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Rural Health and Equity Regional Forum in Black River Falls, 
Wisconsin 

On May 31, 2017, the Wisconsin Office of Rural Health (WI-ORH) and the NORC Walsh Center for 

Rural Health Analysis (NORC Walsh Center) co-hosted and co-moderated a Regional Community Forum 

as part of a Robert Wood Johnson Foundation (RWJF) sponsored study to explore opportunities to 

fundamentally improve health and equity in rural communities. The forum was held at the Comfort Inn in 

the city of Black River Falls, Wisconsin (Jackson County) to focus on community experiences within the 

rural Upper Midwest region. The purpose of the forum was two-fold: 

■ Understand efforts to improve rural health and equity, with attention to assets and partners across 

sectors, focusing on how this plays out within the Black River Falls community and how that may 

apply to the broader region. 

■ Inform a set of recommendations for national stakeholders to overcome barriers to engaging in rural 

health and community development efforts.  

NORC Walsh Center Co-Director Michael Meit provided a brief overview of the current rural health 

landscape at the national and regional levels and introduced the purpose of the current work to frame the 

conversation. WI-ORH Director John Eich described how the forum originated and shared his experience 

working with Jackson County on the development of Community Health Improvement Plans (CHIP). 

Michael Perry, a local author, set the stage by talking about his experience returning to his small 

community in Wisconsin and volunteering at the local fire department. He described sentiments of rural 

independence and rural traditions, and noted that it is important to understand the lived experience of 

community members when designing efforts to improve health and equity. 

Opening presentations were followed by two community panels focused on key strengths within the 

community and important partners across sectors who are needed to leverage those strengths. Following 

the panels, regional stakeholders offered reflections on how their sectors can engage in community health 

efforts, followed by a full group discussion designed to generate a set of recommendations for the region 

as well as national initiatives that can support and strengthen those regional efforts. Panelists included 

members of Jackson in Action, a community coalition that promotes healthy lifestyles for children, their 

families, and the community. The coalition is housed under Together for Jackson County Kids, a broader 

community coalition that aims to improve the community by addressing youth risk behaviors related to 

drugs, alcohol, suicide, and tobacco.1  

Forty three participants attended the meeting, representing healthcare, public health, cooperative 

extension, youth, aging, education, philanthropy, a community action agency, and the local tribal nation.  

                                                      
1 Together For Jackson County Kids. (n.d.). Retrieved from https://tfjck.org/ 



NORC  |  Rural Health and Equity Regional Forum in Black River Falls, Wisconsin 

REGIONAL CASE REPORT  |  2 

Community Background 

Black River Falls is located in Jackson County, Wisconsin, approximately 50 miles east of the Wisconsin-

Minnesota border in the central part of the state. Jackson County has a population of 20,449 and Black 

River Falls has a total population of 3,622.2 As described by a member of the panel, Black River Falls is 

the hub of Jackson County. 

Participants described Jackson County as diverse and multicultural. Members of the Ho-Chunk Nation 

and Amish communities reside within Jackson County. One panelist explained that members of the Ho-

Chunk Nation do not live on a reservation; rather, they are integrated throughout the community and are 

represented in many sectors, but still maintain their cultural values and heritage. The Ho-Chunk Nation 

was described as a key partner in local health improvement efforts. Panelists noted that members of the 

Amish community are often more difficult to engage and reach due to their cultural values around 

privacy, so building relationships is important when implementing community health programs with this 

population. Although participants shared that members of the Amish communities generally do not seek 

services, community health initiatives that targeted the Amish community have been implemented focus 

on oral health and prenatal care.  

Participants described that some of the main priorities in the 

community include transportation, access to health care 

services and long-term care, alleviating poverty, 

strengthening the built environment to support healthy 

lifestyles, and ensuring access to quality, affordable housing. 

Among health priorities, participants discussed mental 

health, oral health and access to oral health care, chronic 

disease prevention, cancer, heart disease, drug use, 

unintentional injuries and suicide. Additionally, participants 

shared that “the burden of alcohol is significant” in the 

region, noting binge drinking as a serious problem that community health partners are seeking to address. 

According to one participant, a challenge in addressing these issues is that distrust of the government, 

including the health department, is not uncommon in the region. Rather, participants noted that 

community members prefer to receive information from a non-governmental organization, such as the 

hospital. 

Despite these challenges, participants described the multitude of efforts to improve health and equity in 

the community and broader region. They shared that a 2010 CHIP and the 2010 County Health Rankings 

led to the development and implementation of programs to address the highest health priorities in Black 

River Falls. Jackson in Action was established in 2011 as a result of the CHIP, and participants described 

the coalition as a facilitator of positive changes in the community. For example, when misuse of 

recreational drugs became a local priority, Jackson in Action implemented a prescription drug drop-off 

program and a needle drop-off site. In addition, participants noted that a lack of access to dental care was 

remedied by building a dental center to provide affordable dental services. Jackson in Action also 

                                                      
2 United States Census Bureau. (n.d). Quickfacts for Jackson County, Wisconsin. Retrieved from 

https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/fact/table/jacksoncountywisconsin/PST045216 

“With unintentional injuries, alcohol 

use is the difficult cultural thing for 

Wisconsin to grapple with – it impacts 

all of the chronic diseases, but also 

the strategies that public health and 

community health agencies are going 

to try to do because having a 

community festival without beer is 

hard to do in this part of the country.” 
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sponsors the 5-2-1-0 Initiative, which is geared toward helping youth make healthier life choices around 

diet and physical activity,3 and the Harvest of the Month program, which highlights different fruits and 

vegetables in local schools so students can try them and experiment with recipes,4 among other initiatives.  

Community Assets 

Participants identified several strengths within Black River Falls and the broader region that are or could 

be leveraged to improve health and equity. Many of these were discussed through the lens of positive 

cultural attributes, the people and organizations working to make positive change, and the great potential 

for improving health and equity in rural communities.  

Forum participants described several individual and cultural 

attributes as important assets that can enhance health and 

equity. Participants described their communities as close-knit 

and interconnected places that foster opportunities for 

partnership and collaboration. Other participants expanded on 

this, sharing that there is a Midwestern mentality to “pull 

yourself up by your bootstraps” in order overcome 

challenges. Additionally, cultural values that emphasize 

“doing the right thing” translate into a strong work ethic. 

Participants continued to describe that there is a “culture of 

volunteerism” in the area that is pervasive from generation to generation. This is evidenced by the fact 

that most youth are involved in volunteer programs, people volunteer their time to support community 

health programs, and many people volunteer as firefighters and emergency personnel.  

Forum participants described programs and initiatives that have been developed and implemented to 

improve health and equity as important assets in the community. Such programs provide resources and 

information to people, focus on local priorities, and facilitate systems-level changes. For example, one 

participant described how trainings to mitigate suicide contributed to the Healthier Wisconsin Partnership 

Program, a multi-county effort that provides mindfulness programs, coping skills, and stress relief for at-

risk youth who are identified through a referral system. The people and organizations working to develop 

these initiatives and programs are passionate about improving health and equity in their communities, and 

are described as having a diverse set of skills and areas of expertise. 

Participants described local and family foundations as a unique community asset. They explained that 

local and family foundations, such as the Black River Falls Area Foundation, invest in community 

infrastructure and human capital, so that the community can sustain programs – for example, school 

library programs and community beautification - over time through additional funding and train-the-

trainer efforts.  

Participants also described unique rural assets that they believed were shared across rural communities. 

For example, one participant noted that a small investment in rural communities can make a significant 

                                                      
3 Jackson in Action. (n.d.). 5210 Every Day! Retrieved from http://www.jacksoninaction.org/5210intro/ 

4 Jackson in Action. (n.d.). Harvest & recipes. Retrieved from http://www.jacksoninaction.org/recipes/ 

“Youth are understanding that 

volunteerism is part of their culture. 

[It] supports the culture that as youth 

are coming up in the ranks, they are 

part of different organizations and 

situations. It is an expectation that 

you serve your community, not a 

requirement, but it is just something 

you do that feeds into the next 

generations.” 
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and long-term impact, whereas a much larger investment would be needed in an urban community to 

generate a similar outcome. In addition, participants shared that impacts of local health improvement 

initiatives are often observed quickly and can be more easily measured because there are fewer other 

programs to “create noise” and because rural communities are smaller and tight-knit, facilitating efforts to 

collect data needed to build an evidence-base for rural programs. 

Cross-Sector Partners 

Jackson in Action is comprised of cross-sector partners, 

including three school districts, the Jackson County Public 

Health Department, Black River Memorial Hospital, Lunda 

Community Center, Ho-Chunk Nation, Gordy’s Market, the 

Boys and Girls Club-Lunda Center, University of 

Wisconsin—Extension, and Together for Jackson County 

Kids. The coalition partners with organizations across sectors 

to address community health priorities. For example, Jackson in Action partnered with the Tavern League 

of Wisconsin, a non-profit trade association for the retail beverage alcohol industry, to address suicide 

prevention and underage alcohol consumption. Members of Jackson in Action trained bartenders to 

properly detect fake identification and also provided education about suicide prevention strategies such as 

Question-Persuade-Refer. Jackson in Action also partnered with a health clinic to provide affordable 

dental services to residents in Jackson County and to build new dental services access points.  

Forum participants described additional partners that exist within the community and region that are key 

to improving health and equity, a sample of which includes:  

■ Real estate agents have reduced access to opioids during open houses by providing lock boxes to 

homeowners.  

■ The county coroner identified suicide victims so a coalition could provide resource guides and 

support for families.  

■ Public libraries are collaborating with community coalitions to provide books and literacy programs 

for parents with low literacy levels.  

■ Churches and other faith-based organizations are actively engaged in programs to improve health and 

equity, including the Friends Sharing Food program that helps distribute food to those in need, Meals 

on Wheels, and other efforts related to addressing mental health, preventing suicide, providing 

education about first aid, and helping the senior population.  

■ A local judge partnered with a technical college in the community to create new job opportunities for 

juveniles in the criminal justice system. 

■ The University of Wisconsin-Madison, a public state university, provides data collection and analysis 

technical assistance, cooperative extension resources, and collective impact pilot programs in rural 

communities throughout the state. 

■ The Area Health Education Center (AHEC) is working to encourage youth in middle schools and 

high schools to pursue healthcare careers in underserved areas. The AHEC offers health camps and 

“So many of us wear different 

community hats and we’re not afraid 

to carry that from one place to the 

next…keeping our work moving 

forward and getting information out 

to different webs.” 
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medical discovery days to students to increase interest in fields such as primary care, mental health, 

and dental care.   

Regional Reflections 

Participants offered several suggestions for programs and strategies that would greatly benefit their 

community and region: 

Mentorship and Leadership Opportunities. Participants 

expressed that mentorship and leadership opportunities are 

needed in rural communities because of the potential for 

youth to leave their communities. Other participants 

expanded on this, suggesting that once there is a successful 

model for mentoring in rural communities, this model could 

be replicated in other rural communities. One participant suggested the Blandin Foundation’s Community 

Leadership portfolio as a potentially successful leadership development model for rural communities.5 

State and Local Advocacy. Participants suggested that leadership engagement and advocacy at the state 

and local levels could help overcome challenges to planning and implementing community health work. 

Specifically, participants noted that they have limited access to decision makers at the state and federal 

levels because people at those levels are not from Jackson County. Engaging local decision makers and 

state representatives would help increase awareness of local experiences and challenges. Participants 

highlighted the benefit of communicating positive stories about the community’s efforts to improve 

health.   

Increase Awareness of Health Equity. One participant noted that it would be beneficial to increase 

community-level understanding of health equity and how to apply key principles to community health 

improvement efforts, such as exploring the impact of participants’ socioeconomic status in programs. 

Local and Regional Data Collection. Participants described that technical assistance and support to 

collect data at the sub-county level across regions would provide the information needed to assess local 

health priorities and increase local capacity. One panelist explained Jackson In Action’s successful efforts 

to conduct a representative survey as part of an assessment for the most recent CHIP, which leveraged 

nursing students from a medical college, the local hospital, and the University of Wisconsin Population 

Health Institute. 

Outreach and Support. Participants recognized that, even among rural areas, there is a tendency to focus 

resources on health improvement efforts in the larger communities. County-wide coalitions and other 

partners would benefit from building relationships and partnerships in smaller population centers.  

Recommendations for Funders. Participants offered recommendations for state and national funders to 

better serve and support rural communities:  

                                                      
5 Blandin Foundation. (2017). Community Leadership. Retrieved from https://blandinfoundation.org/programs/community-

leadership/ 

“Someone needs to fund someone to 

organize this passion and to fund it 

for the longer haul, because it takes a 

long time to make this change and 

work toward the end goal.” 
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■ National funders can partner with state intermediaries, such as health coalitions or associations that 

have access to resources throughout the state, and other regional and state entities, to improve health 

and equity at the local level. Participants recommended that funders could identify existing groups 

and empower them with a funded staff member to organize and facilitate community organizing and 

cross-sector community health improvement efforts. 

■ Funders can explore strategies to support the indirect and administrative costs for non-profit 

organizations. Grant programs may not support these indirect expenses, though they are important to 

the success and sustainability of the organization and its programs.  

■ One participant shared that local cross-sector collaboration is a challenge in their community because 

the partner organizations may often be either defunded or under-funded, so they are not able to be a 

valuable partner in the initiative. To overcome this, this participant suggested that national funders 

can consider requiring matching funds – in cash or non-cash form - from local intermediaries, such as 

the county, public health district, hospital, or extension office, in order to support those “anchor 

community partners.” This would create the opportunity for foundations to invest at the local level. 

Conversely, other participants expressed that local match requirements can actually create barriers for 

community organizations if they are unable to produce the match requirement.  

■ Funders can consider increasing the length of time of grant funding cycles beyond one to three years, 

as systems-level change in communities requires time. 

■ State and national funders can support the identification of innovative strategies that can be 

implemented and evaluated on a small scale and then scaled up for larger communities. Participants 

described that short term outcomes of community health strategies may be more quickly realized in 

rural communities. They noted that this approach may facilitate more timely translation and 

replication than scaling down strategies that work in urban communities for rural communities. 

Key Takeaways 

Forum participants were asked to complete a post-meeting reflection form to provide any final thoughts 

or reflections from the topics discussed throughout the day. Of the 29 participants who completed the 

form, 26 people noted that they met someone new during the meeting, and almost all reported that they 

identified new opportunities for collaboration.  

Participants commented that it is imperative to engage youth, the health department, tribal members, 

community members, businesses, faith-based organizations, hospitals, and seniors to improve health and 

equity in the community. Other important partners cited were non-profit organizations, law enforcement, 

local government, cooperative extension, and economic development organizations.  

When asked to reflect on one action as a starting point to stimulate community action to improve health 

and equity, many participants said they would like to partner with other organizations at the forum to 

identify common goals, visions, strategies, and mutually beneficial approaches to working together. 

Finally, participants shared that they left the meeting with new ideas and personal action items to take 

back to their communities in order to improve health and equity.  


