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Stress Management Guide for Food Shelf Leaders

Managing Personal Stress & Reducing Burnout

Working in a food shelf environment is profoundly meaningful, and it can also be
emotionally and physically demanding. High shopper volume, limited resources, and the
weight of supporting community members during difficult moments can quickly lead to
stress and burnout for leaders and volunteers. This guide offers practical strategies to help
food shelf leaders remain grounded, maintain personal well-being, and model healthy
habits for their teams. By building simple, sustainable routines, leaders can create a
calmer, more resilient environment for themselves, their volunteers, and the shoppers
they serve.

Understanding Stress in Food Shelf Environments

Common Operational Stressors Include:
e High shopper volume
e Limited or unpredictable food supply
e Time constraints, service windows, and back-to-back tasks
e Maintaining organization, safety, and flow

Common Emotional & Relational Stressors Include:
e Interactions that become emotional due to high-stress situations or unmet needs
Challenges in enforcing policies while still showing compassion
Supporting volunteers experiencing fatigue or burnout
Compassion overload — carrying shoppers' stories and needs home
Emotional fatigue and compassion overload

Common Contextual Stressors:
e Poverty, food insecurity, and crisis situations elevate stress
e Limited staffing or volunteer availability
e Personal responsibilities outside of work

These stressors are common in food shelf environments. Naming them helps leaders
proactively build strategies to manage them.

Resources are developed and reviewed regularly with input and insights from food shelf leaders and sector
partners. Additional feedback on tools can be shared with programs@ffen.org. (Last updated: 12/04/2025)
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Personal Care Strategies (Leader Wellness)

These strategies can help food shelf leaders manage their own stress, reduce burnout,
and stay grounded.

Before Shifts
e Center yourself with deep breathing or a short mindfulness practice
Examples: butterfly taps, long exhale sighs, listening to birdsong
e Review priorities for the day and let go of what is not essential
e Delegate intentionally — volunteers often feel honored to help

During Shifts

Take short breaks between busy periods

Stay hydrated and nourished

Acknowledge your emotions (stress, overwhelm, frustration) without judgment
Notice when your body signals you're reaching capacity (tight shoulders, irritability)

After Shifts
e Reflect briefly on:
o What triggered stress today?
o What helped reduce it?
e Practice a “close-out ritual” (5 minutes of quiet, stretching, or stepping outside)
e Make notes for tomorrow so you can mentally set the day down

Boundary-Setting & Healthy Professional Habits

e Define clear “on” and “off” hours — rest is essential for resilience
Communicate expectations calmly, consistently, and early
Say “no” or “not today” when needed
Model healthy boundaries so volunteers feel empowered to do the same
Remember: Your responsibility is leadership — not fixing everything

Resources are developed and reviewed regularly with input and insights from food shelf leaders and sector
partners. Additional feedback on tools can be shared with programs@ffen.org. (Last updated: 12/04/2025)
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Team Care Strategies (Volunteer & Staff Wellness)

Leaders set the tone. When leaders model calm, clear communication and supportive
practices, the whole team feels more grounded. Simple, consistent team routines can
dramatically reduce stress, strengthen trust, and create a more resilient environment for
everyone involved. Below you will find a few different ideas for your consideration.

The 3 C’s of Leadership Under Pressure:
e Calm - Model composure and groundedness
e Clear - Communicate expectations plainly
e Compassionate - Lead with empathy, not emotion

Before Shifts
e GCreet each volunteer and make a personal connection
e Hold a pre-shift huddle to:
o Share important updates
o Review safety reminders
o Clarify expectations
o Name any stressors (large delivery, high volume, low stock)
e Assign roles clearly so volunteers feel confident

During Shifts

e Notice signs of volunteer stress and check in:
“How's it going so far? Anything you need?”

e Encourage water, snacks, and rotation of physically demanding tasks

e Have volunteers restock shelves throughout the shift — it naturally places them in
the room to support shoppers without hovering

After Shifts
e Hold a brief 5-minute debrief:
o What went well?
o Any challenges we can learn from?
e Normalize talking about stress and problem-solving as a team effort
e Share gratitude intentionally — small acknowledgments go a long way

Resources are developed and reviewed regularly with input and insights from food shelf leaders and sector
partners. Additional feedback on tools can be shared with programs@ffen.org. (Last updated: 12/04/2025)
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Additional Ideas for Immediate Implementation
e Create a volunteer water/snack station
e Set one personal boundary this week (e.g., no emails after 7 pm)
e Take a moment at the end of each shift to thank volunteers for something specific
they contributed that day.

Additional Ideas for Longer-Term Consideration

Schedule quarterly leader wellness check-ins

Build a peer connection/mentor system

Create shift-lead roles to distribute workload

Introduce optional team training on boundaries or stress management

Additional Resources:
e Mental Flourishing Toolkit
e De-escalation Strategies for Your Food Shelf

By taking small, consistent steps to care for themselves and their teams, food shelf
leaders create a ripple effect of calm, kindness, and resilience throughout their entire
environment. Your well-being matters — and it directly strengthens the community you
serve.

Resources are developed and reviewed regularly with input and insights from food shelf leaders and sector
partners. Additional feedback on tools can be shared with programs@ffen.org. (Last updated: 12/04/2025)
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