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We were driven by one simple fact:

One in three children in the 
US is overweight or obese. 

If  obesity rates continue on their current trajectory, by 2030  

up to 60 percent of  adults in our nation will be overweight.  

The potential human and economic costs are staggering.

When we launched Growing Up Healthy in 2007, we were among 

the first philanthropic organizations to exclusively 

focus on childhood obesity. We knew that a massive, 

consistent, and unified effort would be needed to reverse the  

trend. We also knew that as a small philanthropic organization  

— a David up against Goliath — we needed to aim our 

slingshot very strategically. 

After five years and five million dollars, we can now 

reflect on our process and ultimately our progress. This report  

shares some of  our successes and lessons, and suggests some  

next steps on this road to a healthier nation. 
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W
hen we launched Growing Up Healthy in 2007, 

you could walk into almost any school in our region  

and see the same disturbing scene. Kids sat for most  

of  the day. If  they had recess, many of  them stood around outside. 

There was almost no physical education in the classroom schedule. 

Lunch was heavy on starch and sugar. Even more sugar and soda 

reigned at birthday parties and afterschool programs.  

 

Our children were in trouble. 

The predictions of early onset diabetes and heart disease for this generation were dire.  

As a health plan that is rooted in caring for communities, there was no way we could 

ignore this.   

Even though we are a small Foundation, our Board was determined that we should 

“put a stake in the ground” and lead the fight to end the childhood obesity epidemic in 

our region. 

We did our homework, read the Institute of Medicine’s reports on childhood obesity 

and pored over the breakthrough work of Dr. Christina Economos at Tufts University’s 

Friedman School of Nutrition Science and Policy. What we learned was that research had 

not yet produced a “100% certain” antidote, but there were some very promising actions to 

take. And it was imperative to start taking them – and to get everyone on the same page.  

It’s not enough to raise awareness, or simply  

give kids information or special activities.  

The nutritious food and physical activity that  

keep kids at a healthy weight have to be part of 

their everyday environment; an integrated part of 

how they live their lives. Healthy choices have to 

be the only options at every point in a child’s day. 

Tools and training for kids and staff alike are the 

essential building blocks of this vision. 

We focused on children ages 6 to 12 because elementary schools and afterschool  

programs offer an organized set of institutions around which we could focus our  

limited resources.    

With that clarity, we set out to do three things in each of the states we serve: 

 •  Publish the best information on what strategies work in order to inform other 

funders and people working with children and aggressively disseminate that  

information;

      •  Give substantial financial support to a few leading initiatives that are changing 

environments where children spend most of their days: schools and afterschool 

programs; and

      • Support public policy changes that institutionalize what’s working.  

Five years later, I am proud to say that things have changed dramatically and are 

still evolving in our region’s schools and afterschool programs. The Harvard Pilgrim  

Health Care Foundation, with a group of incredibly smart and bold partners, has  

played an important role in this.  

     

We are still engaged. Moving into the second phase of Growing Up Healthy, 

we have just funded two regional projects that are scaling up the best of what we  

have learned. We will keep you posted on how that work progresses.  

As we close the first chapter of the story and begin the second, we want to  

thank and acknowledge the hundreds of people — those whose work we have  

funded and many at Harvard Pilgrim Health Care — who have stepped up to  

give our children a healthier future.  

Thank you.  You are the true heroes of this movement, and I look forward  

to what we all will continue to accomplish together.   

   

   Karen Voci

   Executive Director
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G
rowing Up Healthy was a significant undertaking targeted 

 at a serious epidemic. Our strategy was clear: change  

the environments where children and their families live, 

study and play, to make the healthier choice the easier choice.  

We wanted to do this by investing in evidence-based programs  

on the ground that could provide consistent, healthy opportunities, 

and by working to change policies. 

During five years of Growing Up Healthy, the Foundation worked in Massachusetts, 

Maine and New Hampshire to:

Invest in and share emerging knowledge about childhood obesity and best 

practices for addressing it by partnering with the Friedman School of Nutrition  

Science and Policy at Tufts University and Brandeis University’s Massachusetts  

Health Policy Forum. 

 We funded eight publications, each with a different purpose and scope, including an  

analysis of the region’s strengths and challenges; a report and a toolkit about school  

nutrition; a parent guide; two policy papers; a white paper; and a legislative report.

Our strategy: change the environment

How we spent our resources:  $5,000,000
$792,860

$380,971

$2,144,662  

$1,131,507 

$400,000

$150,000

our reachExpand promising efforts to create environments that support healthy eating and 

physical activity in places where kids spend much of their time including schools,  

afterschool programs and recreation centers.

 We expanded promising programs to over 500 new sites in three states reaching  

more than 132,700 children through our  “anchor” grants in each state, plus smaller  

supporting grants.

Support policy champions in their efforts to make lasting, institutional change. 

 We contributed to policy change in each of the three states, including passage of 

legislation establishing standards for competitive foods (foods not part of school  

breakfast/lunch programs) served in Massachusetts schools, legislation requiring  

Body Mass Index (BMI) screening and menu labeling in Maine, and rule changes  

affecting food served in New Hampshire schools.   

Promote conversation and collaboration across key sectors: education, business 

and health care.  Every sector has a role to play, and no one sector can single- 

handedly address the obesity crisis.  

 We funded conferences and gatherings that brought people together to collaborate 

across sectors, such as the New England Food Summit and the Transportation and  

Land Use Roundtable in New Hampshire. 
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Sharing Knowledge, Spreading the Word

D
uring five years of Growing Up Healthy, the Foundation funded four influential 

reports to help explain the status quo and advance best practices for addressing  

it; two comprehensive policy briefs on obesity and physical activity for the  

Massachusetts Health Policy Forum; a white paper about the consequences of obesity  

in Maine; and a legislative commission report for New Hampshire. 

   (2008) 

describes and quantifies the childhood obesity epidemic in our  

region, highlights promising policy and environmental solutions,  

and issues a call to action. 

   

 (2008) provides an in-depth 

look at childhood obesity in the Commonwealth and recommends 

policy solutions.  

  

(2009) outlines recommen-

  dations for addressing childhood obesity to New Hampshire  

  policymakers and activists.  

  

 (2010) 

profiles successful school food programs in Maine, Massachusetts 

and New Hampshire and offers strategies to increase students’  

access to healthier meals. 

  

(2010) offers a succinct guide for parents, school 

board or community members, education leaders, and other stake-

holders who want to promote healthier meals in their school district. 

(2011) is a 

family-friendly guide to healthy eating and physical activity. 

   

(2011) provides an analysis of 

the financial and academic challenges resulting from childhood 

obesity in Maine. 

   

(2012) examines the reasons Massachusetts 

children are not getting enough physical activity and makes policy 

recommendations to address them. 

 

public policy wins

Tipping the Scales in favor of our children

a study sponsored by 

Our strategy at work: creating change in three states
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MASS IN MOTION
MOVING TOWARD HEALTHIER COMMUNITIES

T
hey say all politics is local, and the same is true in public health. Mass in Motion is 

a partnership among foundations, businesses, state government and local elected 

officials to make community environments healthier for everyone. The strategy 

was to replicate the success of Shape Up Somerville — a citywide environmental 

change intervention to prevent obesity — by promoting more strategic use of state and  

local public funds, while adding private grant funds to make changes beyond those  

possible with public dollars.  

The Foundation was one of five Massachusetts philanthropies that created a partner-

ship with the Massachusetts Department of Public Health. The goal was to support  

broad-based community efforts to improve health and wellness in 14 communities across 

the state. Led by their elected officials, these communities completed comprehensive 

health improvement plans and received technical assistance to make important changes  

to the local food and physical activity environments. Recently, with federal funding, this 

effort has expanded to an additional 38 communities. Here are two examples of what 

communities are doing: 

Springfield Mass in Motion leaders worked to make existing community resources 

safer and more accessible. By studying the city’s obesity demographics and recreational 

spaces, the team found that the areas with the highest rates of obesity were those where 

there were no safe places for physical activity. Together with school and municipal  

leaders, the team chose two schools in areas of need, secured additional private funding, 

and staffed the school gyms for a three-month evening basketball program. More than  

100 kids came to play, keeping the gyms nearly at capacity almost every night. Almost 

two-thirds of kids surveyed said if they were not at the gym they would be watching  

TV or playing video games. 

“If you leave the lights on, the kids will come.”

In New Bedford, the Mass in Motion team focused on encouraging healthy options 

in the city’s many restaurants. Working with local partners, including the mayor’s office 

and health department, the team created Healthy Dining New Bedford to encourage local 

eateries to offer healthy options. Those that join the program get extra publicity in local 

websites, social media and publications, and a decal for their windows recognizing their 

efforts. In the first month alone ten restaurants applied. 

Mass in Motion shows the power of connecting engaged elected leadership to trained 

and resourced citizen activists. It is a model that has spread far beyond the original  

14 Mass in Motion communities and is the primary reason that Massachusetts successfully 

competed for $15 million in federal Community Transformation Grants. With a total of 

52 communities now implementing Mass in Motion plans, the program has become a 

national model for bringing health home, street by street and block by block.

 

Just keep 

     MOVINGJust keep 

     MOVING
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“I am so very impressed and proud,  

and I hope that other states look here 

for models of what can be done when 

people take hold of a problem, come 

together and create solutions that 

make sense.”

CATCH
COORDINATED APPROACH TO CHILD HEALTH 

Tastes         

     GOOD!    Tastes 

     GOOD!    
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LET’S GO! 
5210 GOES TO SCHOOL

C

“Being part of Let’s Go! has made a difference 

for our entire staff. People are much more  

conscious of daily exercise, better eating  

habits, better choices for classroom  

celebrations. It really encourages the healthy 

lifestyle that many of us try to live.” 

What does 5-2-1-0 mean? 

“B

for

co

h

c

l

 
change your mind   

         about FRUITS

  & VEGGIES!

 
change your mind   

         about FRUITS

  & VEGGIES!
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Slow and Steady Wins the Race  

Homework Counts  

Replicate the Most Promising Strategies

Momentum and Opportunity Start at the Local Level  

Some Solutions Lie Upstream  

It’s a Team Sport  

Small is Powerful  

We Are Better Together  

L
eading inevitably involves learning. Five years of  funding and 

implementing Growing Up Healthy have yielded lessons about 

 what works, and why, and where the biggest challenges  

still lie. With help from some of  the region’s leading public health  

advocates, we offer some lessons from our experience. 

t e s t e d
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Enhance Coordination and Information Sharing at the Local, State and National Levels 

Build Infrastructure to Support Policy Change

Focus on the Next Frontier: Engaging Families {
     W

h
e r e  d o  w
e  g o  f r o m  h e r e ? 
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W

so what’s

for Growing Up Healthy?

MORE
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Albert Schweitzer Fellowship

Boston Chinatown Neighborhood Center

Boston Collaborative for Food and Fitness

Boston Public Health Commission

Boston Schoolyard Funders Collaborative

Boys and Girls Clubs of  Boston

Brandeis University - Massachusetts Health Policy Forum

City Year, Inc.

EcoTarium

Federation of  Massachusetts Farmers Markets

Food Project

Harvard Pilgrim Department of  Ambulatory Care and Prevention

Harvard School of  Public Health

Health Resources in Action, Inc.

Holyoke Food & Fitness Policy Council

Massachusetts 2020

Massachusetts Department of  Public Health

Massachusetts Farm Bureau Agricultural Preservation  

     Corporation

Massachusetts Health Council, Inc.

Massachusetts Public Health Association

Partners for a Healthier Community

Tufts University Friedman School of  Nutrition Science  

     and Policy

United Way of  Greater Plymouth County

WalkBoston

Derry Rail Trail Alliance

Foundation for Healthy Communities

HNH Foundation

International Institute of  New Hampshire

Keene State College

Manchester Monarchs

Manchester School District Food & Nutrition Service

Monadnock Community Hospital

New Hampshire Charitable Foundation

New Hampshire Children in Nature Coalition

Parenting New Hampshire

Saint Anselm College

Southern New Hampshire Medical Center

Unity Elementary School

University of  New Hampshire Foundation

Upper Valley Trails Alliance

Winnisquam, Opechee, Winnipesaukee Trail

Daniel Hanley Center for Health Leadership

Foundation for Maine’s Community Colleges

Health Policy Partners of  Maine

Heart of  Maine Resource Conservation and  

    Development Council

Kids CO-OP - The Barbara Bush Children’s Hospital

Maine Bureau of  Parks and Lands

Maine Center for Public Health

Maine Community Foundation

Maine Department of  Conservation

Maine Department of  Education -

     Office of  Coordinated School Health

Maine Organic Farmers and Gardeners Association

Maine Philanthropy Center

MaineHealth

Preble Street Resource Center

Skowhegan Farmers’ Market

United Way of  Greater Portland

Western Foothills Land Trust

 is a full-service health benefits company serving members 

throughout Massachusetts, New Hampshire, Maine and beyond. Our mission is to improve the 

health of  the people we serve and the health of  society. The Harvard Pilgrim Health Care  

Foundation provides the tools, training and leadership to help build healthy communities by  

supporting programs that address childhood obesity; improve the health of  communities impacted 

by health disparities; and support our employees as they invest their time and talents across  

Massachusetts, New Hampshire and Maine.

www.harvardpilgrim.org/foundation

$100 Dollars for a Healthier World

I 
$
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