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Burning Questions: 
LIFE Study looks at 
way of life in the 
Fox Cities[image: The Fox Cities LIFE study shows the area’s strengths and weaknesses in many areas, such as the health and well-being of our kids.]
Written by
Kathy Walsh Nufer 
Post-Crescent staff writer
 
Last month, local residents got their first 
look at the results of a new Fox Cities LIFE 
study on the quality of life here.

LIFE stands for Leading Indicators for 
Excellence and this 2011 update of a 
2006 study is the result of a community 
assessment of 10 areas of life the way it's 
lived in the Fox Cities.

It examined what "excellence" would look 
like and analyzed where and whether the 
Fox Cities gets close, and where it falls 
short of its goals.

Among the Fox Cities' key strengths are its 
strong arts and cultural organizations, a 
diverse economy and varied educational 
opportunities.

Areas of concern include access to health 
care, affordable housing, growing 
homelessness, the widening income gap 
between rich and poor, and increased child 
abuse and sexual assault rates.

By far, the top priority for future focus cited 
by community leaders and residents who 
were surveyed was living-wage jobs.

Margie Weiss, the chair of the steering  
committee for the Fox Cities LIFE Study, 
appeared on Thursday's edition of 
Newsmakers, a weekly interview show at 
postcrescent.com.

Here are excerpts from the interview:

Could you give a brief summary of the 
study, why it was initiated and a little bit of 
history?

Four main organizations have been 
responsible for this needs assessment 
process for the last 16 years. That includes 
the Fox Cities Chamber of Commerce, the 
United Way Fox Cities, the Community 
Foundation for the Fox Valley Region and 
the Fox Cities Economic Development 
Partnership. They work together in the 
steering committee to monitor this process 
and make it happen, and fund it at 
different intervals.

For 16 years, we've been involved in what's 
called an evidence-based community 
betterment model. What we do as a group 
is work together and do a very intense 
assessment of the community and then 
actually give that back to the community 
and say, 'OK, here's what going well and 
here are areas where we can improve as a 
community and we've seen some great 
results.'

One of the initial studies actually looked at 
the lack of arts and culture. The PAC was 
one of the things that evolved following 
that.


One of previous studies indicated that 
there was a lack of access to health care, 
so the Fox Cities Community Health Center 
came into being in 1997.

The 2001 study indicated a lack of access 
to dental care and a number of our local 
dentists got together and formed the Tri-
County Community Dental Clinic.

Both of those organizations have been 
extremely successful in trying to increase 
access to medical and dental care in the 
community.

In 2006, one of the biggest issues that 
came up was lack of access to mental 
health care, especially for children. So 
there was a collaborative arrangement that 
was coordinated between ThedaCare, 
Affinity Health System and Children's 
Hospital of Wisconsin-Fox Valley and we 
have the Fox Valley Children's Mental 
Health Center.

The need for those services is still 
outpacing what we've been able to provide 
in the community and that showed up in 
this year's study.

The study process itself is something called 
community participatory research. We find 
all different kinds of ways to gather 
information about our community.

We do secondary data sources — which are 
your typical statistics everyone sees 
through the Department of Health and 
other places.

We also use focus groups. We survey the 
leaders in the community — and that was 
about 600 leaders this year in just the Fox 
Cities — and we also survey a random 
sample of community members.

It's been interesting to watch over the last 
three time periods — 2001, 2006 and now 
2011— how things have changed and how 
they've stayed the same.

So this study is kind of a good-news, bad-
news look at the Fox Cities?

It is, but in many instances, it's a great tool  
for recruiting professionals to the 
community.

Our community is really seen as a safe 
community. There are a lot of wonderful 
health care resources here. We're very alive 
with arts and culture. Our region is blessed 
with a great natural environment and things 
you can do outside.

There's probably more good than bad in 
the study but it's a great way for 
community to take a good look at itself and 
say, 'OK, we're good, but how can we be 
better?'


What are some of the more troubling 
results?

Probably the biggest thing that came out 
loud and clear in the data, as well as in 
perceptual surveys, was the need for well-
paying jobs.

That economic platform that people have 
to live on certainly has an effect on what 
they can do from an educational 
standpoint.

It can have an effect on their food and 
nutrition and it can affect whether or not 
they can pay for health care. Certainly 
that's top on the list.

Outagamie and Winnebago counties 
showed significant increases in child abuse 
and neglect cases since 2001, and 
increased beyond the state level in 2009. 
What did you find?
 
We're seeing that in multiple areas. It's not 
only child abuse but also sexual and 
domestic abuse. It shows in statistics for 
occupancy rates for Harbor House 
Domestic Abuse Programs, the Emergency 
Shelter of the Fox Cities and (other 
agencies). In a down economy, you 
sometimes have more of that type of 
activity happening.

Are we screening for it more? Maybe. But 
it's out there and it needs to be addressed. 
It sometimes goes hand in hand with some 
of the untreated mental health issues going 
on. Sometimes, it goes hand in hand with 
alcohol abuse. It's a multi-factor issue.

Have you found the LIFE Study useful in 
spotting trends?

Yes. When I go to indicators related to life 
and learning, I can see the number of 
students eligible for free or reduced 
lunches was great in the past but now 
that's trending up.

Another indicator we looked at in life and  
learning was third-grade reading scores. 
What we saw in the past and what we 
continue to see is a growing disparity 
between children who live in poverty and 
children who don't live in poverty in relation 
to their third-grade reading scores. Some 
of that probably comes from very early in 
life and how much access they have to 
literacy from baby on.

One of national studies that was done 
looked at amount of words a child is 
exposed to in an hour. A child growing up 
in a professional family will hear more than 
2,100 words in an hour. A child growing up 
in poverty only hears about 616. You look 
at that disparity and multiply that over 
three or four years before the child even 
gets to school and already there's a gap 
and that continues to expand.

How will the study be used?

The Chamber uses it as recruiting tool and 
as part of its economic development 
initiative. The United Way Fox Cities will 
take the study and use that to prioritize 
some of its activities within the different 
focus groups it has and some of the 
funding it does. Other funders like the 
Community Foundation also take into 
account what's of interest in the study and 
where we see the gaps, and also use it 
somewhat in their grant-making process. 
Nonprofits use the statistics and data in 
here when they apply for grants.
 

About the life study 
FUTURE PRIORITIES 
The 2011 Fox Cities LIFE Study identified the top 10 priorities according to community members and leaders: 
1. Jobs with higher wages 
2. Educational system 
3. Health and youth 
4. Healthy lifestyles 
5. Meet basic needs 
6. Infrastructure 
7. Young professionals 
8. Housing opportunities 
9. Meet the needs of elderly 
10. Protect public safety 

KEY STRENGTHS 
» Arts and cultural organizations, especially larger venues, appear strong 
» Diverse economy with strength in manufacturing and healthcare 
» Variety of quality education for K-12, higher and adult education 
» Progress in diversity and community inclusiveness 
» Variety of strong health care services 
» Leisure opportunities including retail, dining and entertainment 
» Environment and outdoor recreation, air and drinking quality 
» Nonprofit and volunteer sector, high rates of giving 
» Safety of community and schools for children 
» Lower crime rates and proactive response to drug issues 

KEY CONCERNS 
» Access to medical, dental and mental health care 
» Affordable housing, growing homelessness 
» Care for elderly and persons with disabilities 
» Investment in the environment, trails/pedestrian routes 
» Risky behavior by youth, bullying and arrest rate 
» Obesity, smoking, incidence of diabetes, abuse of prescription drugs 
» Need for better-paying jobs and widening of income gap 
» Sexual assault rates higher than state average 
» Continuing to support transportation for those without cars 
» Child abuse and neglect rate growth, growth of at-risk births 
» Third-grade reading achievement, investment in future programs 

ON THE WEB 
www.foxcitieslifestudy.org 
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