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THE DEVELOPMENT OF  

PERFORMANCE MEASURES AT  

FORT YORK FOOD BANK 

 

  

THE FORT YORK FOOD BANK (FYFB) was founded in 1998 to serve an area in downtown Toronto, 

Canada previously served by the Daily Bread Food Bank (DBFB), which was moving its operations to 

the suburbs.  

 
The FYFB has two objectives: (1) to provide basic food supplies to members of the community in need; 

and (2) to provide advocacy and counseling services to help people get “back on track.” To achieve 

these two objectives, FYFB developed a set of metrics which enabled the organization to measure its 

service usage and activities.  It then built on this initial set of metrics to be able to measure impact. 

Metrics helped the organization plan, grow and change, ultimately generating further support from 

volunteers, partners and funders, as well as awards for its innovative work.  This case study describes 

how FYFB developed their metrics, and outlines the lessons learned during the process. 

 

BACKGROUND 

FYFB’S OPERATIONS HAVE CONTINUOUSLY been run almost entirely by dedicated and involved 

volunteers. The organization was founded by Daily Bread Food Bank volunteers Adam Cook, Jim 

Ward, Devi Arasanayagam and Ravi Sreedharan, who became the President.  Its operations are 

managed by a Steering Committee made up of its one staff member and volunteers, and overseen by an 

active and diverse Board, made up of corporate members as well as clients.   
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The performance measures used at FYFB have evolved over the 

organization’s history, for two reasons.  First, its mission expanded, 

and so it introduced performance measures to reflect this expansion.  

The FYFB founders’ experience at DBFB had taught them that if their 

ultimate goal was to reduce poverty, FYFB would eventually have to go 

beyond providing food bank services, to address the reasons underlying 

people’s reliance on a food bank.   Accordingly, in 2002, after four 

years of operation, FYFB was able to enhance its focus beyond feeding 

the hungry to “getting people back on track.” 

 

Second, the FYFB performance measures had to change to aid the 

organization in securing resources from the community.  FYFB had a 

small amount of startup funding and food supplies from the DBFB, and 

as it grew, private donations became increasingly important for its 

success.  Over time the organization secured support from the Trillium 

Foundation and the City of Toronto, as well fresh food supplies from 

Second Harvest. However, support from foundations and public 

institutions fluctuated, which made planning difficult. FYFB’s 

management realized it needed to build a base of private financial and 

in-kind donors to achieve greater financial stability. 

 

THE DEVELOPMENT OF METRICS: 

THE IMPLEMENTATION OF OUTPUT 

MEASURES 
 

WHEN FYFB FIRST BEGAN OPERATIONS, it measured its activities 

to demonstrate to its donors and to itself that it was meeting its first 

goal of feeding the hungry: “If you can’t measure it, how do you know 

it’s happening?”  The downtown catchment area served by FYFB was 

large and dispersed and it remained to be seen whether shifting 

operations from Lakeshore and Bathurst Streets to its new location at 

Bathurst and Dundas Streets would be a success. Specifically, it wanted 

to know if FYFB’s new location was effective.  It was clear that demand 

for food bank services was high within the large “catchment area” 

previously served by DBFB, with many low-income and immigrant 

residents, but it was unclear what the usage would be at the new 

 

 
DEFINITIONS 
 
Metrics 
Measures; quantification 
 
Input 
The amount of resources 
committed to or consumed by a 
program 
e.g. Cash donations received 
this week 
  
Output  
The direct products of program 
activities and operations, 
usually measured in terms of 
work accomplished or units 
produced 
e.g. Total number of clients 
served this week 
 
Outcomes  
The benefits or changes of 
individuals or communities 
after participating in program 
activities; a measure of impact  
e.g. Number of client referrals 
to community partners this 
month  
 
Outcome measurement 
A process for the ongoing 
monitoring of the results of an 
organization or program against 
agreed upon goals and 
objectives 
 
-Adapted from Program Effectiveness 

Organizational Development - An 
implementation guide for agencies. 

September 2002 United Way of 
Greater Toronto. 
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location. Also, DBFB was FYFB’s main food supplier and required 

monthly reporting on the amount of food served and the number of 

people served. The FYFB implemented a simple data collection system 

that was easy for staff and volunteers to use.  The system allowed them 

to compile operational reports and summaries that were useful for staff 

and Board meetings, as well as for writing applications, reporting to 

funders, and producing promotional material.  

 

To develop this system, FYFB personnel started with DBFB’s output 

metrics, with some additions (see Exhibit 1). Since FYFB staff wanted 

to gain a detailed understanding of their client base, they recorded 

whether a food bank user was an adult or child, and whether he/she 

was there for the first time. They knew from previous experience at the 

DBFB that tracking volunteer hours would be important to 

demonstrate to financial donors that their money was going directly to 

feeding people and not to paying salaries of workers, and so they 

recorded the number of volunteers they had and the number of 

volunteer hours put in.  

 

These first metrics were immediately useful.  First, they demonstrated 

that FYFB services were being accessed by large numbers of people in 

the new location. The metrics indicated that FYFB’s usage was growing 

rapidly, and they provided a rough sense of who was accessing the food 

bank: in the first six months, they had 4,300 clients:  12% were new 

users and 20% were children.    

 

Second, the metrics allowed FYFB to demonstrate need. Increasing 

numbers of clients meant an increased demand for food, and FYFB 

management realized that they would need to obtain more food 

donations. To demonstrate need to donors, they compared inputs, the 

amount of food donated, with outputs, the amount of food provided to 

clients.  In doing so, FYFB defined the output metric of amount of food 

per client, which became a key unit for the food bank’s activity. A low 

number unequivocally indicated that current levels of food donations 

were insufficient to meet demand and adequately relieve hunger.   

 

Third, the metrics allowed FYFB to set its goals and to set targets for 

requests to donors. Based on their historical output and capacity, the 

organization’s goal was to provide the equivalent of three days’ worth 

 

KEY LESSONS 

 

Start simple 

Start simple with output 

measures which are easy to 

collect and interpret 

 

Experiment 

Effective measures are often 

generated through 

experimentation.  You may not 

get it right the first time, and 

you need to be prepared to 

change  

 

Brainstorm with staff 

Brainstorming with staff, Board 

members and volunteers 

involves them and can provide 

novel and practical ideas  

 

Don’t change an activity 

just to measure it 

By measuring activities, you 

may be affecting them.  This 

can result in unexpected 

negative consequences, and, if 

so, you need to make sure these 

do not outweigh the value of 

having the measure 

 

Be client-centred 

Be client-centred in selecting 

outcome measures.  Choose 

them with the needs of your 

client base in mind. 

 

Use proxy measures 

Measuring an activity, even if 

by a proxy, is better than not 

measuring it, as long as the 

measure is precise. 
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of food per client. This came to be known as a “Food Hamper” or “Food 

Basket”, which was later refined to conform to the Canada Food Guide 

daily nutrition standards. Operationally it meant that for a certain 

number of clients per week, they would require a specific amount of 

food, broken down by various food groups.   

 

Once this goal was set, it could be used for planning purposes and for 

requesting donations.  FYFB was then better able to communicate its 

needs to regular donors – such as the Daily Bread Food Bank and Second 

Harvest for food donations, and the City of Toronto and the Trillium 

Foundation– which resulted in increased donations and new funding.  

As well, it could better articulate one-time requests.  For example, in 

2007, FYFB requested a donation from the CHUM Christmas Wish 

Foundation and stated in their request, “We anticipate preparing 

approximately 412 hampers, for varying family sizes. The hampers will 

assist 721 individuals, of which 166 are expected to be children. We 

estimate a $3.25 cost/person to prepare these hampers ($2,343).” The 

request was clear and justified by the metrics, and FYFB received the 

amount requested.  

 

THE DEVELOPMENT OF OUTCOME 

MEASURES 

FYFB OBTAINED CITY OF TORONTO FUNDING IN 2001 through 

the Supporting Communities Partnership Initiative (SCPI) program and 

this enabled the food bank to focus on its second mission of getting 

people back on track.  The goal was that eventually clients would no 

longer need FYFB’s services. Every client went through a short 

registration process upon his/her visit to FYFB, and this allowed FYFB 

to collect basic information, develop relationships and establish need. 

FYFB discovered that people were usually driven to seek its services 

because they were unemployed, on welfare or new to Canada, and had 

little income left over after rent to pay for food. Therefore, to get back 

on track they needed help in resolving issues related to housing, 

immigration, social benefits and employment.  FYFB decided to address 

these issues by providing access to personal, legal and financial 

counseling, computers for job search, training, cooked meals and a 

 

KEY SUCCESS FACTORS 

 

Experienced volunteers 

It is useful to have volunteers 

with specific skill sets relevant 

to performance measurement:  

accounting, strategic planning, 

and the delivery of operational 

programs.   

 

Buy in from staff and 

volunteers 

Staff and volunteers see the 

value of measures because they 

helped to develop them.   

“Metrics ensure that we are not 

misled by emotions and keep 

us grounded with respect to 

misconceptions we might have” 

- Program Coordinator Mike 

Schoonheyt 

 

Easy to use data collection 

systems to ensure 

accurate, consistent data  

The FYFB system features a 

user friendly software program 

to register incoming clients, 

templates to track food 

donations and volunteer hours; 

and a mechanism to count  the 

number of plates before and 

after meals to measure meal 

program usage.  
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sense of community through its Advocacy and Counseling Program, 

Drop-In Centre and Community Vitality programs.  

FYFB staff and volunteers knew from conversations with clients and 

increasing service usage that FYFB was making a difference in their lives, 

and they wanted to be able to measure this difference.  Providing 

evidence of their effectiveness in a clear and compelling manner would (1) 

provide insights as to how they might improve what they were doing; (2) 

demonstrate to funders demonstrate how their money was being used; 

and (3) indicate to current and potential stakeholders that the FYFB was 

an effective and worthwhile charity.  

 

Staff and volunteers brainstormed about how they could measure impact. 

“Getting back on track” could mean many things, including increased 

health and well-being, having access to resources to find work, finding 

work and acquiring skills to increase employability. One possibility was to 

call clients at set periods after they registered at FYFB, to find out if they 

found work and were no longer using a food bank. However, FYFB staff 

decided that this was not feasible for logistical and privacy reasons: people 

moved, and more importantly, former food bank users often did not want 

to be bothered and reminded of their past. Even if they could track users 

over time, it was difficult to distinguish the contribution of FYFB from all 

the other resources and influences that might have contributed to a 

client’s wellbeing. Finding the perfect measure was not possible so the 

staff and volunteers at the FYFB focused on finding useful and feasible 

proxies.  There were three key components of this process.  

 

First, they experimented with several metrics, kept those that worked, 

and dropped those that did not.  For example, they attempted to track 

computer usage – the number of clients that used the computer per day – 

which they thought should be a reasonable indicator of how much people 

used a computer for activities such as checking internet job sites, emailing 

and applying for jobs. However, this metric turned out to be both difficult 

to collect and imprecise:  not every user remembered to sign up, one 

client might use the computer several times per day, and people used it 

for reasons other than job searches. A possible solution to this dilemma 

was to formalize the record-keeping around computer use and impose 

strict monitoring of the websites being accessed.  However, FYFB 

personnel felt that maintaining unrestricted access to the computer was 

 

THE ADVANTAGES OF 

MEASURES 

 

Measures can demonstrate 

need  

Measures convey need and help 

set targets, which provides 

clarity for the organization and 

funders  

 

Measures can demonstrate 

priorities 

Through the process of 

defining measures, you gain a 

better understanding of your 

client base and your priorities, 

so you can serve people more 

effectively and efficiently. 

 

Measures can demonstrate 

results  

Measures can identify your 

strengths, which can help in 

focusing your mission and 

telling your story in a 

compelling way to attract 

volunteers and donors  
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more important than keeping perfect records.  Instead, they looked for easily collectible indicators they 

could measure precisely through their formal registration process such as the number of clients that 

were accessing their Advocacy and Counseling services, the number of referrals they provided to 

resource institutions, and the number of third party interventions they participated in to help their 

clients deal with legal, employment or financial matters (see Exhibit 2).  While not exact measures of 

impact, these were good proxy measures of clients’ access and use of resources to help themselves get 

back on track  

  

Second, FYFB became more client-centred, and implemented programs to understand and describe its 

clients, their needs and their experience of FYFB.  FYFB had been collecting some basic information 

such as whether clients were adults or children, and first-time users, and they also had a Drop Box for 

client feedback, but this was not often used. In 2006, there was an initiative to find out more about the 

people using the FYFB’s services, and how satisfied they were with them. With input from the Board, a 

clients’ satisfaction survey was developed.  The survey was administered after each client’s arrival and 

registration at FYFB (see Exhibit 3). It was short and consisted of three parts: clients’ experience of 

FYFB, clients’ suggestions for improvement, and clients’ demographic information. The multiple 

choice format provided more useful information than just qualitative feedback alone since it allowed for 

quantification of results and for linking responses. For example, while most clients were satisfied with 

current services, of those that were not at all comfortable at FYFB (3.6%), most were in the 26-35 age 

group, and did not like FYFB’s appearance. These numbers signaled to FYFB that in order to attract 

young people, they had to improve the food bank’s appearance.  

  

Third, the food bank wanted to do a better job of illustrating its impact on its clients’ welfare in order 

to attract the private donors needed for greater sustainability.  In doing so, they had to go beyond 

simple numbers and link its measures to its clients’ stories. In 2002, volunteers refined FYFB’s then 

loosely articulated strategy using FYFB’s metrics as a base for identifying FYFB’s strengths. The results 

were the crystallization of FYFB’s dual missions, redefined goals and vision, and a roadmap to achieve 

them.  Importantly, through this planning process, FYFB also articulated a compelling story about its 

purpose and benefits: outcome measures were woven together with anecdotes about client 

experiences, and the result was very effective in showcasing the organization on its website and 

brochures.   

 

 

THE BENEFITS OF MEASURES 
 

THROUGH ITS FOCUS ON METRICS AND MEASUREMENT, FYFB has been able to optimize the 

delivery of its missions and build sustainability by attracting a diverse group of donors and volunteers. 

Metrics enabled FYFB to be client-responsive by evaluating where it could improve, what to continue 

doing, and where to focus resources effectively.  Several examples illustrate these benefits. To make 
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young people feel more comfortable at the food bank, FYFB management improved its appearance, by 

painting the walls a more cheerful colour and instituting an annual spring cleaning.  Usage by Mandarin-

speaking clients had increased (33%), and so FYFB recruited more Chinese volunteers and catered 

more to Chinese diets. After discovering that 36% of counseling requests were for advice with respect 

to welfare or unemployment insurance, FYFB ensured it had enough trained volunteer counselors to 

handle daily demand. 

  

Metrics have greatly enhanced FYFB’s credibility, transparency and reputation.  The organization can 

tell its story more effectively by meshing client stories with measures, and these are showcased on its 

website, brochures and funding applications. This has allowed them to maintain support from DBFB, 

and to diversify its sources of funding to recurring private donations, which has stabilized its 

programming.  It has enabled the FYFB to attract new community partners such as Ernst and Young, 

the Toronto Transit Commission, Chocolate Factory Lofts Community Association, Osgoode Hall Law 

School, and numerous local businesses.  It has also attracted talented volunteers who believe that the 

food bank’s metrics are an indicator of an effective management team and organization. 

 

CONCLUSION 
 

SINCE ITS INCEPTION, FYFB HAS ACTIVELY MEASURED ITS OUTPUT, and has increasingly 

tried to find ways to describe its impact. Measures have allowed FYFB to expand its funding by 

attracting private donors, since numbers demonstrate need and corroborate stories that appeal to 

individual donors. Measures have also been the basis for FYFB’s strategic planning process which 

enabled it to focus and optimize its impact, and become more client-focused and responsive. This, in 

turn, has enabled FYFB to obtain funding and support from a range of sources so it could serve more 

food, advise more clients and provide the help that they needed most. In addition, FYFB’s work has 

brought recognition from third parties: its work has been recognized with the Ernst and Young 

Community Excellence Award and a Bealight Foundation Fellowship. A testament to FYFB’s 

effectiveness is that many volunteers were once clients themselves and want to give back and be part of 

the FYFB impact. 
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Exhibit 2 

Advocacy and Counseling Report 
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Exhibit 3 

Sample questions from FYFB Client Satisfaction Survey 2008 
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