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Food Swamps Predict Obesity Rates Better Than Food Deserts, Study Shows 

Hartford, Conn. – Food deserts or neighborhoods with limited access to affordable, 
nutritious food have been identified as one possible driver of the nation’s obesity epidemic. 
However, a new study by the Rudd Center for Food Policy and Obesity at the University of 
Connecticut, suggests that living in a food swamp – defined as a neighborhood where fast 
food and junk food outlets inundate healthy alternatives -  is a stronger predictor of high 
obesity rates.  

This new study is the first to compare food swamps to food deserts, and measure their 
association with obesity rates using national, county level data. Importantly, the results 
show that food swamps are distinct from food deserts. This has policy implications for local 
communities interested in stemming rising obesity and promoting health equity.  

“While food deserts are certainly a problem in our country, our results show that food 
swamps, which capture the balance of unhealthy to healthy food outlets, predict obesity 
rates more accurately than food deserts,” said Kristen Cooksey-Stowers, a Postdoctoral 
Fellow with the UConn Rudd Center, and lead author of the study. 

The new research used national data at the country level for adult obesity rates and data on 
the presence of a variety of food outlets such as supermarkets, convenience stores, fast-
food restaurants, farmers’ markets and specialty food stores. 

The study was published today in the International Journal of Environmental Research and 
Public Health. 

Key findings include: 

• The researchers assessed food swamps using three different measures and all three
resulted in a significant positive association between obesity rates and the presence
of unhealthy food outlets.

• Food swamps influence obesity rates across the socio-economic spectrum. The
effect remained strong across counties with both high and low levels of income
inequality.
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• People who rely primarily on walking to get from place to place may be more
vulnerable to the negative effect of living in a food swamp. The positive food swamp
effect on obesity rates was stronger in counties where people were less likely to
drive or use public transportation to get to work.

“This study takes a much more holistic look at the food environment on a local level. Our 
findings support the need to consider local government policies such as zoning laws that 
would simultaneously restrict access to unhealthy food outlets while incentivizing healthy 
food retailers to locate in underserved neighborhoods,” Cooksey-Stowers said.  

Study co-authors include Marlene Schwartz, UConn Rudd Center Director and Professor of 
Human Development and Family Studies, and Kelly Brownell, Dean of the Sanford School of 
Public Policy at Duke University.  

### 

About the UConn Rudd Center for Food Policy & Obesity  
The Rudd Center for Food Policy & Obesity at the University of Connecticut is a 
distinguished multi-disciplinary policy research center dedicated to promoting solutions to 
childhood obesity, poor diet, and weight bias through research and policy. The Rudd 
Center is a leader in building broad-based consensus to change diet by conducting 
research and educating policy makers and the public. For more information, visit 
www.uconnruddcenter.org or follow us on Twitter at 
www.twitter.com/uconnruddcenter or on Facebook at 
www.facebook.com/uconnruddcenter. 
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