
INTRODUCTION 

California Project LEAN=s Food On The Run program aims to build and strengthen a statewide 
infrastructure to increase the availability and accessibility of healthy foods and physical activity 
options for California=s low income adolescents and their families. Food On The Run is 
dedicated to increasing healthy food choices and physical activity through student advocacy.  A 
major program goal is to engage youth in policy work and to dispel the common perception 
among teens that they have no power to effect change in their homes, schools and communities.  

This report summarizes the findings of a policy needs assessment conducted to support the 
development of a Food On The Run youth nutrition and physical activity policy agenda.  The 
needs assessment components included a review of currently available nutrition, physical 
activity and youth policy materials as well as a survey of key individuals knowledgeable about 
nutrition, physical activity, and/or youth policy issues.  Recommendations for policy objectives 
and action strategies are based on a synthesis of findings from the needs assessment components. 

MATERIALS CURRENTLY AVAILABLE 

Nutrition and Physical Activity 
There is a wealth of information available on nutrition and physical activity policies within the 
educational system - federal policy recommendations have been published, and policy 
statements exist at the state department of education level, the school district level, and for 
individual schools. These materials include: 

$ Federal and state guidelines for nutrition education, food service, and physical education: 
The guidelines spell out goals and objectives for nutrition and physical activity; school 
level policy strategies; suggestions for curriculum, student instruction, and staff training; 
integration of classroom and cafeteria activities; methods for encouraging family and 
community involvement; and program evaluation strategies. 

$ Curriculum analysis tools and school self-assessment instruments: These tools will assist 
schools in exploring the extent to which they are meeting guidelines for nutrition 
education, school food programs, and physical activity. 

$ School policies: CDC is developing a policy database which will catalog existing 
nutrition and physical activity policies developed by school districts across the country. 
Sample policy issues include content of school meals, graduation requirements for 
physical education, amounts and types of physical education and nutrition education 
required, location for school sales of foods of minimal nutritional value. 
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Youth and PolicyA number of pieces have been developed for youth regarding advocacy.  Much 
of this material focuses on tobacco issues. Available materials written specifically to guide 
youth advocacy include: 

$ General information on policy: These information sheets outline what constitutes policy, 
defines the legislative process, describes the nature of policy change, and describes and 
identifies possible stakeholders. 

$ Advocacy guides: These guidelines list the steps necessary for conducting an advocacy 
campaign including how to contact legislators. 

$ Youth-based program guide: Coleman Advocates for Youth has developed a guide for its 
Youth Making a Change Program. This guide provides tools for planning, documenting 
and evaluating a youth-based community advocacy program.   

$ Issue specific youth advocacy materials: Anti tobacco and alcohol groups have developed 
excellent booklets for teens.  These materials clearly describe the advocacy process with 
specific examples from tobacco and alcohol related policy work. The booklets include 
detailed action strategies for every step of the policy process and provide sample letters 
and presentation formats. 

The review of the available materials reveals the absence of youth oriented policy and advocacy 
manuals which focus on nutrition and physical activity. Many good youth advocacy handbooks 
have been developed for other issues, and these handbooks should serve as models for youth 
focused nutrition and physical activity advocacy resources.       

KEY INFORMANT SURVEY 

In July 1998, a telephone survey was conducted with key professionals working in the areas of 
nutrition, physical activity and youth advocacy.  In addition, representatives from the California 
Project LEAN Regions provided written responses to the survey questions.  Survey respondents 
identified the priority nutrition and physical activity issues impacting California's low income 
youth, described how youth and parents can become involved in changing policy, identified the 
skills and resources they need to conduct policy work, and identified community organizations 
and individuals that can assist and support efforts to change policies which affect youth.  The 
following section summarizes the survey findings. 

Three Most Significant Nutrition Problems 
Survey respondents were asked to identify three nutrition problems that significantly impact low 
income youth in California.  Respondents identified three general problem areas: money, access 
and knowledge. Specific problems include: 
$ Easy availability of low cost, unhealthy fast food and junk food and the lack of available 
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low cost healthy foods. 

$ Limited access to healthy foods at school and other public spaces.  Unhealthy foods are 
sold as snacks, in vending machines, for fundraising activities, and used as rewards. 

$ Youth disconnect eating, health, and their general sense of well being. Youth do not 
understand nutrition, the impact of poor nutrition, and how to make healthy food choices. 

Policy Strategies to Address Nutrition Problems 
The policy strategies identified to address the significant nutrition problems focused on 
availability of low cost healthy foods and promoting nutrition education and positive food 
messages. 

$	 Promote the availability of low cost, fast, appealing healthy food options as part of: 
school lunches, fundraising activities, rewards, snacks served and/or sold at after school 
activities and other public spaces such as movie theaters. 

$	 Maintain adequate food supports for low income kids year round. Enhance participation 
in food programs in general, and in the under-utilized school breakfast and summer food 
programs. Eliminate the stigma associated with participation in subsidized food 
programs. 

$	 Conduct nutrition education in the school and the community. Assure that nutrition 
education is culturally appropriate.  Develop dietary goals specific to teen lifestyles.  Use 
media to promote positive food messages, decrease advertising for unhealthy food 
options. 

$	 Engage youth in economic development. Enlist youth in bringing supermarkets to low 
income communities, and facilitate youth employment by these stores. 

Three Most Significant Physical Activity Problems 
Survey respondents consistently identified the following as the most pressing physical activity 
problems for low income adolescents: 

$	 Safety: crime free locations for outdoor physical activity. 

$	 Access to high quality, low cost recreational facilities and programs with a teen focus. 
Insufficient funding for parks and recreation programs. 

$	 The lack of consistent, daily physical education in schools which is non-competitive, 
respects diversity in interests and abilities, and teaches lifelong skills. 

Policy Strategies to Address Physical Activity Problems 
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Suggested strategies to address physical activity include policies at the school and broader 
community level: 

$ Allocate funding to create safe outdoor areas for physical activity. 

$ Improve park and recreational facilities and programs, and create community teen 
centers. Provide funding for free and low cost activities. 

$ Provide daily physical education in schools.  High quality physical education will 
encompass a variety of noncompetitive activities and promote lifelong skills.  Train 
physical education teachers on fun, skill building teaching strategies. 

$ Create free after school physical activity programs and provide transportation home. 

$ Schools and other organizations (such as religious organizations, community groups) 
make their facilities available after hours for physical activity programs. 

Does nutrition and physical activity fit with the broader youth policy agenda? 
The key informants unanimously agreed that nutrition and physical activity fit with other youth 
policy issues such as crime and juvenile justice, substance abuse, teen pregnancy and sexual 
activity, and tobacco use. Survey respondents believe that nutrition and physical activity can be 
tied to many of these youth issues.  For example, there is a direct link between physical activity 
and crime - when youth have after school activities and programs, they are less likely to commit 
crimes and participate in gang activities. In addition, many respondents believe that nutrition 
and physical activity are essential to building self-esteem - if youth eat well and exercise, they 
will feel good and be less likely to participate in self-destructive behaviors. Nutrition and 
physical activity messages can be framed in a positive way, and make a nice counterpoint to 
Ajust say no.@ 

How can Youth Become More Directly Engaged in Changing Policy? 
Survey respondents generally felt that youth are easy to engage in policy work if they are 
involved in a manner which addresses their needs, respects their abilities, and provides a positive 
experience. Policy work provides the opportunity for development of leadership skills.  The 
following specific suggestions were provided: 

$	 Youth need to be the source of the policy agenda. In order to engage youth, youth need 
to identify the issues and develop the policy strategies. 

$ Assist youth in conducting a needs assessment. Appropriate needs assessment activities 
may include surveys and/or focus groups. 

$ Start with small, winnable issues. Break issues into bite size pieces for faster results. 
Provide praise and encouragement at every step of the process. 
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$ Compensate youth for their work. Design an incentive plan with rewards and awards for 
completion of specific activities. 

$ Educate youth on the importance of nutrition and physical fitness. 

$ Address media and advertising - youth are media savvy and get energized around issues 
of corporate manipulation. 

$ Allow youth to act as liaisons to other kids. 

$ Provide kids with the opportunity to speak for themselves. 

$ Identify policy experiences youth may have had but not realized. 

$ Facilitate youth identification of the positive outcomes of policy change. 

How can Parents Become More Involved in Changing Policy? 
The key informants felt that the strategies for engaging parents in policy change are similar to 
those used to engage youth. Parents will become engaged if they are able to drive the policy 
agenda and are compelled by the issues.  Parents need face-to-face participation with peers in 
order to motivate their involvement. Parents should also be encouraged to vote. A few 
respondents felt that parents have too many demands at present, and that they should be 
informed of youth policy activities, but not directly engaged in changing policy themselves.   

Community Level Institutions that could Help Youth Change Policy 
The following institutions were identified: 

$ Schools and school related organizations such as the PTA 

$ Health organizations including hospitals, clinics, and care providers 

$ Youth service groups such as the YMCA and Boys' and Girls' Clubs 

$ Youth leadership development organizations such as Coleman Advocates for Youth 

$ Religious organizations 

$ Mentoring programs such as Big Brothers and Big Sisters 
$ 

Voluntary organizations including American Heart Association and American Cancer 
Society 
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$ Local colleges and universities 

$ Senior organizations such as AARP 

Other Key People who should be Involved in Changing Youth Policy 
Survey respondents felt that influential individuals should be involved to help youth gain entree 
to the appropriate decision makers.  Professional advocates should be involved to assist in 
training youth on policy work. School district business administrators need to be part of the 
process since they control school funds. Finally, a youth policy project should include caring 
adults who are respected by youth and who know how to communicate and work with youth. 

Skills, Resources, and Information Youth Need to Change Policy 
Youth need the same skills, resources and information that adults need in order to advocate for 
an issue and change policy.  Specifically, youth need the following: 

$ A curriculum to teach civic engagement and information on the policy process.  How are 
institutions governed?  What is policy and how is policy made?  How is policy changed? 
Who are the opinion leaders and decision makers?  Youth need to feel comfortable 
talking about policy issues. 

$ Needs assessment and data collection skills: how to pick an issue through canvassing of 
peers. 

$ Skills to mobilize peers, enlist allies in the community, and garner support for the issue. 

$ Excellent communication skills: verbal skills for speaking with adults and youth, and 
written skills for letter writing campaigns. 

$ Youth need mentoring from a young adult who they relate to and respect.  The mentor 
needs to support youth through every step of the policy change process. 

$ Media advocacy skills: how to frame an issue, how to talk with reporters. 

$ Youth need to know the facts of the issue they are addressing, and be able to articulate 
clear solutions to the problem. Youth also need to know the amount of resources 
required to implement their solution. 

$ 
$ 

Youth should be compensated for their efforts through either a stipend or incentive. 

Youth should have access to a meeting space, a computer, and basic office supplies. 
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Skills, Resources, and Information Parents Need to Change Policy 
The survey respondents agreed that parents essentially need the same skills, information and 
resources that youth need.  Most importantly, they need quick, easy to read information that will 
inform them of the issues. Parents need advocacy training to build their confidence around 
discussing policy issues. 

Work of the Key Informants on Nutrition and Physical Activity Policy and Other Youth Policy 
and Advocacy Issues 
Survey respondents are involved in nutrition and physical activity policy and other youth

policies in a number of ways. 


CDC: Develop guidelines for healthy eating and physical activity.  Conduct projects to assist

schools in implementing the guidelines.


California State PTA: Take public positions on legislation that affects youth. Disseminates

information to members through newsletters and conferences.


Coleman Advocates for Youth: Work to increase resources for expansion of school programs

including gym building, improvement of parks and recreation programs, address youth

employment issues and evaluate quality of youth services.  Facilitate parents group which

addresses school lunch issues.


Americans for Non-Smokers Rights: Train teens to be advocates for anti-tobacco issues.  Train

teens to teach younger kids about tobacco issues. Conducting a study of Hollywood and

Tobacco to explore the portrayal of smoking in movies and television.


California School Board Association: Write generic policies which school districts adapt for

local use. Have written policies regarding school lunch and increased funding for physical

education and physical activity.


California Center for Health Improvement: Recently completed an eight part survey on youth

and health /health access.


California Food Policy Advocates: Work to expand school meal programs: establish more

school breakfast programs; improve impression of school meals; overcome barriers to

participation in school feeding programs; maintain network of field advocates around the state,

field advocates train youth to advocate around school food issues.

CANFIT: Develop culturally appropriate nutrition and fitness programs sponsored by after-

school and community organizations throughout California. 


The California Wellness Foundation: Created a Children and Youth Initiative to promote

community and youth development around health issues.
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Factors That Have Contributed to Successful Youth Policy Work 

$ Youth develop the policy agenda. Adults guide and facilitate. 

$ Listen to communities and support their objectives. Assist community efforts by 
providing a framework for achieving goals. 

$ Choose the right issue - one that is appealing and winnable. Market the issue to build a 
constituency. 

$ Youth need to see behaviors modeled in the community.  Influential adults need to "talk 
the talk and walk the walk." 

$ Youth conduct in depth research so that they are prepared to talk about the issue. 

$ Not afraid to be confrontational. 

$ Respect youth, enjoy working with them, learn from them, believe in their abilities, and 
always be honest. 

$ Facilitate local work: have a local official sponsor a meeting; work with the community 
to identify and invite all of the key players; forge partnerships for action at the meeting; 
follow-up to assure that action is taken; troubleshoot so that the path is as clear as 
possible. 

Barriers to Successful Youth Policy Work 

$	 Nutrition and physical activity are low priority issues and are not inherently compelling. 
Messages need to appeal to a number of audiences - youth, parents, community members, 
public officials. 

$	 The categorical nature of funding separates wellness issues which should be addressed in 
tandem. 

$	 California=s lack of a coherent youth policy. 
$	 Getting people to understand the importance and impact of policy and the fundamental 

concepts of advocacy and community organizing.  Overcoming the skepticism that a 
difference can be made. 

$	 Adult facilitators who do not know how to work with youth. 

$	 The youth that participate are not necessarily the audience the project is trying to reach. 
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$ Kids grow up quickly and move on to other interests and activities. 

$ Projects of short duration (one year or less). 

$ Insufficient resources in terms of funding and time to participate. 

$ Government burocracies 

How can California Project LEAN Overcome These Barriers? 
Key informants agreed that Project LEAN must take a youth focused approach in order to be 
successful. Specific suggestions include:  

$	 Work directly with youth. Adults take the role of educator and facilitator, not leader. 
Hire youth to create the project and be part of the policy change process from the start. 

$	 Conduct formative research to assess youth interests. Package messages so that they are 
compelling to youth. 

$	 Focus on building youth leadership. Provide opportunities to practice leadership and 
advocacy skills. Give youth the opportunity to meet with the decision makers and 
opinion leaders. 

$	 Take a bottom-up approach which gathers grass roots and community-wide support. 

$	 Youth need to be aware of prioritization of issues.  Link nutrition and physical activity 
with higher priority youth issues. 

$	 Partner with other organizations who will advocate for the issue. 

$	 Address personal responsibility. 

$	 Publicize the relationship between nutrition, physical activity, and academic 
performance. 

$ Pick a winnable issue. 

$ Advocate for more state level support for youth nutrition and physical activity programs.


The Natural Partners with whom California Project LEAN can Work to Promote Youth Policy 
Issues? 
Survey respondents identified a number of partners who could assist and support Project LEAN's 
efforts. Any group involved with youth and youth advocacy should be considered a potential 
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partner. 

$ Community building and youth development agencies and initiatives 

$ Schools, the Department of Education, PTAs and other school-related organizations 

$ Youth policy advocates 

$ Nutrition organizations (i.e. the Dairy Council) 

$ Mentor programs (Big Bother and Big Sister) 

$ Healthy food vendors such as Fresh Choice, World Wraps, Odwalla 

$ Community physical activity clubs 

$ Religious organizations    

$ Center for Science in the Public Interest 

$ CANFIT 

$ City, County, and School Partnerships 

RECCOMENDATIONS 

Project LEAN must concentrate policy efforts where they will be most effective.  The findings 
from this needs assessment point to two general categories of policy work: 

�	 Create a state level policy platform that will support health and fitness for 
California youth. 

� Fully engage youth in developing the Food On The Run policy approach. 
There is an absence of a coherent youth policy agenda in California.  While there are many youth 
oriented initiatives, projects, and programs, there is no cohesive plan or approach. Project 
LEAN should participate in promoting a larger youth policy agenda that is endorsed and adopted 
by the Governor, state legislature, and other public officials.  On the state level, Project LEAN is 
well positioned to promote a policy climate that supports optimal health for all California 
children. The creation of a coherent and comprehensive youth policy agenda would enable the 
adoption and commitment of resources to programs that promote universal access should work 
to present an image of healthy California kids and a state that supports this image through the 
creation of a climate supportive of nutrition and fitness. 
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On the community level, Project LEAN needs to fully involve youth in the policy process. 
Youth need to be given the skills necessary for effective advocacy and the opportunity to use 
these skills. Most importantly, youth need to drive the policy agenda through identification of 
issues and development of solutions.  Nutrition and physical activity will energize youth into 
action when they are passionate about the issues being addressed. 

Policy Objectives 
There was strong consensus among survey respondents for the following policy objectives: 

Nutrition 
�	 To promote the availability of low cost, fast, appealing healthy food options as 

part of: school lunches, fundraising activities, rewards, snacks served and/or sold 
at after school activities and other public spaces. 

�	 To maintain adequate food supports for low income kids year round and enhance 
participation in summer food programs. 

�	 To conduct culturally appropriate nutrition education in the school and the 
community. 

�	 To develop dietary goals specific to teen lifestyles.  

�	 To use media to promote positive food messages and to decrease advertising for 
unhealthy food options. 

�	 To engage youth in economic development. Enlist youth in bringing 
supermarkets to low income communities, and facilitate youth employment by 
these stores. 

Physical Activity 
�	 To allocate funding for creation of safe outdoor areas for physical activity. 

�	 To improve park and recreational facilities and programs and provide funding for 
free and low cost activities. 

�	 To provide daily, high quality physical education in schools which encompasses a 
variety of noncompetitive activities and promotes lifelong skills. 

�	 To create free after school physical activity programs that provide transportation 
home. 

�	 To encourage schools and other organizations (such as religious organizations, 
community groups) to make their facilities available after hours for physical 
activity programs. 
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�	 To create bike lanes to promote biking and enhance bike safety. 

Policy Strategies 

�	 To create a forum for engaging low income California youth around nutrition and 
physical activity. 

�	 To create a forum for engaging adults who work with youth around teaching 
nutrition and physical activity. 

�	 To create a forum for parents to become engaged in nutrition and physical 
activity. 

�	 To develop youth leadership through nutrition and physcial activity policy 
strategies. 

�	 To build relationships with other organizations working in youth development. 

Policy Products 
Create a policy tool kit which includes the following topics: 

$ Civic engagement: what is policy, why is it important, who are the policy players, how is 
policy changed?  

$ Data collection and analysis: how to canvass, conduct surveys and focus groups, how to 
conduct a needs assessment and analyze data in order to define issues. 

$	 How to develop policy solutions to a problem. 

$	 Mobilizing support: how to mobilize youth around an issue. How to identify allies and 
garner broad community support. 

$	 Identifying key decision makers and opinion leaders. 

$	 Research: how to become an Aexpert@ on the issue including knowledge of costs of the 
problem and solutions. 

$ Communications strategies including letter writing and talking with decision makers. 
$ 

$ Media advocacy skills. 
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$ Success stories: case studies of successful youth attempts to change nutrition and 
physical activity policy. 
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KEY INFORMANTS SURVEYED 

Charlene Burgeson 
CDC 

Lucy Adams 
Adolescent Nutrition Specialist 

Larry Cohen 
Prevention Institute 

Gayle Wilson 
Center for Youth Policy and Advocacy 

Colleen Cavanaugh 
California Food Policy Advocates 

Teresa Garcia 
California School Board Association 

Lee Kemper 
California Center for Health Improvement 

Julia Carrol 
Americans for Non-smokers Rights 

Fran Jemmott 
The California Wellness Foundation, Children and Youth Initiative 

Taj James 
Coleman Advocates for Youth 

Virginia Jang 
Consultant 

Carla Nino 
California State PTA, Vice President for health 

Patricia Jensen 
Stanford Center for Research in Disease Prevention 

Arnell Hinkle 
CANFITLaurie Kappi 
i.e. Communications 
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