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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 
ƳƛƎƘǘ ōŜ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ άŦƻƻŘ ƛƴǎŜŎǳǊŜΦέ ²ƘŜƴ ŀ ƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘ 
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 

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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WHERE WE STAND 

12% OF WISCONSIN HOUSEHOLDS ARE FOOD INSECURE 

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.
5
 

!ŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ aŀŘƛǎƻƴ aŜǘǊƻǇƻƭƛǘŀƴ {ŎƘƻƻƭ 5ƛǎǘǊƛŎǘΣ рр҈ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎǘǊƛŎǘΩǎ нрΣллл ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǉǳŀƭƛŦȅ ŦƻǊ 

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. 

tƻǾŜǊǘȅ ƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ ƎŜƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŎƻƴŎŜƴǘǊŀǘŜŘ ƛƴ aŀŘƛǎƻƴΦ Lƴ ǘŜƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 5ƛǎǘǊƛŎǘΩǎ он ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ п ƻǳǘ 

of the 11 middle schools, more than two-thirds of students at each school qualify for free or reduced 

price meals. 9ƛƎƘǘŜŜƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎǘǊƛŎǘΩǎ пу ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ƴƻǿ ƻŦŦŜǊ ŦǊŜŜ ōǊŜŀƪŦŀǎǘ ŀƴŘ ƭǳƴŎƘ ǘƻ ŀƭƭ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΣ  

reducing stigma among those who rely on the supplemental program.5 

 

 

 

²ƛǎŎƻƴǎƛƴΩǎ ŦƻƻŘ 

insecurity rate    

remains higher 

than before the 

2008 recession. 
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FOOD SECURITY MATTERS 

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. 

CHILDREN ARE AT HIGHER RISK 

In childhood, food security supports physical, cognitive, and  

psychosocial development. Even when research controls for poverty, 

children from food insecure households: 

¶ 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 

 

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 
Food insecurity among children 

can dramatically shape future 

prospects for well-being.  
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