
Food bank staff requested clearer instructions on how to determine the appropriate food 
categories, especially for mixed dishes and snacks. They also sought strategies to help them 
evaluate donated pallets of assorted foods. 

"The way we receive food can be really, really 
challenging. There's a huge portion of what we 

receive that comes with multiple items on a 
pallet, it's assorted foods. And to go through 

those, ... pallet by pallet, there's not the 
manpower." 

Director of Operations 

"Something like mashed potatoes, ... is that a 
mixed dish? Is that a vegetable? … We had 

things like pizza rolls, we struggled with 
where to put it. … Is that a snack or is that a 

meal? Is it the right place?" 

Inventory Manager 

The Healthy Eating Research (HER) Nutrition Guidelines for 
the Charitable Food System have been adopted by food banks 
and pantries to track and enhance the nutritional quality of the 
foods they provide. Implementing the HER Guidelines can support 
access to nutritious foods for the communities served by the 
charitable food system. 

Study Overview 
Interviewed staff from 12 food banks across the U.S. 
to learn about challenges to inventory ranking 
Analyzed inventory data to identify common errors 
when ranking 
Identified topics that could benefit from more 
training and clarification 
Developed technical assistance tools based on 
learnings 
Tested and evaluated the tools with a sample of 8 
food banks 

Although many food banks see the value of putting the HER Guidelines into practice, it can 
also be challenging. To help food banks overcome these challenges, this UConn Rudd 
Center project aimed to learn about the barriers to ranking all foods and the most 
frequent reasons for ranking errors. Based on this information, the study team developed 
and tested new tools to support food banks in ranking more foods accurately. 

1 | New Tools and Research 

New Tools and Research to Improve the 
Implementation of the HER Nutrition Guidelines 

for Charitable Foods - Brief Report 

https://healthyeatingresearch.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/her-food-bank_FINAL.pdf
https://healthyeatingresearch.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/her-food-bank_FINAL.pdf
https://uconnruddcenter.org/
https://uconnruddcenter.org/


2 | New Tools and Research 

The lessons learned from the interviews and inventory analysis were used to create 
Resources to Improve Implementation of the Healthy Eating Research (HER) 
Nutrition Guidelines for the Charitable Food System. This guide is filled with training, 
tips, and best practices based on the experiences of the food banks we interviewed. 

The Guide Includes: 
HER Guidelines Basic Training: General information 
about HER categories, rank options, and examples 

Step-by-step Guide to Ranking Foods: Tips for naming 
item cards, reading labels, and identifying key food 
information to define ranks 

Food Always Ranked the Same: A list of common foods 
with their usual rank 

Ranking Foods from USDA: Instructions for ranking 
USDA commodity foods using the WellSCAN search tool 
Common Challenges When Ranking: Frequent 
mistakes and how to avoid them 

Checking for Ranking Errors in Inventory Reports: 
Steps to take when checking inventory reports 

Authors: Maria Gombi Vaca, Isabelli Costa da Silva, Violeta Chacón, Caitlin Caspi, Marlene Schwartz, Maisie 
Campbell, and Katie Martin (November 2025). This project was supported by Healthy Eating Research. 

Impact of Technical Assistance & Resources 

After the technical assistance, the 
proportion of inventory items that 
were ranked accurately increased 
from 61% to 82% 

The most dramatic increase in the 
proportion of items ranked 
accurately was for donated items 

100% of participants would 
recommend the training session and 
Resource Guide 

88% of participants reported greater 
confidence in their food ranking 
skills and used the Resource Guide in 
staff training 

The technical assistance consisted 
of the Resource Guide, an online 
training session, and an inventory 
feedback report. 

We analyzed 3-month inventory 
data before and after the 
technical assistance to identify 
changes in the percentage of 
items ranked accurately. 

The technical assistance was 
effective in supporting food banks 
to rank more foods accurately. 

Accurate inventory reports help 
food banks to track progress, set 
priorities, and make decisions 
based on data. 

For more information and other resources, visit: uconnruddcenter.org/her-guidelines 

https://uconnruddcenter.media.uconn.edu/wp-content/uploads/sites/2909/2025/09/HER-Implementation-Materials-Training-Guide_.pdf
https://uconnruddcenter.media.uconn.edu/wp-content/uploads/sites/2909/2025/09/HER-Implementation-Materials-Training-Guide_.pdf
https://uconnruddcenter.media.uconn.edu/wp-content/uploads/sites/2909/2025/09/HER-Implementation-Materials-Training-Guide_.pdf
https://wellscan.io/search
https://wellscan.io/search
http://uconnruddcenter.org/her-guidelines

