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What Researchers Do 

(What I Do) 

• Use evidence-based research to inform 

policies that improve health and wellbeing 

• Run analyses from public-use datasets 

• Provide estimates/statistics for infographics 

• Evaluate the adequacy of studies that are 

being cited by other organizations 

• Determine the validity of statements made 

from opposing stakeholders 
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What Policymakers Do 

• Policymakers are individuals elected or 

appointed to office at some level of 

government 
o Includes executive branch chiefs of staff and staff assistants 

• Sell, argue, and advocate for specific interest 

issues 
o Interests are often shorter term and keyed to election cycles 

• Make decisions that are often the result of 

compromise 
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Credit: Ross Brownson, Jonathan Lomas, former director,  
Health Services Research Foundation in Canada.  

Where 

am I? 

You’re 30 

metres 

above the 

ground in a 

balloon 

You must be 

a researcher 

Yes. 

How  

did you 

know? 

Because what 

you told me is 

absolutely 

correct but 

completely 

useless 

You must 

be a policy 

maker 

Yes, 

how did 

you 

know? 
Because you 

don’t know where 

you are, you don’t 

know where 

you’re going, and 

now you’re 

blaming me 

The Problem 
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What is policy? 

• Policies are “laws, regulations, formal and 

informal rules and understandings that are 

adopted on a collective basis to guide individual 

and collective behavior”  
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Dan E. Beauchamp & Bonnie Steinbock.  New Ethics for the Public Health. Oxford University Press: 1999.   



What do policy makers 
want/need from researchers? 

• Policymakers want answers to the 

following questions: 

1. Is there a problem  (what fuels it)? 

2. Do we know how to fix it (intervention)? 

3. How much will it cost (financially, politically)? 
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Translating Research to Policy:           
The Challenges 
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1. Poor timing 

2. Ambiguous findings  

3. Balancing objectivity and 

advocacy 

4. Lack of relevant data 

5. Mismatch of randomized thinking 

with  nonrandom problems 

Brownson et. al. Researchers and policy makers: travelers in parallel universes. Am J Prev Med 2006 

 



Translating Research to Policy: 
The Child Nutrition 

Reauthorization Act of 2015 
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Healthy, Hunger-Free 
Kids Act of 2010 

• To combat  rising childhood obesity rates 

Congress passed the Healthy, Hunger-Free 

Kids Act (HHFKA) of 2010 

• HHFKA developed stronger school nutrition 

standards  

• Was unanimously supported in the Senate 

and received bipartisan support in the 

House 
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School Nutrition Standards Before and 
After HHFKA Implementation 
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School Standard Before HHFKA After HHFKA 

Fruits and 

vegetables 

(F&V) 

Minimum amount of F&V 

required, but no specifications 

to what type served 

Increase the amount and variety of F&V 

served; students required to select ½ 

serving of F&V in order for school to 

receive federal reimbursement for meal 

Whole-grain 

products 

No requirements; schools 

encouraged to serve whole-

grain products 

All grains served must be whole grain rich 

(50% whole grains) 

Milk No requirements for milk 

options 

Milk must be lower-fat, such as fat-free or 

low-fat 

Sodium limits No requirements Lowered gradually in 3 phases over : 

Target 1, Target 2, and Target 3 

Competitive 

foods 

No requirements, with the 

exception of “foods of 

minimal nutritional value” 

Items must contain >50% whole grains 

OR have them as the 1st ingredient OR 

have the 1st ingredient be fruits, 

vegetables, dairy or protein OR be a 

combination food that contains at least 

¼ cup fruit and/or vegetable 



After HHFKA Implementation… 
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Arguments for & against 
HHFKA 

Arguments for 
HHFKA 

Arguments 
Against 
HHFKA 



Using Research to Guide Policy:            
Lessons from the Lunchroom 

• Dietary habits of kids enrolled in free & 
reduced price (FRP) meal programs vs. 
those not enrolled 

• 5th grade FRP-meal participants 
consumed F&Vs 3 more times/week than 
non-participants 

• 8th grade FRP-meal participants 
consumed F&V1.5 more times/week than 
non-participants 

• FRP-meal participants consumed sugary 
beverages & fast food more often than 
non-participants—on average, 1 more 
time/week than non-FRP participants 

• FRP participants more likely to be 
overweight than non-FRP participants 
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Lessons from the Lunchroom:       
Policy Recommendations 

• Protect gains made in 2010  

• Increase the federal meal reimbursement rate  

• Improve nutrition education 

• Finance school cafeteria kitchen equipment  

• Prioritize fruits and vegetables 

• Not allow politics to trump science 
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Lessons from the Lunchroom: 
Challenges 

• Lack of relevant data 
o Used data from 2004–2007 (before HHFKA 

implementation) 

• Ambiguous findings  
o Mixed results on eating patters for children 

enrolled in FRP compared to non FRP-meal 
participants 

• Poor timing 
o Report released in February 2015 with the 

expectation that bill would be reauthorized 
before September 30, 2015 deadline 
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Research and Infographics 

16 



Researcher Turned Blogger? 
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Update: Child Nutrition 
Reauthorization Act of 2015 

• Senate Agriculture Committee will vote tomorrow 

on Child Nutrition Reauthorization (CNR) Act  

• The new bill is called “Improving Child Nutrition 

Integrity and Access Act of 2016” 

• Generally, nutrition standards from 2010 remain 

intact, except for the following: 
o HFFKA rules requiring all grains be 100% whole grain rich has been scaled 

back to 80% whole grain rich HHFKA rules required all grains served to be 

“whole grain rich” 

o Schools get more time to implement sodium Target 2 limits, and there is a 

hold on the final sodium target limits until further research 

• Public health advocates will likely call CNR a win! 
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Questions? 
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