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Outline

Ø ASU College of Health Solution 
Ø School of Nutrition and Health Promotion

Ø ASU Food Policy and Environment Research Group
Ø Social Ecological Model – the guiding principle

Ø New Jersey Child Health Study (NJCHS)
Ø Impact of Environmental Changes on Children's BMI and Behaviors: A Panel Study 
Ø Examining Obesity Declines Among School Children

Ø A year on the Hill – Linking Evidence with Advocacy

Ø Other Policy Focused Studies (time permitting)
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School of Nutrition and Health Promotion

Nutrition Program
Undergraduate: Nutrition, Dietetics, Public Health

Graduate (MS): Nutrition, MSD, Obesity Prevention and 
Management

Graduate (PhD): Exercise and Nutrition Sciences



Food Policy and Environment Research Group
Our Team:  Punam Ohri-Vachaspati, Robin DeWeese, Francesco Acciai, Sarah Martinelli, Jessie Gruner, Cori Lorts, Stephanie 
Steeves, Adriana Verdezoto Alvarado, Rebekah Winters, Gabby Katsma, Clint Stevens, Kevin Kong



Social Ecological Model 



NJ Child Health Study I
2012-2018

Examine the impact of children’s exposure 
to changes in food & PA environment on 
changes in children’s weight status & 
behaviors (NICHD, R01, Ohri-Vachaspati and Yedidia (MPI) and RWJF)

Four low-income high minority cities in NJ

Longitudinal study tracking 

q Changes in BMI-Z scores over time

q Changes in in community food and PA environments
Macro level (stores and parks closing, opening)

Micro level (small changes within stores and parks)

q Changes in school food and PA environments



2009-10 2012-13 2013-14 2014-15

PA Environment 
Assessment

Food Environment 
Assessment  

Panel 1, Time 1 
Household Survey

School Food and PA Environment Assessment

Food Environment 
Assessment 

Panel 1, Time 2 
Household Survey

Food Environment 
Assessment

Food Environment 
Assessment

PA Environment 
Assessment

PA Environment 
Assessment

PA Environment 
Assessment

School Food and PA Environment Assessment

NJCHS I: Longitudinal Panel Study
Research Design

Parent measured 
hts & wts

Parent & expert 
measured hts & wts

Upgrades/Changes Ongoing

2016-17

Food Environment 
Assessment

PA Environment 
Assessment

Upgrades/Changes Ongoing

Panel 2, Time 1 
Household Survey

Parent & expert 
measured hts & wts

Panel 2, Time 2 
Household Survey

Parent & expert 
measured hts & wts



2009-10 2012-13 2013-14 2014-15

PA Environment 
Assessment

Food Environment 
Assessment  

Panel 1, Time 1 
Household Survey

School Food and PA Environment Assessment

Food Environment 
Assessment 

Panel 1, Time 2 
Household Survey

Food Environment 
Assessment

Food Environment 
Assessment

PA Environment 
Assessment

PA Environment 
Assessment

PA Environment 
Assessment

School Food and PA Environment Assessment

NJCHS I: Longitudinal Panel Study
Research Design

Parent measured 
hts & wts

Parent & expert 
measured hts & wts

Upgrades/Changes Ongoing

2016-17

Food Environment 
Assessment

PA Environment 
Assessment

Upgrades/Changes Ongoing

Panel 2, Time 1 
Household Survey

Parent & expert 
measured hts & wts

Panel 2, Time 2 
Household Survey

Parent & expert 
measured hts & wts

Intra-personal and Interpersonal factors

Organizational factors

Community level factors

Systems and Policies 



Key Findings 

Thus far…….



Focus on Community

Key Findings 



Neighborhood Food & Physical 
Activity Environments



Key Geospatial Predictors
Adjusted OR

(95% CI)

Distance to nearest (miles)
Convenience store 0.32 (0.07-1.37)

Presence in ½ mile radius
Convenience Store
Fast-Food Restaurant 
Park (1 acre or more)

1.47 (0.35-6.20)
1.41 (0.47-4.28)

0.41 (0.21-0.81)**
Presence in ¼ mile radius

Convenience store 1.90 (1.04-3.45)**
Number in ¼ mile radius

Convenience store 1.11(1.00-1.22)**

Multivariate logistic regression analysis 
predicting child’s overweight or obese 
status (n =702)

Ohri-Vachaspati et al. Prev Med. 2013, 57 (3), 162-167
Model adjusted for child and household demographics and other proximity 
variables significant in bivariate analysis. **p<0.05 

Living within a ½ mile of a park was 
associated with 60% lower odds of 
being overweight or obese

Living within a ¼ mile of a 
convenience store was associated 
with twice the odds of being 
overweight or obese

Having an additional convenience 
store in ¼ of home increased the odds 
of being overweight or obese by 11%

Neighborhood Food & Physical 
Activity Environments



Neighborhood Food & Physical 
Activity Environments

Public Health Nutr. 2015 Aug;18(11):2055-66. 



Neighborhood Food & Physical 
Activity Environments

Five of the six layers of SEM examined made a significant contribution 
to the weight of the child – parents perception counted the most



Neighborhood Food Environments
Changes Over Time

0

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

2008 2012 2013 2014 2015

A
dj

us
te

d 
m

ea
n 

co
nv

en
ie

nc
e 

st
or

e 
co

un
ts

 p
er

 
ce

ns
us

 tr
ac

t

Year

Lowest income tertile

Middle income tertile

Highest income tertile

0

1

2

3

4

5

6

2008 2012 2013 2014 2015

A
dj

us
te

d 
m

ea
n 

co
nv

en
ie

nc
e 

st
or

e 
co

un
ts

 
pe

r c
en

su
s 

tr
ac

t
Year

Non-Hispanic White Non-Hispanic Black

Hispanic No Majority, Other



Key Findings

Focus on Schools



Crime

Traffic

Pleasantness

Sidewalks

Shade trees, no 
graffiti or abandoned
buildings 



Active Transport to School and Weight Status 
– Threshold effect of distance to school 

Differences were significant between those who did not walk and those who 
walked greater than half a mile

�

In multivariate analysis 
those who lived ½ mile or 
more and walked to 
school had 65% lower 
odds of being overweight 
or obese

�

�



Food Environment 
Around Schools 

Having a supermarket or a  small 
grocery store that sells several 
healthy options is associated with 
lower probability of being 
overweight or obese 



Key Findings: Focus on Schools



School Food & PA Environment Over Time
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Measures of Food Environment
Cronbach's alpha

2011-12 2012-13 2014-15 2015-16
A la carte - Healthy options (9 items) 0.883 0.889 0.908 0.911
A la carte - Unhealthy options (8 items) 0.859 0.848 0.827 0.814
Vending Machines - Healthy options (4 items) 0.637 0.613 0.823 0.821

Vending Machines - Unhealthy options (3 items) 0.825 0.829 0.795 0.794



Key Findings

Focus on Policy



Am J Public Health. Published online ahead of print December 21, 2017: e1–e7.



Am J Public Health. Published online ahead of print November 21, 2017: e1–e3.





Food Environment Moderates Association 
between SNAP and Eating Behaviors



Measures and Methods



Am J Health Promot. 2011;26(2):116-122. 



Protocol for Capturing Upgrades and 
Incremental Changes

PROTOCOL

INCREMENTAL CHANGES CLASSIFIED AS 
AMENITIES, UPGRADES, NEW OPPORTUNITIES 





NJCHS II: Obesity Declines 
2017-2021

Examining Obesity Declines among School Children: 
The Role of Changes in the Food and Physical Activity 
Environments. 
(NHLBI, R01, Ohri-Vachaspati and Yedidia (MPI) 

o Aim 1: Determine which changes in the food and PA environments in schools and the 
surrounding community are the strongest predictors of sustained obesity declines over 
time among a panel of K-12 schools. 

o Aim 2: Identify those community- and school-level changes in food and PA environments 
that are most common among schools with sustained obesity declines as compared to 
other schools.                           

o



o
o

2012-13

•CFPA
•DEM

2013-14

•HT&WT
•CFPA
• SFPA
•DEM

2014-15

•CFPA
•DEM

2015-16

•HT&WT
•CFPA
• SFPA
•DEM

2016-17*

•CFPA
•DEM

2017-18

•HT&WT
•CFPA
• SFPA
•DEM

2018-19

•CFPA
•DEM

2019-20
• HT&WT
• CFPA
• SFPA
• DEM

DATA	CURRENTLY	AVAILABLE DATA	TO	BE	COLLECTED

HT&WT: School nurse measured heights and weights data collected on all children using standard protocol
CFPA: Community Food and PA data to be collected using standardized protocols
SFPA: School Food and PA data collected using self-administered school nurse survey with questions adapted from previous research
DEM: Contextual variables for school level factors to be collected from the National Center for Educational Statistics and School Nurse 
surveys; for community level factors from the American Community Survey

NJCHS II: Obesity Declines 
Research Design



Change in Overweight and Obesity Prevalence 
by School between 2008 and 2015
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Change in Obesity Prevalence 
by School between 2008 and 2015
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Engaging Decision makers 
and Stakeholders

o Data and Chart Books
o Presentations
o Research Briefs



Engaging Decision Makers 
and Stakeholders



A Year On the Hill 



A Year On the Hill 

SENATOR KIRSTEN GILLIBRAND
(D-NY)



A Year On the Hill 

SKINNY REPEAL

ACA REPLACEMENT 
BILLS

MEDICARE FOR ALL

PUBLIC OPTION

SNAP BENEFITS NUTRITION EDUCATION 
INTEGRATION

HEALTHY FOOD 
FINANCE INITIATIVE



A Year On the Hill 



A Year On the Hill
- Source of Evidence 



A Year On the Hill
- Role of Advocacy 



The Advocacy – Research Connection

Advocacy GroupsResearchers

Policy/Decision 
Makers/ Practitioners



Strengthening Research 
– Advocacy Connection 

o Engaging faculty 
vBuilding relations with advocates 
vStrategic research questions
vAdvocates as partners, not competition
vDissemination of research

o Faculty Support and Incentives
vTenure and promotion
vProtected time



The Advocacy – Research Connection

Advocacy GroupsResearchers

Policy/Decision 
Makers/ Practitioners



Advocacating with Evidence
SNAP Matters in All Communities (interactive maps FRAC)

http://www.frac.org/snap-county-map
/snap-counties.html

http://www.frac.org/snap-county-map/snap-counties.html


A Dialogue Between Advocates and Researchers
- Proposed Session at APHA 

vA systematic approach to link researchers and 
advocates

vExpand the networks
vAssessing the needs of advocacy
vStrategic science – where to build evidence

Advocating with Advocacy



Thank You!

pohrivac@asu.edu
http://asufoodpolicy.org
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