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Active Living Research

SUMMARY

Active Living Research is an ongoing national program of the Robert Wood Johnson
Foundation (RWJF) to identify environmental factors and policies that can substantially
increase levels of physical activity and to provide policy-makers with evidence about
how to create more activity-friendly communities.

The program's specific objectives are to:

o Establish a strong research base regarding the environmental and policy correlates of
physical activity.

« Help build a transdisciplinary field of physical activity, policy and environmental
researchers. RWJF describes transdisciplinary field building as "a process by which
researchers work jointly using a shared conceptual framework that draws together
discipline-specific theories, methods and measures."

« Facilitate the use of research to support policy change.

Key Results
Between April 2001 and June 2008:

« The national program office funded 122 research studies, including 21 dissertation
grants, six diversity partnership grants and 11 case studies. A substantive proportion
of these studies addressed barriers to and/or strategies for creating more physical-
activity friendly environments and promoting everyday physical activity in high-risk,
low-income and racial/ethnic minority populations and communities. A significant
portion of all grants focused on children, adolescents and their families.

o Funded investigators published more than 98 papers in peer-reviewed journals,
including in special issues, special sections or supplements of four journals supported
by the program.

o As of September 2006, 15 investigators reported that their Active Living Research
grant helped them leverage $8.7 million in other funds, or about $580,000 per
investigator.


http://www.activelivingresearch.org/about

o As of June 2006, funded investigators reported the development of 121 new courses,
seminars, lectures, supervision or other educational programs related to active living
at their educational institutions.

« The national program office helped create a $20-million obesity and built
environment initiative led by the National Institute of Environmental Health Sciences
in cooperation with other National Institutes of Health (NIH) institutes and the
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC).

Key Evaluation Findings

From June 2006 to July 2007, two evaluation teams from Gutman Research Associates
(Cranbury, N.J.) and Group Health Community Foundation (Seattle), assessed the
program's success in meeting its original objectives and its potential to adapt in light of a
change in RWJF's focus from physical activity in general to preventing childhood
obesity. They collected data mostly in mid-to-late 2006.

o Active Living Research contributed to building a research base about environmental
correlates of physical activity. Between 2000 and 2006, the number of published
papers about these connections increased from 45 to 301.

o Active Living Research investigators came from more than 20 disciplines. Some 31
percent had five years or less research experience when they received their Active
Living Research grant. Some 26 percent of investigators are people of color.

e Active Living Research made some progress in contributing to policy discussions, but
the program's influence is in its early stages, and it can do more in this area.

e Active Living Research is well positioned to support RWJF's goal to prevent and
reduce childhood obesity. In 2002, when RWJF established this major goal, Active
Living Research began giving some priority to studies in this area. Overall, since its
inception through June 2007, Active Living Research has funded 42 studies that focus
on young people; 13 of those explicitly address obesity.

Program Management

RWJF established a national program office at San Diego State University to manage
Active Living Research and provide assistance to funded researchers.

To establish the research base, the national program office:

o Issued seven rounds of Calls for Proposals (CFPs) soliciting investigator-initiated
studies addressing priority topics.

o Commissioned papers and funded supplemental studies and special projects to
address issues not covered via the CFPs.
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To build a transdisciplinary field of physical activity, policy and environmental
researchers, the national program office:

o Supported dissertation studies by students engaged in transdisciplinary research as
part of their doctoral programs.

o Issued diversity partnership grants to researchers studying active living issues in
minority or underserved communities.

e Convened annual conferences and sponsored seminar programs that brought together
researchers and policy-makers from a variety of disciplines.

« Encouraged applicants to apply in teams consisting of investigators from multiple
disciplines.

o Created a Web site to aid researchers; it includes information on grants and results,
literature searches, tools and resources, and conference information.

To increase the likelihood that research findings would be used by policy-makers, the
national program office:

o Prepared Research Summaries synthesizing research findings so as to make them
practical for policy-makers to use.

« Devoted one round of Call for Proposal projects to case studies of on-the-ground
initiatives.

o Worked with the RWJF program Leadership for Healthy Communities, its member
national organizations representing elected and appointed officials and targeted
advocacy organizations to disseminate key findings.

o Worked closely also with RWJF communications staff to disseminate key findings to
critical stakeholder groups (e.g., policy-makers and practitioners at the institutional,
community, state or national level).

Funding

In July 2000, RWJF's Board of Trustees authorized up to $12.5 million for the research
budget for Active Living Research. In October 2007, the Trustees authorized up to an
additional $22.1 million for the program, of which $15.4 million was for research.

THE PROBLEM

Physical inactivity is an important modifiable threat to health across the population and to
living independently in later years. According to researchers at San Diego State
University, despite well-documented benefits of physical activity, at least 60 percent of
adults do not meet the recommendation in the 1996 U.S. Surgeon General's Report on
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Physical Activity and Health that people engage in 30 minutes of moderate-to-vigorous
physical activity most days of the week.

The percentage of people who are overweight or obese changed little between 1960 and
1980 according to the CDC (see Chartbook on Trends in the Health of Americans, page
39). The prevalence of overweight and obesity began to increase in 1980, U.S. Surgeon
General's Report on Physical Activity and Health and in 1999-2000, some 65 percent of
Americans aged 20-74 were overweight and 31 percent were obese.

Since the 1970s, the prevalence of childhood obesity more than doubled for children aged
2to5and 12 to 19 and it more than tripled for children aged 6 to 11, according to an
Institute of Medicine study.

Most studies on correlates of physical activity focus on psychological and social factors,
but emerging research suggests that environmental factors play an important role in
promoting or inhibiting active lifestyles. Yet, little is known about the impact of these
environmental factors or how to leverage them to promote long-term increases in
physical activity.

RWIJF STRATEGY

The Robert Wood Johnson Foundation (RWJF) has a history of initiating research
programs to increase knowledge about policy and environmental factors contributing to
population-level health and illness—and policy and environmental solutions to public
health problems. Then it uses that knowledge to inform policy discussions and change.

e The Tobacco Policy Research and Evaluation Program (TPR), (1992-1998), used
research as a means to influence policies regarding tobacco use.

o The Substance Abuse Policy Research Program (SAPRP), created in 1994 and now
in its 14th year, funds experts in a variety of fields to research policy issues related to
substance abuse as a way to reduce harm caused by alcohol, tobacco and illicit drug
use. (For more information see Grant Results.)

e Bridging the Gap: Research Informing Practice and Policy for Healthy Youth
Behavior, created in 1997 and still in existence, is a program to improve
understanding of the role of policy and environmental factors in youth alcohol, illicit
drug and tobacco use, as well as diet and physical activity, to evaluate their
effectiveness in reducing substance use and obesity among youth.

Research findings published in the 1990s began to demonstrate connections between
physical activity, obesity and health. In 1997, Michael McGinnis, M.D., M.P.P., a former
vice president at RWJF and now a senior scholar at the Institute of Medicine, put physical
activity on RWJF's short list of topics for priority funding through the Foundation's
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Health and Behavior Program Management Team led by C. Tracy Orleans, Ph.D.,
distinguished fellow and senior scientist at RWJF.

Shortly thereafter, RWJF created several projects aimed at reducing obesity and
increasing physical activity among the general population. By the early 2000s, these
projects had evolved into a suite of initiatives promoting "active living," which was
defined as re-engineering physical activity into everyday life through policy changes and
changes to the built environment.

RWJF defines "active living" as a way of life that integrates physical activity into daily
routines. Rather than addressing inactivity and obesity as individual motivation or
education problems, active living focuses on how the built environment—neighborhoods,
transportation systems, buildings, parks and open space—can promote physical activity
and healthy eating by supporting healthy choices.

RWIF's Other Work in the Field

Once active living became a priority for RWJF, the Health and Behavior Program
Management Team established several interrelated national programs, including Active
Living Research, with grants totaling about $74.5 million:

o Active for Life®: Increasing Physical Activity Levels in Adults Age 50 and Older!
tested two evidence-based programs aimed at increasing physical activity among
sedentary people age 50 or older by incorporating physical activity into their daily
routines. (For more information see Grant Results.)

e The Active Living Resource Center (funded through January 2009) provides
information and technical assistance about physical activity to community agencies
trying to create active communities. See Grant Results for more information.

e Leadership for Healthy Communities: Advancing Policies to Support Healthy Eating
& Active Living provides expertise and technical support to elected and appointed
officials. Starting out as Active Living Leadership and dealing only with active living
issues, this program expanded in 2006 to include healthy eating policies.

e Active Living by Design funded 25 initiatives created by community partnerships to
increase physical activity in their towns or cities, and was expanded in 2008 to fund
100 community partnerships focused on both active living and healthy eating. This
broader initiative has been named Healthy Kids, Healthy Communities.

o The Active Living Network disseminated information about active living concepts and
initiatives. The network’s mission was to build a national coalition of leaders
committed to building active, healthy communities. As of January 1, 2008, the Active
Living Network is no longer operational. See Grant Results for more information.
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In 2003, RWJF was reorganized under the direction of a new president and CEO, Risa
Lavizzo-Mourey, M.D., M.B.A., to reduce and re-focus its funding priorities and enhance
its overall impact. In this reorganization, in response to dramatic evidence for the rapid
rise of childhood overweight and obesity and the possibility that parents in the United
States could be raising the first generation of children to live sicker and die younger than
their parents, childhood obesity prevention emerged as a top priority.

As a result, an existing Childhood Obesity Working Group was re-configured as a
strategic program management team, incorporating and expanding the original Health
and Behavior program team. Ultimately, the new Childhood Obesity Team adopted the
goal of reversing the rise in childhood obesity by 2015, with a special focus on the low-
income and racial/ethnic minority populations where rates of childhood obesity were
highest and rising fastest. In 2007, RWJF committed $500 million to achieving this goal.

In pursuit of this goal, RWJF has developed or expanded the following national programs
to reverse the rise in childhood obesity by 2015:

o Healthy Eating Research: Building Evidence to Prevent Childhood Obesity. This
program supports investigator-initiated research to identify and assess environmental
and policy influences that might improve healthy eating and weight patterns among
children.

o Healthy Eating by Design, a program within Active Living by Design, funds 12
community partnerships testing environmental and policy approaches to providing
affordable, healthy and appealing food options to people living in low-income
communities.

o The Intergenerational Programming with the Active for Life Program Sites to Reduce
Childhood Obesity (known in public as Generations Working Together to Prevent
Childhood Obesity) funded four Active for Life projects to connect older people with
children in undertaking activities to prevent or reduce childhood obesity. The
program gives special attention to children living in low-income culturally diverse
communities.

e Community-Based Childhood Obesity Prevention provides additional funds to eight
sites participating in RWJF's Injury Free Coalition for Kids® national program. These
funds allow sites to incorporate healthy eating activities into their efforts to promote
physical activity and develop safe play areas. (For more information see Grant
Results.)

o The Childhood Obesity Prevention Pilot Project of the Diabetes Initiative provides
funds to four projects participating in RWJF's Diabetes Initiative, allowing them to
increase access to healthy food and opportunities for safe physical activity by
promoting policy and environmental changes.
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o Bridging the Gap: Research Informing Practice and Policy for Healthy Youth
Behavior switched its focus in October 2005 from improving understanding of the
role of policy and environmental factors around youth alcohol, illicit drug and
tobacco use to those around diet and physical activity, evaluating their effectiveness
in reducing obesity among youth.

e The Childhood Obesity Modeling Network (COMNeEet) is a collaborative project to
create a network of leading childhood obesity modelers in order to strengthen and
integrate the existing statistical modeling techniques and measures used to evaluate
trends in childhood obesity and accelerate the pace of learning and application of
intervention efforts. COMNet builds on RWJF-funded work at the Harvard School of
Public Health to develop a mathematical model to simulate the natural history of
height and weight changes during growth for children and youth in the U.S.
population.

PROGRAM DESIGN

In July 2000, the RWJF Board of Trustees authorized up to $12.5 million for the research
budget for a national program originally entitled the Physical Activity Policy and
Environmental Research Initiative, later changed to Active Living Policy and
Environmental Studies and then to Active Living Research. In October 2007, the Trustees
reauthorized the program for up to an additional $22.1 million, which included $15.4
million for research.

The program design encourages experts in exercise science, public health, transportation,
urban planning, architecture, the behavioral sciences, recreation, landscape architecture,
geography, law enforcement, economics and education to form teams to study
environmental factors and policies that are related to physical activity.

The overarching goals of Active Living Research are:

« To identify environmental factors and policies that can substantially increase levels of
physical activity.

e To provide policy-makers with evidence about how to create more activity-friendly
communities.

Active Living Research has three primary objectives to achieve these goals:

o Establish a strong research base regarding the environmental and policy correlates of
physical activity.

o Help build a transdisciplinary field of physical activity policy and environmental
researchers. RWJF describes transdisciplinary field building as "a process by which
researchers work jointly using a shared conceptual framework that draws together
discipline-specific theories, methods and measures."
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o Facilitate the use of research to support policy change.

The Active Living Research design (its focus on collaborative research and policy
outcomes and its primary objectives) is modeled on RWJF's Substance Abuse Policy
Research Program (SAPRP), according to Orleans, Health and Behavior Program
Management Team leader. "We had the same focus [as SAPRP]: to changing policies and
environments to support healthy behavior at the individual and population levels." (See
RWJF's Other Work in the Field.)

THE PROGRAM

James F. Sallis, Ph.D., directs the Active Living Research program. Sallis is professor of
psychology at San Diego State University and an authority on physical activity
interventions and behavioral research. He served on the editorial committee for the 1996
U.S. Surgeon General's Report on Physical Activity and Health and is on the editorial
board of several journals. The national program office for Active Living Research is
located at San Diego State University.

National Advisory Committee

RWJF and the national program office established a multidisciplinary national advisory
committee to provide expertise and guidance to the program. Committee members:

o Draft sections of Calls for Proposals.
e Review proposals and recommend investigators for funding.
o Develop plans for future rounds of funding and topics for future annual conferences.

o Present at Active Living Research conferences and seminars reaching a variety of
disciplines (e.g., public health, urban studies, psychology, economics, law, exercise
physiology, city planning, transportation, criminology, environmental justice and
education sectors).

The Planning Phase

Under a planning grant (ID# 041228), from April to August 2001, national program
office staff working closely with RWJF program staff:

o Created the program's vision by soliciting ideas from experts in public health,
psychology, exercise science, transportation, urban planning—and from advocates.

o Developed a work plan for the first year and drafted the first Call for Proposals
(CFP).

o Established an administrative structure and budget for the first year of the program.
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The Implementation Phase

Through extensive consultation with experts about important and emerging research and
policy concerns regarding environmental correlates of physical activity, the national
program office, RWJF program staff and national advisory committee members
identified priority areas for the program. (These priority areas are the topics for the
rounds of Calls for Proposals, listed under Investigator-Initiated Projects, below.)

With these priority areas as the framework, national program office staff initiated several
activities aimed at accomplishing the program'’s three objectives.
The First Objective: Activities Designed to Establish a Research Base

To establish the evidence base regarding environmental and policy correlates of physical
activity, staff at the national program office:

« Solicited investigator-initiated projects.

o Commissioned special papers.

e Issued supplemental grants.

e Supported special projects.

As of June 2008, across all types of research projects, the national program office had
received 773 applications and funded 122 studies.

Investigator-Initiated Projects

Between May 2002 and May 2008 the national program office issued nine Calls for
Proposals (CFPs). Each set of solicited studies focused on specific topics within the
umbrella of environment and physical activity and each required that research teams
include multiple disciplines appropriate to the study proposed.

Grant amounts ranged from $30,000 to $600,000, although most were for $200,000 or
less. Most grant periods were between one and three years. Between six and 15 studies
were funded per each CFP.

Summaries of all funded studies are available online (search by topic, population, etc., or
click on the "grant cycle™ menu for studies by type and by round). Release date, priority
topics and number of projects for each round of CFPs are as follows:

e Round 1, May 2002: Measurement Tools. Studies funded: 8.

— Example: From January 2003 to September 2004, researchers at the Cincinnati
Children's Hospital Medical Center developed the environmental assessment of
public recreation spaces (EAPRS), a tool measuring physical environments of
parks and playgrounds.
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e Round 2, November 2002: Environmental Correlates of Physical Activity. Studies
funded: 15.

— Example: From October 2004 to October 2006, researchers at the University of
Pennsylvania studied the influence of neighborhood disorder and crime on
physical activity. See Project Profile for details.

e Round 3, November 2003: Special Populations. Studies funded: 15.

— Example: From April 2005 to September 2006, researchers at the University of
Illinois studied patterns of park, trail and sports facility use among Latino
Americans living in and near Chicago. See Project Profile for details.

— Example: A Study of Leisure Time Physical Activity in Public Parks in Diverse
Communities. See Grantee Profile of Myron F. Floyd, Ph.D.

e Round 4, September 2004: Case Studies of Policy Change or Innovation. Studies
funded: 11.

— Example: From July 2005 to June 2006, researchers at Columbia University
described and analyzed a community physical activity and sports programs
designed to reduce violence in one New York City neighborhood. See Project
Profile for details about this study.

e Round 5, March 2005: Analyses of Active Living Policies that Might Affect Other
Policy Areas. Studies funded: 6.

— Example: From July 2006 to June 2008, researchers at the University of
Memphis, Tenn., studied the implementation of physical education policies in
Mississippi and Tennessee schools.

e Round 6, February 2006: Influences on Youth Use of Parks, Physical Activity In and
Around Buildings, Rural Issues. Studies funded: 7.

— Example: From January 2007 to December 2008, researchers at the University of
Buffalo, N.Y., are examining children’s choices of park features for physical
activity.

e Round 7, March 2007: Environmental and Policy Influences on Children's Activities.
Studies funded: 8.

— Example: From February 2008 to January 2010, researchers at Baylor College of
Medicine in Houston are assessing the impact of a "walking school bus" on
student safety, physical activity and health. Walking school bus programs offer
supervised physical activities for children as they walk to and from school.

e Round 8, March 2008: Evaluations of Policy or Environmental Interventions.
Approximately 16 to be awarded December 2008.
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— Proposal included a study of the interactive effects of built environment and
social/cultural factors on youth physical activity; a study of the economic
determinants and/or impacts of environments and policies affecting youth
physical activity; and an analyses of macro-level policies and environmental-
change strategies.

o Rapid Response Grants, May 2008: Active Living Research and Healthy Eating
Research Rapid Response Grants (awards made on a rolling basis 12—-14 weeks after
receipt of proposals; grants are for 12 months).

— The two programs issued the joint CFPs to support time-sensitive, opportunistic
studies to evaluate changes in policies or environments with the potential to reach
children who are at highest risk for obesity, including African-American, Latino,
Native American, Asian-American and Pacific Islander children (ages 3 to 18)
who live in low-income communities or communities with limited access to
affordable healthy foods and/or safe opportunities for physical activity.

Research may focus on one or both sides of the energy balance equation—on physical
activity (including sedentary behavior), healthy eating or both.

Supplemental Grants on Healthy Eating Research, Obesity and the Built
Environment

The national program office provides special grants to investigators engaged in related
research supported by funds from sources other than Active Living Research. These
grants supplement those funds, thereby allowing researchers to conduct more in-depth
studies or expand their healthy eating studies to include physical activity. The CFPs for
two rounds of Healthy Eating Research funding (round 1 and round 2) and Obesity and
the Built Environment are online.

As of May 2008, 15 researchers had received supplemental grants, 11 in the area of
healthy eating research and four in the area of obesity and the built environment.
Summaries of the supplemental grants are available online (click on the "grant cycle"
menu and select either "Healthy Eating Research Supplement” or "Obesity and the Built
Environment Supplement™ for list of grant summaries).

o Example: From June 2007 to June 2008, researchers at Mathematica Policy Research,
a policy institute based in Washington, analyzed the effects of school physical
activity policies on student body mass index (BMI) and obesity.

Special Projects

The national program office funded 10 special projects that addressed specific and unique
aspects of active living but that did not fall specifically within particular categories of
funding.
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Summaries of special projects are available online (click on the "grant cycle” menu and
select "Special Project: Study Commissioned by ALR" for list of grant summaries).

o Example: From October 2004 to July 2005, researchers at the University of
California, Irvine, evaluated the impact of changes in urban design on perceived
safety, quality of life and sense of community among residents of Minnie Street in
Santa Ana, Calif.

The Second Objective: Activities Designed to Build a New,
Transdisciplinary Field

Active Living Research undertook four strategies to build a new field that would engage
researchers from a variety of professions and disciplines:

o Commissioned papers.
« Diversity partnership and dissertation grants.
e Annual conferences.

e Seminar program.

Commissioned Papers

Active living studies require collaboration among disciplines with little or no history of
working together, so papers were commissioned to describe how various disciplines can
contribute to transdisciplinary studies, to recommend research priorities, or to present
legal research results. Eleven papers were commissioned. The topic areas were:

o Building design.

o Crime prevention.

o Economics.

e Leisure research.

o Legal basis of zoning.

o Liability for recreation facilities.

e Media environment.

o Perceptions of environments.

o Social equity and environmental justice.
o Transdisciplinary research models.

e Youth obesity.
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The 11 papers were published in special issues of three journals:
e Seven papers were published in the American Journal of Preventive Medicine.

— Example: Roland Sturm, Ph.D., an economist at the RAND Corporation, wrote a
paper entitled "Economics and Physical Activity: A Research Agenda." Available
online.

e Three were published in the American Journal of Health Promotion.
e One was published in the Journal of Physical Activity and Health.

See the Bibliography-Special Journal Issues (commissioned papers are noted) for details
and links to online copies.

Diversity Partnership and Dissertation Grants

Building a new field in which people from different disciplines undertake shared studies
involves attracting young investigators. It also involves recruiting minority researchers
and researchers focused on physical activity patterns of various ethnic groups, given the
increasing diversity of our population.

Active Living Research employed two strategies to attract these investigators.

o Diversity Partnership Grants supported researchers interested in studying active
living issues in minority or underserved communities. Diversity partnership grants
were awarded to minority investigators connected with existing Active Living
Research grants. As of January 2008, six investigators had received diversity
partnership grants.

— Example: From December 2005 to March 2007, Robert Brown, Ph.D., at Indiana
University-Purdue University Indianapolis, studied how crime and safety levels
can serve as potential barriers to outdoor physical activity. The project explored
the relationship between actual crime and perceptions of crime in trail
neighborhoods and trail use.

« Dissertation Grants supported investigators pursuing doctorate degrees in fields
related to active living. As of May 2008, 21 investigators had received dissertation
grants.

— Example: From October 2005 to June 2007, Amy Vastine Ries, a Ph.D. candidate
at the Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public Health, studied factors
influencing African-American adolescents’ usage of recreation centers and parks
for physical activity. See the Grantee Profile of Vastine Ries.

Grantee Profiles of two other investigators who received dissertation grants are also
posted:
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— Melissa Nelson, Ph.D., R.D.: Investigating the Community Environment as a
Predictor of Patterns of Adolescent Physical Activity and Sedentary Behavior.

— Jeffrey M. Vincent, Ph.D.: Planning and Siting New Public School Facilities in
California.

Researchers receiving diversity partnership or dissertation grants also received technical
assistance and guidance from national program office staff. Summaries of diversity
partnership and dissertation grants are available online (click on the "grant cycle" menu
and select either "Dissertation™ or "Diversity Partnership Grant (2005)" for list of grant
summaries).

Annual Conferences

Since 2004, the national program office has held annual conferences for funded
researchers and others interested in active living research. The first day of the conference
is designed for Active Living Research funded investigators only. Researchers provide
summaries of their work and interact with other funded investigators, staff from RWJF
and the national program office and invited speakers.

The second day of the conference is open to other researchers. Researchers interested in
presenting their work submit abstracts of their papers for peer review. Selected
researchers are invited to present at the conference, which features plenary sessions,
investigator-initiated presentations and workshops.

The annual conference is often chaired by a past investigator who helps to shape the
conference theme and program. The Active Living Research 2007 Conference on "Active
Living in Diverse and Disadvantaged Communities” was chaired by Myron Floyd, Ph.D.
(for more information on Floyd, see his Grantee Profile).

The annual conferences have grown in popularity: 138 people attended in 2004; 285 in
2007; and 322 in 2008. One attendee noted, "Meeting sells out. If you're doing work in
this area, that's the place you want to go."”

Summaries and slides of conference presentations are available online.

Seminar Program

National program office staff brings in experts to present seminars on selected topics,
generally as part of annual conferences of different professional associations. The
strategy behind the seminars is to present researchers attending their own profession's
conferences with speakers from other disciplines who offer perspectives they would not
otherwise hear.

From 2003 to June 2008, Active Living Research funded 18 active living seminars. The
number of seminars and the number of people attending them have increased over time:
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in 2003, the program sponsored one seminar attended by 17 people, and in 2006 it
sponsored five seminars attended by 270 people.

o Example: In 2007, the national program office sponsored a seminar to help expand
the skills of NAASO, The Obesity Society investigators interested in environment
and obesity. The seminar focused on utilizing G1S-based (geographic information
system) research and methods in studying environmental determinants of obesity.

See Appendix 1 for a list of seminars.

The Third Objective: Activities Designed to Facilitate the Translation
from Research to Policy

Active Living Research national program staff undertook four activities aimed at
translating research findings for policy audiences:

o Research Summaries and Policy Briefs.
o Case Studies.
e Trainings for researchers.

o Work with RWJF communications staff and consultants.

Research Summaries and Policy Briefs

In response to requests from RWJF's Leadership for Healthy Communities national
program office and others, Active Living Research staff prepared seven four- to six-page
Research Summaries and Briefs aimed at policy-makers:

e Designing to Reduce Childhood Obesity Research Summary (February 2005).
Focuses on environmental factors that may be related to young people's eating and
physical activity patterns.

o Designing for Active Recreation Research Summary (February 2005). Focuses on
what constitutes an "activity-friendly environment" for recreational physical activity.

o Designing for Active Transportation Research Summary (February 2005). Focuses on
what makes a community "walkable" or "bikeable" so people can get physical activity
as part of their daily routines.

e Active Living Research Briefing (March 2005). Provides an overview of research
from health, transportation and recreation literature about active living and activity-
friendly environments.

o Active Education: Physical Education, Physical Activity and Academic Performance
Research Brief (Fall 2007). Focuses on the relationship between physical activity and
academic performance among children and adolescents.
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e Designing for Active Living Among Children Research Summary (Fall 2007). Focuses
on environmental factors and policies related to young people's physical activity and
sedentary behavior patterns, and how these in turn may be related to obesity.

o Designing for Active Living Among Adults Research Summary (Spring 2008).
Examines the evidence on the connection between the built environment and physical
activity among adults.

Case Studies

Policy-makers and advocacy groups told national program office staff that they learn
from case studies. Therefore, the fourth CFPs focused exclusively on case studies. This
solicitation resulted in 11 case studies.

Summaries of all case studies are available online.

o Example: From July 2005 to February 2007, researchers at Boston University
documented the history of the Boston Schoolyard Initiative, a public-private
partnership that renovated some 70 schoolyards in Boston. See Project Profile for
details about this case study.

Full reports of case studies were published in Journal of Health Politics, Policy and Law
(available online). To maximize the impact of the case studies, each project director
wrote an article about lessons learned from his or her study. Robert Cervero, Ph.D., chair
of the Active Living Research national advisory committee, wrote an article introducing
the studies. Planning Magazine published the entire series as a special section.

Training Researchers to Present to Policy-Makers

The national program office views its funded investigators as spokespersons for their own
research. To help them translate their work for policy-makers, since 2006, the annual
program conferences have featured workshops and plenary panels on ways to inform
policy-makers about research. Some of these sessions have been held jointly with
program staff and project directors from the Leadership for Healthy Communities
national program, whose constituents are policy-makers.

Communications

The national program office and grantees worked closely first with Health and Behavior
Team and, when it was disbanded, the Childhood Obesity Team communications staff
and consultants to disseminate Active Living Research findings to reach key audiences
through a variety of channels—for example, media interviews, press releases, media
briefs, policy briefs, Capitol Hill briefings and journal supplements.
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CHALLENGES

The national program office faced several challenges in operating the program.

o A core challenge for the field of active living and one that shapes all Active Living
Research initiatives is countering the biological drive to conserve energy, leading
people to want to remain sedentary and to eat. This biological tendency is
supported by changes in the lifestyle in America over the last few decades. "We are
dealing with a big issue," according to Program Director Sallis, "the promotion of
sedentary lifestyles in our society. Vast investments in technology, fast foods and
automobiles create an uneven playing field in which active living proponents find it
hard to be heard."”

« The many disciplines involved in active living have different approaches to
research. Research projects from these disciplines differ in design elements such as
measurement tools and sampling methods. Bringing these techniques and approaches
together to develop integrated research projects has been difficult.

National program office staff addressed this challenge by making presentations at
conferences of various disciplines, meeting with people individually and developing
alliances with people from many fields. For example, by introducing people
promoting bicycling for environmental reasons to people promoting bicycling for
health benefits, national program office staff spurred research that crosses these
disciplines.

National program office staff also recruited experts from many disciplines to serve as
proposal reviewers, national advisory committee members and conference presenters.
These efforts facilitated discussion and projects across disciplines. (RWJF addressed
the problem of transdisciplinary research in a different way in another program,
Tobacco Etiology Research Network, which created research networks of
investigators from psychopharmacology, behavioral genetics, human development
and adolescence, neurobiology, social sciences, epidemiology, clinical medicine and
other disciplines who worked together on specific issues involved in the uptake of
smoking by youth. See Grant Results.)

o While a major goal of Active Living Research is to make research useful to
policy-makers, many Active Living Research investigators had limited experience
in communicating with policy-makers. National program office staff have taken
two steps to help researchers translate their findings for non-research audiences.
They:

— Starting in 2006, worked with Burness Communications, a firm based in
Bethesda, Md., that provides public relations support to nonprofit organizations.
Staff at Burness helped Active Living Research investigators respond to media
inquiries and present their findings to elected officials, community groups or
advocates.

RWAJF National Program Report — Active Living Research 17


http://www.rwjf.org/pr/product.jsp?id=16546
http://www.burnesscommunications.com/about-us

— Created and disseminated the Active Living Research Summaries and Briefs. As
of June 2008, 20,965 hard copies of the summaries and briefs had been distributed
and an unknown number had been retrieved from the Active Living Research Web
site.

e There have been instances in which the program funded investigators who
promised to do more than was possible within the grant amount. To address this
challenge, national program office staff now examines work plans and budgets in
more detail and considers feasibility as a selection criterion.

o Some researchers felt frustrated because they did not know why their
applications had been rejected and therefore did not know how to make
improvements. RWJF policies against providing written feedback and the large
volume of applications make it impractical for national program office staff to give
extensive feedback.

To address this challenge, national program office staff provides verbal feedback if
requested and provides information about preparing proposals at the Active Living
Research conferences. The annual conference, open to everyone, provides
opportunities to learn about the best research in this area.

PROGRAM EVOLUTION

Although its original charge was to study the entire population, when RWJF changed its
strategic focus to childhood obesity in 2002, Active Living Research began giving
increased priority to studies of direct relevance to high-risk and low-income youth.

In several rounds of CFPs, Active Living Research funded studies related to children and
the places where children and their families go to be active. In this way, the program
responded to RWJF's interest in children without abandoning its focus on the entire
population.

OVERALL PROGRAM RESULTS

National program office staff presented several overall results of the program in reports
to RWJF:

o Active Living Research recruited many investigators engaged in work on the role
of the environment in supporting physical activity. Through June 2008, about 773
different researchers have applied for Active Living Research grants, according to a
report from the national program director.

o As of December 2007, Active Living Research funded, sponsored or created:
— Some 122 studies:

o 70 from regular CFPs (including 11 case studies).
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« 6 diversity partnership grants.
« 21 dissertation grants.
« 10 special project grants.
« 15 supplemental grants
— Some 18 seminars.
— Seven Research Summaries and Briefs.

o The national program office sponsored or supported special or supplemental
issues or sections in six journals:

— A 2005 supplement to the American Journal of Preventive Medicine.
— A 2006 supplement to the Journal of Physical Activity and Health.

— A 2007 special issue of the American Journal of Health Promotion.

— A 2007 special section of Planning Magazine.

— A 2008 special issue of the American Journal of Preventive Medicine.
— A 2008 special issue of the Journal of Health Politics, Policy and Law.
— A February 2009 supplement to the Journal of Public Health Policy.

In addition, the national program office provided partial support to special issues of
Leisure Sciences and the Journal of the American Planning Association.

See the Bibliography for details about these and other publications of Active Living
Research projects.

e Some 15 new measurement instruments were completed as of June 2007 and 38
others were under development, according to funded investigators. Investing in
measures helps improve the quality of research for the field as a whole. These and
other tools are available online.

e Asof June 2008, 73 funded projects had been completed. The national program
office reported a total of 98 papers published and 12 in press, as of that date. See the
Bibliography, Funded Investigators.

o As of September 2006, 15 investigators reported that their Active Living
Research grant helped them leverage $8.7 million in other funds, or about
$580,000 per investigator. These investigators represented 35 percent of those with
completed grants at that time, according to the evaluation.

o As of June 2006, funded investigators reported 121 new courses, seminars,
lectures, supervision or other educational programs related to active living. The
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following are representative comments by investigators about educational changes
resulting from their work:

— "Our university is working to start a new research and education center focusing
on bicycling and walking. Without my work in this area, | don't think we would
be doing it."

— "I have developed a course on bicycle planning that is very consistent with active
living ideas and themes."

o Active Living Research helped researchers view their own work in a broader
context, one that involves more fields and perspectives. One researcher noted "I
was planning park policies and programs before | became interested in physical
activity research. Park planning makes much more sense now."

e The national program office played an important role in the development of a
$20-million National Institute of Environmental Health Sciences (NIEHS)
research initiative entitled Obesity and the Built Environment. NIEHS staff
attended Active Living Research workshops and annual meetings and national
program office staff introduced NIEHS staff to key individuals in the active living
field and provided information on the state of current research. Active Living
Research also awarded supplemental grants (ranging from $10,202 to $51,361) to
four grantees of the NIEHS initiative.

o Active Living Research findings also provided key evidence for the CDC's
Community Preventive Services Task Force recommendations for street scale
and neighborhood scale environmental changes to promote active living.

Findings from Selected Funded Studies

Researchers receiving grants under Active Living Research reported findings from their
studies in book chapters and journal articles. Findings from selected studies are as
follows. (See Appendix 2 for findings from additional funded studies.)

o Russell Jago and other researchers at Baylor College of Medicine in Houston
analyzed whether environmental features were associated with physical activity
among male adolescents. They found:

— Sidewalk characteristics (sidewalk location, sidewalk material, presence of
streetlights, and number and height of trees) were positively associated with
minutes of light intensity physical activity among 10 to 14-year-old Boy Scouts.

— The distance to the nearest bus or light rail stop was positively associated with
minutes of moderate to vigorous physical activity. (Round 2 grant)

Avrticles based on this study were published in the American Journal of Health
Promotion (abstract available online), the Journal of Physical Activity and Health
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(abstract available online) and the American Journal of Preventive Medicine (abstract
available online). See the Bibliography, Funded Investigators.

« Natalie Colabianchi and other researchers at Case Western Reserve University
in Cleveland analyzed the effects of renovations to playgrounds using the
environmental assessment of public recreation spaces (EAPRS) instrument. They
found:

— More people used renovated playgrounds compared to unrenovated ones. On
average, at any given time about 2.3 people were at the renovated playgrounds
compared with 1.6 people who were at unrenovated programs.

— More people at renovated playgrounds were vigorously active compared with
people at unrenovated playgrounds. Most physically active people at either type
of playground were children.

— There were significantly more sedentary people at the renovated playgrounds than
sedentary people at the unrenovated playgrounds. (Round 2 grant)

An article based on this study was published in the Journal of Physical Activity and
Health and is available online. See the Bibliography, Funded Investigators.

o Kim D. Reynolds and other researchers at the University of Southern California
in Los Angeles studied neighborhood predictors of urban trail use. They found:

— Trail use was positively associated with trails that had mixed views, streetlights,
were in good condition and featured cafes or other facilities.

— Trail use was negatively associated with litter, noise, higher vegetation density,
drainage features, natural areas adjacent to the trail and the presence of a tunnel.
(Round 2 grant)

An article based on this study was published in the American Journal of Health
Promotion and is available online. See the Bibliography, Funded Investigators.

o Pamela Wridt and other researchers at the University of Colorado in Denver
explored variables that influenced how children use their local environment for
physical activity. They identified the following variables:

— Walkability: size of sidewalks; weather; distance to recreation, food or friends;
traffic density; and others.

— Social hazards: teasing and bullying, gang activity and the prevalence of liquor
stores and their clientele.

— Community assets or risk factors: whether there are neighborhood stores or
whether recreational facilities are within walking distance. (Diversity Partnership
grant)
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A chapter entitled "Learning from Learning Landscapes: Promoting Children's
Physical Activity Through School Yard Design" appears in a book entitled
Environments, Behaviour and Society, in press. See the Bibliography, Funded
Investigators.

o Nilda Cosco, Ph.D., at North Carolina State University in Raleigh, analyzed
physical activity in outdoor areas surrounding preschools. She found:

— The amount of physical activity afforded by preschool play areas can be
intentionally improved by design.

— Play areas containing pathways and natural elements, and combining a range of
setting sizes, were found to generate the most child activity.

— Educational programs that foster outdoor learning are likely to result in greater
levels of sustained physical activity. (Dissertation grant)

A chapter entitled "Preschool Outdoor Environments: An Emerging Opportunity for
Children's Daily Active Living" appears in a book entitled Open Space: People
Space, in press. See the Bibliography, Funded Investigators.

« Noreen McDonald and Elizabeth Deakin at the University of California,
Berkeley, examined national travel survey data to analyze factors affecting
travel choices for schoolchildren. They found:

— Walking and biking to school declined from 41 percent in 1969 to 13 percent in
2001.

— Time involved in walking to school is the most relevant factor affecting the
decision to walk to school. (Dissertation grant)

Acrticles based on this study were published in Transportation Research Record and
the American Journal of Preventive Medicine. The latter is available online. See the
Bibliography, Funded Investigators.

o Melissa Nelson, Ph.D. candidate at the University of North Carolina in Chapel
Hill, studied community environment as a predictor of adolescent physical
activity and sedentary behavior. She found:

— Physical activity and sedentary behaviors co-occur and this co-occurrence should
inform strategies designed to promote physical activity:

« Strategies should include modifying the physical environment and increasing
social acceptability of enjoyable activities.

« Simply restricting adolescent television viewing may not be effective in
increasing physical activity.
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— Independent of socioeconomic status, there are characteristics of rural, African-
American youth that place them at higher risk of overweight compared to their
inner-city counterparts. (Dissertation grant)

Two articles based on this study were published in the American Journal of
Preventive Medicine. Abstract of the 2005 article is available online. Abstract of the
2006 article is also available online. Also see Grantee Profile of Nelson. For citations,
see the Bibliography, Funded Investigators.

o Lawrence Frank at the University of British Columbia, with colleagues
Jacqueline Kerr and others at San Diego State University and Lawrence Frank
and Company, Atlanta, assessed how the built environment affects physical
activity and mobility for Atlanta area youth aged 5 to 20. They found:

— Girls and boys were equally likely to walk once a day and were similarly affected
by characteristics of the built environment.

— Non-Whites were significantly more likely to walk once a day than Whites, but
were less likely to be affected by the built environment, even after controlling for
income level.

— Children in households with fewer residents were more likely to walk. This may
reflect having no one to play with at home. (Special Project grant)

Acrticles based on this study were published in the American Journal of Health
Promotion (available online) and Transportation Research, abstract available online.
See the Bibliography, Funded Investigators.

The American Journal of Preventive Medicine's February 2009 supplement is a six-year
report on the origins, strategy and accomplishments Active Living Research. In addition
to numerous articles detailing the goals and work of the program, the supplement presents
results from two independent RWJF-funded evaluations that assessed the degree to which
the program achieved its primary aims. A highlight is a series of seven commentaries by
distinguished professionals representing a broad range of disciplines, expertise and
perspectives.

The supplement is available on RWJF's Web site.

A supplement in the Journal of Public Health Policy (JPHP) recaps the 2008 Active
Living Research Conference. The gathering of more than 300 professionals examined
how better environments can encourage people, with a special emphasis on children, to
be more active on a daily basis. The conference also looked at how research can be used
to influence policy-making. The journal issue can be accessed through the Foundation's
Web site.
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EVALUATION AND FINDINGS

RWJF has commissioned two evaluations of Active Living Research:

e One evaluation analyzed how well Active Living Research succeeded in meeting its
original objectives.

o The other analyzed its future direction in light of RWJF's 2002 change in strategy to
focus on reversing the epidemic of childhood obesity.

Retrospective Evaluation

Marjorie Gutman, Ph.D., principal of Gutman Research Associates, Cranbury, N.J. (ID#
053158) and Dianne Barker, M.H.S., principal of Barker Bi-Coastal Consultants in
Calabasas, Calif., assisted by Faith Samples-Smart, Columbia University, took a
retrospective look at Active Living Research. Gutman and colleagues:

o Explored the extent to which Active Living Research:

— Succeeded in establishing an evidence base for environmental correlates of
physical activity.

— Spurred development of a new transdisciplinary field of research.
— Influenced policy.

o Examined the extent to which Active Living Research stimulated the growth of other
funding for research about environmental factors and physical activity.

o Assessed the extent to which Active Living Research filled a unique niche in research
on physical activity.

During this evaluation, which took place from June 2006 through May 2007, Gutman,
Barker, Samples-Smart and colleagues:

o Interviewed 88 Active Living Research investigators, national program office staff,
national advisory committee members, RWJF staff and representatives of policy-
maker, advocacy and funding organizations. The interviews solicited perspectives on
and experiences with the program.

o Analyzed results from a 2006 "Active Living Research Impact Survey" administered
by the national program office. Some 75 of 87 funded investigators (two were co-
principal investigators who responded instead of the principal investigator) and 181
of 492 nonfunded applicants completed the survey. Respondents described their work
in active living, offered assessments of various components of Active Living Research
and recommended future research priorities.

e Analyzed:

— Funded projects by setting, research type and target population to determine:

RWAJF National Program Report — Active Living Research 24



« Disciplines represented by investigators.
« Types of studies undertaken.
« Demographic characteristics of people studied.

— Number and disciplines of attendees at annual conferences to ascertain whether
the conferences were attended by researchers from a variety of professions.

— No-cost extension requests to determine whether funded investigators were able
to complete their projects as proposed.

— The NIH database of relevant grants to ascertain the type and scope of federally
funded projects about physical activity and obesity.

Prospective Evaluation

William Beery, M.P.H., Judith Ottoson, Ed.D., M.P.H., and Lawrence Green, Dr.P.H.,
and colleagues took a prospective look at Active Living Research to ascertain its future
role in influencing health promotion (ID# 058019). Beery is affiliated with Group Health
Community Foundation, Seattle, an evaluation arm of the Group Health Cooperative, a
consumer-governed health plan. Ottoson is a private evaluation consultant. Green is
affiliated with the University of California, Berkeley.

Researchers:

o Explored the extent to which—and how well—Active Living Research is working to
build a field of research focused on policy and environmental factors conducive to
physical activity and assessed the likely trajectory of the program's future impact.

o Examined strategies that Active Living Research could take to influence policy and
work more closely with policy-makers.

o Examined ways that Active Living Research might evolve to support RWJF's goal of
reversing the epidemic of childhood obesity by changing its emphasis to focus on
physical activity among children.

During this evaluation, which took place from July 2006 to June 2007, Beery and
colleagues:

o Interviewed 59 coordinators of CDC's State-Based Nutrition and Physical Activity
Program to Prevent Obesity and Other Chronic Diseases to determine whether and
the extent to which these state-level policy-makers and practitioners were aware of
Active Living Research.

o Interviewed 77 policy-makers, advocates, researchers and RWJF and national
program office staff members to gather perspectives on Active Living Research and
thoughts about its future role in creating evidence, building a new field and
influencing policy.
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o Analyzed scholarly articles published between 1975 and 2006 on physical activity,
the built environment, obesity control and childhood obesity to determine whether
there had been increased attention to these issues since Active Living Research was
established.

Evaluation Findings
Evaluators from the retrospective and prospective evaluations reported findings in reports

to RWJF. The findings overlap and are described here by theme.

Findings on Establishing a Knowledge Base about Environmental
Correlates of Physical Activity (First Objective)

« Both the Gutman/Barker and Group Health teams found that Active Living
Research significantly contributed to building a knowledge base about
environmental correlates of physical activity.

— Almost 40 percent of Active Living Research investigators surveyed said they had
developed at least one new measurement instrument. (Gutman/Barker)

— Active Living Research studies addressed several population groups:
« Some 38 percent were devoted to the population as a whole.
« Some 24 percent focused on children or adolescents.
« Some 15 percent focused on low-income or minority groups. (Gutman/Barker)

The relatively high proportion of studies regarding children and adolescents is
important given RWJF's emphasis on preventing childhood obesity.

— The national program office played a major role in synthesizing knowledge
generated by funded researchers, including sponsoring special or supplemental
issues of peer-reviewed journals. (Gutman/Barker)

— The analysis of publications "suggests that a field of research and publication on
physical activity and environment has emerged since 2001, roughly paralleling
creation of the Active Living Research program.” (Group Health)

— Between 2000 and 2006, the number of published papers about physical activity
and obesity that had environment and policy content increased from 45 to 301.
(Group Health)

Findings on Building a Transdisciplinary Field (Second Objective)

o Both the Gutman/Barker and Group Health teams found that Active Living
Research did build a transdisciplinary field of science by stimulating
partnerships and supporting new and minority researchers.

RWAJF National Program Report — Active Living Research 26



— Active Living Research investigators come from more than 20 disciplines. The
most frequently represented fields are:

« Physical environment (34 percent).

« Health (19 percent).

» Social sciences (12 percent).

« Nutrition (10 percent). (Gutman/Barker)

— Some 77 percent of investigators surveyed said that Active Living Research
stimulated new collaborations outside of their institution and outside of their
primary discipline. (Gutman/Barker)

— Some 31 percent of investigators surveyed reported they had five years or less
research experience at the time they received their Active Living Research grant.
(Gutman/Barker)

— Some 26 percent of funded investigators surveyed are people of color, a
seemingly high proportion given the general underrepresentation of people of
color in research. (Gutman/Barker)

— A new field of science has emerged that established connections between physical
activity and the environment, but a new profession has yet to emerge. While
people are interested in connections across disciplines, new science has not yet
created a new professional discipline or an integrated field. (Group Health)

Findings on Facilitating the Translation From Research to Policy (Third
Objective)

« Both the Gutman/Barker and Group Health teams found that Active Living
Research has made some progress in contributing to policy discussions, but the
program's influence is in its early stages and more could be done.

— Only 6 percent of funded investigators came from policy sciences such as legal
analysis or economics. (Gutman/Barker)

— Relationships between Active Living Research and policy-maker and advocacy
organizations ranged from intense to none, with most groups reporting moderate
interaction. Representatives of the National Governors' Association and a few
other policy organizations reported more extensive, ongoing interactions such as
presentations by Active Living Research staff at association workshops.
(Gutman/Barker)

— In general, policy-makers interviewed spoke favorably about Active Living
Research, citing its importance in filling knowledge gaps and giving credibility to
the obesity crisis. However, few could provide specific examples of direct policy
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contributions or impacts. (Only 10 examples, all at the local level, were provided.)
(Gutman/Barker)

— Some 84 percent of policy-makers, researchers and state coordinators of federally
funded programs (such as the Nutrition and Physical Activity Program to Prevent
Obesity and Other Chronic Diseases funded by the CDC) who were not part of
Active Living Research and were interviewed for the Group Health evaluation had
heard of the program, and 66 percent of state coordinators interviewed knew of at
least one Active Living Research study. (Group Health)

— In general, policy-makers, researchers and state coordinators not part of Active
Living Research indicated that the program had:

« Contributed to policy discussions by creating measurement tools that help
people understand the problem and by disseminating findings.

« Helped create coalitions and convene nontraditional partners. (Group Health)

— Active Living Research's contributions to the creation of specific policies via
legislation could not be substantiated. Of the 81 people who responded to a
question asking for specific instances in which Active Living Research had
influenced policy discussions:

« Nearly 66 percent were not aware of a contribution.
« Some 25 percent indicated they were aware of a contribution.

« About 10 percent were unsure whether Active Living Research had made a
contribution. (Group Health)

Findings on Whether Active Living Research Stimulated the Growth of
Other Funding Sources and Whether the Program Occupied a Unique
Niche

The Gutman/Barker evaluation examined whether Active Living Research was able to
involve other funders interested in environmental correlates of physical activity and
whether the program occupied a niche that did not duplicate the work of others.

e Active Living Research made some headway in stimulating other funding sources,
despite level funding from the NIH.

— Some 68 percent of investigators said they had applied for additional fundng, and
more than half of those were funded, generally from the CDC and the NIH.

— The Mary Black Foundation chose active living as one of its main funding goal
areas. Staff at Mary Black noted, "A lot of what we were doing was modeled after
a lot of the things that we saw in the Robert Wood Johnson materials."
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o Active Living Research does fill a distinctive niche in stimulating and supporting
research on policy and environmental factors to promote active living. Public
agencies and private foundations do not tend to support the kind of studies of policy
research that Active Living Research funds. Instead, they fund complementary
research, notably randomized controlled trials of prevention interventions.

Findings on Whether Active Living Research is Positioned to Change its
Emphasis to Focus on Addressing Physical Activity and Obesity Among
Children

RWJF asked Group Health to examine whether Active Living Research could evolve to
focus on research supporting RWJF's 2002 decision to focus on preventing and reducing
childhood obesity.

e Active Living Research can change its focus to support RWJF's priority on preventing
childhood obesity. Since its inception through June 2007, Active Living Research has
funded 42 studies that focus on young people; 13 of those explicitly address obesity.
Projects range from analyzing the effectiveness of school physical education
programs to examining the risk of inactivity and obesity among minority youth.

Recommendations from the Evaluations

In evaluation reports to RWJF, both Gutman/Barker and Group Heath offered
recommendations regarding Active Living Research and noted that RWJF could use these
recommendations to inform other national programs. Key recommendations include:

To encourage more policy-relevant studies, Active Living Research should:

« Move rapidly to fund studies based on action-oriented programs and the needs
of policy-makers and advocates. By seeking out programs and tracking their impact,
researchers could also study implementation and sustainability, both important issues
to policy-makers. (Group Health)

« Fund more policy studies, especially economic analyses and analyses examining
the effectiveness of specific policies. (Gutman/Barker)

« Devote more attention to studying advocacy groups, political initiatives and
efforts of individuals to influence and support policy. (Group Health)

o Actively reach out to and seek feedback from policy-makers and practitioners.
For example:

— Future Calls for Proposals could require that applicants include a policy-maker as
co-principal investigator.

— Practitioners and community groups could become integral parts of Active Living
Research grants by participating in design, data collection and analysis.
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— A policy advisory committee or group could be established (perhaps derived from
Leadership for Healthy Communities) to provide ongoing input to Active Living
Research investigators.

— National program staff and funded researchers could attend advocacy and policy
organization meetings. (Group Health, Gutman/Barker)

o Recast research findings as parameters. National program staff or funded
researchers could present findings that show a threshold below which environmental
improvements make no difference on indicators of physical activity and a point of
diminishing returns above which they make no difference. (Group Health)

o Provide technical assistance in special skills and issues to investigators
undertaking transdisciplinary or policy-focused studies. Help might include
hands-on technical assistance, listservs or Web conferences. (Gutman/Barker)

« Continue efforts to help researchers understand policy research, the boundaries
of advocacy and ways to translate findings into policy-relevant information. This
involves asking useful questions, working with policy-makers in shaping studies and
thinking about implementation. (Group Health)

« Continue the annual conferences, dissertation grants, special project grants and
seminars. Funded researchers found these features useful in exposing them to policy
issues and to researchers from other disciplines. (Gutman/Barker)

To influence policy changes more effectively, Active Living Research should:

e Work with other RWJF programs, especially Leadership for Healthy
Communities, designed to influence policy by coordinating efforts to provide
information to state research units and to national policy maker and advocacy
organizations. All RWJF policy research programs should be aware of legislative
and advocacy groups' schedules and tap into important milestone dates or events for
these organizations. (Group Health, Gutman/Barker)

« Be more systematic in collaborating with stakeholders from federal agencies. For
example, the program could co-sponsor conferences with federal research and
funding agencies. It could also convene meetings between transdisciplinary
researchers and federal or state agency staff to identify the most generic issues
needing research. (Group Health)

o More clearly delineate what is acceptable evidence of "influence on policy."
Convincing, explicit cause and effect findings are critical for policy-makers, but are
often not conclusive from research studies. (Group Heath, Gutman/Barker)

o Approach policy as a process including elements such as debate and negotiation,
and not only as an outcome, such as a law or regulation. (Group Health)
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e Prepare and disseminate action-oriented materials that help readers translate
research into action. One policy-maker interviewed indicated "I would suggest
stories about how to make successful change happen.” A research investigator
interviewed said, "Many of us really don't know how to present information in the
way that policy-makers most want to see it..." (Gutman/Barker)

o Package research findings in continuing education programs designed for
interdisciplinary teams of practitioners and advocates from organizations and
coalitions. (Group Health)

Communications

The Active Living Research Web site averages more than 70,000 visits a year. The Web
site includes:

o Lists of references that assist researchers in conducting literature reviews.

o Free access to papers featured in Active Living Research journal supplements.
o Information regarding measurement instruments.

o Abstracts of Active Living Research grants.

« Slides from Active Living Research conference presentations.

e Research Summaries and Briefs that provide unbiased discussions of topics for
nonresearchers.

o Lay summaries of all Active Living Research grants.
See the Bibliography for details.

Other communications activities described elsewhere include:

National program office and funded-investigator publications in peer-reviewed
journals.

¢ Seven Research Summaries and Briefs.

« Five annual conferences at which people from a variety of disciplines present their
work to colleagues from other fields.

o Some 18 seminars generally held in conjunction with annual meetings of professional
associations.

LESSONS LEARNED

1. ""The most important lesson | could offer to national program offices is to find
capable and inspired national advisory committee members, advisers, staff and
collaborators.” (National Program Director/Sallis)
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2. "Inspiration and commitment to an important mission makes many things
possible, but it is important to stay focused and try not to take on too much. This
may mean reevaluating and reprioritizing on a regular basis." (National Program
Director/Sallis)

3. Strike a balance between establishing clear funding priorities at the outset and
leaving room to respond to issues, unforeseen at program initiation, that emerge
during the life of the program. The field of active living has evolved quickly and it
is important that a national program take advantage of unexpected emerging
priorities. (RWJF Program Officers/Bazzarre and Orleans)

4. Be prepared to spend a lot of time on the road when trying to build a field or
create non-traditional partnerships. RWJF program officers and the national
program director spent considerable time meeting with professional groups, attending
conferences and meeting with people individually. There is no way to shortcut this
hands-on work. (RWJF Program Officers/Bazzarre, Kraft and Orleans)

5. Do not focus on national policies at the expense of policy innovations in states
and localities. States and communities have extensive authority to set policies in
areas such as school construction, park features and urban development. Active Living
Research could learn from the tobacco-control movement, in which states and
communities effectively changed policies that could not easily be changed at the
national level. (Evaluators/Beery and Green, Group Health)

LOOKING AHEAD

Consistent with RWJF's goal of reversing the epidemic of childhood obesity by 2015,
since October 2007, when the Board of Trustees reauthorized the program, Active Living
Research has been focusing on research to identify environmental factors and policies
that influence activity among children and the families and communities in which they
live. The research will primarily focus on children at greatest risk for obesity, including
ethnic minorities and children living in low-income communities. Sallis continues in his
leadership role as director of the national program office for Active Living Research at
San Diego State University.

Active Living Research sent out its Round 9 CFPs in the spring of 20009.

Report prepared by: Mary Nakashian
Reviewed by: Mary B. Geisz and Molly McKaughan
Program Officers: M. Katherine Kraft, Terry Bazzarre and C. Tracy Orleans
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APPENDIX 1
Seminars Sponsored or Supported by Active Living Research

(Current as of the time of the grant; provided by the grantee organization; not verified by RWJF.)

e August 2003: A three-day seminar about active living research for 17 people from
the fields of leisure studies and landscape architecture.

e October 2004: A seminar at the Annual Meeting of the Association for Public Policy
Analysis and Management (APPAM); it encouraged policy-makers to apply for
Active Living Research grants and to identify policy-relevant research agendas.

o November 2004: A dinner discussion for invited members of the Built Environment
Institute, an institute of the American Public Health Association.

e April 2005: A seminar for members of the Society of Behavioral Medicine to help
them prepare policy research grant proposals.

o April 2005: A seminar about physical activity for members of the Environmental
Design Research Association (EDRA); it focused on measurement techniques and a
literature review.

e October 2005: A seminar for members of the National Recreation and Park
Association (NRPA); it presented researchers from university programs for parks and
recreation and allied fields with research methods and techniques that likely were
unfamiliar to them.

e April and June 2005: Training for professionals to observe physical activity in a
variety of settings using SOPARC (System for Observing Play and Recreation in
Communities) and SOPLAY (System for Observing Play and Leisure Activity in
Youth); training made them able to train others in these tools.

o December 2005: A second seminar for members of the Built Environment Institute
during the American Public Health Association annual meeting. Participants
discussed actions the Institute might take in redeveloping areas affected by Hurricane
Katrina.

e April 2006: Seminar sessions and a keynote presentation by James F. Sallis, Ph.D.,
the national program director, for attendees at the International Congress on Physical
Activity and Public Health, in Atlanta.

« May 2006: A seminar at the annual meeting of the Environmental Design Research
Association regarding new developments and new opportunities in active living
research.
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e October 2006: A session at the 2006 National Recreation and Park Association
annual conference; it featured presentations about three parks and Active Living
Research studies followed by breakout sessions to discuss the research findings.

e October 2006: A seminar entitled "Promotion of Physical Activity through Ecologic
Recreation Modes" at a conference convened by the Cooper Institute in Dallas; it
emphasized frameworks for strengthening the relationship between parks and
recreation and public health.

o October 2006: Travel to the Cooper Institute, Dallas, as part of a professional
development program for a Diversity Partnership grantee.

o November 2006: A reception for 50 people attending the Association of Collegiate
Schools of Planning (ACSP) annual conference to talk about the future of active
living research in the field of urban planning.

e October 2007: A seminar to help expand the skills of NAASO, The Obesity Society
investigators interested in environment and obesity; it focused on utilizing GIS-based
research and methods in studying environmental determinants of obesity.

o December 2007: A focus group at the Making Data Count: Measuring Diabetes and
Obesity Conference in the Indian Health System conference. The goals of the focus
group were to give attendees information about Active Living Research's projects and
to solicit their input on research priorities for Native Americans.

e March 2008: A seminar at the American Educational Research Association (AERA)
annual meeting in New York City, entitled "Policy Research on Schools and Physical
Activity: Expanding the Active Living Research Field." It allowed Active Living
Research grantees to present current research on school environments, physical
education policy and law, and children's physical activity.

o May 2008: A panel entitled "Inequalities in Resources and Environments for Active
Living" composed of Active Living Research grantees was organized for the State of
Environmental Justice in America Conference in Washington. The goal of this panel
was to raise awareness of obesity and physical activity as environmental justice
issues, to encourage the formation of interdisciplinary research collaborations and to
share information about the Active Living Research program and its funding
opportunities.

APPENDIX 2
Findings from Selected Studies

(Current as of the time of the grant; provided by the grantee organization; not verified by RWJF.)

o Brian Saelens and other researchers at the Cincinnati Children’s Hospital
Medical Center in Cleveland developed the environmental assessment of public
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recreation spaces (EAPRS), a tool measuring physical environments of parks
and playgrounds. They found the tool to be reliable in assessing parks' and
playgrounds' physical environments. (Round 1 grant)

o Karen Mumford at Emory University in Atlanta analyzed characteristics of
frequent park users. They found that more frequent park users were people who
lived close to parks, walked to parks, were senior citizens and were dog walkers.
(Round 2 grant)

o Steven Kelder at the University of Texas Health Science Center at Houston
analyzed the impact of state legislation requiring physical education in schools.
Preliminary findings include:

— Schools averaged 177 to 192 minutes of weekly physical education in
kindergarten to sixth grade. At this level, schools complied with the requirements
of the legislation.

— Strategies used to meet the requirements included daily physical education,
activity during music, regular exercise in the morning and structured activities
during recess. (Round 3 grant)

o Christopher Coutts at the University of Michigan in Ann Arbor studied the
effects of diversity of land use and physical activity on greenways. He found:

— Increasing the mix of land use surrounding a greenway trail resulted in an
increase in the number of people engaged in multiple forms of physical activity
on the greenway.

— In areas with low population density, land-use mixture did not appear to influence
the number of people engaged in physical activity on the greenway.

— In areas with high population density, it is critical to have a high level of land-use
mixture to increase the number of people using the greenway for activity.
(Dissertation grant)

« Abby King at Stanford University in Palo Alto, Calif., and collaborating
researchers from five other universities, analyzed environmental influences on
regular physical activity. They found:

— People who met national standards of 30 minutes of moderate-to-vigorous activity
on most days reported living in neighborhoods with more attractive scenery and
pleasant walking conditions than people who did not meet the activity standards.

— People with few concerns about traffic safety increased their physical activity
more in response to interventions than did people who had more traffic safety
concerns. (Special Project grant)

« Susan Handy and other researchers at the University of California, Davis,
analyzed the role of residential location choice and walking behaviors. They
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found that residents of traditional neighborhoods walk substantially more than
residents of suburban neighborhoods. (Special Project grant)

o Kiris Day and other researchers from the University of California, Irvine,
evaluated the impacts of urban revitalization on crime and pedestrian safety in
one neighborhood. They found:

— Perceived pedestrian safety for children was significantly higher following the
revitalization. Number and speed of vehicles declined significantly and crossings
at intersections increased after the revitalization.

— Residents reported that they walked more often to the grocery store and found the
street more pleasant for walking following the revitalization.

— Fewer pedestrians were observed on the street following the revitalization. This
may be due to the existence of better alternative gathering spaces that resulted.

— Residents said they felt significantly more positive about their neighborhood
following the revitalization. (Special Project grant)

e Greg Norman at the University of California, San Diego created new tools to
measure influences on youth activity. These tools indicated:

— The most frequent rules for children were: not going places alone, taking a cell
phone with them, staying in contact and staying within sight (particularly for
young children).

— Newly identified supports included: availability of large fenced-off areas, choices
of activities, adult supervision and peer interaction. (Special Project grant)
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