
 

                             

211 N. Public Road, Ste 225 
Lafayette, CO  80026 

303-439-8369 
info@gpred.com 
www.gpred.com 

 

 
 
FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE 
 
DATE OF RELEASE: June 25, 2012 
CONTACT: Teresa Penbrooke, MAOM,CPRE, Director, Healthy Communities Research Group,  

teresap@gpred.org, 303-870-3884 
 
Test of Systematic Community Toolkit Identifies Key Strategies to Reduce Obesity through Integration 
of Parks and Recreation and Public Health 
 
In 2011, South Bend Parks and Recreation Department (SBPRD) in Indiana elected to participate as a 
Beta Site to test the Healthy Communities Surveillance and Management Toolkit™ to analyze, 
document, and evaluate five elements related to the involvement of a parks and recreation department 
as a primary preventative community public health provider.  The process had been created the 
previous year by work in Bloomington, IN.  The purpose was to use a systematic way to identify and 
measure: 

• Creating a Warrant for Agency Action – The community basis to reduce obesity 
• Convening Community Stakeholders and Champions – Involving community partners 
• Policies, Laws, and Procedures – Documenting and measuring the limitations 
• Fiscal Resources and Distribution – Identifying how funds are and should be allocated 
• A complete Inventory of Available Assets and Services – lands, facilities, and programs 

 
The project, led by the Healthy Communities Research Group (HCRG), is an initiative of the national 
501(c)(3) non-profit organization, GP RED (www.gpred.org),  to provide research, education, and 
development to identify and align parks, recreation, and related public and non-profit organizations as 
engaged providers of public health to help reduce obesity and improve quality of lifestyles in their 
community.   
 

“Public parks and recreation agencies are the agencies that provide public broad-
based access to and management for physical and natural assets in most communities. 
They are also usually the leaders in public programming and community education, or 
at least in providing spaces for public programming. They have been historically 
mostly absent from the community public health arena and discussions. We now need 
to be considered as a primary provider of public health in the community.”   

                                 - Phil St. Clair, Director, South Bend Parks and Recreation 
 
Many national initiatives are being used to provide programmatic and community education 
approaches to address health and obesity (such as HBO’s Weight of the Nation documentary, Let’s 
Move, ACHIEVE, LiveWell, Hearts N’ Parks, Play 60, the National Physical Activity Plan, etc.).  The goal 
of the HCRG is to provide a tested and proven overall systematic and transdisciplinary community-wide 
management and planning approach (Systems Thinking) with tested tools, methods, identified issues, 
analysis, and evaluation to identify priorities that help organizations move forward to identify the key 
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factors and analysis for resource investment (funding, people and time) to effectively increase active 
living and reduce obesity in their communities.   
 
 
 
From August 2011 to January 2012, the HCRG worked with South Bend to collect information through a 
process that included many staff and stakeholder meetings. Templates were created and used to 
compile digital data. From an analysis of these elements, the project moved to creation of a systems 
portfolio, development of strategic concepts for improvement, and future modeling for the purposes of 
articulation, prioritization, management, and surveillance of outcomes over time.  
 
“Findings and Visioning Sessions” were held in January with staff and community members to review the 
collected information and key findings from the work in Year One, and to determine priorities for 
moving forward in Year Two.  Common goals emerged, and a leadership group of community leaders 
and residents, now called the South Bend Active Youth Initiative (AYI) was formed by the participants.   
 
Priorities emerged into an Action Plan for Year Two in May, under general Themes with specific actions, 
outcomes, responsibilities, timeline, and funding impacts. Primary goals and achievements emerged.  
Click here for a copy of the Year One Findings and Recommendations.  While they are somewhat 
different in every community, in South Bend priorities for Year Two are to: 
 

Conduct an Educational Campaign to Change Culture and Perceptions – There is a challenge in that 
many people in South Bend simply don’t realize that their kids (or they themselves) are overweight or 
obese.  One of the first steps is an awareness campaign, including distributing a BMI chart that works 
for kids and adults so parents and kids can assess themselves relative to national recommendations.  
Click here for a copy of the poster that South Bend is using. There also is a challenge that many of the 
parents have a perception that it may be unsafe for their kids to walk to parks and facilities.  The AYI is 
now working with the police department to determine in which neighborhoods that is true, where it 
might just be a perception issue, and what to do about it.   
 
Collect Additional South Bend-Specific Data – The Centers for Disease Control states that in Indiana 
36% of adults are considered overweight and another 27% are considered obese, and 17% of youth 
overall in the US are obese, but there is not sufficient information available for youth specific to South 
Bend. The process in Year Two includes working on conducting a statistically-valid survey and with the 
schools to collect better community-specific data to measure this over time. 
 
Increase Awareness about Opportunities to Participate - South Bend actually has over 80 providers of 
related youth programs, but prior to this project, most were not connected and many were 
duplicating services. Getting them organized is a key strategy now, and the recreation department has 
now assigned a liaison to work with all the other agencies and help get them organized.  This includes 
identifying gaps and key areas for physical improvements (trails, new facilities, and new program 
locations). 

 
The use of the Healthy Communities Surveillance and Management Toolkit™ is a multi-year process for 
improvement, with Year One focused on initial organized gathering of information and the right people, 
Year Two in implementation, and Year Three and beyond on continued monitoring and evaluation. 
Similar to a “Health Impact Assessment” (HIA), but specific to reducing obesity through parks and 
recreation, the process provides a focused system to obtain both quantitative and qualitative 
information that is great for decision-making and getting funding.  The HCRG is continuing to test the 
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Toolkit and templates in communities of different sizes, with different issues.  Interested communities 
are being recruited as additional “Beta Test” sites.  
 
For more information, contact Teresa Penbrooke, at teresap@gpred.org.   
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Composite-Values Methodology for GIS is used to create an inventory the level of service system 
analysis of the assets and programs.  Darker shades indicate a higher level of service available.   
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