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Background: Purpose of this
Report

On behalf of FoodWIlse, the UW Population Health Institute (UWPHI) conducted twelve small-group
community conversations to understand food access among Hmong, Somali, Latinx, and Black/African
American communities in Wisconsin.

The conversations sought to:
« Understand the factors in the community that facilitate food security and access to healthy foods
and physical activity.
« Understand the barriers to food security and accessing healthy foods and physical activity for the
community.
» Elicit community-based suggestions for improving food security and increasing access to healthy
foods and physical activity.

This report summarizes the findings of these conversations and is intended to inform the FoodWIlse
staff in developing concrete, actionable recommendations for the FY2024 Wisconsin state SNAP-Ed
plan and beyond.

Additional project goals were to:

« Engage local partners and coalitions and increase their involvement with SNAP-Ed planning and
programming at a local level.

« Deepen FoodWIlse’s understanding of the local context(s) in which SNAP-Ed work is implemented
and identify potential opportunities for multi-level or coordinated work that could result in PSE
(Policy, System, Environmental) change to enhance the goals of healthy food access/food
security.

About FoodWIse at UW Extension

The UW-Madison Division of Extension’s Institute for Health & Well-Being works to catalyze positive
change in Wisconsin families through evidence-based programs.Their work meets people where they
are, with locally relevant education and programming in collaboration with communities.

The FoodWIlse program is federally funded by the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program-
Education (SNAP-Ed) and the Expanded Food and Nutrition Education Program (EFNEP) and advances
healthy eating habits, active lifestyles, and healthy community environments for families with
limited incomes through nutrition education at the individual, community, and systems levels.
FoodWIse reaches Wisconsin residents in 71 of 72 counties in Wisconsin through their programming.
The core of their programming is evidence-based nutrition education tailored to SNAP-eligible
audiences and their families and policy, systems, and environmental change strategies that promote
healthy food access and physical activity opportunities.

FOODWISE COMMUNITY CONVERSATIONS
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About the University of Wisconsin
Population Health Institute

UWPHI’s mission is to accelerate capacity to create equitable conditions for everyone to be healthy
by advancing knowledge, practice, policy, and system change across sectors. The work of its diverse
staff of 125 advances health and well-being for all by developing and evaluating interventions and
promoting evidence-based approaches to policy and practice at the local, state, and national levels.
The Institute works across the full spectrum of factors that contribute to health. Part of the School
of Medicine and Public Health, UWPHI is also closely linked with the Department of Population Health
Sciences and is a member of the National Network of Public Health Institutes.

UWPHI evaluators implement a broad range of applied research methods and utilize the field’s major
paradigms. They work collaboratively with community, tribal, county, and state governmental
agencies as partners to produce work that is useful to stakeholders and that identifies the multiple
values and perspectives at play. In alignment with the Institute’s commitment to health equity, they
conduct evaluations that question the structures, policies and practices that create and maintain
inequities, and that can lead to the emergence and implementation of transformative solutions.

A Note on Terminology

We were led in selecting terms to identify cultural groups by the suggestions from our community
advisory group. In this report we use the term Black to refer only to focus group participants who
came to those culturally specific sessions in Beloit (Rock County) and Racine (Kenosha County). We
recognize that Somali (and maybe other) participants may also identify as Black.

When participants in the Spanish-speaking conversations referred to themselves by their specific
nation or region of origin we have followed their lead to identify them. Otherwise, we use the term
“Latinx” as a gender-neutral way to refer to those originating from Latin America.

FOODWISE COMMUNITY CONVERSATIONS
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KEY FINDINGS

This report highlights many barriers to healthy food access and physical activity.

Undoubtedly the examples provided will prompt ideas about potential solutions. But equally
important is that even within the constraints of low incomes and sometimes circumscribed choices,
people revealed the many creative strategies by which they try to keep their families well fed and
healthy. Solutions that extend or support these strategies should be centered and prioritized as they
are based in community strengths and rooted in local practices.

Participants all have regularly available sources of food, but both rural and urban participants

spend a lot of time acquiring it.

People engage in a careful calculus of shopping that balances convenience, cost, and quality. This
means that the typical time traveled is 30-40 minutes to shop, and sometimes quite a bit further for
special-occasion foods or to stock up on essential items. Comparison price shopping and shopping
favored stores for different food groups also takes a lot of time.

Participants from immigrant communities all agree that ethnic stores play an important role in
communities. Black participants also mention frequenting ethnic stores.

Price and limited selection prevent them from serving as a major source of food, but they are
critical as a source of culturally traditional foods, especially for special occasions, and provide an
important sense of community identity.

All participants desire greater access to fresh and natural foods.

This is especially true for immigrants who were accustomed to year-round access in their countries
of origin.
« Farmers markets or direct-from-farm shopping is used in some areas, but are not easily
accessible in all, including rural areas.
» Gardening is central in both the diet and culture of Hmong participants, but community gardens
are too small for the scale at which they wish to farm, and they find the communal obligations
challenging.

There are numerous barriers to using public food pantries.

Barriers include:
« Lack of signage for people who primarily speak languages other than English.

» Lack of preferred foods; quality and quantity of the food provided.

FOODWISE COMMUNITY CONVERSATIONS
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o Perceived disrespect by staff.

» Reluctance to provide the required information or inability to provide the required
documentation.

o Lack of knowledge about eligibility.

Immigrants have adapted their eating to available foods but miss specific items and the general

taste of home.

Even when traditional items are available, they taste so different or they are priced as “specialty”
items, so that they are perceived as not available. For Latinx participants especially, there is the
perception of loss, and they feel that their diets overall are less healthy than in their native lands.

There are some major barriers to healthy eating despite the fact that people are generally

motivated to eat healthy and have a solid understanding of what this means.

Barriers include:
» Unhealthy food is more affordable than healthy whole foods. Affordability of fresh, natural
(unprocessed) foods was a major theme across all groups.
« Time and exhaustion after the workday are barriers to cooking from whole ingredients.
« Latinx and Hmong immigrants are very vocal about their unhappiness with the ubiquity of heavily
processed, unhealthy foods available in U.S. stores, and feel that American diets overall are less
healthy than in their native lands.

Parents find it challenging to raise their children to eat healthy foods.

Immigrant parents are especially concerned about their children assimilating to U.S. eating habits
and sedentary patterns.

There is widespread understanding of the importance of exercise both for physical and mental
health.

Many also distinguished physical activity from exercise, pointing out that through keeping active in
daily life they can maintain health even without a formal exercise routine. People were generally
motivated to exercise, although many say this motivation is intermittent.

The major barriers to regular exercise are environmental.

The most frequently cited barriers include lack of time, lack of energy after working, access to
recreational facilities, and the long Wisconsin winters.

FOODWISE COMMUNITY CONVERSATIONS
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METHODS

All protocols were designed with the goal of centering the perspectives of people with limited income
from multiple generations within immigrant and Black communities. The perspectives of local food
partners were also solicited and informed the findings.

Location Selection

Locations were selected by the FoodWIlse staff based on significant racial and ethnic population shifts
in Wisconsin. 2020 U.S. Census data was compared to 2010 Census data for Latinx, Black, Asian,
American Indian/Alaska Native, and White populations. The American Community Survey 2015-2019
five-year estimates provided data on the ethnic subgroup and refugee populations. Hmong and Somali
populations were identified using “language spoken at home” and “county of birth” as proxies.

Counties were selected for inclusion based on
quantitative and qualitative factors.

For each ethnic/cultural group counties were
identified and then data was triangulated based
on the:

« Highest absolute number residing in the Census Data
county

» Highest percentage of total population

» Greatest percentage increase

Counties included also had: Readiness

« Local FoodWIlse staff with the readiness and
resources to engage with local partners

» Capacity to invest in future co-development
of community programming that was in
alignment with FoodWIlse local priorities and
action plans

FOODWISE COMMUNITY CONVERSATIONS
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Location Selection

There were two changes to the initial inclusion
plan. First, Tribal communities were among the
initial communities of interest. Another SNAP-
Ed grantee, The Great Lakes Inter-Tribal
Council (GLITC), however, was simultaneously
conducting community conversations in Tribal
communities related to food access and physical
activity and it was decided to compare findings
from both projects rather than subject
communities to multiple conversations. GLITC
was also better positioned to lead these
conversations given their established relations
and trust within communities.

Figure 1. Racial/ethnic demographics of
counties /areas selected for project
inclusion

PAGE 8

Milwaukee County had also initially been
identified for inclusion using quantitative
criteria, but the Milwaukee County team had
concerns about the community assessment
process and therefore opted not to participate.
They chose instead to focus their efforts on
establishing/formalizing “anchor partnerships”
with local organizations representative of
historically marginalized groups. The final list
of counties selected for inclusion can be found
below in Figure 1.

Finally, one planned focus group for the Black
community in Fond du Lac did not take place
because of a lack of participation.

Comtyeson | Group | oASoes | A i
Trempealeau Latinx 12.9% 137.4%
Fond du Lac Black 2.2% 89.3%
Crawford 1.6% 73.3%
Richland Latinx 3.0% 46.1%
Vernon 1.7% 17.8%
Clark 6.1% 62.4%
Portage Latinx 3.7% 41.4%
Wood 3.2% 41.4%
Rock Latinx 9.7% 30.3%
Kenosha Latinx 14.5% 25.3%
Racine Black 11.4% 6.2%
Rock Black 4.9% 3.8%
Brown Somali 0.1%

Dane Hmong 1.1%
La Crosse Hmong 3.0%
Sheboygan Hmong 3.4%

FOODWISE COMMUNITY CONVERSATIONS
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Community Advisory Committee

UWPHI recruited a group of 5 community advisors from each of the cultural/linguistic groups in the
project to assure cultural relevance, appropriateness, and accessibility of all focus material,
including:

S
Questions %‘ Dissemination plans
S n 3

Written materials

e o o0 . .
HAH Presentation practices

Advisors were sought who spanned the boundary between the lived experience of the focus group
participants and a broader community perspective. Advisors attended four two-hour meetings and
were available for informal consultation. They were compensated at a rate of $200 for each session.
Advisors helped the research team understand important translation nuances and provided crucial
cultural or historic context for aspects of the conversations we would have missed. Their insights
were invaluable and enriched this report considerably.

Facilitators

Focus groups were conducted in the language of the cultural/linguistic group. UWPHI recruited
facilitators to lead the discussions in target languages including English, Spanish, Hmong, and Somali.
All facilitators were:

» Native speakers » Had qualitative research skills
» Advanced graduate students or « Wisconsin experience
professionals with community « Engaging personalities

engagement experience with the
target population

They attended a two-hour training in conducting focus groups and also served as a secondary set of
cultural advisors. Facilitators were compensated at the rate of $1,000 for attending the training and
conducting a focus group, debriefing, and analysis consultation. Facilitators who conducted multiple
focus groups were paid an additional $500 per conversation.

The facilitators’ skill is evident from the transcripts. Each created an atmosphere where comfortable

exchange and lively banter among participants occurred, and the facilitator's voice was minimized.
The facilitators were absolutely critical to the success of this project.

FOODWISE COMMUNITY CONVERSATIONS
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Recruitment and Community Engagement

Local FoodWiIse coordinators and nutrition educators in each county identified and engaged local
partners in recruitment.

UWPHI produced fliers in English, Hmong, and Spanish to assist them in recruitment. We sought
participants who:
°\?/ « Considered themselves part of the cultural/linguistic community
A— & —A ¢+ Did most of the shopping and cooking for their families
/ l Na . Are eligible for federal assistance and benefits
M

Local partners were essential to recruitment success because they had the language skills, community
connections, and community trust necessary to identify individuals and assure them of their safety.
Local partners also assisted in finding locations to conduct the conversations that were:

» Accessible via public transportation
« Comfortable for the community
 ldeally outdoors to minimize COVID risks

These were large requests. In some cases, coordinators could rely on established relationships but in
others, local coordinators needed to initiate new partnerships. Deepening established relationships
and building new relationships with local partners and coalitions was hard work, but also an essential
step for furthering coordinated work in communities that can enhance healthy food access and food
security.

Local Coordinators / Nutrition Educators

Beyond the important role that local FoodWiIse staff provided in recruitment and logistics, their local
knowledge grounded and enhanced the input provided by advisors and facilitators.
They provided:

Valuable assistance with protocol development and review
Identification of meaningful community outcomes
Community norms and expectations

« Review of findings as the project moves into its next phase

° \*' PY
=11
. =
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The Focus Groups

The focus group script and questions went through several iterations and were collaboratively
developed by the UWPHI research team, facilitators, community advisors, and the FoodWIse team,
including state specialists, local coordinators, and food educators. The script and questions were
translated, and the translations were reviewed by the advisory committee.
Translation/transcription services were provided by Multilingual Connections, a professional
translation agency. Both the script and the questions can be found in Appendix 1.

12

Community
Discussions

Held between July and November 2022
» Group size ranged from 3 to 15
participants.
» Each discussion was 90 minutes long.
» Adult-led child activities were offered
when needed.
» Healthy snacks and water were provided.
« Participants were given a $50 gift card to
compensate them for their time and
experience.
Facilitators read a prepared script that
described the purpose of the project and how
the findings would be used and that included
informed consent to be recorded.

Recordings were transcribed and translated using a double-column protocol. Translated transcripts
were coded using qualitative software based on both deductive and inductive coding schema. The
coding guidelines can be viewed in Appendix 2. Figure 4 shows four dimensions of food security as
defined by the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations. Each dimension -- or pillar
-- is explained or measured by a suite of associated indicators. We used this model as the
framework for the first round of transcript coding, adding additional categories as they emerged
from our reading. Analysis of transcripts and de-briefing notes were analyzed iteratively in line
with grounded theory convention. Analysis used the principle of constant comparison to develop
and refine themes that were compared through review by the research team, advisory committee,
and local coordinator/nutrition educators.

FOODWISE COMMUNITY CONVERSATIONS
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Considerations when interpreting

this data

Focus Groups

The purpose of focus groups is to gather opinions
and hear about personal experiences. People are
gathered together who share certain
characteristics, and while they hopefully have
much in common with others in their
communities, they are not statistically
representative of their communities. The
thoughts they express are theirs alone and focus
group findings are not statistically generalizable.
However, group discussions are conducted
several times with different groups of people,
allowing researchers to identify common trends
and patterns of perceptions.

The research team and even the local FoodWiIse
coordinators’ influence over recruitment
extended to describing the desired participant
and establishing identifying criteria. Local
partners from a variety of organizations
including ethnic associations, churches, and
county agencies recruited participants using a
wide variety of methods. In some cases, people
were personally known to recruiters, in others,
participants initiated contact with recruiters
after seeing a flier. We cannot guarantee that
everyone met all criteria or reflected a large
cross-section of the community. But we do know
that local nutrition coordinators and educators
and their local partners put a great deal of
thought, care, and effort into the process, which
produced vibrant and engaged participants of
different cultural/linguistic groups in each
location.

Focus group results are the most robust when
the group feels comfortable, respected, and free
to offer their full opinions. We did our best to
create this environment by selecting facilitators
who were engaging, independent, and from the
same cultural/linguistic group as the
participants. Facilitators encouraged all
opinions, both positive and negative, and were
careful not to make judgments or to express
approval or disapproval of anything said.

Nonetheless, these groups included people who
are vulnerable in a variety of ways. People’s
status as immigrants, refugees, undocumented
people, and descendants of enslaved peoples
undoubtedly shaped how they each engaged in
these conversations. For instance, we were
struck by how extremely positive the Somali
women in Green Bay were about their current
circumstances and the services and resources
available to them. There was not a single
negative remark offered. Gender socialization
may explain some of this. These women are also
mercifully safe from the decades-long civil war,
drought, and famine currently raging in Somalia.
More directly, these women were all living apart
from their husbands and awaiting visas to bring
their families to the U.S. This has historically
been a years-long process for Somali families in
Wisconsin and it would be understandable for
them to be cautious about anything that could
jeopardize the chance of a visa to reunite their
families.

FOODWISE COMMUNITY CONVERSATIONS
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Focus Groups

Their refugee status, moreover, makes them
eligible for Wisconsin’s Refugee Cash and
Medical Assistance program, which may explain
their matter-of-fact confidence that everyone in
the community will have adequate access to
food, and other securities. Latinx participants
expressed more varied views, but most were
either undocumented or in a waiting period for
public benefits, which may have resulted in a
reluctance to disclose negative experiences.

Finally, the goal of focus groups is to understand
the range of existing opinions, not to reach any
consensus, come to conclusions, or make
recommendations. We have tried to listen
carefully and use participants’ own words
extensively to help the reader decide where the
conversation should go next. We also indicate
where community advisors provided context or
interpretation for specific remarks.

PAGE 13

A different consideration is how the timing of
the conversations may have shaped the findings.
The community conversations all took place
during a period of expanded COVID assistance,
which increased people’s purchasing power.
There were concerns about rising prices, and
there were those who acknowledged receiving
needed assistance. Nonetheless, the overall
tenor of the conversations suggested that
participants had sufficient resources to purchase
food. We do not know what role expanded
assistance played in this sense of sufficiency and
whether these findings would be different if the
conversations were repeated after March 2023
when the expanded benefits are set to end.

FOODWISE COMMUNITY CONVERSATIONS
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The Communities

Figure 2. Counties where focus
groups were held

¥
=

-

Figure 3. Participant demographics

VZ:)S::;:: City Ethnicity/Race | Geography Partfc?pfan ts Gender/Age(yrs)
Brown Green Bay |Somali Urban 11 11 Female/25-40
Clark/Marathon |Abbotsford Rural 15 10 Female, 5 Male/15-40
Dane Madison Hmong Urban 8 5 Female, 3 Male/25-60
Fond du Lac Fond du Lac |(Black Urban 0
Kenosha Racine Urban 14 14 Female/25-40
La Crosse La Crosse Hmong Urban 12 11 Female, 1 Male/23-40
Racine Racine Black Urban 11 9 Female, 2 Male/30-60
Richland Er:tl:‘:d Rural 5 4 Female, 1 Male/30-60
Rock Beloit Black Urban 6 6 Female/25-40
Rock Beloit Urban 13 13 Female/25-40
Sheboygan Sheboygan |Hmong Urban 3 3 Female/60-80
Trempealeau Arcadia Rural 10 10 Female/25-50
Vernon Ontario Rural 11 7 Female, 4 Male/25-40

*All participants were requested to be the primary person in the household responsible for shopping for food and

preparing meals.

**All participants were requested to be people/households with incomes below the federal poverty level.
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FOOD

Figure 4. The four pillars of food security and accompanying suite of measures/indicators for each
(Food and Agriculture Organization)

&)  AVAILABILITY ACCESSIBILITY &3
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e Imports * Preference

» Sufficient Food Stock » Transportation (time)
» Food Aid » Cultural Belonging

* Informal Networks

FOOD

STABILITY SECURITY USABILITY

» Weather or Seasonal = Nutritional Value (Diet Diversity)
Variability » Knowledge About Food
* Price Fluctuations Preparation
« Sense of Security » Food Quality/Food Safety
= Storage Options
* Preparation Time

1. AVAILABILITY

Market Infrastructure

All participants stated emphatically that sufficient sources of food were available to them.
Predictably, there are more options in urban areas than in rural ones. Rural residents typically
have only one or two primary shopping choices, Walmart and Woodman’s, while urban residents in
Beloit (Rock County) and Racine (Racine County) named these chains plus half a dozen more. In
Richland Center (Richland County), “Walmart is the only game in town” now that a department
store and a smaller food store have closed. Small corner-shop or “mom-and-pop” stores, gas
stations/convenience stores, or Dollar Stores are also available. Both rural and urban residents try
to use these smaller options infrequently as a last resort or to fill in for a forgotten item. COVID
did create some isolated shortages of some products, but these were understood as transitory.
“Our community doesn’t have that much but it is not shortage at all,” said a Hmong participant in
Sheboygan. “Not everything is available, but enough for us.”

FOODWISE COMMUNITY CONVERSATIONS
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Ethnic Stores

All of the communities visited have ethnic stores
that carry at least basic items of the culturally
specific items participants want. In all cases,
however, participants pointed to important gaps
in the markets’ stock as well as their higher-
than-supermarket prices. Whether for
celebrations, for “something special,” or just to
enjoy the tastes of home most immigrant
participants shop at a local ethnic store at least
occasionally and indicate that these stores play
an important role in defining the community.
The Mexicana store in Sparta is a trusted place
from which Mexican immigrants can wire money
home to their families. A Hmong participant in
La Crosse agreed with the group that the Hmong
market was expensive but explained that
because it was small and imported most of its
products, of course, it could not offer the same
prices as a Walmart. Yet, people came together
to support it because of its importance to the
community. The store contributes to various
local Hmong projects and, when Hmong children
graduate, parents can request a donation for
their student (maybe a few hundred dollars),
perhaps to help finance a celebration or a move
to a new school.

Among immigrant communities, Somali
participants in Green Bay (Brown County) seem
to frequent the Somali stores most regularly,
although they rely on the stores for a very
limited number of items. The city of Green Bay
is divided by the Fox River and ethnic stores are
available in both parts of the city and easily
accessible.

PAGE 16

A more important explanation may be that of all
the immigrant groups in this study, the basic
staples of the Somali diet -- with the important
exception of halal meat* -- are so readily
available at grocery stores. This means that they
can rely on the ethnic market for the fewest
items, so the ethnic store can claim a smaller
part of their overall food budget.

Somali shoppers primarily purchase halwa,
biscuits, and other traditional sweets at the
Somali store. The Somali stores also carry halal
meat, but it is frozen and imported from
Australia, so participants prefer to travel to
Milwaukee for fresh halal meat.

The market also seems to have responded
somewhat to changing demographics. People
living in communities with large Latinx
populations, such as Ontario (Vernon County)
said that area groceries carried a lot of the
products they needed for their daily meals.
They noted that the Mexican food section of
stores in the nearby town of Viroqua, an area
with fewer Latinx people, was much smaller.
Latinx people, however, do not share a single
cuisine. Mexicans are the largest Latinx group in
Wisconsin and both the ethnic markets and
ethnic sections of supermarkets cater to their
tastes. Participants from Puerto Rico and other
Central American countries say there is little
available from their countries and that they
have adapted to eating Mexican foods.

* Halal food adheres to Islamic dietary laws as defined in the Quran. Animals and poultry slaughtered by halal methods are
killed through a cut to the jugular vein, carotid artery, and windpipe. The animal must be alive and healthy at the time of
slaughter and all the blood is drained from the carcass. Additionally, halal meat is free from antibiotics, growth hormones, and

preservatives.
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Informal Networks

Hmong participants were the only ones who
talked about using informal networks - primarily
family - as a regular source of food. Participants
in La Crosse and Madison (Dane County) talked
about receiving vegetables and greens from
their parents who gardened. For many this
provided all or almost all of the greens they
used, at least in the warmer months. Food
support can also run in the other direction. The
Hmong participants in Sheboygan were all elders
and one was widowed. All said that their
children brought them food when they visited. It
is clear that at least some of this food is meant
to ease the work of hosting their visits, but
children may also be discreetly supplementing
their parents’ diets.

PAGE 17

The Somali group also talked about caring for
people new to the country. Several women in
the group were relatively new to Green Bay,
one had been there a year, another less than a
month. They chose the city because they knew
there were “good Somali people who . . . are
living there who help each other.” It is the
custom to bring these newcomers into your
home and feed them for as long as it takes for
them to establish themselves in the new city.
The new arrival was such a guest in another
participant’s home.

FOODWISE COMMUNITY CONVERSATIONS
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Farmers Markets

People are very enthusiastic about being able to
buy at farmers markets because their food is of
such high quality and so fresh. Some also say it
is important to them to support small local
businesses, which keeps their money in the
community. Hmong participants in each of the
focus groups mentioned that people who did not
garden bought produce at farmers markets.

This was even true even though, as one Dane
County participant observed, Madison’s market
previously had many more Hmong ingredients
and now seemed more oriented to the American
market.

It was the Latinx participants in southwest
Wisconsin, however, who seem to have the most
personal connections with farmers and with
farmers markets. In Richland Center (Richland
County) a woman who buys at farm stands and
also directly from farmers, said that she has
developed personal relationships with several
farmers over many years. One farmer always
asks what she is making and provides things for
her that she knows she wants.

PAGE 18

In Ontario (Vernon County) many people spoke
very favorably of their encounters with Amish
farmers. During the growing season, people like
to go to the local Amish stores where organic
harvest vegetables, honey, body products, and a
variety of other items are sold. Amish farmers
also provide inexpensive, organic, very fresh,
and wonderful eggs. Their meat - chicken, pork,
and lamb -- however, is very expensive and was
talked about with some longing. Outside the
stores, Amish farmers also place vegetables and
eggs for sale on the edge of their farms with a
box for payment. People really respect this
practice saying that the Amish, “really trust
people . . . They are very honest, and they trust
your honesty.” Participants acknowledge that
sometimes people don’t always leave the
amount being asked, but that is all right with
the Amish, who “understand that people don’t
always have the money and they are happy with
whatever people leave them.”

FOODWISE COMMUNITY CONVERSATIONS
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Farmers Markets

But farmers markets are easier to use in some
places than others. In some rural areas, like
Abbotsford (Clark and Marathon Counties),
farmers markets operate more like “pop-ups”
than established markets. An individual farmer
might park their truck in a lot and people either
see them when driving by or hear about it by
word of mouth. A participant in Abbotsford said
she tried to go to farmers markets and kept
their eyes out for them, but it wasn’t always
easy. Although there are farms in the area,
people bemoaned their lack of access to fresh
produce. Even established farmers markets can
be difficult to use if people don’t have
transportation and, as in Racine, the markets
move around every week. Or, as in Arcadia
(Trempealeau County), where the market is
only open one or two days of the week and
people said they found it hard to organize their
schedules to get there. Some people in Beloit
(Rock County) were surprised to learn from
other participants that the farmers market
accepted SNAP benefits.
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People in several communities would like to see
a permanent, centrally located place for
farmers that was open all the time. Black
women in Beloit (Rock County) called for an
even more expansive public market where
farmers, butchers, small stores, and eateries
could be co-located. Everyone noted that the
biggest drawback to farmers markets is their
seasonality, requiring people to settle for
whatever is in the supermarket during the
winter. Only the Somali participants in Green
Bay never mentioned farms or farmers markets.
Nor did they garden. In fact, their forays into
growing herbs and tomatoes in pots inside all
failed. Their explanation was that their
apartments were too hot, and the plants didn’t
receive enough air to grow well.
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Gardening and Hunting

A few Latinx participants said they planted
small gardens for herbs and chilis. In contrast,
it is very common for Hmong participants to
garden and given the scale at which they garden
it could be said that many of them actually
farm. Several Hmong participants in La Crosse
either worked “on the farm” (community
gardens) or relied on grandmothers who worked
on the farm and shared the produce with them.
In Dane County some produced food to sell at
the farmers market. Many Hmong participants
are able to rely entirely on gardening for all of
their greens, at least during the summer
months.

The older Hmong residents in Sheboygan also
work on the farm although for fewer hours than
when they were younger. Elders brought their
farming skills with from the Laotian mountains
where they relied on farming and were taught
by their parents to eat fresh vegetable soups
with a little rice to keep healthy.
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Farming allows them to maintain these familiar
eating habits. Elders said they prefer to farm,
even if young people prefer to buy from the
market because the produce in stores was grown
with a lot of fertilizers and it was much better
for their health and wellbeing to consume
produce they had grown themselves. Excess
fertilizer also impacts taste, so that store-
bought vegetables when cooked taste like “fresh
water.” Some also raise chickens, which they
feed with corn and healthy food. In contrast,
commercial chickens are given chicken feed and
take only a month to reach full size and their
size is, “like using air pump like the balloon.”
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Gardening and Hunting

The question of where to farm generated a
significant amount of discussion in the Dane
County group. While many farm at community
gardens, this option is not workable for others.
Some elders refer to the community gardens as
“public lands” and believe that they are for
people of low income who do not own land.
These lands are available at a low price, but
they are “not the same size of this room and
that’s not enough for you to grow anything...
just a few plants.” The additional volunteer
hours for weeding or maintaining walkways
required by some gardens are also a source of
resentment. For those farming several plots,
these hours could add up and at the end of the
season farmers are charged for volunteer hours
they did not complete. One younger participant
said she enjoyed the volunteer hours because it
was an opportunity to meet the other
gardeners, but she acknowledged that the
elders didn’t have time for this and didn’t want
to complete the hours.

Hmong participants in a couple of the groups
also told stories of situations where linguistic
barriers made negotiating with the community
garden manager difficult or where they felt
disregarded. One Hmong woman who farms for
the market told of farming several acres on
shared land where different farmers gardened
side by side and how other people stole her
produce. She now rents land directly from an
owner and farms the land behind his house. Her
family will now only farm with family or people
they know and will no longer share land with
strangers.
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Sharing
with e

Despite the challenges, many Hmong
participants nonetheless agreed that community
gardens could be a good option for elders who
do not drive and want the convenience of
walking to a local garden.

A few Hmong participants in La Crosse said their
male relatives sometimes fished or hunted. They
would then share the meat from the squirrels,
deer, or birds they hunted. They believed that
both practices seem to be diminishing in
frequency, however, because according to one
participant, fishing is “too boring” and hunting
in the forest is “scary.” Community advisors
provided more context for these remarks. On
the one hand, perhaps these women are not in a
good position to know about practices that are
primarily male. On the other hand, there is a
history of hunting as a site for racially-
motivated violence against the Hmong in this
portion of the state. The woman’s remarks may
accurately reflect Hmong men’s increased
reluctance to hunt out of fear for their safety.
If this is so, then racism is a literal barrier to
accessing a traditional source of food for Hmong
people in Wisconsin.**

** In 2007 a white hunter was convicted of killing a Hmong immigrant while they were both hunting squirrels in the woods in
Northern Wisconsin. The incident rekindled racial tensions from the Tree Stand Murders in 2004 when Chai Vang, a Hmong
hunter, who while unintentionally trespassing shot eight white hunters. Vang claimed self-defense saying the hunters had fired
upon him and used racial slurs. http://reappropriate.co/2014/12/hmong-american-man-brutally-beaten-by-white-hunter-

following-trespassing-dispute/
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Food Assistance

Government assistance played different roles for
each ethnic group, and they had different
feelings towards it. The Hmong elders in
Sheboygan all received SNAP benefits but
expressed that it would be exhausting if one had
to rely solely on this program for food. One
woman said that her SNAP benefits only cover
one to two trips to the market each month. A
sack of rice, a few packs of meat, and some
snacks for the children wipe out her monthly
food check. They all mentioned gardening to
achieve self-sufficiency.

At the other end of the spectrum Somali women
in Green Bay (Brown County) acknowledged that
the unemployed perhaps would not be able to
afford food. But they were very confident that
“the government helps such a person and if the
person complains to the government, that
person’s health is subsidized, and the food is
subsidized if the person is poor.” While they
agreed that the card couldn’t be used to buy
say, pizza in a restaurant, it could be used at
Somali shops or anywhere to buy any foods,
including traditional foods, halal foods, or
organic foods. They saw no barriers to getting
food.

Immigration status in the Latinx community
creates disparities in access to aid. Those born
in the U.S. get more benefits than those born
outside the country. Some of the Latinx
participants in Ontario (Vernon County) received
SNAP benefits themselves and others received
SNAP benefits for their U.S.-born children. They
were satisfied with food assistance and thought
that it helped their children. The WIC program
(Women, Infants, and Children) doesn’t
discriminate based on immigration status and
they rely on it consistently. There was much
praise for the car seats for newborns and
cradles, presents for children at Christmas, and
very good chickens and milk.
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They also utilized the health clinic (a Federally
Qualified Health Center) that offers a Healthy
Neighbor Plan for those without health
insurance. People in the clinic speak Spanish
“somewhat” and they wished the clinic offered
dental care, which is very expensive, although
some had received basic dental care, like
cleanings, at the clinic, but had to use the
hospital for anything else. Generally, they felt
that “government helps a lot.” Some had moved
from other states where “you don’t get enough
help . . . because with just your wage, having a
family and with everything that living in the
community implies it’s not enough.”

In conversations in the Black communities of
Beloit (Rock County) and Racine people
indicated their knowledge of the SNAP program
and where those benefits could be used and for
what products, but did not indicate that they
personally received them. Women in Beloit knew
that there had been pandemic food assistance
for children and that the Milwaukee school
system provided meal boxes for students to take
home, although they seemed not to know about
such resources in their own community. Some
learned from their peers that SNAP could be
used at the farmers market. But no one directly
talked about using the program themselves.

Community advisors pointed out that some of
these differences may reflect different statuses
and lengths of time in the country. Hmong, who
have been in the U.S. for several decades have
experienced the limitations of the food
assistance programs in a way that the Somali
newcomers perhaps have not. Immigration status
differs within the Latinx population and even
within families. Many in the Latinx community
are also migrants, returning home over the
border periodically. Based on immigration status
people patch together the programs they are
eligible for as part of an overall strategy of
making ends meet.
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Food Pantries

The Latinx participants in Abbotsford (Clark and Marathon Counties)
talked about turning to other organizations, like local churches,
because they were not eligible for government programs. The
Abbotsford focus group was recruited by the minister who runs a
local food pantry and the group met at the church that hosts the
pantry. It was only in Abbotsford that participants said they relied
regularly on the food pantry and expressed positive feelings about
the experience. This group explained that “as you know, here in the
United States we don’t get food stamps approved . . . but the bills
are super high and well, honestly the church is of great help that
we all need, especially those families that have children.” The
groceries they receive are a “blessing” especially the large-family
sized boxes the church provides families. Many of the recipients
also attend the church and feel very personally acknowledged and
respected at the pantry. The minister said that he set aside cakes,
cookies, or other treats the food bank sometimes provided for
people he knew were either celebrating a special occasion or
confronting some difficulty. One dilemma the pantry faces,
however, is that it cannot fully meet community demand or provide
food that requires refrigeration such as dairy or meat. The church
pantry does not meet the legal storage requirements and says they
are unable to change the days of food distribution to help meet
these regulations. This has been a point of contention with the
supplying food bank.

In Sheboygan, the local food pantry operates a satellite pantry at
the Hmong Association once a month, which is heavily utilized. This
provides the local Hmong community with the comfort of picking up
food from people who share their culture and speak their language.
The local Hmong Association said that the community had been
unwilling to go to the local food pantry because they were afraid
that people there would collect information about them and share
it with others. Beyond issues of trust were also concerns that there
were no Hmong people working at the pantry and no signage in their
language, making the entire experience alienating. In La Crosse,
Hmong participants described how prior to COVID they had been
able to select food in the pantry but now a standardized box of food
was handed out to people in their cars. They understood that many
pantries shifted from self-selection to pre-made boxes during the
pandemic, but wished the pantry would assemble an “Asian box”
with rice that they could request and other desired items.
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Food Pantries

Pantries offer not just culturally unpalatable
food but often food prepared in an undesirable
way. All groups shared a hierarchy of healthy
food preparation techniques. At the top is fresh
food that can be prepared oneself. Next is
frozen food (there is some disagreement here:
vegetables may be all right, but not meat), and
finally at the very bottom is canned food. But
canned items are always a large part of any
pantry box.

The Hmong women in Sheboygan similarly
resisted going to the local senior center or
utilizing the Meals on Wheels program. Neither
had food that was culturally suited to their
preferred diet and even when the senior center
chef tried to use Hmong recipes the food didn’t
taste right. Participants thought that the senior
center needed to hire older Hmong women to
either cook or consult on-site if they wanted
Hmong to eat there.

Black participants in Beloit (Rock County) were
even less optimistic about pantries. Although
they thought there were some small pantries
throughout the city, they had no first-hand

experiences with them. They did, however, have

much to say about the one large pantry serving
the city. One person went when she first moved

to the city and has never returned because “they

treated me a way.” Others chimed in,
confirming this experience. People said it was
“the worst” and that “you have to jump through
the most hoops for them, and then they tell you
(that) you can only go there once a month”
although they only give you a “little box of food
for just one day.”
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Another said she received expired donuts there,
another received expired meat. Someone else
offered that they did provide diapers, but only
if you brought your child’s social security card
and proof that they live in your house. People
were stymied about how they could prove
children too young to go to school were actually
residing with them. One person said she
traveled all the way to Madison when she
needed help from a food pantry.

Black participants in Racine were very familiar
with many food resources in the community.
They mentioned the mobile Feeding America
truck that comes every other week and feeds
over two hundred families. Several participants
also mentioned the churches they visit that
offer meals, each on a different day or week,
and the churches that offer food vouchers. They
mentioned that the Milwaukee school system
offers free lunch to students in the summer
(although many did not know that the summer
lunch program is also offered in Racine) and
that there is also a Community Action Agency
for the elderly. But no one acknowledged
utilizing these resources.
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2. ACCESSIBILITY

Affordability

There is a trade off between healthy
food and affordability.

People well understand the basic economics of
the American food system. There is a lot of
food, and much of it is very affordable. This is
a welcome change from the scarcity many said
they experienced in their home countries. But
what is affordable is generally not what is
healthy. It is easier to eat here, but harder to
eat in a healthy way.

People talked a lot about how expensive food
was and how prices keep going up. These
conversations were held as the war in Ukraine
raised the price of both food and gas. This was
especially painful for those who were having
hours at work cut. As one participant noted,
the best way to increase access to healthy
food would be to raise wages.

56
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Time to Procure Food

Shopping is time consuming for
everyone, requiring people to balance

convenience, cost, and quality.

There is a significant difference in physical
proximity to food stores. Those living in
Richland Center (Richland County) had the
shortest trip to the grocery; Walmart is only a
5-minute drive from the downtown. It is,
however, the “only game in town” according
to one. On the other end of the spectrum,
those living in Arcadia (Trempealeau County)
said they regularly drove two hours to the
market. In most communities, people said they
were within a 20-to-30-minute drive of a chain
grocery store. Although, in Racine, one
participant noted that if you needed to take
the bus shopping could become an “all-day
affair.”

“I think that healthy food is for people with
money. Everything that's cheap is processed.
Everything you're going to eat is always

processed, you know?”

Latinx participant, Abbotsford (Clark and

Marathon Counties)

29
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Time to Procure Food

Despite differing distances to stores, there were
not huge differences in the time it took urban
and rural residents to shop, largely because
proximity to a store isn’t the only determining
factor. Shopping at multiple stores, which
almost everyone described doing, is very time
consuming.

Convenience must always be balanced with
price. In Ontario (Vernon County), the Walmart
is about a 25-minute drive but one participant
drove 45 minutes to Onalaska on Sundays to
shop at Woodman’s, which is less expensive.
Participants in Richland Center (Richland
County) drove an hour, once or twice a month
to the Woodman’s in Madison, where there is a
“Central American section with things unheard
of at Walmart like plantain chips, corn tostadas,
and frozen manioc.” Those in Arcadia
(Trempealeau County) also go once a month to
stock up on products that are available locally
but are less expensive in cities. Latinx
Participants in Beloit (Rock County) drive to
Rockford --- maybe 30-35 minutes -- to go to the
Mexican grocery and even to Chicago for meat.
People take trips even farther afield (as
discussed in other portions of this report in
more detail) either to acquire culturally specific
foods for special occasions or periodically to
stock up on lower-cost basics. But all were
sensitive to the need to balance any savings
from these trips with the rising price of gas.

The same calculus is used by Black participants
in Beloit (Rock County) and Racine. Racine
participants agree that the most convenient
stores to them are also the most expensive. At
corner stores and gas stations, participants say
that they see the big semi-trucks “flooding” the
stores with items from Aldi and Dollar Stores,
with the prices “jacked up.”
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Convenience
Costs Quality
Preferred
Foods

If you can’t afford to go to the big stores, you
will pay double at inner-city stores. As in rural
areas, getting to the cheaper stores also has a
price that has to be considered. It costs one
Racine participant $20-25 for a round-trip Uber
ride to the grocery store.

Selection and quality also impact the amount of
time shopping. Everyone shops in different
stores for different items. Participants balance
cost and quality and shop for the best value for
meats, produce, or staples in different stores.
They also comparison shop for their regular
items, travel for sales, and consider points
offered by loyalty programs. People boast that
when they are careful enough shoppers, they
can even find good prices at the higher-end
(higher quality) stores. This is true for both
rural and urban dwellers, but because urban
residents have more large store options, they
paradoxically seem to spend even more time
going from store to store.
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Time to Procure Food

Celebrations require even farther

travel.

Sharing traditional foods is an important way
to maintain cultural identity and to pass this
identity on from one generation to the next.
Inadequate access to traditional foods can
create cultural stress and impact well-being.
This dynamic is heightened during
celebrations, where food unites families and
strengthens community bonds. For Hmong and
Latinx participants, therefore, lack of access
to traditional foods is felt most keenly when
preparing for celebrations.

People travel to larger cities to acquire what
they need. The large markets such as
Woodman’s and Walmart may have everything
to make tamales or pozoles for everyday
meals, but for something special Latinx people
in Ontario (Vernon County) might go to the
Mexicana store, which is a little expensive and
a 30-minute drive but gets things directly from
Chicago. Participants agreed that if you want
“everything” you have to travel to Minnesota
or Chicago. Or some order fruits and
vegetables directly from Puerto Rico. Latinx
participants in Abbotsford (Clark and Marathon
Counties) will drive 1.5 hours round trip to go
to the tortilla factory for fresh tortillas. They
will drive to Milwaukee or even to Chicago to
purchase whole pigs.

Hmong participants in Sheboygan also talked of
how their children will travel to Milwaukee or
Chicago to purchase crabs and lobsters. They
will also buy whole pigs or cows, from which
they can make multiple dishes for the party.
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A challenge for Hmong party planners is that
there is no tradition of RSVP so hosts must
balance between not having enough food - and
thus losing face - or preparing too much and
wasting expensive food. This challenge is met in
two ways. Hmong participants in La Crosse said
they had shifted away from individual plating to
buffet service because of cost and concerns
about waste. Additionally, many use the cultural
practice of providing “lunch packs” to guests.
Packing up leftovers for guests is the daughter-
in-law’s responsibility and it is considered
especially polite to provide food for those who
have traveled distances to visit. One male in the
La Crosse group said he values the continuity of
this tradition enormously and that when he eats
his lunch pack he thinks of that relative with
great love.
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Preference and Cultural
Belonging

Immigrants adapt to new food

environments.

Several of the people we spoke with described
coming from areas of food scarcity and are
perhaps loath to complain about the food
currently available to them. The food isn’t the
same as back home, and they miss many items
and flavors, but as several said “As long as
there is food and we don’t starve, there’s no
problem, we’ll adapt.”

56

“l don’t quite remember the
flavors from there anymore,
but | got used to eating
what’s here too.

| like what | eat, I’m very
happy with my food.”

Latinx participant, Ontario
(Vernon County)

29
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The Somali population said that little
adaptation was necessary because the basis for
their traditional foods -- flour, pasta, rice, and
sugar -- are basic staples and available
everywhere.

Many recognize that eating new foods is part of
adapting to a new county and feel that fitting in
requires openness to trying new foods. A Latinx
participant from Arcadia (Trempealeau County)
explained, “Food’s related to cultural diversity,
right? . . . we’re in a transcultural country
where there’s cultural diversity. And when we
mix, that’s where we get to know each other
and we see what we like and what we don’t
like, what we’re open to trying and what we’re
open to rejecting as well.” Many embrace the
opportunity to try new foods. Several Latinx
participants mentioned that their children loved
to eat Chinese food.

Even while wistfully detailing the foods they
missed from home, some also appreciated the
opportunities to enjoy foods not previously
available to them. A participant in Abbotsford
(Clark and Marathon Counties) offered that
cheese, for instance, is very expensive in
Mexico, and in some parts of Mexico, it is even
hard to find. But cheese is plentiful and
inexpensive in Wisconsin. Similarly, milk -- and
dairy generally -- is considered very expensive
in Puerto Rico and people are very happy to
have daily access to milk here. Cherries and
blueberries were also mentioned as items that
had been inaccessible to them in Mexico but
could be enjoyed regularly in Wisconsin.
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Preferred Foods/Healthy
Eating

When people talked about the foods they
preferred, the conversations slipped back and
forth between favorite foods, how they try to
eat, and how they actually eat. Food preference
might be visualized as the place in a Venn
diagram where foods that are “maybe not so
good for you” but delectable, foods associated
with home, and foods culturally understood to
be healthy overlap.

It is crucial to emphasize that the most
important thing all participants shared was their
desire for fresh and natural foods, as detailed
below under “Quality.” By “natural”
participants meant food that was unprocessed
and chemical-free. Participants in all
cultural/linguistic groups talked of health issues
such as diabetes and high blood sugar and the
difficulty of accommodating diets that required
low sodium, sugar, and fats, or that avoided
foods that triggered specific allergies.

Somali women didn’t describe the dishes they
cooked in much detail. The traditional food
items they most use are maize, flour, kidney
beans, pasta, and maize flour. When they cook
for others they make samosas, sabaya, or
malawah (a Somali pancake). They also drink tea
-the preferred tea is from Kenya -- which they
enjoy with biscuits and halwa.

The Hmong diet is heavily vegetable based. For
many, the preferred dishes for everyday meals
consisted of rice or noodles with vegetables and
a small amount of meat, usually grilled, or a
soup also with vegetables and a small amount of
meat; clear noodle soup; rice conga noodle; and
bitter vine vegetables. Favorite vegetables
included white and green broccoli, eggplant,
mushrooms, coriander, spring onion, greens,
peas, green beans, pumpkins, and cucumbers.
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People also talked specifically about Hmong
flower vegetables, such as kale flower, and
broccoli. Grilled pork, grilled beef, and grilled
pork ribs are favorites. For large families,
people buy a whole pig and mix the meat with
their own vegetables. Other favorite dishes
mentioned were mushrooms with chicken feet,
shrimp, vegetable salads, and chicken wings.
While vegetables are at the center of the diet,
fruits are not forgotten. The fruits of Southeast
Asia are most desired and are best bought at the
Hmong market. “The Hmong market is about
fruits,” said one participant. People talked
about wanting long sweet mangos, longans,
durians, and rambutan (some also said the peels
of this fruit could be used for traditional
medicinal purposes).

Hmong elders in Sheboygan said they had been
told that brown rice was healthier but to them,
it was “not delicious rice” and they preferred to
eat long-grain rice from Thailand. They also
avoided sweet rice and eating too much protein
and keep their diets generally low in both salt
and fat. “When you eat healthy like this you do
not feel too full” was a sentiment often
repeated by Hmong participants. The traditional
Hmong diet is seen as inherently healthy, and
you know you are following it if you have a
feeling of lightness after you have eaten.
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Preferred Foods/Healthy
Eating

Black participants in Beloit (Rock County) and
Racine described a much wider variety of
favorite foods. They were also very open about
eating what they considered healthy foods, but
also enjoying those that were perhaps not.
Some favorites included salmon and quinoa,
broccoli salad with grilled chicken, pepper steak
and rice. One woman said she has been on a
“health journey” since 2011 and mostly ate fish
- mostly salmon - and different salads. “l make
the salads all type of ways and put all types of
stuff in there, fruits . . . | get the proteins, the
nuts, the broccoli. It’s the Greek yogurt mixed
with it. It’s delicious you all. Just taste it.” This
sparked a debate about whether dairy, even
yogurt, was bad for your body or not. Another
participant described how she makes salmon
croquettes from her grandmother’s recipe. She
always cooks the salmon and flakes it herself,
never using canned salmon (or anything else)
because it is too high in sodium.

“I like to eat healthy but
sometimes | eat my junk
food too.”

Black participant,
Beloit (Rock County)
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Alternatively, some claimed pizza as their
favorite food (one said that pizza and popcorn
were her two basic food groups). Also
mentioned as foods people liked to eat were
tacos and burritos, spaghetti, brats, Polish
sausage, steak and potatoes, fried fish with real
greens, and hot wings. One woman introduced
herself by saying, “I'm just going to admit it. |
eat ice cream every single day, even in the
winter.”
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Black participants were the only ones who
reported eating out at restaurants, food courts,
or grocery stores. One woman was excited to
share her experiences with Festival Foods,
where you can shop and sit to eat. People were
equally excited to hear about the range of hot
foods on the buffet. What was available? This
woman’s favorites on the buffet include
chicken, ribs, meatloaf, mac and cheese,
catfish, chicken wings, neck bones, greens, and
cornbread. Another said that they love to eat
out on the way back from grocery shopping.
Someone else offered that the dishes they most
liked to eat out were fish and barbecue. People
also said they frequented fast food restaurants.
Asked about how often they ate out versus
meals cooked at home, people put the
percentages at 90/10 for groceries to
restaurants, another said 80/20, and someone
else said it was closer to 50/50 for her. Despite
being a small fraction of most meals, talking
about eating out was a source of fun and
connection in these groups.

Another faction of the group was astonished by
this restaurant activity as they had a distrust of
“outside food.” “l don’t trust everybody’s
cooking. I’'m sorry. We don’t know what some
people do, what they about to give us to put up
in our body.” People shared several stories of
mishandled food. One said her pizza had been
delivered to her with a bite taken out of it, and
others agreed that they had heard that the
people in restaurants also take a drink out of
your sodas. This group only ate at home or the
homes of relatives and close friends where they
could be absolutely certain their food hadn’t
been adulterated in any way.
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Preferred Foods/Healthy
Eating

For Latinx participants a basic staple of daily
life is not available, or is not available in
authentic form: tortillas. This was true not only
in rural areas but in Racine as well. People told
stories of groceries that didn’t understand the
need to refrigerate tortillas and they didn’t
discover that the tortillas were moldy until they
got them home. Even when people undertake to
make their own tortillas, the maseca (yellow
corn flour) isn’t the same as in Mexico and
produces a different tortilla.

One Ontario (Vernon County) participant said
that he would like to eat “more of my food from
Mexico, my prickly pears, cut up, my lentils,
beans, broad beans, everything cooked . . .
natural meats without chemicals, natural
chickens that you run after them to
catch.”Latinx participants also talked of making
tamales and pozoles, rice and beans with
cheese, and yearned for specific produce such
as prickly pear, guava, passion fruit, mango.

"Latinos eat very badly” offered a participant,
and as a result had high levels of diabetes and
cardiovascular disease. Several agreed that the
traditional diet was not always healthy. Those
with diabetes try to read labels and keep carbs
down but find the labels misleading. Making
healthy choices has to compete with the choice
of preferred food. One Latinx participant from
Arcadia (Trempealeau County) explained that
she would make a chicken breast and think, “I’m
going to garnish it with a salad . . . but
honestly, | prefer to garnish it with rice . . . You
imagine the salad and you eat the rice.”
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In Arcadia (Trempealeau County) participants
agreed that healthy eating meant balanced
eating, it’s “not just one thing . . . you need
food to be balanced for you to be well.” But the
complexity of this was well summarized by one
woman:

"Putting together a good plate of food . .
. doesn’t just refer to whether we put
meat, fish, chicken. But instead, the
garnish with that, well, has to be a good
product, right? And it’s very difficult
because if we look for products from our
countries, it's already processed . . . and
if we look at the price, the same . . . in
our countries - I’m from El Salvador. And,
well, to us it was also easy to get fresh
legumes, fresh beans. Eating fruit that
was just plucked from the tree. Eating a
mango that was plucked from the tree . .
. I mean, that’s good for our body. But
here it can’t be provided. | think that
eating a good plate is too difficult . . .
So, | think that the question can’t be
answered like that because of this
reason. . . if we’re aware, we don’t eat
as we should eat. Yes. And maybe that’s
why a variety of illnesses are developed
that, in the end, our body - it’s what it
causes.”
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Preferred Foods /
Healthy Eating

Justice issues also affect food choices
Latinx participants in Racine discussed a serious
tortillas shortage in their community. They
prefer the tortilla brand, El Milagro but local
stores were limiting their sale to two packs per
person. This was not just a supply chain
shortage, according to the women. The scarcity
and sky-high price of tortillas resulted from a
strike at the Chicago manufacturing company,
“because they were paying the employees very
little and demanding a lot of work from them,
for that reason they were demanding that their
pay be increased. And it seems that many
employees also resigned.”

As consumers, there was little they could do to
affect the economics or politics of tortillas, but
participants still had consumer power in local
stores if they felt that they or the employees
were mistreated or disrespected. Latinx
participants in Racine may choose stores based
on, “how the bosses of that store are. | think
sometimes they can be a little rude.” The same
complaint was made about Dollar Tree, where
“they have people who don’t respect you,
you’re there and they treat you wrong.”
According to one Latinx woman in Racine, when
Save a Lot “had more Latinos serving . . . they
had more control over the fruit, they were more
careful, and not now, it has changed.” She
reported that she has taken her business
elsewhere. In Richland Center (Richland County)
Walmart removed the ethnic food aisles and
“integrated” the food throughout the store. The
participants complained that they could no
longer find what they wanted and debated
whether this practice was racist or not. This was
among the reasons people wished for more
grocery choices in Richland Center.
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3. USABILITY

Quality

Not everyone is happy to adapt to American
eating habits, which immigrants see as
extremely different from their own traditional
ways of eating. Both Latinx and Hmong
participants lamented their diminished access to
fresh and organic food and were dismayed by
being presented with industrial foods that they
felt were of poor quality, tasteless, unhealthy,
and potentially dangerous.

Everyone agreed that things just don’t taste the
same in the U.S. Even when they see familiar
fruits and vegetables in the supermarkets, they
are not the same as those from home.
Harvesting produce before it is ripe affects both
its appearance and its taste. “When we come to
buy it over here, we see it and we are like, ‘is
that an avocado?’ Do you know what | mean?”
lamented a Latinx participant. Hmong
participants complained that papayas and
mangoes neither smell nor taste the way they

did at home. “
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The level of food processing in the US is shocking
to people accustomed to preparing and eating
fresh foods. “Everything comes with chemicals
here, in packages. . . cans, all of that, the truth
is | don’t really like it” complained a Latinx
participant from Ontario (Vernon County). Meat
is “manipulated” and so much food is either
canned or frozen. Even cheese is shredded and
packaged. Produce in the supermarket may look
beautiful, but it is allegedly infused with gas to
make it shiny and last longer. People worried
about hormones in meat and dairy. A Latinx
participant told a story about finding an egg with
two yolks, and worried that, “those types of
things in the long term how would they impact
our health? If it’s not natural, right?”

“Can you imagine? 30, 40 years of your life
having the same thing and then you have to
stop eating something, right? It’s just that taste
is difficult to adapt.”

Latinx participant, Richland Center (Richland

County)
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Quality

Latinx and Hmong immigrants perceive the
American diet as comprised primarily of fast
food and many flour-based carbs such as donuts
or bread. “To my knowledge, the United States
was the world of pizza, hamburgers, rather than
food,” said a Latinx participant in Ontario
(Vernon County). “l don’t know any local dish,
let’s say that’s healthy. As far as | know in the
United States, it’s just pizza, hamburger, soda.”
Others disputed this description saying that
Mexican food and “nice” food were also
available. For Hmong immigrants also,
“Western” food is food that is so processed that
it only needs to be reheated, such as hot dogs
and pizza.

Black participants share many of these opinions,
also wanting fresh and unprocessed foods. For
Black participants in Beloit (Rock County) fresh
was a key indicator of quality. One woman
explained why she doesn’t shop at an area
grocery. “Like they have all the frozen meat. |
don’t buy frozen meat at all. Like | hate to go in
the store and be like why are you selling me
frozen meat? . . . and that’s what Wegmans is.
Like | think that’s like the low-grade store
because everything in there is mostly like
frozen.” This view of frozen food was shared by
some Latinx participants as well. One remarked
that frozen food has “been there a long time
and . . . well, we know that food isn’t healthy.”
Others, however, pointed to freezing or
purchasing frozen food as a strategy to keep
down the cost of eating healthy.

Children and cultural assimilation
While immigrants may adapt their eating habits
to the American context, they retain an
understanding of healthy eating rooted in their
native cultures.
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While time, costs, and availability of specific
items can make maintaining those healthy
practices difficult, passing down these practices
to their Americanizing children is even more
challenging. As one Hmong grandmother from
Sheboygan said, “l honestly say that our children
don’t like to eat what we cook . . . even if it is
healthy.”

Another Hmong participant in La Crosse agreed
that “l am concerned about the children, it is
stressful . . . looking for food for them is
difficult because we live in this country and they
eat Western food, and it seems like not so
healthy to them. | try to have them eat the
Hmong food . . . but my children don’t eat
anything like vegetable, or green things in the
dish, they will ignore it.”

Parents from all groups complained that
children are always clamoring for hamburgers
(McDonald’s), hot dogs, and pizza. For
immigrant parents, it feels like their children’s
health and well-being resides in the choice
between American and traditional eating
patterns. Hmong parents think there is an
unhealthy amount of dairy in the US diet. “Yes,
there is cheese,” said one mother. “When they
eat too much, their bodies become fat. It is not
like eating the Hmong food that help to keep
your body lean.” Another stated that, “Hmong
food keep you full all day -- when children eat
Western food they always grab and never get
full.” The comment about “grabbing” food was
contextualized by community advisors who
pointed out that the U.S. practice of allowing
children to eat at will is considered quite
unusual by those in many other cultures.
Immigrant parents find themselves negotiating
not only foreign foods but also foreign eating
practices that seem highly unhealthy to them.
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Quality

A Latinx participant pointed out that children in
the U.S. have diseases that are usually only
found in adults like high blood pressure,
diabetes, anxiety, and stress. Parents are very
concerned about their children’s diets and spent
considerable time discussing strategies to limit
American snack foods. Parents were divided
about their approach. Some bought no snacks or
soda at all, just water. Others purchased snacks
in very limited quantities as special food, such
as the Hmong grandmother who bought donuts
when her grandchildren visited but divided one
donut between two children. It was generally
agreed that it was important to explain to
children from a very early age why these foods
should be eaten only in limited quantities.
Latinx parents in Beloit (Rock County) felt this
whole project was futile when teachers
rewarded children at school with Takis (a
processed rolled corn tortilla chip snack).

Schools are important partners in how children
eat. Somali mothers expect their children to
maintain halal practices at school and report
that they are pleased with the schools’
willingness to support these practices. Mothers
explain what foods are forbidden and schools
notify them when issues relevant to their
religion arise. The mothers seem to have a high
degree of confidence in the food directors’
assurances that their children will not be served
any forbidden foods. One mother offered an
example of this relationship. During Ramadan,
the school called to see if she was aware that
her child had not eaten that day and she
confirmed that if he insisted on fasting, they
should allow it.

PAGE 35

Hmong parents are concerned about children
gaining weight. They describe being frustrated
by the realization that they can’t control their
children’s eating habits and can’t force them to
exercise. Hmong children - like children all over
the nation -- were often at home alone during
COVID where they were more sedentary, ate a
lot of comfort food, and put on weight. Parents
saw the return to school as a welcome weight-
loss strategy. Feeling helpless about their
inability to control their children’s bodies,
Hmong mothers could resort to shaming. Hmong
mothers certainly have no monopoly on fat-
shaming their children, but they described
telling children of both genders that they will
not be beautiful or find spouses if they are
heavy. One mother showed pictures of
fashionable clothes to her daughter and told her
she needed to make herself smaller so she could
wear those clothes.

Hmong grandmothers in Sheboygan expressed
sadness that their children don’t speak Hmong
at home to the grandchildren. They say that this
not only creates a distance between them and
the grandchildren but also, they are concerned
about the loss of the language and culture. Food
might be a way to bridge this gap, they thought.
They floated the idea of a place where they
might teach teens to cook traditional Hmong
dishes and share other aspects of Hmong
culture.

Several of the community advisors shared the
perception that it is not hard to imagine the
discussion of children assimilating to American
eating patterns as also a concrete way of talking
about more generalized concerns about
assimilation.
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Storage Options

Hmong participants discussed preparing the
produce from farming or from the field market
(farmers market) for freezing and use through
the winter. Among the vegetables boiled and
then frozen are beans, corn, flower vegetables,
greens, chilis, lemongrass, pumpkin, herbs for
chicken soup, bitter cucumber, and eggplants.
This practice was followed less frequently by
Latinx participants because they have limited
storage areas. If they had more storage space,
they would like to buy whole animals for
freezing. Some of the Black participants in
Racine also cooked and froze. Many remember
their grandmothers pickling and preserving and
some recalled sharing these activities with their
grandmothers. At least one participant said she
would be interested in a class to learn to make
preserves and pickles.

Preparation Time

Home cooking is definitely seen as healthier but
is also challenging. There was widespread
agreement that life in the US conspires to move
people toward poor food choices. What is cheap
and easily available combines with time
crunches and with ordinary workday exhaustion
to push people toward processed foods. One
woman described how in Mexico the norm was
to make homemade soup with fresh vegetables.
But here, she doesn’t have time. “Obviously in
the rush, everybody works here, right? Free
time is very short, so it's easier to get some
canned soup, pour it in a pot and then eat it,
right? But yes, the kind of life is also reflected
in your eating habits, right?”

There is a lot of room for information

sharing about available resources

A lot of the value of participating in the focus
groups for people came from the shared tips
about the community.
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Beyond recommendations about where to shop
for certain items or how to freeze vegetables,
most of the community conversations had some
portion of information sharing about local
resources and how they worked. For instance,
not everyone in the Black group in Beloit (Rock
County) knew that the farmers market accept
SNAP payments. There was a sense among the
group that there are programs out there to help
people, but they didn’t know about them. They
knew that the community had received some
sort of COVID grants but where this money
landed was invisible to them. They believed,
furthermore, that public programs “pick and
choose” who gets aid based on criteria unknown
to them. Beloit, one participant said, “is not for
Black people.” They wished for someone in an
advocacy or navigator role who could help them
understand what is available and connect them
to services and programs. In Richland Center
(Richland County) as well, Latinx participants
said knowledge about local activities was
mostly, “word of mouth” and they could use a
real communication network specifically for the
Latinx community.

While everyone in the Black group in Beloit
(Rock County) seemed to understand very well
the eligibility requirements and documentation
needed at the local food pantry, in other places
people were often unclear about whether they
qualified. For many, either requirements or lack
of knowledge about requirements posed a
barrier to accessing food pantries. There was
discussion in the Latinx group in Ontario (Vernon
County) about whether food stamps could be
used when shopping in Minnesota. Were food
stamps a state or a national program? Could
they be used anywhere in the US? Similarly,
some Hmong participants were not entirely
clear about the rules governing the community
gardens in their communities.
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4. STABILITY

Seasonal Variability

Everyone pointed out that winter is long in
Wisconsin and that the most desired foods
become less available during this time. Without
farmers markets fresh produce was only
available at groceries, which have higher prices
and lower quality. Surprisingly, given the
amount of driving to shop, no one mentioned
winter driving as a barrier to acquiring food.

Price Fluctuations/
Inflation

The steadily escalating cost of food and gas was
on everyone’s mind. It was especially an issue
for those who said they were also seeing their
hours cut at work. People said rising prices were
forcing them to plan and buy more carefully,
many saying they were purchasing only essential
items.
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Others noted that rising gas prices were shifting
their calculus about driving to other cities for
lower prices or paying higher prices closer to
home. At least making longer trips less
frequently was one new cost-saving approach for
them. One Hmong participant was concerned
that price increases could wipe out any gain
they saw from expanded COVID benefits.

Sense of Security

Despite rising costs and other constraints there
was nothing in the conversations that even
hinted at food insecurity. People did discuss
concerns over rising prices but overall, they
indicated sufficient resources to provide for
their families.
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PHYSICAL ACTIVITY

Many participants made the important distinction between physical activity in daily life and exercise.
Most said they were physically active, but that exercise could be more intermittent. Barriers to
exercise were almost entirely environmental (time being the most frequently cited) or social (lack of
a support group or exercise partner). No one discussed health concerns as a barrier. Nor did
participants face psychological barriers such as lack of motivation or fear of pain, although these
challenges were often attributed to young people or spouses.

ACTIVITIES PURSUED

Walking was the most frequently mentioned
activity. Mothers walk babies, families walk in
parks, or people just get in a lot of steps going
about their business. In fact, daily life is
mentioned as the source of physical activity for
many. People emphasized that exercise came in
many forms, not just going to a gym or running.
A Somali woman said her husband went to pray
four times a day, which involved him climbing
four flights of steps each time. Latinx ranchers
in Ontario (Vernon County) got plenty of activity
at work and Hmong grandmothers cleaned,
gardened, and provided childcare. Many
included yard care, such as mowing or snow
shoveling and going up and down stairs to do
laundry as part of their physical activity. One
Hmong participant said she didn’t do “hard”
exercise but put on music while working in her
kitchen and moved. “We all have our own size
and are all a little different,” she explained.

Latinx parents often exercise with their
children, either walking or in Richland Center
(Richland County) going to the pool. Latinx
parents talked more about playing, both playing
sports and playing with children. “When you
spend time with your kids . . . exercising doesn’t
feel like exercising, it’s like you’re playing,”
said a Latinx participant from Beloit (Rock
County).

A few people said they ride their bicycle to
work in good weather and women in Beloit (Rock
County) talked of working out at gyms -- either
the YMCA or in facility es in their buildings -- or
working out to YouTube videos. A few
mentioned running or jogging or mentioned that
their adult children run. Finally, a few people
said they had home exercise equipment such as
treadmills, stationary bikes, or benches and
weights.

One Hmong participant who did line work in La
Crosse said that the managers at her factory had
them raise their arms and legs during breaks as
part of a program to keep their joints and bones
healthy.
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The Importance of
Exercise

The physical health benefits of exercise are
universally recognized by participants. These
include maintaining weight control, flexibility
and functional movement, healthy hearts, and
prevention of diabetes. Somali women
specifically emphasized that exercise was
critical to avoiding blood clotting which could
lead to thrombosis or stroke. Many also
underscored that exercise was also important
for their mental health. A Latinx participant in
Racine recounted how she walked outside, “just
looking at the panorama in the lake and | hear
music now, | see the little birds, whatever and
that's it. | come back calm.” A Somali
participant echoed this idea, “You relax, and
your body relaxes.” A Black mother in Beloit
(Rock County) has made walking her goal, “Like
me and my girls we take a walk every day
because | know for one, that will calm my kids
down and for two, that’s just my exercise.
That’s my peace of mind.”

The Hmong participants in La Crosse were
deeply concerned about the older generation’s
health. They want their parents to enjoy good
health, “so they will be able to stay longer with
us and become our happiness to us and them
too.” These daughters worried that their
parents’ isolation would result in both physical
and mental deterioration and would like to see
a club for the elderly where they could do Tai
Chi, and retirees could spend time together,
embroidering and dancing. Would their parents
join such a place? There was much debate. But
to one Hmong participant, the theory was clear:
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“When they join one day, two days, you
do one jump, two jumps, a few days
later you will continue, so the more
they meet, see people, like this so make
them communicate . . . even though
they talk about oh, | ate this yesterday
so nice, you have to find it, it is here, so
it is like sharing ideas. So, it is like an
exercise talking too, talking like we do
now is also exercise. Because the way
you use your brain to think before you
say, it is a good exercise for the elderly
too.”

Access to Physical
Activity

Many gyms closed during COVID leaving people
who had used them without their usual access.
A Somali woman had been going to a gym she
liked very much to lift weights and use the
treadmill. She felt comfortable there in hijab
and Somali dirac dress, but it closed. In Racine,
Black participants mentioned that they had
been using gyms in their building, which closed.
For others, lack of proximity to gyms or lack of
facilities is a problem. In Ontario (Vernon
County), for instance, participants complained
that the nearest gym was in Sparta,
approximately a 30-minute drive, and others
added that they wouldn’t be able to afford that
gym if they could get there. Others in Ontario
added that they had enjoyed soccer in their
native countries but there was little opportunity
to play here. Ontario has no soccer fields, only
fields for other sports. Nor are there any pools
or indoor courts or gyms for the winter they
complained.
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Access to Physical
Activity

Latinx participants in Abbotsford (Clark and
Marathon Counties) agree that the opportunities
for physical activity that are available,
especially in the winter are not culturally
available to them, “during winter, well, it
would be ski stuff and things kind of weird like
that . . . neither me nor my family, or my
children or anybody knows how to do that
stuff.”

Participants described many points of access to
physical activity in their communities. In
Racine, for instance, Black participants
described the city’s many community centers,
parks, and walking trails by the lake, as well as
the Walker’s Club for older people, which has
pickleball and Chi Qigong among its offerings.
This doesn’t mean they regularly used them.

Many people described their exercise as
intermittent, maybe describing a practice they
had in the past and hope to return to. Many say
they just exercise when they can, and there
were many barriers discussed.

56
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Access is very seasonal. Walking - the most
widely used form of exercise - becomes
problematic in the winter. The beautiful woods,
trails, and paths many enjoy during other times
of the year cease to be inviting. Wisconsin
winters are long, cold, gray, and icy. It gets
dark early, people are fearful of slipping, and
motivation slips as well.

Interestingly, given the amount of physical
activity that takes place outdoors, there was
little discussion about safety as a barrier. A
Black participant in Racine did express concern
about violence and shooting in her
neighborhood. But another woman who walks
daily along the River Walk was asked if she felt
safe. She replied that she simply walked in the
morning and had never had any problems, nor
was she worried about any.

The largest barrier to exercising was time.

“How can we change the fact that work is so
hard and so long that there is time to exercise

or play”?

Latinx participant, Ontario (Vernon County)

29
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Children’s Activity

Black participants’ experience in Racine is that
kids were either totally immersed in sports or
totally immersed in gaming. They were one type
of kid or the other. This distinction may be
somewhat age-related. Almost all the parents
said their preschool children are very active,
even indoors. They were so active that adults
considered it exercise to care for them. Yet, all
participants also bemoaned the low level of
physical activity among older children. Phones
and video games were blamed and were said to
be young people’s major activity. Children take
their iPads and hide in their bedrooms. One
Hmong parent in La Crosse said she heard that
white people say not to allow children more
than one hour per day on screens. She feared
that “if they stay too long, they will be lazy,
their brain will not work as | expect so | will not
allow them to use . . . it depends on you as
parents to guide them, that’s what | think.” For
older children phones and video games seemed
to be their only activity, according to some
observers, along with smoking and sitting in the
car listening to loud music.

Hmong mothers in La Crosse pointed to
substantial organizational barriers to children’s
activity. After-school programs can be difficult
for parents to navigate. Parents have to put all
their children in the car to take one child to an
after-school program and are then also
expected to wait there with them. In Ontario
(Vernon County) Latinx mothers said there were
dance classes for girls, which they thought
helped them behave better and make friends
but thought there was little available for their
boys.

There is a Boys and Girls Club in La Crosse, but
programming only extends through middle
school. It was also not clear to parents if there
were fees associated with their activities.
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These Hmong parents found many after-school
programs academic rather than play oriented
and also expensive. Many classes, they said,
only meet only once a week and as a result
become repetitive because too little progress is
made. Sports too, are sometimes expensive and
perceived as mostly for white children.

Hmong parents in La Crosse acknowledged that
they can’t force their children into activities,
they must find activities that children love.
Several said they had paid for programs that
their children then refused to attend. Parents
wondered what would work for older children of
high school age: Gymnastics? Boxing? Martial
Arts? Mothers in La Crosse thought that the
community’s children should be surveyed to find
out.

Parents agreed that just offering options for
exercise is not enough. It is critical to educate
children about the importance of being
physically active and that both the schools and
parents had important roles to play in that. A
Latinx mother recalled that in her country
sports were a part of education. Children took
Physical Education as a subject from the
moment they started school, but she also
pointed to her mother as the “driving force . . .
in teaching us a path.”

A Black woman in the Racine group had a
creative solution to using children’s love of
gaming to their advantage. She had heard about
virtual reality gaming screens where people had
to actively engage with the screen. Children
could exercise as part of their gaming.
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COMMUNITY IDEAS

One goal of these community conversations was to elicit ideas for improving access to either food or
physical activity from the participants themselves. This section is not entirely comprehensive but
does seek to elevate ideas that were either suggested repeatedly, received enthusiastic agreement

within a group, or seemed particularly fleshed out.

= (&

Make food pantries more welcoming
and create specialized boxes with
preferred foods for different cultural
groups. Assure that there is strong
outreach to specific communities, so
they know about available resources
and eligibility requirements.

Community assistance in developing
more places to farm, with bigger
plots than are typically available at
community gardens.

Intergenerational community
centers. This is an amalgamation of
ideas from several Hmong groups. In
each group, participants expressed a
deep concern for the well-being of
other generations. Their proposals
converged on the concept of
community centers.

Teen Center: Hmong participants in
both Sheboygan and La Crosse saw
the need for a place where teens
could simultaneously engage in
structured activities and learn about
and practice Hmong culture. They
envisioned summer or after-school
programs where young people could
learn the Hmong language and
culture, and perhaps where they
could learn to cook Hmong food.
Elders wanted to cook directly with
young people, passing on traditional
recipes and connecting with their
grandchildren.

Elder Center: Hmong participants in
La Crosse were extremely concerned
about the physical and mental health
and the social isolation of the elders.
They wanted a center where their

parents could not only keep physically
but also socially active.
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COMMUNITY IDEAS

Black women in Racine remember

L their grandmothers pickling and
{‘c" \ preserving and expressed interest in
a class to learn to make preserves
and pickles.

Keep school gyms open in the evening
and weekends for community
members to use. Especially in the
winter there are no indoor venues
for play or exercise.

Create public markets that are
centrally located and open year-
round where farmers can sell produce
and small food businesses can

operate.
-
ﬂ’hf y Community education: Culturally specific and community-led cooking education.
_l =, Hmong participants in La Crosse were familiar with local cooking classes but
’m\ complained that the vouchers they received there were for Western, not Hmong

food. Hmong cooking is largely a tradition of no-recipe cooking, adding vegetables
and grilled meats to soups or making salads of vegetables with some grilled
meats. They reported that when they describe this to educators, they were told
to do this themselves. They would like a program where Hmong teachers run
classes for Hmong people, especially for young people so that cooking traditions
can be passed on. The women in Sheboygan expressed a similar idea when they
said they wanted the local senior center to hire Hmong elders to cook or supervise
the cooking at the senior center.
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NEXT STEPS

The focus groups are not meant to be the last word about food access and food
security, but rather are intended as conversation openers. This report is primarily
intended to assist FoodWiIse staff in their preparation of the 2024 Wisconsin
SNAP-Ed plan.

A second, local dissemination phase is also planned and is intended to address
additional project goals of increasing the involvement of local partners and
coalitions in local SNAP-Ed planning and programming, as well as identifying
opportunities for coordinated work that could result in PSE (Policy, System,
Environmental change.

«\

For this next phase, UWPHI will prepare PowerPoint presentations and one-page
documents focusing more granularly on findings specific to each community
propose some questions for community reflection.

(\

It is our hope that the materials will assist local FoodWIse coordinators to
continue these conversations and strengthen collaborations in their locales.

(\

UWPHI has piloted this approach in Vernon, Sheboygan, and La Crosse Counties
with local coordinators and their partners. In the spirit of phase one, dissemination
approaches and tools will continue to be informed by the needs of the local
communities and may evolve as necessary.

<\
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APPENDIX 1. FOCUS GROUP
PROTOCOL

Hello, my name is . I am part of a group working with the UW Population Health Institute, which is
conducting this work on behalf of the Wisconsin FoodWIse program. FoodWIlse, as you may know, works with
local organizations to deliver nutrition education, increase access to healthy foods, and promote active
lifestyles across the state.

We are holding discussions such as this one around the state with several communities of color to understand
how your local environment shapes the opportunities you - and people like you -- have for healthy eating and
physical activity. We’ve invited all of you here today because you all are part of the ___ community and have
primary responsibility for your family’s food decisions. We know that some of you are parents, while others are
grandparents or caregivers. We value and look forward to hearing all of your perspectives.

FoodWIlse will use the information we learn today to inform its future program plans and to get ideas for ways
to improve your community’s access to both healthy foods and physical activities.

Let me start with a few ground rules that will help our conversation go better:

e There are no wrong answers, only differing points of view. Please feel free to express your point of view
even if it differs from what others have said. We are interested in hearing about the strengths of your
community as well as the challenges you encounter relating to healthy food and physical activity. Also, please
keep in mind that we are just as interested in negative comments as positive ones. Of course, while you need
not agree with others, please listen respectfully to all views expressed.

el am going to be recording the session because | can’t write very fast and | don’t want to miss any of your
comments. We will be on a first name basis here today, and we won’t use any names or any other personally
identifying information in our reports.

e We will keep what you say confidential. Only members of the Population Health Institute will have access
to the audio from this meeting. Once the recording is transcribed it will be erased. Our report will go back to
FoodWIse to help them make improvements in their program.

e Similarly, all participants are asked to respect each other’s privacy and keep all information shared today
within the confidentiality of this group.

e | have several questions | want to ask, but my job here today is really to listen to you. This will be more
interesting if you treat this as a conversation - feel free to follow up someone else’s comment or to share a
different point of view. You don’t need to address all your comments to me.

e |F VIRTUAL: Please turn your microphone to mute when you are not speaking so that we can keep
background noise to a minimum.

Let’s start by going around the room. Please tell us your name and conversation starter question.
Possible ideas: (customize for your community)

What do you like best about living in your community?

What is your favorite kind of music?

____lLet’s get started:
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FOCUS GROUP QUESTIONS

Primary questions are bolded. These are meant to prompt general conversation.
Listen for the probe questions in the conversation and raise if they are not covered or require

clarification or elaboration.
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FOOD

Access Questions

Let’s start by talking about your experience accessing food . . .

Main Question

| Listen for / Probe

1. 1. Walk me through the
usual way you get your
food. Where do you go
and why?

IF THIS HASN'T ALREADY BEEN
COVERED:

2. Can you always, or usually
get the foods that are

important to you and your
family? I’'m thinking about

family recipes or foods
traditional to your culture.

Follow up:
What about foods for
celebrations and holidays?

3. If you could eat exactly as
you want, what would that look
like? Is that different than how
you eat now?

Are these places:
e What types of stores are these? Chain? Independent
groceries? Convenience stores?

® Do you use gardens? Farmers markets? Food coops?
On-line? Do you or people you know use food
pantries?

e Do you preserve food to store for later?

e Are any of the stores / farms in the community owned
by (member of cultural group)? Is this an important
factor in choosing to shop there for you?

e Places you would like to go but haven’t had a change
togo to?

What makes these places “good”?
e Perceived quality of produce and meat

e Healthy options — what does “healthy eating” mean
to you?

e Transportation (how do you get there? Do you shop
alone or with others?)

e How far are these places? More than 1 mile (urban)?
10 miles (rural)?
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Affordability

Do your children get food at school or bring food from
home? [If|school, what happens in the summer?)

Barrier Questions
4, Are there challenges related Availability --- seasonal variations, finding fresh
to obtaining and eating healthy produce, keeping it fresh.

food that you think people in
your community are struggling
with?

5. What is working well in the
community to help you get the
food you want?

Follow up:

What ideas do you have about
things that could be done to
help your family or families you
know to be able to eat the way
they would like?

OR: What strategies have you
adopted to help your family
incorporate healthier foods?

Cost —-- high cost even when in season, cost of fresh,
frozen, and canned items

Family member food preferences
Preparation time and shopping time
Recipe complexity, unfamiliarity with ways to prepare.

Welcoming environment/ respectful & dignifying
experience at places where you get food.

Organizations?
Informal networks?

Stability of sources?
Personal relationships with food providers?

Cultural responsiveness?
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PHYSICAL ACTIVITY

Now I'd like to shift focus a bit to talk about your experience with getting physical activity...

Main Question | Listen for / Probe
Beliefs / Attitudes Questions
1. When you think about ¢ What counts as physical activity for you?
exercising or being physically o —_
active, what is the first thing o What activities do you enjoy?
that pops into your mind? ¢ What are your goals for physical activity? Why do you
do it? (Health? Brain? Feels good?)
e How important is it to you?
e Where do you prioritize it in your life?
Access/Barriers questions:
2. Where doyou tendtogoto | Opportunities / Barriers
engage in physical activity? e Time

(E.g., parks, rec centers, paid
fitness centers, at home, online
programs, group or individual)

Follow up:

What about others in your
family? Do they have a
different experience with
physical activity?

3.Would you say you get as
much physical activity as you
would like?

Follow up:

What would you need to be as
active as you would like?
What is working well in your
community to help you and
your family be physically
active?

¢ Environment/location
e Support/peer

e Physical condition

e Safety ***

e Environment

o Cost/resources

¢ How often do you think schools should offer physical
education?

¢ What about sports? Do your children play sports?
e Play outside? (Neighborhood safety? Places to play?)

e Time
e Environment/location

e Support/peer
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4. What is working well in the | e Physical condition
community to help you and
your family be physically

active? e Cost/resources

e Safety

Potential question:

[Spot for question specifically
tailored to individual
community]

Transition: Our activity levels
often change over the lifespan
If there are children in your
household:

5. Do you think your kids get
enough physical activity?

Follow up:

What would make it easier for
your children to be physically
active?
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APPENDIX 2. FOCUS GROUP

CODING GUIDE

Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations

|. FOOD

ACCESS (physical, economic, cultural)
Affordability

Preference

Transportation (time)

Cultural belonging

STABILITY (regularity of supply and access)
Weather or seasonal variability

Price fluctuations

Sense of security

Il. PHYSICAL ACTIVITY

AVAILABILITY (of food supplies)

Market infrastructure

Imports (culturally specific stores, on-line
purchases, etc.)

Sufficient food stock

Food aid

Informal networks

UTILIZATION

Nutritional value (Diet diversity)
Knowledge about food preparation
Food Quality / Food safety
Storage options

Preparation time

BARRIERS
PHYSICAL (health concerns) SOCIAL
Pain Lack of a support system
Fatigue
PSYCHOLOGICAL ENVIRONMENTAL
Lack of motivation Costly fees

Fear of pain

No transportation
Lack of access to safe places to exercise

Mot aware of fitness centers in area
Time

OTHER ISSUES

ACTIVITIES PURSUED

CHILDREN’S ACTIVITY
School based
Community based
Family based

LEVEL OF PRIORITY / IMPORTANCE?

SATISFACTION WITH AMOUNT OF PHYSICAL
ACTIVITY

WHAT WOULD IMPROVE LIKELIHOOD OF
PHYSICAL ACTIVITY?
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