-Welfare Era. New York: New York UP. 

Blader, Steven L and Tom R Tyler. 2003. “What Constitutes Fairness in Work Settings? A Four-

Component Model of Procedural Justice.” Human Resource Management Review 13(1):107–

126. 

Burns, Tom R. and Helena Flam 1987. “The Shaping of Social Organization: Social Rule System 

Theory with Applications.” London: Sage Publications. In March, James G. and Johan P. 

Olsen. 1989. Rediscovering Institutions: The Organizational Basis of Politics. New York: 

The Free Press. 

 

Coleman-Jensen, Alisha, Christian Gregory, and Anita Singh. 2014. “Household Food Security 

in the United States in 2013, ERR-173.” U.S. Department of Agriculture, Economic Research 

Service.  

 

Daponte, Beth Osborne and Shannon Bade. 2006. “How the Private Food Assistance Network 

Evolved: Interactions between Public and Private Responses to Hunger.” Nonprofit and 

Voluntary Sector Quarterly 35:668-690. 

 

Denhardt, Janet V. and Robert B. Denhardt. 2007. The New Public Service: Serving, Not 

Steering (Expanded Edition). Armonk: M.E. Sharpe, Inc. Retrieved January 8, 2016 

(http://OSU.eblib.com/patron/FullRecord.aspx?p=3060584). 

 

Duffy, P. A., M. Irimia-Vladu, S. Cashwell, J.P. Bartkowski, J.J. Molnar, and V. Casanova. 

2006. “Food Pantries and the Populations They Serve: Strange Bedfellows or Strategic 

Partners?” Sociological Inquiry 76:502–527. 

 

Edwards, Mark. 2012. “Food Insecurity in Western US States: Increasing Collaboration Between 

State Agencies and Nonprofit Organizations.” Food, Culture & Society 15:93-112. 

 

Eisinger, Peter. 2002. “Organizational Capacity and Organizational Effectiveness Among Street-

Level Food Assistance Programs.” Nonprofit and Voluntary Sector Quarterly 31(1):115-130. 

 

Garrow, Eve. E. and Oscar Grusky. 2013. “Institutional Logic and Street-Level Discretion: The 

Case of HIV Test Counseling.” Journal of Public Administration Research and Theory 

23(1): 103-131. 

 

Goode, William J. 1960. “A Theory of Role Strain.” American Sociological Review 25(4): 483-

496. 



Precious, p. 64 

 

Gunderson, Craig, Emily Engelhard, Amy Satoh, Elaine Waxman, Brian Odeen, Mitch Kriss, 

and Roxane Vanni-Fett. 2014. “Map the Meal Gap 2014.” Retrieved 10 November 2014 

(http://www.feedingamerica.org/hunger-in-america/our-research/map-the-meal-gap/ ).  

 

Houser, Linda, Sanford F. Schram, Joe Soss, and Richard C. Fording. 2014. “From Work 

Support to Work Motivator: Child Care Subsidies and Caseworker Discretion in the Post-

Welfare Reform Era.” Journal of Women, Politics & Policy 35(2):174-193. 

 

Jones, Thomas M. 1991. “Ethical Decision Making by Individuals in Organizations: An Issue-

Contingent Model.” The Academy of Management Review 16(2):366-395. 

 

Keiser, Lael R. 1999. “State Bureaucratic Discretion and the Administration of Social Welfare 

Programs: The Case of Social Security Disability.” Journal of Public Administration 

Research and Theory: J-PART 9(1):87-106. 

 

Keiser, Lael R. 2010. “Understanding Street-Level Bureaucrats' Decision Making: Determining 

Eligibility in the Social Security Disability Program.” Public Administration Review 70(2): 

247-257. 

 

Kelley, Patricia and Dawn Elm. 2003. “The Effect of Context on Moral Intensity of Ethical 

Issues: Revising Jones’s Issue-Contingent Model.” Journal of Business Ethics 48(2):139-

154. 

 

Kelly, Marisa. 1994. “Theories of Justice and Street-Level Discretion.” Journal of Public 

Administration Research and Theory: J-PART 4(2):119-140. 

 

Kelly, Marisa and Schumaker, Paul. 2013. “The Public Assistance Policies of Cities and the 

Justice Concerns of Elected Officials: The Centrality of the Floors Principle in Addressing 

Urban Poverty.” The Policy Studies Journal 41(1):70-96. 

 

Leventhal, Gerald S. 1980. “What Should Be Done with Equity Theory?: New Approaches to the 

Study of Fairness in Social Relationships.” in In K. Gergen, M. Greenberg, & R. Willis 

(Eds.), Social exchanges: Advances in theory and research. New York: Plenum 27-55. 

Lipsky, Michael. 2010.  Street-Level Bureaucracy: Dilemmas of the Individual in Public 

Services. New York: Russell Sage Foundation. 

Loyens, Kim and Jeroen Maesschalck. 2010. “Toward a Theoretical Framework for Ethical 

Decision Making of Street-Level Bureaucracy: Existing Models Reconsidered.” 

Administration and Society 42(1):66-100. 

March, James G. and Johan P. Olsen. 1989. Rediscovering Institutions: The Organizational 

Basis of Politics. New York: The Free Press. 

 

Merton, Robert K. 1957. “The Role-Set: Problems in Sociological Theory.” The British Journal 

of Sociology 8(2):106-120. 

 

http://www.feedingamerica.org/hunger-in-america/our-research/map-the-meal-gap/


Precious, p. 65 

Milward, H. Brinton and Keith G. Provan. 2000. “Governing the Hollow State.” Journal of 

Public Administration Research and Theory, Inc. 10(2):359-379. 

 

Oregon Food Bank (OFB). 2014. “Partner Agency Agreement.”  

Oregon Housing and Community Services (OCHS). 2014. “Temporary Emergency Food 

Assistance Program.” Program Factsheet. Retrieved 10 November 2014 

(http://www.oregon.gov/ohcs/pdfs/factsheets/program_factsheet_temporary_emergency_foo

d_assistance_program.pdf)  

Osborne, Stephen P., Ed. 2010. The New Public Governance?: Emerging Perspectives on the 

Theory and Practice of Public Governance. New York: Routledge. 

 

Parker, Lauren and Tammy D. Allen. 2001. “Work/Family Benefits: Variables Related to 

Employees' Fairness Perceptions.” Journal of Vocational Behavior 58(3): 453-468. 

 

Parinandi, Srivinivas. 2013. “Conditional Bureaucratic Discretion and State Welfare Diffusion 

under AFDC.” State Politics & Policy Quarterly 13:244-261. 

 

Poppendieck, Janet. 1998. Sweet Charity?: Emergency Food and the End of Entitlement. New 

York: Penguin Books. 

 

Rubin, Ellen V. 2009. “The Role of Procedural Justice in Public Personnel Management: 

Empirical Results from the Department of Defense.” Journal of Public Administration 

Research and Theory (JPART) 19 (1): 125-143. 

 

Sager, Fritz, Eva Thomann, Christine Zollinger, Nico van der Heiden, and Céline Mavrot. 2014. 

“Street-level Bureaucrats and New Modes of Governance: How conflicting roles affect the 

Implementation of the Swiss Ordinance on Veterinary Medicinal Products.” Public 

Management Review 16(4): 481-502. 

 

Scott, W. Richard. 2001. Institutions and Organizations. Thousand Oaks: Sage Publications. 

 

Smith, S. R. 2003. “Street-Level Bureaucracy and Public Policy.” in B. G. Peters and J. Pierre 

(eds) Handbook of Public Administration. London: Sage. 

 

United States Department of Agriculture (USDA). 2015. “The Emergency Food Assistance 

Program.” Food and Nutrition Service: Nutrition Program Fact Sheet: 1-2. Retrieved 10 

November 2014 (http://www.fns.usda.gov/sites/default/files/pfs-tefap.pdf)  

 

Verpy, Heidi, Chery Smith, and Marla Reicks. 2003. “Attitudes and Behaviors of Food Donors 

and Perceived Needs and Wants of Food Shelf Clients.” Journal of Nutrition Education and 

Behavior 35(1):6-15. 

Watkins-Hayes, Celeste. 2009. The New Welfare Bureaucrats: Entanglements of Race, Class, 

and Policy Reform. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 

http://www.oregon.gov/ohcs/pdfs/factsheets/program_factsheet_temporary_emergency_food_assistance_program.pdf
http://www.oregon.gov/ohcs/pdfs/factsheets/program_factsheet_temporary_emergency_food_assistance_program.pdf
http://www.fns.usda.gov/sites/default/files/pfs-tefap.pdf


Precious, p. 66 

Weinfield, Nancy S., Gregory Mills, Christine Borger, Maeve Gearing, Theodore Macaluso, Jill 

Montaquilla, and Sheila Zedlewski. 2014. “Hunger in America 2014: National Report 

Prepared for Feeding America.” 

Winter, S. C. 2003. “Implementation Perspectives: Status and Reconsideration.” in B. G. Peters 

and J. Pierre (eds) Handbook of Public Administration. London: Sage. 


