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Mission 

The mission of the Rusk County Health and Human Services, Public 

Health Department, is to maximize the quality of life across the 

lifespan by promoting health, protecting the environment, and 

preventing disease and injury. 
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Public Health and Community Health Assessment 

Role of Public Health 

One of public health’s duties is monitoring the health of the community it serves.  This is 

done through data collection, observing trends, and seeking input from the community 

residents.  We then use this information to promote the improvement of the community’s 

health.  This is done in several ways.  Often, we begin by looking for the root cause of things 

that may be negatively affecting health and looking at solutions to eliminate or minimize 

the problem.  We work to address gaps in services and attempt to fill these gaps or make 

connections for all people to access the services and receive the knowledge they need to 

stay healthy and safe.  Finally, we work to be prepared for any future situations that may 

impact the health of our community. 

 

Community Health Assessment 

The purpose of the Community Health Assessment is to gather important information about 

the health of the community and use this information to look at areas where we can 

improve.   This information can be gathered using surveys, statistical data, and information 

provided by community members and stakeholders.  All the information gathered is then 

used to assess the health and health related needs of the county.  We can then work 

together with community partners and work to plan to make our community healthier.  

Community partners can be offices that provide health care services, other county 

government offices, business owners, industries in the area, and just citizens interested in 

working to improve the health of our community.   

The state of Wisconsin requires all public health departments to conduct a Community 

Health Assessment at a minimum of once every five years.  Public Health departments often 

collaborate with hospitals in the same community to work on the Community Health 

Assessment, as hospitals use much of the same data to make their own Community Health 

Needs Assessment (CHNA).  We partnered with Marshfield Medical Center’s Center for 

Community Health Advancement (which works with Marshfield Medical Center Ladysmith) 

to complete our respective health assessments. 
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Summary of Process 

Summary 

In June of 2023, Rusk County Public Health partnered with Marshfield Medical Center’s 
Center for Community Health Advancement to begin work on the Community Health 
Assessment (CHA)/ Community Health Needs Assessment (CHNA).  
 
In July, the Wisconsin Institute for Public Policy and Service (WIPPS) was brought on board 
to assist with the CHA. WIPPS is a nonpartisan research institute that provides expertise in 
data gathering, facilitation of focus groups, and information sharing. We had a virtual kick-
off meeting in July and community partners were invited to attend.  At this meeting we 
outlined the purpose and the process of the Community Health Assessment and what we 
hoped to achieve.   
 
After reviewing several survey options, a survey tool was decided on.  The survey involved 
multiple-choice selections and allowed survey participants a chance to write in what they 
felt was most important for public health to focus on addressing, as well as collected 
demographic data such as zip code, age range, and gender of the participant. This survey 
was modeled closely after Clark County's Community Health Assessment Survey, and we 
used this as a framework with permission from Clark County Public Health and their 
partners: Marshfield Clinic Health System and Aspirus.    
 
During August, all community members aged 15 and older were encouraged to complete 
the survey. Marshfield Medical Center and Rusk County Public Health issued a joint press 
release in the Ladysmith News. We offered an online link to the survey and used 
SurveyMonkey to gather results. We shared this link on the Rusk County Public Health 
Facebook page (https://www.facebook.com/ruskcountypublichealth), the Rusk County 
website (www.ruskcounty.org), via flyers with a QR code to the survey, and an 
advertisement ran in the weekly newspaper, The Ladysmith News, for two weeks. 
Community partners were also encouraged to share the link with their customers and 
employees. 
 
Our goal was to collect as many responses from community members as possible so that we 
would have a solid representation of what our community feels is most important.  So 
paper surveys were also collected. The Rusk County ADRC provided surveys to all Meals on 
Wheels participants and then collected completed surveys, as well as had surveys available 
at congregate meal sites. WIC encouraged participants to take the survey in the office or 
complete it via the online link. The survey was also translated into Spanish and provided to 
Spanish-speaking clients. The Rusk County Jail staff provided surveys to all county inmates 
who were willing to complete them. Surveys were available at Prevea Medical Center, 
Imperium Chiropractic, Donohue Chiropractic, the Rusk County Community Library, Bruce 
Public Library, Hawkins Public Library, The Foodmill in Conrath, and Skabroud's Store in 
Sheldon. Public Health staff also had tables set up at National Night Out, the Rusk County 
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Fair, and the Ladysmith Farmer's Market and encouraged community members to complete 
surveys. Participants returned surveys anonymously, and Health and Human Services 
reception staff entered the results. 
 
In September, three focus groups were arranged.  Each group was made up of different 
members.  We worked to ensure a variety of community members were included to discuss 
their perspectives on the health and needs of the community. These focus groups were 
made up of people who worked in healthcare, worked for different community partners, 
worked for the county, were retirees, and were business owners in the county. They were 
able to dig deeper into the most identified issues in the survey data. These groups met at 
the Rusk County Government Center and they were facilitated by a WIPPS employee. 
Results were compiled and shared with Marshfield Medical Center and Rusk County Public 
Health in a written report that included direct quotes and overall themes expressed.  All 
responses in the report were kept anonymous, which had been conveyed to focus group 
participants before the start of each session to encourage frankness and facilitate 
discussion. 
 
In October, a community meeting was held at Rusk County Government Center. This 
meeting was advertised on our Facebook page and webpage.  All community partners and 
anyone interested was invited to attend.  Twenty-one people attended and reviewed the 
data collected so far.   
 
The top issues addressed were:  

1. Mental health (including access to providers) 
2. Prescription and illegal drug misuse 
3. Obesity/ chronic disease/ nutrition/ physical inactivity 
4. Alcohol use and misuse 
5. Tobacco use 
6. Access to affordable health care and providers 
7. Access to affordable dental care and providers 
8. Adequate income 
9. Aging-related concerns 
10. Access to safe and affordable housing 
 

We then voted on which issues were most important to be addressed.  Voting consisted of 
each person being given three dot stickers.  A large poster with the top ten concerns was on 
the wall and they were then instructed to place one dot next to each of their top three 
concerns.   
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Survey Results 

A copy of the survey that was disbursed in August is supplied at the end of this report.  The 

survey was printed on legal-sized paper.  The survey was open to anyone who lived or 

worked in Rusk County and was age 15 or above.   The survey link on SurveyMonkey 

provided the same questions in an electronic form.  All paper surveys were entered into 

SurveyMonkey by Health and Human Services staff and the survey was then initialed by 

staff that had entered it to prevent it being counted twice. 

The first question was to provide the zip code where they live or work.  Unsurprisingly, the 

largest portion of surveys were collected from the 54848- Ladysmith zip code.  In all 458 

survey responses were collected. 

The following are bar graphs showing the top responses for each of the six questions asked 

regarding health in our community. 

Survey Responses 

The first  question was: “Choose the two health behaviors you are most concerned about 

in Rusk County.”  The top six responses are listed below. 
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The next question was, “Choose the two social or economic factors you are most 

concerned about for Rusk County.”  The top six responses are below. 

 

 

Next question, “Choose the two clinical care issues you are most concerned about for Rusk 

County.”  The top six responses are listed below. 
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The next question, “Choose the two outcomes you are most concerned about for Rusk 

County.”  (Note: only the top four are listed because fewer options were listed than for 

other questions.) 

 

 

“Choose your top two physical environment concerns.” (Note: only the top four are listed 

because fewer options were listed than for other questions.) 
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“Choose up to three areas where you think Rusk County should focus on over the next 

five years to improve the health of our communities.” 

 
 

The final question was, “What is your greatest concern regarding the health of our 

community in Rusk County?”  (Note: This question was open-ended and participants were 

encouraged to write in their responses.)  Some participants chose to leave this question 

blank.  Replies that were related to issues frequently mentioned are listed below. 

 

“Lack of mental health services, this includes providers, support groups, and mental health 

education.” 

 

“Abuse of drugs and alcohol and the effect it has on the children/ community.” 

 

“My greatest concern regarding the health of our community in Rusk County is affordable 

housing.  If all your income goes to pay a mortgage and or rent, that doesn’t leave you with 

much left over to purchase healthy food or affordable health insurance.” 

 

“Increasing numbers of persons unable to care for themselves in their home or have access 

to transportation to get to their appointments.” 
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“Drug use which leads to other issues including, abuse, neglect, mental health, health 

concerns…” 

 

“Lack of health care services availability.” 

 

"Affordable living.  It is near impossible for a single-income household to exist." 

 

“We have less and less resources for all of these concerns in Rusk County.” 

 

“Health is being neglected due to limited services, limited income, and inability to cover 

insurance deductibles and co-pays.  Taking care of one’s health is no longer a necessity, but 

an unaffordable luxury.” 

 

Demographics of Survey Respondents 

These pie charts break down replies from respondents regarding demographic data. 
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Age of Respondants

15-18 years
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Ethnicity of Respondants
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Race of Respondants

White
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Two or More Races

Other

Highest Level of Education

Some High School

High School Diploma or GED

Some College or Technical
School
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Please note, that not all questions were answered by all participants. 

 

Current Employment Status

Employed

Not Working, By Choice

Not Working, Not By Choice

Student

Retired

Unable to Work

Yearly Household Income

Less than $24,999

$25,000-34,999

$35,000-49,999

$50,000-74,999

$75,000-99,999

$100,000 or more
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Focus Group Findings 

Focus groups met in September to dig further into survey findings.  We had posted 

information on our Facebook page looking for participants but had no interested parties 

reach out before the groups met.  We worked to try and ensure participants worked in a 

variety of industries, were of different ages, and had different backgrounds.  There were 

three different groups, each of which had different participants.  The focus groups were 

facilitated by an outside group, the Wisconsin Institute for Public Policy and Service 

(WIPPS), and responses shared with Public Health and Marshfield Medical Center were kept 

anonymous by WIPPS to encourage participants to speak freely during the groups.   

When asked about overall perceptions of the health of Rusk County, many participants 

brought up concerns regarding access to affordable housing in the area.  Concerns were 

also expressed about the lack of transportation outside of normal business hours or 

transportation options to get to healthcare appointments out of the county.  Also brought 

up were concerns about nursing home space, lack of prenatal care options, and concerns 

with unmet mental health needs.  Additional questions that focused on the top three areas 

of concern identified in the survey were then asked.  These areas were mental health, drug 

and alcohol misuse, and obesity, chronic disease, and aging. 

Mental Health 

Concerning mental health, it was frequently mentioned that there is a lack of providers to 

treat mental health in our areas, as well as transportation difficulties.  Substance abuse 

used as a coping mechanism for mental health issues was also mentioned.  Many 

mentioned the stigma that mental health issues have, but some noted that they feel that is 

lessening and that children and young adults are finding it more acceptable to talk about 

this than past generations. 

Some quotes from participants: 

[Social media] puts pressure on people that they have to live up to and post their life out 

there.  We all know that everyone has stuff but I think that social media is a big contributing 

factor to anxiety and depression. 

We need to normalize mental health more and talk about it because it's not just people in 

poverty experiencing it, it's our whole community. 

I think mental health is grossly misunderstood across the population nationwide.  I don't 

think in general the population knows how to deal with it. 
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Drug and Alcohol Misuse 

Several participants also mentioned that alcohol use and drinking to excess is more 

culturally acceptable than it should be.  The link between mental health and alcohol or drug 

misuse was also frequently cited, as was how drinking is more socially acceptable than 

drugs.  Also mentioned was how many times it is generational and there seems to be a cycle 

of abuse. 

Some quotes from participants: 

We don’t have a lot of outlets for people to go and do positive activities.  We have a lot of 

bars and taverns, outside activities that all revolve around drinking and that’s part of the 

social norm in this area. 

There’s a serious problem with drug distribution and how do we deal with that?  Is it severe 

punishment for those who sell drugs? Or is it counseling?  What do we do? 

Looking at the cases that come through court… I think you could say every case either has 

mental health issues, alcohol issues, or drug issues.   

 

Obesity and Chronic Disease, and Aging 

When asked specifically about obesity and chronic disease, participants brought up that 

there were lots of nice trails in Rusk County, as well as some exercise groups at the Senior 

Center, and some other exercise options.  Some participants were unaware of existing 

opportunities.  The stigma of obesity, ease in procuring cheap and fast but unhealthy food, 

versus the difficulties of always accessing and preparing healthy foods were also brought 

up.  Families do not often have a mealtime together.  One participant mentioned how we 

celebrate over food and it is used as a comfort and a reward.   

Some quotes from participants: 

… We have one nursing home and a couple of assisted [living facilities] and they're all filled- 

where do these people go? 

Families aren’t a family anymore.  How often do you have a family where the kids and the 
spouse are all sitting there having a meal together?  They always have to stop at 
McDonald’s or get something quick. 

It goes hand in hand, you know.  If you’re obese and you are sick and you don’t feel well it’s 

hard to get to exercise. 

 



16 | P a g e   
 

Demographics and County Health Rankings 

Demographics 

Rusk County is located in northwest Wisconsin.  The total population of the county is 

14,125.  The county seat and largest city is Ladysmith.  County villages include Bruce, Tony, 

Glen Flora, Ingram, Hawkins, Conrath, Sheldon, and Weyerhaeuser.  There are also 24 

townships in Rusk County. 

20.3% of Rusk County is under 18, while statewide, 21.6% of the population is under 18.  

We have a significantly larger 65 and older population at 25.7% while the state average is 

17.9%.  The majority of our residents identify as non-Hispanic White at 94.4% while 80.2% 

of the state identify as non-Hispanic White.  Our next largest group is our Hispanic 

population at 2.2%, while statewide the Hispanic population makes up 7.5%.  We also have 

less than 1% each that identify as non-Hispanic Black, American Indian or Alaskan Native, 

and Asian.  Rusk County’s population per square mile in 2020 is 15.5 people, while the state 

average is 108.8 people per square mile.  Unsurprisingly 76.6% of our population resides in 

rural areas while 29.8% of the statewide population lives in rural areas. 

For healthcare services, Rusk County has one hospital: Marshfield Medical Center 

Ladysmith.  This hospital is a critical access hospital.  The next closest hospital is more than 

35 miles away.  Marshfield Medical Center- Ladysmith has an emergency department that is 

open 24 hours a day.  There are inpatient beds and some surgical services are available.  

There are two clinics, one is operated by Marshfield Medical Center and the other by Prevea 

Health Center.  Both clinics are located in Ladysmith and both have specialists from larger 

facilities in their respective systems that will see Rusk County patients in the Ladysmith 

offices either in person or via telemedicine.  There are three pharmacies in the county, and 

all are located in Ladysmith.  Rusk County has three dental offices.  All are located in 

Ladysmith.  There are also two counseling providers in Ladysmith for those looking for 

mental health support.  Prevea and Marshfield Medical Center both have mental health 

providers as well.  Rusk County has several options for chiropractic, physical and 

occupational therapy, and massage, with most of these services being centered in 

Ladysmith. 

For skilled nursing facilities, assisted living facilities, community-based residential facilities, 

and similar services, the following information was obtained on the Wisconsin Department 

of Health Services website.  Rusk County has one nursing home with a total of 62 beds 

available.  This is located in Ladysmith.  There are eleven assisted livings and community-

based residential facilities licensed throughout the county.  Many are smaller units that are 

licensed for up to four beds.  The largest one is licensed for 20 beds.  The total number of 

assisted livings/community-based residential facility beds in the county is 100.  There is one 

adult daycare service located in Ladysmith.  There are no hospice agencies, home health 
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agencies, or personal care agencies in Rusk County.  However, there are some agencies 

from surrounding counties that cover Rusk County for some of these services. 

Rusk County has three public schools, Ladysmith, Flambeau (located in Tony), and Bruce.  All 

three offer classes for grades K4 through 12.  School enrollment for the 2022-2023 school 

years was as follows: Ladysmith- 743, Flambeau- 461, and Bruce- 410.  There are also two 

private schools in Rusk County.  Our Lady of Sorrows offers classes for 3K through 8th grade 

and the Imago Dei Academy has classes for kindergarten through 9th grade students.  Both 

are located in Ladysmith. 

Economically, the median household income in Rusk County is $57,473 yearly while the 

average income in Wisconsin is $72,458 yearly.  13.2% of Rusk County residents live in 

poverty while the state average is 10.7%.  Housing is more affordable than the state 

average.  The average home in Rusk County is worth $144,800, while in the state the 

average home is valued at $231,400.  Rent costs in Rusk County average $793, while the 

rest of the state costs an average of $992.   

County Health Rankings 

In the 2023 County Health Rankings, which looks at the overall health of each county in the 

state, Rusk ranked 51st out of 72 counties.  Rankings are from best (1st) to worst (72nd).  The 

County Health Rankings are put out each year by the University of Wisconsin Population 

Health Institute with support from the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation.  

The rankings are also broken into two categories: health outcomes and health Factors.  

Health Outcomes look at length and quality of life, using qualitative data like average life 

expectancy and causes of death and quantitative data such as how residents rank their 

health.  Health factors look at healthy behaviors, access to care, the physical environment, 

and social and economic factors. 

 

Rusk County Health Rankings Last Five Years 
(according to County Health Rankings and Roadmaps) 

Year Health 
Outcomes 

Health Factors Overall 
Ranking 

2023 51 63 51 

2022 52 64 52 

2021 40 64 40 

2020 24 58 24 

2019 44 60 44 
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This chart shows the data that is evaluated to produce these rankings.

 

HEALTH OUTCOMES 

Health outcomes are made up of two categories- length of life and quality of life.  Each 

category makes up 50% of the score.  Rusk County was ranked 51st out of 72 counties for 

health outcomes according to the 2023 Health Rankings. 

Life Expectancy and Life Quality 

• Life expectancy in Rusk County is 77.7 years, while the state-wide life expectancy is 

78.9 years. 

• The leading cause of death for residents under 75 in Rusk County were: 

o Malignant neoplasms (68 residents) 

o Diseases of the Heart (40 residents) 

o Accidents (21 residents) 

• Residents who report themselves as having poor or fair health- Rusk County 14%.  

The state and national percentage is 12%. 

• Average number of days each resident reported poor physical health in the previous 

30 days: Rusk County- 3.4, Wisconsin- 3.2 

• Average number of days each resident reported poor mental health in the previous 

30 days: Rusk County- 4.7, Wisconsin- 4.4 
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HEALTH FACTORS 

Health factors are made up of four different categories.  These include health behaviors 

which make up 30% of the score, clinical care which is 20% of the score, social and 

economic factors which is 40% of the score, and finally physical environment which 

accounts for 10% of the score.  Rusk County was ranked 63rd out of the 72 counties in 

Wisconsin for health factors according to the 2023 Health Rankings. 

Health Behaviors 

• Percentage of residents that smoke cigarettes: Rusk County 21%, Wisconsin 16% 

• Percentage of adults with a BMI above 30 (considered obese): Rusk County 36%, 

Wisconsin 33% 

• Percentage of adults reporting no physical activity outside of work: Rusk County 

22%, Wisconsin 20% 

• Percentage of adults reporting binge drinking or heavy drinking: Rusk County 26%, 

Wisconsin 26%. 

• Motor vehicle fatalities involving alcohol: Rusk County 23%, Wisconsin 36% 

Clinical Care 

• Rusk County has one doctor for every 2,340 residents, while the rest of Wisconsin 

reports one doctor for every 1,240 residents.   

• Rusk County has one mental health provider for every 1,770 residents, while the rest 

of Wisconsin reports one doctor for every 420 residents. 

Social and Economic Factors 

• 89% of Rusk County residents have graduated high school while 93% of Wisconsin 

residents have. 

• 21% of children in Rusk County live in poverty, compared to 14% in Wisconsin 

• 18% of children in Rusk County are in single-parent households, compared with 23% 

in the rest of Wisconsin. 

• Our county's unemployment rate is 4.4%, while Wisconsin's is 3.8%. 

Physical Environment 

• 13% of Rusk County households experienced at least one of the following problems: 

overcrowding, high costs of housing, lack of plumbing, or lack of kitchen facilities.  

Wisconsin was also 13% statewide. 

• 80% of homes in Rusk County are occupied by the owner while only 67% of the 

homes in Wisconsin are owner-occupied.  

• 31% of Rusk County residents commute alone and for more than 30 minutes one 

way to get to work.  This compares with 28% of Wisconsin residents. 
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Prioritization of Issues 

As previously mentioned, the top issues identified were: mental health (including access to 
providers), prescription and illegal drug misuse, obesity/ chronic disease/ nutrition/ physical 
inactivity, alcohol use and misuse, tobacco use, access to affordable health care and 
providers, access to affordable dental care and providers, adequate income, aging-related 
concerns, and access to safe and affordable house.  Voting consisted of each person being 
given three dot stickers.  They were then instructed to a large poster on the wall, where a 
list of each of the top ten issues was written on poster board.  Each person applied one dot 
to each of their top three concerns.   
 
The top five results were:  

1. Mental health (including access to providers) 
2. Access to affordable healthcare providers 
3. Access to safe and affordable housing 
4. Prescription and illegal drug misuse 
5. Obesity, chronic disease, nutrition, physical inactivity 

 
Marshfield Medical Center and Rusk County Public Health will each be looking at what we 
can do to address these issues.  We will work collaboratively where we can and we will also 
each have our own objectives independently.  Public Health is inviting other community 
partners to assist in ideas and planning, and to collaborate with us on addressing the issues 
and working to improve the health of our community as part of our Community Health 
Improvement Plan (CHIP).  This process will begin in January 2024. 
 
Between Marshfield Medical Center and Rusk County Public Health we will be looking at 
ways to address the top five results.  Rusk County Public Health is planning on focusing close 
attention on two issues.  The first will be on will be the mental health of our county.  This 
will focus on building resiliency in our community as well as increasing awareness of 
services provided and decreasing the stigma around mental illness. 
 
For our second focus, we will be looking at ways to increase the physical activity of our 
community members.  Physical activity plays a role in our mental, physical, and social 
health.  It provides many benefits including weight loss, improved sleep, reduced risk of 
depression, short-term reduction in anxiety symptoms, increased mobility and decreased 
falls, reduced blood glucose and cholesterol, decreased risk for type 2 diabetes, decreased 
cardiovascular disease and stroke, boosted immune system, and more.  Rusk County is a 
beautiful area with many outdoor and free recreational opportunities.  An improvement in 
physical activity would lead to an improvement in health overall. 

For any community members who would be interested in helping improve the health of our 
community, please reach out to Public Health at 715/532-2299. 
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