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E

ven in a relatively well-off state like New
Hampshire,1 food insecurity—the lack of consistent access to enough food for an active, healthy
life2—affects about one in ten residents.3 However,
there is no modern and comprehensive picture that
explores the availability of food options across the
state. This brief fills that gap with an assessment of New
Hampshire’s food landscape, identifying geographic
gaps in food access that can help practitioners and
policymakers better serve Granite Staters.

Sparsely Populated Places Are More
Often Low Income
Map 1 shows the share of people below 200 percent of
the federal poverty line—that is, below about $50,000 a
year for a family of four—at the “tract cluster” level (see
Box 1, the Data & Methodology section, and Map 7 for
details on the tract clusters). The map indicates that
the northern third of the state—roughly all of Coös
and half of Grafton County—uniformly has the highest
shares of low-income residents. In addition to these
sites, low-income residents are clustered in the areas of
Plymouth, Claremont, Franklin, Rochester, and parts
of Manchester and Keene.
Two especially notable findings emerge from the map.
First, north of Plymouth there are no Census tract clusters with fewer than 19 percent of people below twice the
poverty line. Second, none of the state’s least-populationdense places have less than 12 percent of people with
low incomes. However, some of New Hampshire’s most
densely populated areas—Nashua and Manchester—
stand out as having especially high shares of low-income
residents, especially in contrast with higher-income
suburbs. This pattern illustrates the consistently lower
shares of low-income residents found in suburban places
as opposed to urban and rural locales.4

In Swaths of the State, Residents Have
No Grocery Stores Nearby
Map 2 shows the distribution of non-farm retail food
sources throughout the state, with symbols indicating
five different types of retail stores (see Box 2). There are
several notable patterns. First, the distribution of retail
sources roughly mirrors the population distribution,
with many more retail options available in the southern
half of the state than in the northern. Into the northern
part of the state, the distribution of food sites generally follows Interstate 93, with few options beyond
that corridor. As a result, those who live further from
the highway have fewer easily accessible food sources.
Second, the food retail landscape is heavily dominated
by convenience stores and nontraditional food outlets,
with only one-third as many grocery stores as convenience stores throughout the state. In much of Coös
County, parts of West-Central Grafton County, and
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MAP 1. POPULATION DENSITY AND PERCENT OF PEOPLE BELOW 200 PERCENT OF FEDERAL POVERTY LINE,
BY CENSUS TRACT CLUSTER

Less than 12% below 200% FPL
12% to 19%
19% to 30%
30% and greater
Insufficient data
More than 100 people per square mile

Plymouth

Franklin

Claremont

Rochester

Manchester
Keene
Nashua

Note: Dark lines indicate county boundaries, while lighter lines indicate clusters of Census tracts, used as the unit of analysis.
Source: American Community Survey 2016 five-year estimates.
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MAP 2. NEW HAMPSHIRE’S NON-FARM RETAIL FOOD SOURCES

Grocery stores
Convenience stores
Non-traditional food outlets
Specialty fresh food outlets
Country stores
Lakes
White Mountain National Forest

Waterville Valley

Andover

Source: infoUSA marketing database; N.H. Department of Health and Human Services Division of Public Health Services; individual self-inspecting cities and towns.5
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parts of Central Merrimack County, abutting towns
have no grocery stores. Third, even in places with a
grocery store one or two towns away—for instance,
Waterville Valley or Andover—reaching that store may
be difficult for residents who do not have access to
private transportation, given that the public transportation infrastructure is often weak.

Uneven Distribution of Farm Food in a
‘Rural’ State
Map 3 shows the distribution of farm-related food
sources throughout the state. These sites include intermittent farmers’ markets, seasonal or year-round farm
stands, and farms that offer bundles of produce directly
to customers during the growing season, called community supported agriculture, or CSAs.6

One area of the state is largely devoid of farm
food options despite having substantial population density: a band of southeastern New
Hampshire, from Epsom to Plaistow.
As with the distribution of non-farm sites, farm
retailers are concentrated in the more populated
regions of the state; in some of the state’s lesspopulated areas, several regions are bare of farm
food options. In most of the White Mountain
National Forest area, along with the area where
Sullivan, Cheshire, and Hillsborough Counties
intersect, options are limited. However, one area
of the state is largely devoid of farm food options
despite having substantial population density: a
band of southeastern New Hampshire, from
Epsom to Plaistow.

Sites for Accessing Food Support
Unevenly Distributed
The next three maps identify places where low- and
moderate-income Granite Staters can access different kinds of food support. Map 4 shows retailers that
accept the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program
(SNAP, formerly known as food stamps) or the Special
Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children
(WIC, a program for pregnant women and young

Box 1. Income, Geography, and Their Links to
Food Insecurity
There are many risks for food insecurity, but perhaps the best-established is low income. Yet households do not need to be poor to experience food
insecurity:7 research has shown that, even at twice
the federal poverty line, food insecurity affects one
in five households.8
The relationship between geography and access to
sufficient, nutritious food is less clear. Some research
finds that distance to the nearest supermarket is not
associated with food security,9 while other studies show that food-insecure households are located
further from large retailers and closer to convenience
stores than their food-secure counterparts.10 There
are at least some links between food access and food
insecurity: food-insecure households report more
difficulty in accessing food shopping and, in particular, find it harder to access affordable fruits and
vegetables than households that are food secure.11
Finally, research shows that the rural retail food environment is consolidating, with many smaller outlets
being replaced with fewer larger stores. As a result,
rural residents shopping for food face higher transportation costs and may also encounter less variety
or lower-quality fresh foods than do their suburban
and urban peers.12
Taken together, the relationship between measures
of food access and distance with food insecurity are
complicated. In this brief, the share of residents with
incomes below 200 percent of the poverty line and
low population density serve as a proxy measures for
risks for food insecurity. While these measures aren’t
necessarily perfect predictors, they provide a starting
point for identifying places where the distribution of
food sources is mismatched with need.

children). Of course, the distribution of retailers that
accept SNAP or WIC closely mirrors the pattern
(although not the density) of retailers in Map 1. Again,
in much of Grafton and Coös Counties, along with
the area where Sullivan, Cheshire, and Hillsborough
Counties intersect, SNAP and WIC sites are sparse.
Additionally, around Boscawen and Deerfield and
between Weare and New Ipswich, few sites accept
WIC. In some cases, like in and around Deerfield, the
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MAP 3. NEW HAMPSHIRE’S FARM RETAIL FOOD SOURCES

CSAs
Farmers markets
Farm stands
Lakes
White Mountain National Forest

Epsom

Plaistow

Source: N.H. Department of Agriculture; N.H. Department of Business and Economic Affairs.
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MAP 4. RETAIL SITES ACCEPTING SNAP AND WIC

SNAP
WIC
Lakes
White Mountain National Forest

Boscawen

Weare
Deerfield

New Ipswich

Source: N.H. Department of Health and Human Services; USDA Food and Nutrition Services.

C A R S E Y SCHOOL OF PUBLIC POLICY

sparse acceptance of SNAP and WIC may be partially
reflective of the fact that smaller shares of residents
there are low income. But it is important to note that
even a small share of population that is low income can
still translate to several thousand people who might
need food support. It should also be noted that several
of the SNAP-accepting sites include farm food sites,
including farmers’ markets that allow shoppers to use
electronic benefit transfer cards. This relatively new
option can afford greater opportunities for low-income
residents to access fresh and local foods.

Around Boscawen and Deerfield and between
Weare and New Ipswich, few sites accept WIC.
Map 5 shows the distribution of food support sites
for particular populations throughout the state. These
indicate places where people—most often children—can
access free or reduced-price foods through an institutional program.13 Most of these sites are schools offering
the National School Lunch Program (and the School
Breakfast Program, not shown separately). However,
far fewer schools also offer additional programs like
the Afterschool Snack Service and the Fresh Fruit and
Vegetable Program, and Summer Food Service Program
sites are relatively sparse throughout the state. In an
interesting contrast, Coös County is home to a disproportionate share of the state’s Summer Food Service Program
sites, dotted throughout the county, where need is high.
Map 6 shows the distribution of food pantries, a
food support that is available to a broader population
than those listed in Map 5. In contrast to the food
supports linked to retailer locations (like SNAP and
WIC, Map 4), and institutional settings (like schools,
Map 5), food pantries tend to be initiated, organized,
and staffed by community members, who have a good
understanding of their own community’s needs. As a
result, food pantries generally follow the distribution
of low-income populations across the state: concentrations of pantries are found in Littleton, Berlin,
Conway, Laconia, Concord, Rochester, Manchester,
Nashua, and Raymond. While food pantries are
important supports for low-income residents, days
and hours of operation can be limited because pantries are often volunteer-staffed. This drawback can
pose challenges for residents with no transportation
or who work full-time or nonstandard hours.
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Implications for Policy and Practice

For New Hampshire policymakers and practitioners
working with low-income populations, the findings in
this brief offer a useful reminder that Granite Staters
with low incomes are not relegated just to urban
Hillsborough County and Coös County. While the state’s
most rural and urban places indeed have high rates of
low-income residents, there are considerable pockets of
low-income residents in all corners of the state, including in and around Claremont, Rochester, Franklin, and
Keene. The income data used in this brief, provided at
this sub-county level of geography, afford stakeholders a
nuanced, reliable look at their communities in a way that
can shape policy and practice dialogues moving forward.

Identifying where residents have less-frequent
access to fresh foods is useful for targeting
nutrition information, planning new farmto-table initiatives, and supplementing retail
environments with additional food variety to
meet community needs.
That the retail landscape largely reflects the population distribution is not surprising, but identifying the
type of retailers located across the state is informative.
Although farms are not the only source for fresh foods,
they can be an important one. That many communities
in rural New Hampshire do not have access to farmfresh foods is sobering, and identifying where residents
have less-frequent access to fresh foods is useful for
targeting nutrition information, planning new farm-totable initiatives, and supplementing retail environments
with additional food variety to meet community needs.
Community-based food and nutrition organizations
might consider whether additional infusions of fresh
produce would be useful in areas devoid of farm foods.
Although grocery stores are often considered the
gold standard for ensuring access to fresh foods, it is
important to acknowledge the role that small corner
stores and convenience stores play in supporting food
access. Research in urban places has shown that these
small stores increase community food security by
providing a variety of affordable foods,14 and, in places
where food access is otherwise limited, these retailers
can be the difference between having food or not. Still,
not all small stores and convenience stores offer variety,
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MAP 5. NEW HAMPSHIRE’S FOOD SUPPORT SITES FOR PARTICULAR POPULATIONS

National School Lunch Program
Child and Adult Care Food Program
Afterschool Snack Service
Summer Food Service Program
Fresh Fruit and Vegetable Program
Lakes
White Mountain National Forest

Source: N.H. Department of Education; USDA Food and Nutrition Service.
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MAP 6. NEW HAMPSHIRE’S FOOD PANTRIES
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Source: New Hampshire Food Bank; foodpantries.org; WMUR.
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Challenges of nutrition and health cannot be
addressed through improving access alone;
policymakers and practitioners should continue
to consider ways to support low-income Granite
Staters on all these axes amid this new understanding of the food landscape.
particularly in terms of fresh foods, and the processed
and prepackaged foods they do sell may not align well
with nutrition standards. Community health liaisons,
local retailers, and other stakeholders may be able
to assess where demand for fresh foods might spark
efforts to improve small store offerings.
Understanding the distribution of low-income populations and of food access across the state is important,
but these are not the only factors driving food insecurity
and health. Some research suggests that living in a “food
desert” shapes food access, but not diet quality,15 and
that just increasing access to fresh fruits and vegetables
doesn’t necessarily make people more likely to purchase
and eat these items.16 However, research shows that even
a brief intervention—for example, providing information about a healthy foods incentive program—can be
effective. In one study, researchers gave SNAP-enrolled
adults some information and a small incentive to participate in a SNAP-matching program called Double
Up Food Bucks, to be spent at farmers’ markets. Adults
who received the information and the $10 voucher were
nearly four times as likely to participate in SNAP and
also significantly increased their produce consumption.17
Evaluation of the implementation of Double Up Food
Bucks in New Hampshire might provide insights about
useful paths forward for improving nutrition.
Finally, it is important to note that this brief explores
the accessibility of food but not the variation in its
availability (e.g., quality and variety of food available
in specific locations) nor in its affordability. Challenges
of nutrition and health cannot be addressed through
improving access alone; policymakers and practitioners
should continue to consider ways to support lowincome Granite Staters on all these axes amid this new
understanding of the food landscape.

Data & Methodology
Data for this project were aggregated from a variety of
sources. For identifying the share of people who are
low income, I use data from the U.S. Census Bureau’s
American Community Survey 2016 five-year estimates.18
These data were obtained at the tract-level and aggregated up into the “tract clusters” that appear in Map 1, to
improve the reliability of the estimates. To identify tracts
that should be grouped together into a given cluster, I
first calculated the percent of people below 200 percent
of the federal poverty level in each tract. I then classified each tract into a low-income quartile, based on the
distribution of low-income rates across the state. Using
detailed maps of the tracts provided by the U.S. Census
Bureau, I grouped tracts into draft clusters based on two
criteria. First, the tracts must be geographically contiguous, and, second, the tracts must have relatively similar
low-income rates (defined as being in the same or neighboring low-income quintiles). As tracts were grouped
into new clusters, I recalculated a cluster-level lowincome rate to improve the precision of the resulting
estimates. After considering both absolute and relative
cutoffs for acceptable margins of error, and identifying
no real disadvantage to either approach, I selected “+/- 5
percentage points” as my threshold for “reasonable.”19
While this results in a somewhat large range around
a given estimate, using tract-level data in a small state
means that balancing geographic detail with statistical
precision is a challenge.
More than 4,000 food sites are included in Maps 2-6.
Data were first obtained through a marketing database,
which provided a starting point for the list. These data
were then augmented by, and checked for accuracy
against, food protection data held by the state, data from
the USDA Food and Nutrition Service, and data from
various New Hampshire-based websites (e.g., Made in
New Hampshire). Sites that primarliy sell prepared food
to be eaten on premise (i.e., fast food), that specialize in
sweets or alcohol (e.g., maple sugar houses, cake shops)
or only sell live animals are excluded here.
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Box 2: Glossary of Food Sources
Retail food sites:
1. Grocery store—A retail site that primarily
sells food, both perishable and nonperishable.
Includes supermarkets and smaller grocery
stores.20
2. Convenience store—A retail site that sells a
limited range of household goods and groceries, with few, if any, perishable goods available.
Includes stores attached to gas stations and
“corner market” or “bodega” stores.
3. Nontraditional food outlet—A retail site
that sells food, but not as its primary purpose.
Includes pharmacies, dollar stores, and big-box
stores like Wal-Mart.
4. Specialty food outlet—A retail site that sells a
specific type of (usually fresh) food product(s).
Includes, for example, bakeries, seafood
markets, gourmet shops, and butchers, and
excludes retailers that specialize in sweets or
alcohol (e.g., cupcakes, maple syrup, or wine).
5. Country store—A retail site that sells a wide
variety of goods, usually including nonperishable foods. Often also includes a delicatessen.
Farm retail food sites:
1. Community Support Agriculture (CSA)
sites—A site that offers consumers the chance
to pledge support to a farm in advance of the
growing season in exchange for regular distributions of farm goods (usually in the form of a
weekly box of produce). Usually seasonal.
2. Farmers’ markets—A market site at which
farmers sell produce, meat, and value-added
goods (e.g., cheese, pies) directly to consumers.
Usually open for limited hours weekly; usually
seasonal.
3. Farm stands—A retail site at which farm-fresh
goods are sold directly to consumers, usually
onsite at the farm. Often seasonal.
Retail food sites accepting SNAP and WIC:
1. SNAP site—Any retailer authorized to accept
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program
(SNAP) benefits (formerly known as food
stamps) for the purchase of perishable or
nonperishable food items.

2. WIC site—Any retailer authorized to accept
Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for
Women, Infants, and Children (WIC) benefits
for the purchase of perishable or nonperishable
food items.
Food support sites for special populations:
1. National School Lunch Program—A federally assisted meal program operating in public
and nonprofit private schools and residential
child care institutions. It provides nutritionally
balanced, low-cost or free lunches to children
each school day
2. Child and Adult Care Food Program—
CACFP provides aid to child and adult care
institutions and family or group day care
homes for the provision of nutritious foods
that contribute to the wellness, healthy growth,
and development of young children and the
health and wellness of older adults and chronically impaired disabled persons.
3. Afterschool Snack Service—A component
of the National School Lunch Program, it is
a federally assisted snack service that fills the
afternoon hunger gap for school children.
It is administered at the federal level by U.S.
Department of Agriculture (USDA) Food
and Nutrition Service. At the state level, it is
administered by state agencies and operated
through agreements with local school food
authorities, which are ultimately responsible
for service’s administration.
4. Summer Food Service Program—The SFSP
ensures that low-income children continue to
receive nutritious meals when school is not in
session.
5. Fresh Fruit and Vegetable Program—A
federal program that provides “free fresh fruits
and vegetables to children at eligible elementary schools during the day.”21
Food pantries:
1. Sites that distribute bags or boxes of groceries directly to those in need, usually limited
to residents of the community in which the
pantry is located.
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MAP 7. TRACT CLUSTER GROUPINGS WITH NUMBERED KEY, USED IN MAP 1

Note: Areas marked
with “0” are not grouped
into a tract cluster, due
to data limitations.
Source: Carsey School
of Public Policy
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Tract Cluster Key
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.
20.
21.
22.
23.
24.
25.
26.
27.
28.

North-Northwest Coös County
East-Southeast Coös County
North Central Grafton
Central Grafton
Plymouth-North Belknap
South Grafton
West Central Belknap
Lake Winnipesaukee Region
North Carroll
South Carroll
Southwest Cheshire & South Keene
West Cheshire & North Keene
East Cheshire
West Manchester
North Manchester-South Hooksett
East Manchester
Goffstown-Bedford-Southwest Manchester
Southwest Nashua
Southeast Nashua
North Nashua-Center Hudson
South Central Hillsborough
Southeast Hillsborough
Merrimack-Amherst
South Central-Southwest Hillsborough
Central Hillsborough
Western Hillsborough-Henniker
Pelham-Windham-South Londonderry
Southeast Manchester-North Londonderry

29.
30.
31.
32.
33.
34.
35.
36.
37.
38.
39.
40.
41.
42.
43.
44.
45.
46.
47.
48.
49.
50.
51.
52.
53.
54.
55.

Central & West Concord
Bow-South Concord-Dunbarton
East Concord-Canterbury
Franklin-Northfield-Boscawen
Pembroke-Chichester-Epsom
West Merrimack
Pittsfield-Loudon-Gilmanton
Northwest Rockingham
Center Londonderry
Rye-North Hampton-New Castle
Portsmouth
Northeast Rockingham
North Central Rockingham
West Derry-Southeast Londonderry
East Derry-Hampstead
East Central Rockingham
Atkinson-Plaistow-Salem
Central Rockingham
South Central Rockingham
Hampton (excluding Hampton Beach)
Charlestown-Claremont-Newport
Northern Sullivan
Southern Sullivan
Southwest Strafford
Central Strafford
Center Dover
Northeast Dover-Southeast Somersworth-Rollinsford
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Box 3: Change in Income and the Food
Landscape Over Time
This brief updates an earlier Carsey
brief exploring food sources across
the state and risks for food insecurity. While there are significant
differences22 in the methodological
approach between papers, some
conclusions can be drawn around changes across
the Granite State since those data were collected
in 2010–2011. First, while the overall levels of
income and poverty may have changed, the
spatial patterning of New Hampshire’s lowincome families has not changed much, with
pockets in the North Country, the western part
of the state, and the largest cities (Manchester
and Nashua), and dotted throughout the Central
and Seacoast regions. Second, the areas of the
state that are least populated have not changed at
all, with most of the state outside Hillsborough,
Rockingham, and Strafford Counties having
fewer than 100 people per square mile. Finally,
comparing the landscape of food sources across
briefs is somewhat difficult, since this brief uses
a more comprehensive data source for identifying retail sites and maps those sites in slightly
different categories. What can be noted, however,
is that there appears to be some loss of farm food
outlets particularly in Central New Hampshire,
and that in both periods all retail options are
sparse in parts of Coös and Grafton Counties.
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