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Abstract 

 The Indy East Food Desert (IEFD) appears to suffer from many common conditions 

noted by various scholars as food desert identifiers.  Yet, its situation still remains unique.  

Though there is a prevalence of minority populations, low-income households, and low-

education attainment levels, there are also factors of low-access, poor food options (within 

the limited food outlets in the neighborhoods), and poor eating habits which shape the 

situation of the community.  In an attempt to alleviate the food desert problems, the Indy East 

Food Desert Coalition (IEFDC) was formed.  IEFDC partnered with Butler University's 

Center for Urban Ecology in order to assess the coalition's conditions and its needs.  This 

study sought to identify the unique conditions of the IEFDC communities, and offer solutions 

to combat the area's conditions.   

 The conclusions drawn from the study show that the IEFD residents are affected by 

several problems that result from their unhealthy eating habits.  Consumption of fruits and 

vegetables is well below the recommended five servings per day.  IEFD residents make an 

abundance of purchases at gas stations and fast food locations.  Additionally, transportation 

and distance negatively influences food choices towards more convenient unhealthy foods.  

Finally, the study findings show that income is the greatest impediment to food access.   

 In order to remedy the symptoms of food deserts, the report suggests several 

solutions should be embraced by both community leaders and residents to ensure successful 

improvement in these areas.  General solutions include the use of price subsidies, increasing 

local access, and improving education.  For the IEFD, partnerships among public and private 

individuals or groups should be sought out.   Farmer's markets and other healthy food outlets 

should be strategically located along bus routes.  There needs to be an increase in healthy and 

fresh food options at food pantries.  Finally, wellness coordinators should be hired to employ 

or expand health and nutrition information programs.   
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Introduction  

 Constructing a nutritious and delicious meal is a struggle; not because there is a 

shortage of ingredients or food in the refrigerator or pantry, but because there are a 

multitude of obstacles preventing food obtainment such as institutional impediments, 

economic hurdles, and racial barriers.  Despite options like fresh broccoli, kale, and 

asparagus, the desire for something quick and convenient, like a burger and fries, tempts 

the pallet, both because there's a lack of time to cook vegetables and there is a desire for 

something unhealthy.  Unfortunately, not everyone has access to fresh produce.  These 

conditions stem from the environment, meaning food deserts are a problem of 

environment and space. 

 Individuals who are forced to eat cheap, unhealthy meals with limited access to 

grocers carrying fresh fruit and vegetable options, live in areas described as food deserts.  

Food deserts are rampant among many nations, as seen in studies conducted throughout 

the United States, Canada, and the United Kingdom.  The United States Department of 

Agriculture's Economic Research Service's Atlas tool identifies 8,959 food deserts in the 

states (USDA, 2014).  The growing research of food deserts has created definitional 

derivatives of the term.  However, there are several phrases consistent among the 

definition derivatives: poor or limited access; low-income or socially-distressed 

neighborhoods; and lack of nutritious or healthful food options.  As defined by the United 

States Department of Agriculture, food deserts are areas in the United States "with 

limited access to affordable and nutritious food, particularly an area composed of 

predominantly lower-income neighborhoods and communities" (USDA AMS, 2009).     
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 The limited access and lack of affordable and nutritious food is not only a national 

phenomenon, but also local one.  The shortage of grocery stores seen in food deserts is 

also evident in the Indianapolis area, particularly in Marion County.  The county is 

comprised of 212 census tracts, of which fifteen are identified as food deserts.  According 

to a county study, the most prevalent food retailers are convenience stores.  Additionally, 

36% of residents have low-access to food and must travel more than a mile to reach the 

nearest supermarket.  Nineteen percent of Marion County's population lives in high or 

extreme poverty (Elliot el. al., 2011).  Within the county, perhaps the most extreme local 

examples, there is a collection of several food desert census tracts that have identified 

itself as the Indy East Food Desert (IEFD).  It is the object of this study.  The IEFD is 

marked by the boundaries of 56th Street to the north, 30th Street to the south, Carroll 

Road to the east, and Fall Creek Parkway Drive to the west, seen in figure 1.  

 

Figure 1: Map of Indy East Food Desert Boundaries 

 The boundaries of the IEFD surround several communities.  A few of these 

neighborhoods participated in a community food study.  The study reveals that the 

challenges of the IEFD food desert are as follows: demographics; retail; nutrition 
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education; location and transportation; and choice.  The conclusions drawn from the 

study are that the IEFD population suffers from a low consumption of fruits and 

vegetables.  There is an abundance of purchases made at gas stations and fast food 

locations.  The lack of transportation and large distances to grocery stores influence 

individual preference towards junk food.  Finally, income is the greatest impediment to 

food access.  After assessing local conditions and scholarly literature, the study concludes 

that some of the foremost challenges in the IEFD can be alleviated.  Partnerships among 

public and private individuals or groups should be formed.  Farmer's markets and other 

healthy food outlets need to be strategically located along bus routes.  Food pantries 

should also increase healthy and fresh food options.  Lastly, wellness coordinators should 

be utilized to employ or expand health and nutrition information programs.     

Background and Method 

 In order to better understand the situation of the IEFD, a compilation of its 

demographic data, grocery store data, and resident experience data was created.  For the 

demographic data the use of Indiana Market Maker, SAVI.org, and the USDA's website 

contributed to the collection of the information.  Demographic information for the IEFD 

was compiled based on census tracts as presented in figure 2. 

 

Figure 2: Outline of census tracts used for demographic research 
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 The IEFD grocery store data was collected by creating a grocery list to compare 

availability and price of various food items. Inventory was taken from five stores based 

on the grocery list.  The Department of Health and Human Services and the USDA's 

MyPlate campaign served as the basis for the grocery list items.  A spreadsheet rows 

show the item, type, and quantity of the inventory list.  The columns identify the food 

outlet.  Under each food outlet every listed item has either a price or a dash.  The dash 

indicates the item was unavailable.  The inventory can be found in Appendix A.  Of the 

stores inventoried, three of the food outlets were located within the food desert area.  The 

stores inventoried were: BP/ Ricker's, located along the western border of the food desert 

area; Los Compadres, located in the eastern region of the food desert boundaries; Marsh, 

located near the north border of the service area.  They were compared to two organic 

food outlets located outside the food desert area: Trader Joe's and Whole Foods Market, 

both located north of the food desert communities. 

 These demographic and grocery store data combined with personal responses to 

support and further identify the needs of the desert.  The survey used to analyze the IEFD 

communities asked questions pertaining to transportation conditions, shopping choices, 

cooking and eating habits, as well as household demographic information.  Butler 

University's Center for Urban Ecology staff helped create the survey used to shed light on 

the circumstances of the IEFD residents.  Forest Manor Multi-Service Center, United 

Northeast Community Development Corporation, and Community Alliance of the Far 

Eastside distributed hard copies of the survey, found in Appendix B.  There was also an 

online option.  To provide incentive for residents to participate in the survey, there was a 

drawing for a $50.00 gift card to a local food retailer.  Of the more than 800 recorded 
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responses, error and incomplete surveys left between 650 and 750 responses to be used in 

the analysis of the community areas.  In addition to the surveys, interviews were 

conducted and recorded.  There were nine individuals who participated in the twenty to 

thirty minute in person interviews used to gain detailed personal perspectives on the 

community conditions; the questions are presented in Appendix C.   

 In addition to studying the local demographic, consultation of national scholarship 

helped achieve a more holistic understanding of food deserts trends.  This includes 

articles regarding food deserts in minority heavy areas as identified by Besharov et. al. 

and Raja et. al.; articles pertaining to the lack of, or limited, transportation in food desert 

areas as identified by Jiao et. al, Rice, and Dutko; and articles identifying large numbers 

of convenience and fast food eateries with limited nutritious options as presented by 

Larsen and Gilliland, and Weatherspoon et. al.  According to Weahterspoon et. al. 

(2013), in a survey conducted in Detroit, less than 50% of respondents had access to a 

vehicle.  These individuals also lacked access to cooking facilities, safe storage, and 

utilities—problems that increase reliance on packaged products provided in convenience 

stores of food desert neighborhoods.  Also according to the USDA, 2.3 million 

households live more than a mile from a supermarket and don't have a vehicle (Tecco, 

2011).  Additionally, high reliance on convenient store processed food and a lack of 

nutrition education has taken a toll on the health of the younger generations.  In Houston, 

Texas, the community of Kashmere Gardens reports that more than half of the kids are 

overweight or obese (Weldon, 2013).   
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Summary of Findings 

 Among the elements found to influence the eating habits of IEFD citizens, 

demographics, the food outlets, nutrition knowledge, location and transportation, as well 

as choice steer individual purchasing decisions.  Current unhealthy eating habits reflect 

the limited nutrition education of residents in the IEFD communities.  Likewise, 

limitations from income in conjunction with high costs of food products further promote 

the consumption of cheap, unhealthy food products.  Transportation and location of food 

outlets are among these limiting factors.  While there are plenty of food outlets in many 

food desert regions, and even in the IEFD communities, the restricted choices in food 

outlet options, within reasonable distances, prevents residents from accessing the 

adequate food resources to help them lead healthy eating lifestyles.  Finally, the element 

of choice plays a significant role, not in the food options available per say, but in the food 

consumption. 

Demographic Data 

 An analysis of the IEFD demographic information allows for solutions that are 

better catered to the conditions of the residents of the area.  Understanding elements such 

as socio-economic well-being and education level, will allow future solutions to take into 

account resident situations, and it will also allow the public to understand how the IEFD 

communities fit into the food desert classification.   

 Collectively, the IEFD communities studied have a total population around 

90,306 individuals.  Of the population, 63% is African American, 27% is Caucasian, and 

10% is Hispanic.  Additionally, of those living in the coalition area 35.82% of the 

population only has a high school diploma (U.S. Department of Commerce).  Almost a 
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75- Older 
 
4. Including yourself, how many people live in your household? 
1-2 
3-4 
4-5 
6-7 
8 or more 
 
5. What is your total household income: 
Less than $10,000 
$10,000-$19,999 
$20,000-$29,999 
$30,000-$39,999 
$40,000-$49,999 
$50,000-$74,999 
More than $75,000 
 
6. Do you receive benefits from Food Stamps/EBT or WIC? 
Yes 
No 
 
7. If you answered yes, please estimate your monthly benefit: 
 
 
For a chance to win a $50,00 gift card to a local food retailer and to stay involved in bringing 
healthier food to your neighborhood, please provide the following information: 
 
Name: 
Address: 
Phone number: 
E-mail: 
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Appendix C: Interview Questions 

East Indianapolis Interview: Analysis of Food Sources 
This interview is sponsored by the Forest Manor Multi-Service Center, Community 

Alliance of the Far Eastside, United Northeast Community Development Corporation and 
Butler University's Center for Urban Ecology.  This interview will take about an hour and 

it will help put emotional characteristics to numerical data. (Please read the Recorded 
Interview Informed Consent—attached) 

 
 

1. Tell me about yourself; how long have you lived around the [insert sponsorship 
location]? 
 
2. What do you like about the community? 
 
3. Is there anything you would change about it? 
 
4. How do you get your food? 
 
5. Currently there are a limited number of food outlets that provide affordable and 
nutritious food, how would you describe the food situation of your community? 
 
6. What are some reasons why you choose the food you eat? (ex. lack of variety, lack of 
availability, price, convenience of location, lack of food preparation time). Do you have 
any concerns with food? 
 
7. Do you describe your eating habits as healthy? If not, what are some reasons 
preventing you from eating healthier? 
 
8. What do you see as your main food problems—is it the access to food in the 
community or do you have a problem with the food available? 
 
9. What would you like to see improve in terms of food availability in your community? 
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Recorded Interview Informed Consent 
 
Dear Participant, 
Thank you for responding to the interview section of the Indy East Food Desert.  This is 
part of a project conducted by the Center of Urban Ecology at Butler University and its 
partner the Indy East Food Desert Coalition.  Professor Nic Mink is the project supervisor 
and may be contacted at 815-409-0979 if you have any further questions. 
 
There is no monetary compensation for your participation; however your feelings and 
input are valuable for the project.  This interview will be recorded for the purpose of 
transcription and analysis.  You will be asked to discuss your opinions on the current 
food provision conditions in your area.  There are no anticipated benefits or risks 
associated with your participation in this interview.   
 
Before we begin, please be assured of your rights as a respondent:  
 
• Your participation is voluntary. 
• You are free to refuse to answer any question at any time. 
• You are free to withdraw from the interview at any time. 
• The interview will be kept confidential and will only be available to members of 
the project team. 
• Excerpts from this interview may be made a part of the final report, but under no 
circumstances will your name or any information that may personally identify you be 
included in the report. 
• Recordings and transcriptions of the interview will not bear your name or 
personal identity characteristics other than a subject number. 
• Upon transcription, all recordings will be erased and destroyed. 
 
Thank you again for your participation.  I would be grateful if you would sign this form 
to show that I have provided you with this information. 
 
I agree to have this interview audio recorded. 
 
 
 YES      NO 
 
NAME__________________________________________ 
SIGNATURE_____________________________________ 
DATE___________________________________________ 
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Appendix D: Limitations and Future Research Needs 

 Similar to many other food desert studies, a limitation of this study lies in the 

accuracy and currency of the secondary data (Raja et. al., 2008).  In relation to access, 

though many of the residents living in the Indy East Food Coalition boundaries live and 

work within the coalition area, true access may not be fully observed if school and work 

routes are not taken into account.  "True food availability" may be skewed if individuals 

work or attend school outside the community and have adequate access to grocery stores 

along their routes to these places (Besharov et. al, 2011).  Even though in this study, work 

and school routes were considered, physical access may not reflect the financial access. 

Even with the utilization of en route food outlets, it is possible that the purchased quantity 

differs based on price changes.  Therefore, in addition to studying access to food outlets 

along work and school routes, research should be done to reflect the impact of price along 

these routes on food desert citizens.   

 Another limitation pertains to the analysis of travel limitations.  While driving is 

the main mode of transportation used to analyze the degree to which food desert access is 

limited, more research needs to be done to understand walking, biking, and public 

transportation through studies such as a neighborhood walkability study.  In a study of 

King County in Seattle, Washington, the calculation of transit and driving distances didn't 

take into account the time spent on the road nor the time spent walking and waiting on 

bus stops (Jiao et. al., 2012).  This skews the analysis of time spent to get groceries.  

Furthermore, when considering biking and walking distances, street infrastructure of 

neighborhoods need to be considered because maneuverability of streets will influence 

travel.  Finally, census data on automobile ownership is nonexistent, and in order to 
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properly analyze the true limitations of transportation restrictions on food access and 

grocery shopping behaviors surveys should be created (Larsen and Gilliland, 2008).   

 The final element that could provide more support in grocery store inventory is 

the use of standardized data collected by grocers.  In Detroit, the community of Piety Hill 

collected data from the grocery store, Peaches & Greens, and national scanner data from 

Nielsen representing fruit and vegetable purchasing habits to complement the collection 

of community survey data (Weatherspoon et. al., 2012).  It is noted that standardized data 

via Nielson can be misleading, since it only documents the price and quantity of 

purchases, but doesn't identify whether food choices are based on preference or limitation 

to access.  But when this information is coupled with a study of local food patterns, data 

on food availability can become more comprehensive.  Also a restraint to the current 

study is the limited surveying of grocery stores.  Only three of the over 100 food outlets 

within the IEFD boundaries were surveyed.  A more all-inclusive approach would be to 

compile a list of retail outlets and drive the streets to verify accuracy and confirm store 

presence, as done in a New Orleans study (Besharov et. al., 2011).  Confirming store 

existence would increase accuracy of reported access limitations and it would also allow 

for a larger comparison pool of price and availability of the grocery list items.   

 


