Dane County, a longtime powerhouse of agricultural
production and now the fastest-growing county in
Wisconsin, is also home to significant numbers of people
who go hungry. For many residents, the high cost of rent
and other living expenses often make food one of the
first things to get scaled back when money is tight.
Anyone who is unsure when their next meal is coming
might be considered “food insecure.” When a household
is food insecure, people worry about running out of food
without having money to buy more. Due to this lack of
money, they often cut back on the size of meals or skip
meals. This report outlines the scale of the problem in
Dane County and describes some of the consequences
for health and community well-being.

FOOD SECURITY DEFINED 1
Food security is access to sufficient food for a healthy
and active life for all household members at all times.
Food insecurity occurs when at least one person in
the household experiences insufficient or uncertain
access to food at some point in the year.
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 Why Food Security Matters

WHERE WE STAND

12% OF WISCONSIN HOUSEHOLDS ARE FOOD INSECURE

2

In Dane County, some groups experience much higher rates
More than a quarter million of all Wisconsin households experienced food insecurity. In Dane County, the
rate of food insecurity exceeds one in three for some of the most vulnerable groups.2

Wisconsin food insecurity rates, 20142
 37% of households with incomes below 100% of the federal poverty level
 38% of households where a person lives with a disability
 35% of Hispanic households
 35% of African-American households
 35% of households with single mothers
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WHERE WE STAND
FOOD INSECURITY RATE IS SLOWLY DECREASING
But food insecurity rates among low-income groups have not
recovered from recession
During the recession that started in 2008, Wisconsin saw sharp increases in food insecurity, consistent
with national trends. For many families who experienced food insecurity prior to 2008, the recession
made things worse. Since 2011, the rate has declined as the economy has improved, but food insecurity
remains higher than it was prior to the recession. Research indicates that families and older adults hardest
hit by the economic downturn have not recovered, and children face a higher risk of food insecurity.3
Participation rates in federally-sponsored food programs also offer insight into food security trends. WIC is
the federally-funded Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program for Women, Infants, and Children, which
serves low-income pregnant women and women with young families. Over half (54%) of Wisconsin WIC
clients are food insecure, and 21% have very low food security.4 In Dane County, 34% of all K-12 students
are eligible for free or reduced-price meals, another indicator of food insecurity.
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According to the Madison Metropolitan School District, 55% of the district’s 25,000 students qualify for
free or reduced-price meals. Students of color are disproportionately represented in that group. While
18% of MMSD students are African American, 85% of African American students qualify for free or
reduced-priced meals. Similarly, one in five MMSD students are Latino, but nearly 4 in 5 of these
qualify.
Poverty is also geographically concentrated in Madison. In ten of the District’s 32 schools and in 4 out
of the 11 middle schools, more than two-thirds of students at each school qualify for free or reduced
price meals. Eighteen of the district’s 48 schools now offer free breakfast and lunch to all students,
reducing stigma among those who rely on the supplemental program.5
2

Wisconsin’s food
insecurity rate
remains higher
than before the
2008 recession.
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FOOD SECURITY MATTERS
In childhood, food security supports physical, cognitive, and
psychosocial development. Even when research controls for poverty,
children from food insecure households:

CHILDREN
Food insecurity among children
can dramatically shape future
prospects for well-being.

 Score lower on measures of arithmetic skills
 Are more likely to have repeated a grade
 Are more likely to experience psychosocial stress.

Food insecure teenagers:
 Are more likely to have been suspended from school
 Have more difficulty forming relationships.

Children in food-insecure households may experience disrupted
eating habits that ranging from mild to severe. Both children and
adults in food insecure households experience greater risk of
nutritional deficits.6,7

ADULTS

In adults, food insecurity is linked to higher risk for obesity and
chronic disease, including cardiovascular disease, diabetes, and their
complications (e.g., kidney disease, stroke, retinal disease,
congestive heart failure, and physical disability). Food insecurity is
also a predictor of lower quality of life, including lower wages.
Among pregnant mothers, food insecurity can increase risk for
low-birth weight and premature birth.11

CHILDREN ARE AT HIGHER RISK
The US Department of
Agriculture reports that one
in six Wisconsin residents
and one in five Wisconsin
children are food insecure.
Nearly one in five Dane
County children are food
insecure.
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FOOD SECURITY MATTERS
FOOD SECURITY
AND EQUITY
Wisconsin’s food insecurity rate is
lower than the United States as a
whole but the overall rates hides
important variations when
broken down by population.
Whites in Wisconsin have lower
rates of food insecurity than the
national average, but rates
among Hispanic and AfricanAmerican households are
significantly higher than state and
national rates among these
groups. White households
substantially outnumber black
and Hispanic households in the
state, so the overall food security
rate across all households
appears to mask underlying
inequities.
Food insecurity is more prevalent
among people with lower
educational attainment. In recent
years, Wisconsin residents with
post-high school education have
experienced increased rates of
food insecurity.

Healthy eating and food security:
Tradeoffs among policy approaches

People experiencing food insecurity tend to eat a less varied and
nutritious diet than food secure peers, eating fewer fruits and
vegetables. Inexpensive foods are often calorie-dense and nutrient-poor,
and members of food insecure households face increased risk of being
overweight or obese. Low-income families likelier live in neighborhoods
with limited or no access to affordable, healthy food options. Lowerincome neighborhoods can also prove less safe or walkable, so families
may also find it difficult to get regular physical activity.
When it comes to identifying public health strategies that promote
healthy eating, it is important to note the difference between
undernutrition, the inability to eat enough food, and malnutrition, a lack
of nutritious food in the diet. Effective policy strategies recognize that
anti-obesity and healthy eating initiatives might improve overall nutrition
standards, but they may also have unintended consequences.
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A MODEL FOR ACTION — FOOD SECURITY
FOUR LEGS OF THE TABLE: A MODEL FOR FOOD SECURITY
Economic and social factors influence rates of food security. Specific strategies can contribute to
community food security. To understand major parts of the food system that affect food security, it is
helpful to think of them as four legs of a table that work together. Absent any of the legs, the table
would not be on a steady foundation.10
A companion white paper provides more detail around each of these “legs of the table,” including
evidence-based guidance about the strategies to improve community food security.

ACCESS TO
AFFORDABLE AND
NUTRITIOUS FOOD

ECONOMIC
SECURITY

NUTRITION ASSISTANCE
PROGRAMS
THE EMERGENCY FOOD SYSTEM

ECONOMIC SECURITY – an individual or family’s income, wages, personal finance,
ability to access credit and generate wealth, all which influence the ability to purchase food.

ACCESS TO AFFORDABLE AND NUTRITIOUS FOOD – the ability to live within a
reasonable distance from stores, farmers’ markets, restaurants or other retail outlets that
sell foods that are both affordable and nutritious.

NUTRITION ASSISTANCE PROGRAMS – the safety net of federal programs that
augment income and help supply food to those at risk of hunger. Examples include SNAP
(FoodShare), WIC (Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants and
Children), and free and reduced-price meals in schools.

THE EMERGENCY FOOD SYSTEM – the food banks, food pantries, meal sites, and
shelters that serve individuals and families during food crises.
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HUNGER & FOOD SECURITY IN WISCONSIN & DANE COUNTY
Hunger & Food Security in Wisconsin & Dane County is part of an ongoing effort by Public Health
Madison & Dane County to assess, document and identify local prevention priorities. Community
health assessment is one statutory role performed by local health departments.
Using categories of the Surgeon General’s National Prevention Strategy, along with priorities identified
locally, staff worked with community partners to identify challenges and opportunities to improve
population health, with a specific focus on improving health equity. This report is based on a 2014-15
examination of available local, state and national data sources, interviews with staff from health care
and the social sector, and interviews with community partners serving clients who navigate the health
care system every day.
Many thanks to Judi Bartfeld for her assistance on this project.
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