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MEE is particularly committed to engaging and mobilizing communities in order to increase aware-
ness and positively impact health outcomes related to increased physical activity and improved 
nutrition. We first became closely involved with this issue when, while working with a consumer 
goods company in the mid-1990s, we became alarmed at what we found were the extremely poor 
diets of too many low-income youth of color. Since then, MEE has conducted several research proj-
ects with both adults and youth on nutrition and physical activity issues and programs. We have 
also contributed to a comprehensive physical activity and nutrition curricula for youth; produced a 
mini-documentary on the billions of dollars spent each year marketing junk food to young people; 
and conducted a nationwide evaluation of community-based physical activity programs for the 
CDC. In addition, we have shared what we have learned by presenting at numerous obesity-relat-
ed conferences and offering a series of workshops on culturally-relevant strategies to effectively 
tackle this epidemic.

Below are sketches of projects that inform MEE’s expertise in obesity prevention in underserved 
communities.

Consortium to Lower Obesity in Chicago Children
MEE helped The Consortium to Lower Obesity in Chi cago Children 
(CLOCC) design better tools to communicate with the community 
about the impact of obesity on local children. CLOCC is a nationally 
recognized childhood obesity prevention pro gram housed within the 
Center for Obesity Management and Preven tion at Children’s Memo-
rial Hospital in Chicago. MEE conducted a series of small-group “Chat 
& Chew” sessions to learn, from the grassroots perspective, how the 
local environment supports or presents barriers to increasing physical 
activity and improving nutrition among Chicago children. 

We gathered a cross-section of service providers and CBOs that work 
on issues related to community development, youth development, 

obesity prevention and/or physical activity and nutrition. MEE also conducted informal focus group 
sessions with 30 local peer leaders to help CLOCC get a better understanding of what youth mem-
bers of peer-to-peer outreach teams would need in order to eff ectively promote its “5, 4, 3, 2, 1…
Go” message to other youth in Chicago. We sought to learn the arguments and counter-arguments 
youth had about adopting such healthy lifestyle messages into their lives, as well as what types of 
promotional materials would be the most effective for grassroots outreach. 

Using the information gained in the focus groups and Chat & Chews, MEE helped CLOCC adapt the 
MEE community-planning model for its own outreach efforts. We helped CLOCC recruit and train 
a Youth Outreach Coordinator to lead peer-to-peer outreach efforts in Chicago neighborhoods. 

MEE Capabilities:
Obesity Prevention Projects
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Technical Assistance (TA) sessions prepared the organization to effectively implement logistics for 
its Go Team.  MEE’s TA prepared CLOCC for an on-the-ground approach to mobilizing community 
members of all ages to lower obesity in Chicago.

Community Health Councils, Inc.
MEE conducted formative audience research in 2003 for the Community Health 
Councils, Inc. (CHC) in Los Angeles in order to identify intervention strategies to 
help African American adults improve their diet and lifestyle practices and en-
gage in more physical activity. The findings from the research, which was sup-
ported by The U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, are being used 
to direct media and materials development and message delivery in the com-
munities of South Los Angeles, northern Long Beach and eastern Inglewood.

 In a second phase of this project, MEE developed an envi-
ronmental and policy “toolkit” that CHC is using to set high expectations among 
residents regarding the availability and quality of fresh foods in supermarkets 
in South Los Ange les.  Other MEE materials are being used to encourage small 
businesses and other employee-based organizations to implement organiza-
tional wellness practices and promote healthy lifestyles. 

Service Provider Workshops with CANFit: 
Obesity in the Hip-Hop Generation
MEE collaborates with the California Adolescent Nutrition and Fitness Pro-
gram (CANFit), a leader in nutrition and physical activity programs for youth 
of color, on several projects, including a series of workshops focusing on 
obesity prevention among urban, African American and Latino youth popu-
lations. These communications workshops, offered in Washington DC, Phil-
adelphia and Los Angeles, have been attended by staff from community-
based organizations, schools and other educational institutions, hospitals, 
health departments and youth service agencies. Participants receive infor-

mation in a way that can be immediately applied directly with children, teens and their parents in 
real-world scenarios. The success of these workshops led to a request from Steps for a Healthier 
Minnesota for MEE to present its findings and social marketing techniques, along with a request 
for a custom workshop for the Indian Health Services National Conference in Atlanta. MEE also sup-
ported CANFit in the creation of its cutting-edge P.HA.T. (Promoting Healthy Activities Together) 
hip-hop fitness curriculum and video by conducting audience research focus groups.
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Action for Healthy Kids
MEE provided qualitative market research services to Action for 
Healthy Kids (AFHK), a nonprofit organization addressing the epi-
demic of overweight, undernourished and sedentary youth by focus-
ing on changes in schools. The focus group research helped AFHK 
understand the barriers African Americans and Latinos face in get-
ting schools to implement changes that can improve the health of 

students and how community leaders who interact with schools in various capacities may be able 
to help overcome those barriers. The ultimate goal was to empower parents to become advocates 
for the availability of better, more nutritious foods in their children’s schools. 

MEE also worked with AFHK to develop components for a “Parent Advocacy Toolkit” used by its 
Urban Teams in Philadelphia, Los Angeles, New York City and Battle Creek, MI. The toolkit assists 
Teams with getting more parents involved in advocacy around school wellness. It also includes 
template print materials that are customized by each Team to help generate word-of-mouth and 
develop shareable messages among community members. 

The Robert Wood Johnson Foundation
Child Obesity Communications Team
MEE developed a Childhood Obesity Awareness and Action Plan for 
Communities of Color for The Robert Wood Johnson Foundation (RWJF).  
MEE’s Plan focuses on generating support for environmental and policy 
chang es to fight childhood obesity, by creating a sense of grassroots ur-
gency about the issue and by creating a corps of informed parents and 
moti vated community-based advocates. 

The project involved audience research, interviews with experts in the 
field, and sessions with stakeholders from African American organizations 

and communities in Atlanta and Philadelphia.  In its final report and video documentary, MEE made 
recommendations to RWJF about how to effectively reach, educate and motivate low-income Af-
rican American parents of young children (ages 3-12) to become advocates for environmental and 
policy change in their communities. MEE also made recommendations regarding dissemination 
of the findings in order to move “preventing childhood obesity” further up the list of priorities in 
underserved communities across the country. 

STEPS to a Healthier Philadelphia
MEE worked with the Philadelphia Department of Public Health to de-
velop and implement the Steps to a Healthier Philadelphia Campaign. 
The goal of MEE’s social marketing campaign, themed, “Step Up to Better 
Health… Feel the Difference, See the Difference,” was to encourage Phila-
delphians to make physical activity and healthier eating a regular part of 

COMMUNITY LEADERSHIP FORUM

Against Childhood Obesity 
in Communities of Color

Sponsored by Robert Wood Johnson Foundation
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their lives. STEPS was designed to prevent diabetes and obe-
sity, and to improve asthma management among residents 
living in neighborhoods with the greatest needs. The foun-
dations for the campaign in cluded comprehensive audience 
research and ongoing peer-to-peer interactions. Campaign 
messages directed residents to local health centers and ser-
vices, through radio and transit advertis ing, print materials 
and community outreach that mirrored the argument/coun-
ter-argument aspects of oral communications culture. The 
campaign took healthy lifestyle messages to places where 
Philadelphians live, work, hang out and go to school.

The Starlight Children’s Foundation
MEE helped the Starlight Children’s Foundation de velop an on-
line resource for youth interested in incorporating more physical 
activity and better nutrition into their lives. First, MEE conducted 
research with youth from Los Angeles and Philadelphia to get a 
better understanding of what youth would find helpful and inter-
esting on the foundation’s “Get Fit, Get Right” Website. MEE also 
recruited youth for a Teen Advisory Council and helped Starlight 
develop culturally relevant and us er-friendly content that included 
interactive games and quizzes; healthy and simple recipes; and 
steps youth can take in their daily lives to live healthier. MEE pro-

duced a video that follows a group of young people who attended a six-week, multi-component 
healthy lifestyle program. Video clips show youth discussing their experiences with inactivity and 
unhealthy eating and how they improved their behaviors. Footage was streamed over the “Get Fit, 
Get Right” Website.

Healthy Kids, Healthy Schools/Houston Independent 
School District
MEE is working with Healthy Kids, Healthy Schools and the Houston In-
dependent School District to implement a pilot social marketing cam-
paign that will target students and parents. The campaign will encour age 

youth to make healthier selections among food and beverages at school, as well as raise overall 
community awareness of low-fat dairy products as a nutritious option. A major aspect of the cam-
paign is recruiting, engaging and training students to promote the campaign messages to their 
peers. 
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Communications Workshops/Speaking Engagements
MEE offers training, technical assistance and communications workshops across the country, fo-
cusing on the most effective ways to reach and influence urban and ethnic audiences regarding 
obesity prevention and the promotion of physical activity and nutrition. MEE has conducted key-
note presentations at the following conferences/meetings: 

• Action for Healthy Kids Symposium – Parent Advocacy;
• Champions for Healthy Kids Grantee Workshop;
• Healthy Kids, Healthy Schools Summit: Leveraging the Power of Our Community;
• Achieve Better Health Symposium;
• Johnson & Johnson Presentation on Obesity; and
• Webinar Series: Let’s End the Childhood Obesity Epidemic.

MEE also conducts a workshop series called Obesity in the Hip-Hop Generation. Educators and other 
youth-servicing providers who attend the workshop participate in hands-on, interactive exercises 
about obesity prevention communications based on more than a decade of MEE research. They 
begin to create effective message delivery strategies for at-risk urban youth, and brainstorm about 
follow-up strategies that will effectively build critically-needed health supports for students. Ivan 
Juzang, President of MEE, examines the environmental influences, at titudes and behaviors and 
unique communication style of urban youth; reviews theories and tech niques for developing cost-
effective and culturally-relevant communication about obesity preven tion; and shows session at-
tendees how to apply these learnings in their own educational and other community settings. 

PUFFA Obesity Prevention -  
Technical Assistance/Consulting
In 2009, the Philadelphia Urban Food and Fitness Alliance (PUF-
FA) hired MEE to serve as the communications consultant for 
its community initiatives to prevent obesity.  PUFFA was striv-

ing to develop a grassroots learning community devoted to understanding how to bring about 
change to Philadelphia’s food systems, through educating legislators, continual learning and ad-
vocacy.  MEE assisted with establishing PUFFA’s brand identity, the initiative’s key messages to the 
community and helped determine culturally sensitive, effective approaches for communicating 
PUFFA’s goals, objectives and results to City residents, policy- and decision-makers, key community 
influencers, funders and partners.

Georgia Campaign for Adolescent Power and Potential 
(GCAPP)

Nutrition Campaign for Parents of Pre-Teens
MEE has partnered with Jane Fonda’s Georgia Campaign for Adolescent Pow-
er and Potential (GCAPP) to plan and launch a grassroots Community Educa-
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tion Campaign to improve nutrition and prevent obesity among at-risk 
‘tweens and their families.  Physical activity and nutrition is one of three 
key areas that GCAPP focuses on as part of its mission to improve the 
overall health and well-being of young people in Georgia.

In 2013, as part of the project planning phase, MEE and GCAPP ex-
plored several potential “end games” that will support the fulfillment 
of GCAPP’s mission and priorities.  Using that feedback, MEE developed 
a comprehensive Communications Plan to serve as the roadmap for a 
yearlong community awareness and parental engagement campaign 
that will begin in 2Q14, targeting parents and caregivers of pre-teens.

The Communication Plan addresses how to: (1) effectively introduce, 
brand and increase awareness of GCAPP as a key player in the obesi-
ty-prevention arena; (2) educate parents about do-able steps they can 
take to improve nutrition in their home; and (3) help parents and other 
caregivers to empower their pre-teens to make informed choices about 
their eating and nutrition.

In 2014, MEE will begin implementing key elements of the Communi-
cations Plan.  Our Creative Team has developed radio and transit ads, 
along with print materials, including a poster, a flyer (with a user-friend-
ly shopping list) and a postcard.  The initial phase of the campaign fo-
cuses on the “why” of better nutrition.  Messages point out that healthy 

eating helps children’s performance in school, gives them more energy and sets the stage for a 
healthy lifestyle that can reduce rates of chronic disease in low-income urban communities.

As a key pre-campaign activity, MEE will plan and help GCAPP execute a series of “Chat & Chew” 
information sessions in targeted Atlanta-area neighborhoods. These Chat & Chews will ensure that 
local stakeholders, CBOs and all levels of the community are prepared to support the campaign, 
whether through materials dissemination and display or more direct dialogue with local parents.  
MEE will develop materials and handouts to capture and collect data during the Chat & Chews.  
These instruments will support materials testing and help gather feedback on dissemination chan-
nels and outreach locations.  The data collected from the Chat & Chews will be analyzed by MEE 
staff and will serve as a framework for revisions to the GCAPP materials and media.

Campaign implementation will begin in 3Q of 2014 and will feature a mix of traditional and non-
traditional media channels, including a series of radio ads, transit placement and special events.  
This strategy will help establish GCAPP as a trusted and credible health-promotion entity and be-
gin to influence action-oriented behavior change among Atlanta-area parents and pre-teens.

BE HEALTHY
H E L P  Y O U R  K I D S

When Our Kids Eat 
Better, They Do Better.

www.GCAPP.org

For more ideas about how parents can help 
kids eat healthier, including recipes  

and shopping tips, go to...

Most, Some, Least are easy ways to remember what foods are 
best for your family to eat. Foods from the “Most” column are 
low in fat and sugar and are foods that your child should eat 
the most. Foods from the “Some” column are higher in fat and 
sugar and should be eaten less often. Foods from the “Least” 
column are very high in fat and sugar and should be eaten only 
occasionally.

When Our Kids Eat Better, They Do Better.

Fresh Vegetables

Fresh Fruit

Baked or Grilled

Baked/With Butter

Orange Juice From Concentrate

Processed & Deli Meats

Fried/Fat Added

Fruit in Heavy Syrup

Fried

Whole Grain Bread Pancakes/White Flour Sugary Cereals

SHOP & EAT SMART

SOMEMOSTFood Groups LEAST

SHOP & EAT SMARTSHOP & EAT SMART

Fruits

Vegetables

Grains

Meats & Beans

Fresh fruit is better for you than fruit 
juice. You need 2 cups or 2 pieces of 
fruit a day.  1 cup is about the size of 
an orange.

Adding fat (butter, grease and sauces) to 
vegetables turns them from “Most” foods, 
to “Some” or “Least” foods. You need 2 
cups of vegetables a day. Dark green and 
orange vegetables are the best for you.

Whole-grain breads are better than 
white bread.  A serving is one slice of 
bread.  Most youth need 6 servings per 
day.

Eating 5 ½ oz. (a portion the size of your 
palm) a day will give your child the 
protein, vitamins and minerals he or she 
needs.  Avoid meats with added fat.  
Food that is baked or grilled is better for 
you than fried.

Prepare


