Christmas Assistance: Best Practices Guide

Introduction: What is Christmas Assistance?
The Salvation Army Christmas Assistance is more than the distribution of food, toys, and gift cards, it is an opportunity to demonstrate the love of Jesus Christ through practical support, meaningful relationships, and compassionate care.
While Christmas assistance helps meet immediate needs, it also creates opportunities to offer hope, encouragement, and connection. Every interaction should reflect The Salvation Army's values of Hope, Service, Dignity, and Stewardship, ensuring that individuals and families experience more than a seasonal service; they experience care, community, and support.
The goal is not simply to provide a toy or hamper, but to use those practical resources as a gateway to relationship-building, holistic support, and ongoing engagement.

Step 1: Recruit and Prepare Volunteers
Successful Christmas assistance depends on a strong volunteer team.
Key Volunteer Roles might include:
· Volunteer Coordinator
· Food Coordinator
· Toy Coordinator
· Hospitality Team
· Intake and Interview Volunteers
· Distribution Team
· Sponsored Family Coordinator
· Kettle Campaign Volunteers
Best Practices
· Begin recruitment early.
· Clearly define volunteer roles and expectations.
· Provide training on confidentiality, hospitality, and client-centred service.
· Emphasize that volunteers are participating in ministry.

Step 2: Receive and Organize Donations
A well-organized donation strategy is essential to meeting community needs.
Food Donations
Coordinate food drives through:
· Schools
· Churches
· Businesses
· Community organizations
Establish processes for collection, sorting, storage, and inventory management.
Toy Donations
· Encourage donations of new, unwrapped toys.
· Sort toys by age group and interest.
· Monitor inventory and identify gaps early.
Financial Donations
Financial gifts provide flexibility and may be used for:
· Food purchases
· Gift cards
· Toy purchases
· Sponsorship programs

Step 3: Advertise and Open Applications
Promote both donation opportunities and Christmas assistance availability.
Communicate Clearly
Include:
· Application dates and deadlines
· Eligibility expectations
· Required documentation
· Appointment procedures
· Contact information
Marketing Channels
· Social media
· Local media
· Community partners
· Churches
· Schools
· Community bulletin boards
Clear communication helps reduce confusion and supports a positive client experience.

Step 4: Accept Applications
Applications should be accessible, dignified, and privacy focused.
Application Methods
· Link2Feed CNCT
· In-person appointments 
· Telephone registration
· Other approved local methods
Best Practices
· Enter information directly into Link2Feed whenever possible.
· Minimize paper forms containing personal information.
· Collect only necessary information.
· Obtain informed consent and explain privacy practices.
· Verify documents without retaining copies.
Agency Referrals
Agency applications may be accepted when appropriate consent has been obtained, and privacy requirements are respected.

Step 5: Conduct a Ministry-Focused Interview
The interview should be viewed as an opportunity to build relationships, not simply collect information.
Create a Positive Experience
· Welcome applicants warmly.
· Provide clear directions and expectations.
· Support accessibility and language needs.
· Offer hospitality where possible.
Interview Approaches
· Appointment-based (preferred)
· Drop-in model
· Blended approach
Focus Areas
· Understand household needs.
· Build rapport and trust.
· Identify opportunities for additional support.
· Enter information into Link2Feed.
· Share information about available programs and services.

Step 6: Prepare Christmas Assistance
Based on available resources, assistance may include:
Food Assistance
· Food hampers
· Christmas meal items
· Gift cards or vouchers
Toy Assistance
· Shopping model allowing parents to choose gifts 
· Pre-packed toy hampers
Sponsored Families
Where sponsorship programs exist, connect donors with families while maintaining confidentiality and client dignity.

Step 7: Create a Welcoming Pick-Up Day Experience
Distribution day should be intentional, relational, and welcoming.
Create a Positive Environment
· Friendly greeters
· Clear signage
· Hospitality area with refreshments
· Comfortable waiting space
· Volunteers available to assist
Build Relationships
Pick-up day provides a valuable opportunity to:
· Engage clients in conversation. 
· Identify additional needs. 
· Offer encouragement and support. 
· Collect email addresses in Link2Feed for updates and event invitations. 
· Include a flyer* with upcoming programs, events, and spiritual care opportunities. 
· Invite clients to submit prayer requests.	
· Strengthen community connections
* See Appendix for an example of a flyer/post card from Pathway of Hope

Referrals
Where appropriate, connect households to:
· Community resources
· Housing supports
· Pathway of Hope
· Food banks
· Other Salvation Army programs
Invitations
Offer voluntary invitations to:
· Church services
· Christmas events
· Family programs
· Community activities
· Spiritual care opportunities

Step 8: Post-Christmas Follow-Up
Christmas should be viewed as the beginning of a relationship.
Following Christmas, Ministry Units should identify opportunities to reconnect with households through Corps & Community activities, programs, and support services. Intentional follow-up helps build upon relationships established during the Christmas season and creates pathways for ongoing care, support, and transformation.

Guiding Principles
Throughout the Christmas Assistance Program:
· Prioritize relationships over transactions.
· Protect client privacy and dignity.
· Create welcoming and hospitable environments.
· Use Link2Feed as the primary client record.
· Minimize paper-based collection of personal information.
· Focus on generosity rather than means testing for food and toys.
· Offer referrals and additional supports whenever appropriate.
· Provide voluntary opportunities for spiritual and community connection.
· View every interaction as an opportunity to share hope and demonstrate Christ's love through practical care.

When guided by these principles, Christmas Assistance becomes more than a seasonal program. It becomes a meaningful expression of The Salvation Army's mission to meet human needs and transform lives through hope, service, dignity, and stewardship.
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