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Abstract 

Background: Children are increasingly exposed to food environments that have negative 

impacts on their diet and health. While the importance of creating and implementing programs 

and policies that change the collective determinants of eating behaviour is clear, how to achieve 

this goal remains unclear. Although some public support for food environment policies and 

programs exists in Canada, there is still a lack of public pressure for governments to act. 

Evidence supports the use of interventions that involve whole communities, use multi-level 

strategies, and consider multiple settings to promote healthy eating. Aligned with this approach 

is the Local Environment Action on Food (LEAF) project, a community-based health promotion 

intervention that aims to stimulate local action in changing food environments by engaging 

stakeholders in collecting local data and developing context-specific recommendations. 

Research Purpose and Questions: This research explores how engaging communities in 

collecting and reporting on food environment data could potentially create action to promote 

healthy food environments. This research project addressed two overarching goals. Goal one 

addressed the LEAF process and was guided by the following research questions: 1. What are 

stakeholders’ experiences of collecting and reporting on local food environment data? 2. What 

are the perceived barriers and facilitators to LEAF implementation and the LEAF process? Goal 

two addressed action for change and was guided by the following research questions: 3. If and 

how does LEAF and locally driven recommendations stimulate local action for change towards 

environments that support healthy eating? 4. What are the perceived barriers and facilitators to 

LEAF’s success and sustainability? 

Methods: A qualitative collective case study design using semi-structured interviews with a 

sample of 26 stakeholders explored LEAF stakeholder experiences of collecting food 
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environment data and creating change. Document review and participant observation aided in 

contextualization of interview data for goal one. Data collection and analysis were iterative, 

following Charmaz’s constant comparative analysis strategy. 

Results: Exploring goal one revealed two main themes: building and maintaining relationships 

and process factors that influenced LEAF and relationship building. Results suggested that a 

strengths-based approach to benchmarking food environments could prove beneficial. 

Furthermore, resulting themes provided support for the need for adaptable community 

interventions and demonstrated the importance of community context to intervention 

implementation. Exploring goal two revealed that LEAF had environmental and non-

environmental impacts. Notably, LEAF created a context specific tool, a Mini Nutrition Report 

Card, that communities used to promote and support food environment action. Action was 

represented by the overarching theme opening doors and continuing conversations, which 

encompassed the diverse ways that LEAF stakeholders used their Mini-NRC. Further, analysis 

outlined perceived barriers and facilitators to creating food environment action at the community 

level, including level of engagement, perceived controllability, community priorities, policy 

enforcement, resources, and key champions. 

Conclusions: Findings from this research support the use of community engagement in both 

food environment assessments and in health promotion interventions. This research has 

implications for research, practice, and policy. To promote sustainability of local food 

environment action, we recommend the creation of a web application to enable independent 

community food environment assessments and a communication network to allow communities 

to share challenges, successes, and resources relevant to creating healthy food environments. 
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Furthermore, we suggest the availability of financial resources allotted for policy influencers and 

health professionals to participate in community-based projects such as LEAF. 
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Glossary of Terms 

General Terms 

Community: “any group of people who share geographic space, interests, goals, or history” 

(Institute of Medicine, 2012, p. 24) 

Community Capacity-Building: “the increase in community groups’ abilities to define, assess, 

analyse and act on health (or any other) concerns of importance to their members” 

(Labonte and Laverack, 2001a p. 114). Often viewed as a process, community capacity-

building attempts to methodically develop the necessary individual and collective 

knowledge, skills, and competencies to achieve a community goal or better their 

circumstances (Laverack, 2014). 

Community Engagement: “the process of working collaboratively with groups of people who are 

affiliated by geographic proximity, special interests, or similar situations with respect to 

issues affecting their well-being” (page 9) (CDC, 1997, as cited in Clinical and 

Translational Science Awards Consortium Community Engagement Key Function 

Committee Task Force on the Principles of Community Engagement, 2011). 

Community Empowerment: “a social action process by which individuals, communities, and 

organizations gain mastery over their lives in the context of changing their social and 

political environment to improve equity and quality of life” (Wallerstein et al., 2015, p. 

285). 

Community-based Health Promotion Intervention: health promotion interventions that include 

members of the target community in the intervention development, implementation, and 

evaluation (although participation in each level may vary). 
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Food Environments: The “collective physical, economic, policy and sociocultural surroundings, 

opportunities and conditions that influence people’s food and beverage choices and 

nutritional status” (Swinburn, Vandevijvere, et al., 2013, p. 25).  

Whole of Community Intervention: Interventions that involve whole communities and use multi-

level, multi-component intervention strategies. 

LEAF-Specific Terms 

Community Stakeholders: Individuals that reside and work in LEAF communities. This includes 

those that participated in LEAF and those that did not. 

LEAF Community Group: The group of LEAF stakeholders that were involved in the LEAF 

process. 

LEAF Project Lead: One or two individuals in each LEAF community that primarily led the 

LEAF process. Typically, these individuals were staff members from one of the research 

project’s organizational partners (e.g. public health dietitians working for Alberta Health 

Services). 

LEAF Research Team: The group of individuals at the University of Alberta that provided 

support and guidance for LEAF communities. 

LEAF Stakeholders: Community members that were involved in the LEAF process. 

Setting Stakeholder: Individuals that work within target settings (e.g. schools) in LEAF 

communities. 



1 
 

Chapter 1: Introduction 

Food Environments and Children’s Health 

Healthy eating is important for maintaining good health across one’s lifetime, as it can 

protect against malnutrition and various non-communicable diseases (NCDs) (Government of 

Canada, n.d.; World Health Organization, 2018). Childhood is often considered a critical 

intervention period, as good nutrition during childhood promotes proper development and 

decreases a child’s risk of developing overweight, obesity, and related NCDs (World Health 

Organization, 2018). Prevention is imperative, given that overweight and obesity have been 

demonstrated to track from childhood into adulthood (Herman et al., 2009; Singh et al., 2008). 

Children’s eating behaviours are influenced by a range of collective and individual influences 

(Raine, 2005; Taylor et al., 2005). Individual determinants of eating behaviour include 

physiological factors, food preferences, nutritional knowledge, perceptions of healthy eating, and 

psychological factors (Raine, 2005). Collective determinants of eating behaviour can be 

classified into food environments, which Swinburn, Vandevijvere, et al. (2013) define as the 

“collective physical, economic, policy and sociocultural surroundings, opportunities and 

conditions that influence people’s food and beverage choices and nutritional status” (p. 25). 

Governments, the food industry, and the general public all play a role in determining the status of 

food environments (Swinburn, Sacks, et al., 2013). Positive relationships between these parties 

could lead to the creation of healthy food environments for children. In particular, strong 

government policies and programming have the potential to positively influence children’s food 

environments. However, children’s exposure to unhealthy food environments continues to grow 

worldwide (World Health Organization, 2016). Experts have described the current state of 

Canada’s food environments as unsupportive to maintaining healthy diets, as nutrient-poor, 
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energy-dense food items are cheaper, more readily available, and more heavily marketed than 

healthy food items (Vanderlee et al., 2017). Furthermore, results from Alberta’s 2019 Nutrition 

Report Card on Food Environments for Children and Youth, hereafter referred to as Alberta’s 

2019 NRC (Benchmarking Food Environments, 2019), indicated that Alberta made little 

progress towards creating healthier food environments for young people since its implementation 

in 2015. Thus, many opportunities for improving Alberta’s food environments remain. 

Community Engagement in Food Environments 

Population-based approaches have been proposed to help promote good health and reduce the 

impact of a variety of health issues, including childhood obesity (World Health Organization, 

2012), reducing and preventing tobacco use (Health Canada, 2018), and physical inactivity 

(World Health Organization, 2007). A multi-component, multi-setting community-based 

approach to improving Alberta’s food environments for children and youth aligns with guidance 

from the World Health Organization’s (2012) Population-Based Approaches to Childhood 

Obesity Prevention. However, intervention adaptation to the local context is important, given 

that community factors may determine how influential certain aspects of the food environment 

are (Health Canada, 2013). Incorporating local community knowledge through community 

engagement in such an intervention could aid in successful adaptation and promote sustainability 

(Staley, 2009; Wallerstein et al., 2015). Furthermore, multi-sectoral engagement could help 

determine which food environment policies and programs are feasible and acceptable to the wide 

range of affected stakeholders (Minaker, 2016). Strong public support for food environment 

policies is needed: without it, governments may be unable or unwilling to implement such 

supportive policies (Diepeveen et al., 2013). Recognizing that engaging local communities was 

an opportunity for improving Alberta’s food environments, the Benchmarking Food 
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Environments team created the Local Environment Action on Food Project (hereafter referred to 

as LEAF). 

The Local Environment Action on Food (LEAF) Project  

LEAF is a community-based health promotion intervention that has been implemented in 

communities across Alberta from June 2017 to present. LEAF builds on work done under the 

Alberta Nutrition Report Card on Food Environments for Children and Youth (Alberta NRC) 

(Benchmarking Food Environments Team, 2019), utilizing the provincial framework to engage 

local communities in monitoring and acting on their own food environments. By enabling 

communities to focus on numerous indicators of healthy food environments for multiple settings, 

LEAF promotes the use of multi-level, multi-component strategies. Participating communities 

work with the LEAF research team to create a Mini Nutrition Report Card on Food 

Environments for Children and Youth (Mini-NRC) that can be used to promote and support food 

environment action. 

Research Purpose and Questions 

The purpose of this research project was to explore how engaging communities in collecting 

and reporting on food environment data could potentially create action to promote healthy food 

environments. As such, the first seven communities to complete LEAF were sampled to gain an 

understanding of the experience and impact of collecting food environment data and creating 

food environment recommendations. This research project was guided by the following research 

questions:  

1. What are stakeholders’ experiences of collecting and reporting on local food 

environment data? 
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2. What are the perceived barriers and facilitators to LEAF implementation and the 

LEAF process? 

3. If and how does LEAF and locally driven recommendations stimulate local action for 

change towards environments that support healthy eating? 

4. What are the perceived barriers and facilitators to LEAF’s success and sustainability? 

Rationale and Significance 

While LEAF bears potential to improve local and national food environments, gaining a 

deeper understanding of the implementation process is imperative. Given the vital role that 

community stakeholders played in LEAF, research is needed to understand their experiences 

with and perceptions of LEAF. Insights generated from this research could help adapt LEAF, as 

the exploration of community stakeholders’ experiences will provide a greater understanding of 

what contributed to its perceived effectiveness or lack of effectiveness. Further, this research 

could contribute to the broader knowledge base by gaining an understanding of how 

communities can be engaged in local action for health-promoting change in food environments. 

This is critical, given that existing public support for creating healthier food environments has 

been characterized as “quiet support” (Vandevijvere et al., 2019, p. 277). 

Thesis Overview 

This thesis is organized into seven chapters. Chapter two provides an in-depth review of 

pertinent literature, including food environments, population-based approaches in health 

promotion, and the purpose and process of LEAF. Chapter three provides a detailed description 

of the research setting and methods. Results of this research project were split into two chapters, 

representing findings for two overarching goals (process and action): chapter four presents 
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results pertaining to the first and second research questions, while chapter five presents results 

pertaining to the third and fourth research questions. Chapter six provides a discussion of the 

research findings, integrating results from chapters four and five. Lastly, chapter seven presents 

an overall conclusion to the research project and outlines its strengths and limitations, potential 

implications, and future directions. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

Diet and Health 

 Healthy eating is important at all stages of life. Healthy eating protects against all forms 

of malnutrition, which the World Health Organization (2018) outlines as “undernutrition 

(wasting, stunting, underweight), inadequate vitamins or minerals, overweight, obesity, and 

resulting diet-related noncommunicable diseases” (para. 1). Furthermore, poor diet can have a 

broad range of negative consequences at all stages of life. For example, hunger and food 

insecurity can negatively impact a child’s overall health, cognitive development, and school 

performance (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, n.d.). Unhealthy diet is a substantial 

and preventable contributor to many NCDs and chronic conditions, including obesity, 

cardiovascular disease, certain cancers, and type 2 diabetes (Public Health Agency of Canada, 

2005; Vanderlee et al., 2017). Childhood is often viewed as a critical intervention period, as 

overweight and obesity have been demonstrated to track from childhood into adulthood (Herman 

et al., 2009; Singh et al., 2008). Furthermore, there is some evidence to suggest that eating 

behaviours formed in childhood persist into adulthood (Mikkilä et al., 2005; Movassagh et al., 

2017). 

 Unhealthy diets are a global issue, given that dietary risk factors, such as diets low in 

fruits and vegetables or diets high in sugar and sodium, accounted for one in five deaths 

worldwide in 2017 (Afshin et al., 2019). Poor diet is a leading behavioural risk factor for death 

worldwide, including in Canada (Institute for Health Metrics and Evaluation, 2017). Of 

particular concern are diets high in added sugar, saturated and trans fat, and sodium, as excess 

consumption of these nutrients of concern can increase one’s risk for obesity and NCDs 

(Government of Canada, 2019c; Vanderlee et al., 2017). Examining the current level of sodium 
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intake among Canadians provides one example of the alarming reality and potential public health 

impact of unhealthy diets in Canada. Using the most recently available national data, Health 

Canada (2018b) found that more than half of all Canadians over one year of age consume excess 

amounts of sodium (defined as above the maximum recommended intake of 2300 mg per day). 

Furthermore, approximately three-quarters of children between four and 13 years of age 

consume more sodium than the maximum recommended intake (Health Canada, 2018b). Among 

other things, excess sodium intake is linked to high blood pressure (Sodium Working Group, 

2010). In fact, an estimated 30% of high blood pressure cases in Canada have been attributed to 

excess sodium intake (Joffres et al., 2007).  

Food Environments 

Individual and Collective Determinants of Eating Behaviour 

 Historically, eating behaviours have been characterized in an overly simplistic manner: 

an individual makes a conscious selection of the food they eat. Within this lifestyle model, 

unhealthy food choices are equated to individual responsibility. Thus, one can choose to eat 

healthy foods and experience positive health outcomes, or one can choose to eat unhealthy foods 

and experience negative health outcomes. Although it may be true that some individuals have a 

greater degree of control over their food choices, eating behaviours are far more complex than 

afforded by this model. In fact, eating behaviours are shaped by a wide range of individual and 

collective determinants (Raine, 2005; Taylor et al., 2005).  

 Individual determinants of eating behaviour can vary greatly among a population and 

include physiological factors (such as age), food preferences, nutritional knowledge, perceptions 

of healthy eating, and psychological factors (Raine, 2005). The collective determinants of eating 

behaviour are the contextual factors that structure the environments where we live, work, and 
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play (Raine, 2005). The collective determinants of eating behaviour can be artificially separated 

into categories, or food environments. Swinburn, Vandevijere, et al. (2013) define food 

environments as the “collective physical, economic, policy and sociocultural surroundings, 

opportunities and conditions that influence people’s food and beverage choices and nutritional 

status” (p.25). This definition outlines that food environments are broad and contextual, spanning 

from local influences to governmental influences. To simplify, Swinburn et al. (1999) 

characterize the physical, economic, political, and sociocultural environments as “what is 

available,” “what are the costs,” “what are the rules,” and “what are the attitudes and beliefs,” 

(p.565) respectively. Others (Benchmarking Food Environments Team, 2019; Brennan et al., 

2011) have included the communication environment, which encompasses the messages 

individuals hear about food (e.g. food marketing or nutrition education). Thus, individual eating 

behaviours are restricted or supported by food environments.  

 The notion that supportive environments are imperative for the optimal health of 

individuals and populations gained recognition in 1986, with the creation of the Ottawa Charter 

for Health Promotion (World Health Organization, 1986). The acceptance of environmental 

influences on eating behaviours is not inherently at odds with the lifestyle model if we consider 

Breslow’s (1996) argument that lifestyle “consists of ways of living, the patterns of behavior, in 

the circumstances of one’s life” (p.253). If we accept this statement, it naturally follows that 

supportive food environments must exist to live a healthy lifestyle and make healthy choices. 

Food Environments and Health 

 For the purposes of this review, the term unhealthy food environments will refer to those 

that are not conducive to maintaining a healthy diet: where nutrient-poor, energy-dense food 

items are cheaper, more readily available, and more heavily marketed than healthy food items 
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(Vanderlee et al., 2017). Minaker and colleagues (2016) argue that unhealthy diets are possibly a 

“logical response” (p. eS4) to such unsupportive environments. For example, unhealthy food 

choices might be considered the logical response for schoolchildren attending schools saturated 

with unhealthy food options (e.g. vending machines full of sugar-sweetened beverages). 

Supportive, or healthy, food environments will refer to those that are conducive to maintaining a 

healthy diet: where “foods, beverages and meals that contribute to a population diet meeting 

national dietary guidelines are widely available, affordably priced and widely promoted” 

(Swinburn, Sacks, et al., 2013, p. 2). Furthermore, healthy food environments are those where 

opportunities and infrastructure exist for organizations to promote healthy eating (Rideout et al., 

2015).  

 It is problematic that children’s exposure to unhealthy food environments is growing 

worldwide and is increasingly affecting countries of all income levels and all socioeconomic 

groups (World Health Organization, 2016). Overall, the current Canadian food environment has 

been described as unsupportive of maintaining a healthy diet (Vanderlee et al., 2017). This is 

problematic, given that food environments can impact an individual’s diet-related health 

outcomes (Health Canada, 2013). Swinburn, Sacks, et al. (2013) describe the effect of unhealthy 

food environments as “a supply-side push” (p. 2), promoting the consumption of an unhealthy 

diet. In keeping with the previous example of sodium consumption, it is instructive to explore 

how the status of the current food environment impacts sodium intake in Canadians. In 2012, 

Health Canada created voluntary sodium reduction guidelines for food industries (Health 

Canada, 2012). The decision to target food industries was in part due to the fact that the majority 

of dietary sodium comes from processed food sources (Sodium Working Group, 2010). 

However, a recent evaluation of industry’s voluntary efforts found insufficient sodium 
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reductions, as roughly half of the food categories assessed did not make significant progress 

toward sodium reduction (Health Canada, 2018c). Even more troubling is the fact that some food 

categories had an increase in sodium content (Health Canada, 2018c). Thus, through the creation 

of an unhealthy physical environment, where high-sodium products are widely available and 

accessible, the food industry is continuing to contribute to individual’s consumption of 

dangerous levels of sodium and related negative health outcomes.  

 Globally, organizations have begun to accept the influence of food environments. For 

example, the World Health Organization (2016) has acknowledged that poor diet is not solely the 

result of individual choice, highlighting the strong negative impact of unhealthy food 

environments. Associations between aspects of food environments and individuals’ diet-related 

outcomes have been demonstrated in the Canadian context (Health Canada, 2013). However, 

food environment research is still young, and inconsistencies exist within the field, such as usage 

of terminology and assessment methods (Health Canada, 2013). The diversity of methods used 

for measuring food environments may be less problematic if we consider the importance of 

context. There may not be a gold standard measure that accurately reports the food environments 

for every town, city, or country (Health Canada, 2013). Further, food environment assessments 

are often used to increase awareness of how eating behaviours are impacted by factors beyond 

individual choice (Minaker, 2016). If food environment measures and assessments successfully 

raise awareness about the importance of food environments, they could prove to be an effective 

tool for changing the current individual-focused dialogue. However, a clear and comprehensive 

understanding of Canadian food environments is imperative for policy and program 

development.  
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Food Environment Action in Canada 

Current Drivers of Food Environments 

 Food environments are shaped by influences from and relationships between the private 

food industry, all levels of government, and the general public (Swinburn, Sacks, et al., 2013). 

The most visible examples of food industry influence are within the physical, economic, and 

communication environments. The food industry has influence over the quality and type of foods 

available (physical environment); the cost of food (economic environment); and food-related 

messages, which are controlled through advertisements (communication environment) 

(Swinburn, Sacks, et al., 2013). Government policies can also influence food environments 

through a number of strategies, including setting boundaries within which the private food 

industry must work. For example, governments can influence the economic environment by 

regulating food prices through taxes and subsidies (Swinburn, Sacks, et al., 2013). Governments 

can also influence the communication environment by legislating nutrition education in school 

curricula, the physical environment through zoning bylaws, and the sociocultural environment 

through public health media campaigns. In theory, positive interactions between the government, 

the food industry, and the general public could result in healthy food environments that are 

supportive of positive health outcomes.  

Government Action to Improve Canadian Food Environments 

 Government action is imperative to creating healthy food environments for Canadian 

citizens. Although Canadian policymakers and leaders have long since recognized that healthy 

eating is not completely an individual choice, nutrition policies have generally not addressed the 

contextual factors that push individuals towards unhealthy eating (Olstad et al., 2019). In 2010, 

Canada’s Federal, Provincial, and Territorial Ministers of Health made unhealthy eating a 
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collective priority, creating a framework to address it titled Curbing Childhood Obesity: A 

Federal, Provincial, and Territorial Framework for Action to Promote Healthy Weights 

(Government of Canada, 2010). A recent report by the Pan-Canadian Public Health Network 

(2017) concludes that Canadian childhood obesity rates have remained high and stable since the 

framework’s adoption in 2010. They call on the government to continue investing in upstream 

prevention and forming partnerships that will aid in building healthier and more supportive 

environments. In 2016, Health Canada initiated their Healthy Eating Strategy that aims to 

improve food environments in Canada (Health Canada, 2016). By recognizing the contextual 

factors that influence one’s ability to eat healthy, their goal is to make the healthier choice the 

easier choice for all Canadians. Health Canada’s strategy addresses four main areas: improving 

healthy eating information, improving the nutritional quality of foods, protecting vulnerable 

populations, and supporting increased access to and availability of nutritious foods. Since 

implementation, some notable positive changes include a revamped national food guide 

(Government of Canada, 2019a), updates to make nutrition facts tables more comparable, a 

national ban on industrially produced trans fat, and expansion of the Nutrition North Canada 

program (Government of Canada, 2019b). These changes display promise of progress towards 

healthier food environments in Canada, but more change is still needed. For example, although 

the revised Canada’s Food Guide (Government of Canada, 2019a) and Canada’s Dietary 

Guidelines for Health Professionals and Policy Makers (Health Canada, 2019) can act as 

resources to support policy change in food environments, they still require human power to enact 

change. Further, Campbell and Greene Raine (2019) argue that the current inability to pass Bill 

S-228 (The Child Health Protection Act) suggests that more advocacy is needed in order to 

protect vulnerable populations, in this case children, from exposure to the powerful influence of 
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unhealthy food marketing. Additionally, many of these innovations enable Canadians to make a 

more informed choice, but they do not address the social determinants of health that may be the 

fundamental issues leading to poor diet for some individuals (Olstad et al., 2019). 

Public Action to Improve Canadian Food Environments 

 Government is not solely to blame for the lack of action to improve food environments 

and relevant policies. Without strong support from the general public, governments may be 

unable or unwilling to prevent interference from the private food sector (Popkin et al., 2013) or 

implement supportive policies (Diepeveen et al., 2013). Although there has been recent public 

support for action to create healthier food environments in Canada (Bhawra et al., 2018; Kongats 

et al., 2019), more pressure from the general public is critical to create successful food programs 

and policies. This is not a simple task. Although not specific to Canada, cited reasons for weak 

public support for food policies include “a lack of civil organizations; low funding; weak 

coordination; low priority for the issue; and a lack of capacity, skills and policy-relevant 

evidence” (Popkin et al., 2013, p. 5). In order to overcome these barriers and turn public support 

into action, Vandevijvere et al. (2019) argue that various tools need to become available to 

citizens. Furthermore, multi-sectoral action is needed to determine which policies and programs 

are feasible and acceptable to the wide range of affected stakeholders (Minaker, 2016). The use 

of a population-based approach may provide a beneficial method of creating and disseminating 

the necessary tools. 
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Population and Community-based Approaches to Improving Food Environments 

Population-based Approach  

 Pioneered by Geoffrey Rose (1985), the population-based approach argues that lowering 

risk factors across an entire population could lead to a greater reduction in disease rates than 

could be achieved by targeting solely high-risk populations. To achieve population-level 

reductions in disease risk, population-based approaches focus on changing the conditions under 

which disease arise (Frohlich, 2014; Rose, 1985). Put another way, the population-based 

approach “attempts to remove the underlying causes that make the disease common” (Rose, 

1985, p. 37). Government agencies and influential organizations have called for the use of 

population-based approaches to address numerous health issues, including childhood obesity 

(World Health Organization, 2012), reducing and preventing tobacco use (Health Canada, 

2018a), and physical inactivity (World Health Organization, 2007). In their population-based 

strategy to prevent childhood obesity, the World Health Organization (2012) specifically outlines 

three areas for action: structural aspects within the government, such as dedicated funding for 

health promotion; population-wide policies and initiatives; and multi-component, multi-setting 

community-based interventions.  

History and Evolution of Community-based Approaches in Health Promotion 

 Although Silver (2010) argues that community approaches have guided public health 

since the days of John Snow and the Broad Street pump, the term community-based health 

intervention emerged during the 1960s. In an attempt to address the growing threat of chronic 

disease, particularly cardiovascular disease, public health researchers and professionals began 

turning to community-based health interventions (Silver, 2010). In part, this increased interest in 

community approaches to behaviour change reflected the growing acceptance of the 
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environmental influences on behaviour (Thompson & Kinne, 1999). Spurred by the success of 

the North Karelia Project and Stanford Three-Community Study, several early community-based 

heart health interventions used these studies as models for intervention design, including the 

Stanford-Five City Project, the Minnesota Heart Health Project, and the Pawtucket Heart Health 

Project (Merzel & D’Afflitti, 2003). Evidence from these interventions and other community-

based prevention programs during the 1980s and 1990s revealed limited population-wide success 

in reducing risk behaviours and health outcomes (Merzel & D’Afflitti, 2003). After synthesizing 

the literature, Merzel and D'Afflitti (2003) conclude that a wider impact may have occurred if 

these early interventions had targeted social norms and policies, in addition to the individual 

factors that many interventions addressed through education. Similarly, within public health 

nutrition, interventions that focus entirely on providing nutrition-related knowledge and skills 

have displayed limited effectiveness (Contento, 2008). Among other things, Contento (2008) 

argues that nutrition education must include an environmental component, “where nutrition 

educators work with policymakers and others to promote environmental supports for action” (p. 

178). The result of this comprehensive approach would be nutrition education conducted in an 

environment that is supportive of the suggested behaviours. Increased interest in community 

approaches to healthy eating and obesity prevention reflects the growing acceptance of the 

environmental influences on diet. Given that children generally do not have influence over the 

environments that they live, study, and play in, community-based approaches are of particular 

use for this population (Bleich et al., 2013).  

 Over the past decades, public health researchers and professionals have continued to 

develop community-based interventions placing more focus on community capacity-building 

(Silver, 2010). Community capacity-building can be defined as “the increase in community 
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groups’ abilities to define, assess, analyse and act on health (or any other) concerns of 

importance to their members” (Labonte and Laverack, 2001a p. 114). Often viewed as a process, 

community capacity-building attempts to methodically develop the necessary individual and 

collective knowledge, skills, and competencies to achieve a community goal or better their 

circumstances (Laverack, 2014). Further, more recent community-based health interventions 

have focused on adapting to the community context and creating sustainable changes through 

policy (Silver, 2010). While early community-based health interventions used theories of change 

that focused on the individual-level, recent efforts have embraced ecological theories in an 

attempt to produce change at multiple levels (also referred to as multi-level) (Silver, 2010). 

Community-based Health Promotion and The Social Ecological Approach 

 Originating in biological sciences, ecology is the study of the relationships between 

organisms and their physical surroundings, or environments (Sallis & Owen, 2015). Ecological 

models applied within health promotion fall under the term social ecology, as they give more 

focus to the social, organizational/intuitional, and cultural aspects of environment than earlier 

versions (Richard & Gauvin, 2017; Stokols, 1992). With the shift in emphasis from disease 

treatment to disease prevention and health promotion (Stokols, 1996), the 1980s gave rise to a 

resurgence of interest in ecological approaches (Richard & Gauvin, 2017). As interest in an 

ecological approach grew, so did the number of specialized models (Sallis & Owen, 2015). One 

core principle of the ecological approach is the reciprocal relationship between behaviour and the 

environment: environments act to determine individual behaviour, but individuals also act to 

determine the status of environments (Green et al., 1996; Stokols, 1992). Thus, interventions 

need to address individual and environmental factors, as they are intricately connected.  
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 The ecological perspective acts as a “conceptual framework designed to draw attention to 

individual and environmental determinants of behaviour” (McLaren & Hawe, 2005, p. 9), that 

can be used to guide intervention development and implementation (Richard & Gauvin, 2017). 

Represented visually, the framework often consists of nested circles, representing the levels of 

influence on behaviour (McLaren & Hawe, 2005). Characterization of the levels of influence on 

behaviour varies among ecological models. For example, Bronfenbrenner (1979) categorizes the 

levels into micro-, meso-, and exo-systems; McLeroy et al. (1988) categorize the levels as 

intrapersonal, interpersonal, institutional, community, and policy. Outlining multiple levels of 

influence for a given behaviour enables the creation of a wider range of interventions and the 

possibility of affecting a wider population (Sallis & Owen, 2015). For example, policy 

interventions can affect entire communities, unlike individual-level interventions that only 

impact participants (Sallis & Owen, 2015).  

 However, it has been argued that theorizing about the ecological approach in health 

promotion interventions is weak (Hawe et al., 2009). The absence of a detailed understanding of 

ecological approaches has been attributed, at least in part, to their high level of complexity 

(Green et al., 1996). Improper application of theory or lack of theoretical thinking in health 

promotion interventions can have negative effects. To illustrate this, Hawe, Shiell, and Riley 

(2009) point to the failure of several early community-based health interventions, such as the 

Stanford Heart Disease prevention project, which used individual-level theory in an attempt to 

achieve population-level prevention of heart disease. Further, Richard and Gauvin (2017) argue 

that most of the current ecological models applied in health promotion do not stress the 

importance of a key health promotion concept: community participation. 
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Community Engagement 

 Although interest in community approaches and interventions is rising across fields, the 

term community can take on a variety of meanings depending on the field of study (Rissel & 

Bracht, 1999). Defining community is further complicated by the growing use of electronic 

forms of communication, as it makes the inclusion of geographic proximity in the definition of 

community less imperative (Thompson & Kinne, 1999). Although a common universal 

definition may not be necessary, explicitly outlining one’s definition of community and its 

components is vital for readers’ understanding, as it influences their view on the processes that 

follow (e.g. community engagement) (Wallerstein et al., 2015). Here, community will be defined 

as “any group of people who share geographic space, interests, goals, or history” (Institute of 

Medicine, 2012, p. 24). 

 Community engagement has been proposed as a way to empower populations, thus 

enabling them to improve their health status (Brunton et al., 2017). Adhering to the hierarchy 

outlined by O’Mara-Eves et al. (2013), engagement is the umbrella term that subsumes 

information, consultation, development, participation, and empowerment (the narrowest term). 

Thus, community engagement is diverse: partners can exist at a variety of levels (e.g. institutions 

or individuals), and it can occur in practice, research, and policymaking (Clinical and 

Translational Science Awards Consortium Community Engagement Key Function Committee 

Task Force on the Principles of Community Engagement, 2011). The dominant view of 

community engagement is a “consensus-building orientation” (Wallerstein et al., 2015, p. 283), 

as demonstrated by the CDC’s definition: “the process of working collaboratively with groups of 

people who are affiliated by geographic proximity, special interests, or similar situations with 

respect to issues affecting their well-being” (page 9) (CDC, 1997, as cited in Clinical and 
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Translational Science Awards Consortium Community Engagement Key Function Committee 

Task Force on the Principles of Community Engagement, 2011).  

Community-based Health Promotion Interventions 

Community-based health promotion interventions will refer to those that include 

members of the target community in the intervention development, implementation, and 

evaluation (although participation in each level may vary). This differentiates community-based 

interventions from community-placed interventions, which are those that are developed without 

the involvement of members of the target community (Institute of Medicine, 2012). Further, 

types of community-based interventions will be differentiated by following the typology set forth 

by McLeroy et al. (2003). In this typology, a community-based intervention can be categorized 

as one of the following: community as setting, community as target, community as agent, and 

community as resource. However, as recognized by McLeroy and colleagues (2003), 

categorization is not always clean-cut, and interventions may borrow aspects from the other 

categories.  

Whole of Community Interventions 

 Interventions that involve whole communities and use multi-level, multi-component 

intervention strategies (hereafter referred to as WOC interventions) to prevent and reduce 

population obesity prevalence are receiving increased attention worldwide (Wolfenden et al., 

2014). In the past, many interventions were framed as “obesity prevention,” were designed 

without community input, and were implemented within a single setting for a short period of 

time. In fact, a 2011 Cochrane review of child-directed obesity prevention interventions found 

that of the 55 included studies, the majority were implemented in education settings and were in 
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place for less than 12 months (Waters et al., 2011). Additionally, most interventions in the 

review utilized behaviour change theories, targeting individual change. Recognizing the health 

impacts of healthy eating and physical activity beyond obesity, we suggest the use of the term 

healthy eating intervention when diet and nutrition are the central intervention focus, or healthy 

eating and physical activity intervention when diet and physical activity are both central to the 

intervention. However, the term obesity prevention intervention was retained where it was 

originally used.  

A recent systematic review and meta-analysis found that WOC healthy eating and 

physical activity interventions have demonstrated some effectiveness in reducing population 

weight-gain among children (Wolfenden et al., 2014). Further, multi-level, multi-component 

obesity prevention interventions have also demonstrated other individual-level impacts, such as 

increased intake of healthy foods and beverages (Ewart-Pierce et al., 2016). After reviewing the 

literature, Ewart-Pierce and colleagues (2016) argue that the most promising multi-level, multi-

component obesity prevention interventions appear to be those that integrate policy and 

community-level strategies. WOC obesity prevention interventions also demonstrate evidence of 

promoting health equity, as a systematic review found that the majority of included interventions 

reported effectiveness to be greater or equal in lower socioeconomic groups when compared to 

higher socioeconomic groups (Boelsen-Robinson et al., 2015). Equitable interventions in this 

review commonly included environmental change strategies, operated in multiple settings, and 

incorporated community engagement into intervention development and implementation. An 

equitable approach to increasing healthy eating is critical, given that in developed countries 

(including Canada), groups of higher socioeconomic status generally have healthier diets (Power, 

2005).  
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Community Context 

 Although not specific to community-based interventions, the World Health Organization 

(2009) found the most successful diet interventions to be those that were adapted to the local 

context and included multiple components. This review provided implementation insights, such 

as utilizing existing social structures in the community (e.g. regularly scheduled meetings), as 

well as participant involvement in planning and implementing the intervention. Gaining an 

understanding of the community context is crucial and should be considered when developing, 

implementing, and evaluating an intervention or program. Community factors, such as area-level 

income, may determine how influential certain aspects of the food environment are (Health 

Canada, 2013). Advocates of community approaches have outlined the importance of community 

context and intervention adaptability. For example, Trickett (2019) argues that integrating local 

knowledge and values are vital to solving “wicked problems” (characterized as “complex, 

intractable, unpredictable, and open-ended” (p. 205)). Further, Green et al. (1996) argue that in 

the context of health promotion, this implies that there is no gold standard intervention that can 

be applied to all situations equally. As alluded to in previous sections, the high prevalence of 

unhealthy food environments in Canada is a “wicked problem.” Solutions to this wicked problem 

could benefit from the integration of local knowledge and values, rather than the direct 

application of interventions deemed “effective” under strictly controlled trials. In line with this 

evidence, along with the goals of the Canadian Ministers of Health and Health Canada’s Healthy 

Eating Strategy, is a community-based intervention titled the Local Environment Action on Food 

project (LEAF).  
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The Local Environment Action on Food (LEAF) Project  

 LEAF was developed by the team that created the Alberta NRC, an annual assessment of 

Alberta’s food environments and nutrition policies (Benchmarking Food Environments Team, 

2019). The Alberta NRC applies the concept of benchmarking (rating performance in selected 

areas to allow for comparison (Martin et al., 2014)) to government action in food environments 

to create “a novel tool to monitor the state of children's food environments and supportive 

policies, inform stakeholders of the state of these environments and policies, engage society in a 

national discussion, and outline a policy-relevant research agenda for further study” (Olstad et 

al., 2014, p. 294). The Alberta NRC consists of five food environments: the physical, 

communication, economic, social, and political environments. Within these environments are 37 

indicators that are used to assess the quality of the food environments and policies. Each 

indicator contains best practice benchmarks, or examples of strong policies and actions. 

Development of the Alberta NRC is reported elsewhere (Olstad et al., 2014).  

 LEAF was created to involve community members across Alberta in the discussion of 

how to improve their food environments. In order to create local recommendations for action, 

data specific to participating communities was required. The necessity of local recommendations 

was due to the Alberta NRC’s focus on higher-level provincial policies, since it utilizes publicly 

available data. LEAF engages members of Alberta communities in monitoring their own food 

environments, as well as generating and acting upon recommendations aimed at creating 

healthier food environments. In conjunction with the LEAF research team, participating 

communities co-create a Mini-NRC in an iterative and recursive process (described in Figure 1). 

The Mini-NRC aims to identify what is working well within the community and areas that need 

improvement, help focus local efforts and develop concrete goals, act as a tool to ask for local 
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changes, and measure change in local food environments over time (if repeated). By building 

upon existing connections with Alberta Healthy Communities (within Population Public and 

Indigenous Health of AHS) and Alberta Health Services (AHS) Nutrition Services, Population & 

Public Health Strategy, LEAF has been implemented in 19 communities across Alberta to date.  

Following the typology of community-based interventions outlined by McLeroy et al. 

(2003), LEAF most closely aligns with the “community as target” category. The desired outcome 

of LEAF is an improvement in the selected indicators of community health, rather than changes 

to individual behaviours. However, LEAF incorporates aspects from other categories. From the 

“community as resource” category, LEAF borrows that community ownership is an essential 

component for sustainable positive change in community outcomes. Furthermore, LEAF 

encourages the use of multi-level and multi-component intervention strategies, as communities 

collect data and create recommendations for a range of settings, environments, and indicators. 

The ultimate goal of LEAF is community empowerment to act on food environments, where 

community empowerment is defined as “a social action process by which individuals, 

communities, and organizations gain mastery over their lives in the context of changing their 

social and political environment to improve equity and quality of life” (Wallerstein et al., 2015, 

p. 285). 

The LEAF Process 

LEAF is introduced to communities through several means. Typically, a staff member of 

one of LEAF’s organizational partners (see Appendix A) introduces LEAF to an existing 

community group that has an interest in healthy eating and healthy food environments. These 

community groups are often formed on a voluntary basis and meet regularly to improve their 

local community. By undertaking LEAF, these groups hope to gain the necessary knowledge, 
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skills, and tools required to improve their local food environments. However, some communities 

that have undertaken LEAF have not had pre-existing community groups leading the process. In 

these communities, staff from the organizational partners lead the LEAF process and engage 

relevant community partners where possible. Once a community chooses to participate in LEAF, 

the following process ensues: 
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Figure 1. The LEAF Process 

  

1. Orientation: led by the LEAF research coordinator, the orientation provides a background on the Alberta NRC and the Online 

Indicator Data Collection Tool. The Online Indicator Data Collection Tool is an app developed by the LEAF research team 

that enables the quick collection of food environment data using smartphones, tablets, or a desktop computer.  

2. LEAF group chooses areas of interest: Using the Alberta NRC as a guide, each LEAF community group chooses the settings 

(schools, childcare, recreation facilities, and other public buildings), areas of interest (nutrition-related community resources 

and local policies), and indicators (“key areas where it is important to take action to improve children’s eating behaviour” 

(Ferdinands et al., 2020, p. 2)) that they wish to report on. Development of the indicators and the Alberta NRC is reported 

elsewhere (Olstad et al., 2014). 
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3. Data collection: Community stakeholders use the Online Indicator Data Collection Tool to collect information relevant to the 

chosen indicators, settings, and areas of interest. Data collection can be done manually, through typing relevant text, or by 

uploading a picture or document.  

4. Data analysis: Once the indicator data is complete, the LEAF research team analyzes and grades it, creating a draft Mini-NRC.  

5. Validation meeting: the LEAF research team and LEAF community group meet to ensure that the draft Mini-NRC is 

representative of the data collected. Necessary revisions are subsequently be made by the LEAF research team. 

6. Recommendation meeting (with the LEAF research team): The LEAF research team provides support as the LEAF community 

group begins to develop specific recommendations using the Alberta NRC as a guide.  

7. Recommendation meeting (without the LEAF research team): The LEAF community group meets privately to finalize the 

recommendations for their community. Finalized recommendations are incorporated into the final version of the community’s 

Mini-NRC by the LEAF research team.  

8. Community launch: How the LEAF community group decides to launch their Mini-NRC is largely under their control, but 

support and guidance is provided by the LEAF research team.  

 



27 
 

Study Significance 

While the importance of creating and implementing programs and policies that change 

the collective determinants of eating behaviour is clear, how to achieve this goal remains unclear. 

Although some public support for food environment policies exists in Canada (Bhawra et al., 

2018; Kongats et al., 2019), there is still a lack of public pressure for governments to act. 

Community-based health promotion interventions may be a promising strategy to overcome 

these barriers and build public pressure, given their capacity-building orientation. Furthermore, 

collaboration with local residents may aid in creating and implementing food environment 

interventions that are appropriate for the community context. Therefore, a community-based 

intervention that engages community members in monitoring and acting on their own food 

environments could help build the necessary food environment evidence base and create a sense 

of urgency for action. Aligned with this approach is the Local Environment Action on Food 

project, a community-based health promotion intervention that engages local communities in 

benchmarking food environments.  

LEAF bears potential to improve Alberta’s local food environments through community 

engagement in benchmarking food environments. In addition to creating local recommendations, 

the potential exists for locally collected data to be integrated into the Alberta NRC. This could 

result in more comprehensive and representative future reports, providing researchers and 

policymakers with a more comprehensive view of Alberta’s food environments. Furthermore, 

highlighting local initiatives in the Alberta NRC could allow all Alberta communities, regardless 

of participation in LEAF, to learn from each other. If implemented across Canada, local 

engagement in benchmarking food environments could create a clearer picture of national food 

environments and a broader discussion about what should be done to improve them. However, 
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before forming conclusions on context-specific and generalizable information from LEAF, it is 

important to understand what was implemented and how it was implemented. Exploring the 

contextual factors and adaptations made to LEAF could help better understand what contributed 

to its perceived effectiveness or lack of effectiveness. Given the vital role that community 

stakeholders played in LEAF, research is needed to understand their experiences with and 

perceptions of LEAF. Stakeholders’ understandings of LEAF, including its perceived success 

and sustainability, will help inform the future development of LEAF. Furthermore, these 

understandings may provide valuable insight beyond the context of LEAF, including increasing 

comprehension of how public support for food environments could be turned into action at the 

community level. Thus, this research project aims to explore how engaging communities in 

collecting and reporting on food environment data could potentially create action to promote 

healthy food environments.  
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

Research Overview 

This chapter outlines the research setting and methodology that were common for both goals 

included in this research project. Although both goals drew from the same dataset and used 

participant interviews as their primary data collection strategy, their reliance on supplementary 

data collection strategies differed slightly. See Table 1 for a general overview of the methods.  

Table 1. Overview of Research Methods 

  Goal One (Chapter 4) Goal Two (Chapter 5) 

Research Questions 

1. What are stakeholders’ experiences 
of collecting and reporting on local 

food environment data?  
2. What are the perceived barriers and 

facilitators to LEAF 
implementation and the LEAF 

process? 

3. If and how does LEAF and locally 
driven recommendations stimulate local 
action for change towards environments 

that support healthy eating?  
4. What are the perceived barriers and 

facilitators to LEAF’s success and 
sustainability? 

Study Design Qualitative collective case study 
Primary Data 

Collection Strategy Participant interviews 
Supplementary Data 
Collection Strategies Documents and participant observationa N/A 

Data Analysis Constant comparison 
aAlthough documents and participant observation helped guide the interview process, thus contributing to both 

goals, they primarily acted as supplementary strategies for goal one. 
 

Setting 

The setting of this research project is LEAF, a community-based health promotion 

intervention conducted in communities across Alberta. LEAF began in June 2017 and continues 

to this date. Included in this research project are the first seven communities that completed 

LEAF (community descriptions below).  

I came onto the project in September 2018 as a master’s student and graduate research 

assistant. At this point, only the first two communities had completed LEAF. Although my role 

was initially limited to conducting participant interviews, in May 2019 my role broadened to 
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include the following: attending LEAF teleconference meetings, such as the validation and 

recommendation meetings; assisting with the development of several communities’ Mini-NRCs, 

including condensing community-driven data and recommendations into the report and 

infographic; and providing support at the launch of several communities’ Mini-NRCs. Through 

these experiences, I have been able to connect and build rapport with involved LEAF project 

leads and other community members involved in LEAF (collectively referred to as LEAF 

stakeholders) from five of the communities involved in this research project. I have gained 

insight into the process of creating a Mini-NRC, including important contextual differences in 

each community. Furthermore, my regular meetings with the principal investigator, Dr. Kim 

Raine, and project coordinator, Krista Milford, have deepened my understanding of the project. 

The seven LEAF communities involved in this thesis research are as follows: 

 Community A: a rural area in the central zone of Alberta (Alberta Health Services, n.d.) 

with a population of approximately 950 people (Statistics Canada, 2017a).  

 Community B: a rural area in the central zone of Alberta (Alberta Health Services, n.d.) 

with a population of approximately 950 (Statistics Canada, 2017a).  

 Community C: a small population centre in the central zone of Alberta (Alberta Health 

Services, n.d.) with a population of approximately 3,500 people (Statistics Canada, 

2017a). 

 Community D: a small population centre in the south zone of Alberta (Alberta Health 

Services, n.d.) with a population of approximately 15,000 people (Statistics Canada, 

2017a). 
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 Community E: a medium population centre in the south zone of Alberta (Alberta Health 

Services, n.d.) with a population of approximately 65,000 people (Statistics Canada, 

2017a).  

 Community F: a small population centre in the central zone of Alberta (Alberta Health 

Services, n.d.) with a population of approximately 6,000 people (Statistics Canada, 

2017a). 

 Community G: a small population centre in the north zone of Alberta (Alberta Health 

Services, n.d.) with a population of approximately 2,500 people (Statistics Canada, 

2017a). 

Community Context 

As shown above, the LEAF communities included in this research were diverse in size. 

As defined by Statistics Canada (2017b), there was one medium population centre, four small 

population centres, and two rural areas. LEAF communities were spread across Alberta, with two 

located in the south zone, four in the central zone, and one in the north zone (Alberta Health 

Services, n.d.). Furthermore, LEAF communities varied on aspects that contributed to their 

economic and political context, such as the primary industry or foci of local government 

priorities. Also, LEAF communities all had different histories with healthy eating and food-

related initiatives. Participants felt that these factors influenced their experiences with and the 

potential impact of LEAF. As such, communities utilized tailored strategies to create and use 

their Mini-NRC. Whenever possible, these factors will be embedded within the results to 

demonstrate their impact. 
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Research Paradigm and Theoretical Perspective 

Guided by the constructivist perspective, this research adopted a relativist ontology and a 

subjectivist epistemology; it acknowledges the existence of multiple realities that are co-

constructed by the researcher and participants (Mayan, 2016).  

Collective Study Design 

I chose a collective case study design to explore how engaging communities in collecting and 

reporting on food environment data could potentially create action to promote healthy food 

environments. Chmiliar (2012) defines a case study as “a methodological approach that involves 

the in-depth exploration of a specific bounded system, utilizing multiple forms of data collection 

to systemically gather information on how the system operates or functions” (para. 1). For this 

research project, the bounded system, or case, was each community that had completed LEAF by 

February 2020. Therefore, the definition of a case was bounded by time, activity, and place. A 

case study design was deemed appropriate, as this research project aligned with the following 

criteria that Yin (2003) outlined: (a) the focus of the research is to answer “how” and “why” 

questions, (b) contextual conditions are believed to be relevant to the phenomenon under study, 

and (c) boundaries between the phenomenon and context are not clearly defined. Further, the 

exploratory nature and flexibility offered by the case study approach, both in time and 

methodological structure (Simons, 2012), fit with the research purpose. This research project was 

a collective case study, as each individual community (or case) was part of a broader collection 

of communities (or cases). The examination of multiple communities permitted me to gain a 

more in-depth understanding of LEAF than if only a single community was selected, as it 

enabled the comparison of similarities and differences between cases. Following Stake’s (1995) 

constructivist approach, I aimed to elucidate meaning and understanding of the phenomenon 
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with particular focus on context. Examining contextual similarities and differences between the 

communities included in this research project was essential, as critics have cited insufficient 

attention to context as an explanation for the lack of success of community-based initiatives 

(McLaren et al., 2007). See Figure 2 for a visual depiction of the research process within each 

community. 

Figure 2. Research Design 

 

aIn addition to data collection and analysis of each individual case (as shown), a cross-case comparison was also 

completed.  

b Although data collection for relevant documents began immediately after the LEAF project ended, timelines 

for interviews depended on each included community’s priorities. 

Qualitative Methods 

This research project used qualitative methods, including semi-structured interviews, 

document review, and participant observation to generate data (described below). According to 

Mayan (2016), qualitative inquiry is an “attempt to interpret or make sense of the meaning 
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people attach to their experiences or underlying a particular phenomenon” (p 11). This aligned 

well with the research purpose, as exploring the meaning attached to stakeholders’ experiences 

of LEAF provided rich data. Further, qualitative methods were chosen for their ability to aid in 

understanding the complex and sometimes unexpected mechanisms through which interventions 

enact change (Moore et al., 2015).  

Sampling 

The sample of cases and individual participants for this research project were drawn from a 

predetermined group. Cases included Alberta communities that had completed LEAF; individual 

participants included stakeholders in these communities that were involved in or had knowledge 

of LEAF, as they were the most likely to have the richest experiences to share. Due to time 

restrictions of this thesis research, the number of cases and individual participants included was 

limited by the number of communities that had completed LEAF by February 2020. 

Convenience sampling was used within the sample to select individual participants, as the 

number of eligible and interested individual stakeholders in each community was limited. A total 

of seven LEAF communities were included in this research project. Of the 26 individuals that 

participated in an interview, three were involved with community A, four were involved with 

community B, four were involved with community C, three were involved with community D, 

seven were involved with community E, four were involved with community F, and six were 

involved with community G (some participants were involved with or had knowledge of multiple 

communities. Thus, the number of participants appears to be greater than 26). Purposive 

sampling was used to locate documents that pertained to LEAF. This meant that documents were 

selected intentionally, based on the amount of information they could provide (Mayan, 2016) 

about community-level engagement in LEAF. Documents reviewed included each community’s 
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final Mini-NRC. Although the sample size was initially limited by the research timeframe, it was 

ultimately dictated by data saturation, which Mayan (2016) defines as the state “when no new 

data emerge, when all leads have been followed, when negative cases have been checked, and 

when the theory or story is complete” (p. 63).  

Recruitment 

Working as a graduate research assistant on LEAF enabled me to meet many of the LEAF 

project leads and LEAF stakeholders. Connections to LEAF project leads and LEAF 

stakeholders were made via teleconference at LEAF validation or recommendation meetings; in 

person at the community Mini-NRC launch; or, in some cases, both. Connections with the first 

two LEAF communities were not made until the point of recruitment, as they had completed 

LEAF prior to my involvement. In addition to making connections with LEAF stakeholders, 

these meetings provided me opportunities to engage in participant observation. At five of the 

included LEAF communities’ Mini-NRC launches, I provided LEAF stakeholders with 

information about the research project and distributed “Consent for Release of Contact 

Information” and “Consent for Release of Documents” forms (see Appendices B and C 

respectively). These forms outlined the research project’s purpose and procedures. Individuals 

that consented to the release of meeting minutes for research purposes signed the “Consent for 

Release of Documents” form. Individuals that were interested in learning more about the 

research project signed the “Consent for Release of Contact Information” form, thereby allowing 

the research team to contact them. This method of recruitment was chosen as an attempt to boost 

low response rates from the first two communities, which relied on a LEAF project lead 

forwarding consent forms to potential participants via email. However, not all stakeholders that 

were involved in LEAF were able to attend the community Mini-NRC launch. Thus, LEAF 
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project leads distributed “Consent for Participation” (Appendix D) and “Consent for Release of 

Document” forms to these individuals either in person or via email. Obtaining retroactive 

consent for documents was challenging given the high stakeholder turnover rates during LEAF. 

Therefore, review was only conducted on each community’s final Mini-NRC, as these had either 

been posted publicly or distributed widely at the Mini-NRC launch. When scheduling interviews 

with potential participants, the researcher answered any questions about the research project and 

provided a “Consent to Participate” form, which was signed by the participant and returned 

before the scheduled interview date. At the end of each interview, participants identified and 

contacted other community members that would be classified as key informants to the project. 

Ethical Considerations 

Formal ethics approval was sought and obtained from the Research Ethics Board at the 

University of Alberta. Further, this research project adhered to the core principles that the Tri-

Council Policy Statement: Ethical Conduct for Research Involving Humans (TCPS2) (Canadian 

Institutes of Health Research et al., 2018) outlined as comprising human dignity: respect for 

persons, concern for welfare, and justice. General ethical procedures outlined by the TCPS2 were 

followed, including collecting informed, written consent of participants. Participant’s privacy 

and confidentiality were protected by replacing participant names with numerical identifiers and 

through data storage on a password protected computer accessible only to select researchers 

involved in the research project. However, protection of participants’ anonymity when 

publishing data from an in-depth interview is harder to maintain, as contextual details and 

identifying factors within the interviews that could reveal a participant’s identity (Richards & 

Schwartz, 2002). Additionally, some communities involved in this research project are quite 

small, and the number of people involved in LEAF was limited. The research team attempted to 
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mitigate the risk of participant identification through the removal of community names and 

through the involvement of multiple communities.  

Ethical issues identified in recruitment for this research project included the possibility of 

undue influence. Undue influence and manipulation may arise when prospective participants are 

recruited by individuals in a position of authority, making consent not voluntary (Canadian 

Institutes of Health Research et al., 2018). Since we were reaching out to individuals who had 

pre-existing relationships with the research team, we wanted to make sure that they did not feel 

pressured into participating. One step taken to minimize this was carrying out the participant 

interviews after LEAF was completed, and the communities had access to their final Mini-NRCs. 

Data Collection 

Data collection began during the LEAF process. To address both of the goals of this research 

project, I used semi-structured telephone interviews as the primary data collection strategy. For 

goal one, I used documents and participant observation as supplementary data collection 

strategies. The use of different data sources was chosen because of the potential to facilitate a 

more holistic understanding of the community-level engagement in LEAF, as it allowed 

examination of the phenomenon through multiple lenses (Baxter & Jack, 2008). 

Semi-structured Interviews 

Individual semi-structured interviews were conducted with LEAF stakeholders upon 

community completion of LEAF. Semi-structured interviews were deemed appropriate for this 

research project as they are useful when there is enough understanding about a phenomenon of 

interest to generate questions, but further exploration is still needed (Mayan, 2016). Further, the 

design of semi-structured interviews allows flexibility to explore unexpected insights, seek 
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clarity in interviewees’ responses, and better enables the interviewees to outline their own 

interpretations of their experience (Bryman & Bell, 2016).  

 Interviews were conducted via telephone, as the research project’s sample involved 

participants from multiple communities across Alberta. Interviews lasted an average of 39 

minutes and were conducted between December 2018 and March 2020. In each included 

community, timelines for conducting participant interviews were dictated by community and 

participant needs. As outlined above, recruitment for participant interviews typically began at the 

LEAF community’s Mini-NRC launch. However, for reasons outlined above, participant 

interviews in the first two included communities did not begin until roughly 10 months after they 

had completed LEAF. Each participant was interviewed once, with the exception of one 

participant that participated in an additional follow-up interview. This participant was a LEAF 

project lead for two communities and was selected for an extra interview because the 

communities were considering creating a second Mini-NRC. Further, this provided an 

opportunity for the researcher to follow up on LEAF use and impacts at a later stage than was 

possible in other communities. Topics covered by the interviews addressed both goals of the 

research project. Regarding the LEAF process, interviews addressed stakeholders’ experiences 

collecting and interpreting local food environment data, as well as the process of creating 

community-specific recommendations for change. Regarding LEAF action, interviews addressed 

stakeholders’ experiences using their Mini-NRCs, as well as any barriers and facilitators to 

future Mini-NRC use or local food environment action. Further, interviews provided LEAF 

stakeholders with an opportunity to report any recommendations that had been achieved, or any 

improvements that had been made in their local food environments (see Appendix E for the 

interview guide). 
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Document Review 

I reviewed each LEAF community’s final Mini-NRC (n=7). Documents were deemed an 

appropriate source of data for this research project, as they can be used to provide context for 

events that cannot be directly observed by the researcher (Stake, 1995). Furthermore, documents 

can aid in uncovering meaning and understanding relevant to the research problem (Merriam, 

1988). Information in each community’s final Mini-NRC helped guide participant interviews, as 

they highlighted questions that needed to be asked. For example, during participant interviews, I 

inquired about differences in communities’ Mini-NRCs, such as the inclusion or exclusion of 

certain settings and indicators. I also used the Mini-NRCs to aid the process of reporting 

environmental impacts: having a copy of the relevant Mini-NRC available during interviews 

enabled participants to quickly report which recommendations had been achieved. This strategy 

was adopted when initial participants were unable to recall specific recommendations that were 

listed in their Mini-NRC. Further, each Mini-NRC provided supplementary data for investigating 

community-level engagement in the LEAF process (goal one). In particular, community-specific 

recommendations provided insight into the community context and priorities. Documents were 

also chosen for their ability to aid in research credibility, as they can act as a means of 

triangulation (using multiple data sources to seek convergence or divergence of evidence on the 

same phenomenon) (Bowen, 2009). 

Participant Observation and Field Notes 

I took observational field notes throughout my 17-month involvement with the LEAF process. 

This included detailed notes taken during LEAF meetings and at five community’s final Mini-

NRC launch. Observation was chosen for its potential to gain understanding of the LEAF 

process that may be inaccessible through participant interviews or documents (Mayan, 2016). 
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Observations were guided by the research purpose, as well as questions from LeCompete and 

Preissle’s (2003) framework. Specifically, field notes taken during LEAF meetings or 

community Mini-NRC launches included important contextual information, such as the date, 

time, location, length of meeting, and list of stakeholder’s occupation or sector of employment. 

Along with documenting a description of the meeting or launch, I recorded my initial thoughts 

and interpretations. Much like documents, observational field notes helped guide the interview 

process, as I was able to follow up on interesting conversations or atypical events that transpired 

during LEAF meetings. Furthermore, participant observation provided supplementary data to 

contextualize interview findings for goal one. For example, participant observation enabled me 

to view the group process of creating recommendations in real-time, allowing me to capture 

nuances in this process that were unavailable during one-on-one interviews. I also kept a 

personal journal that included insights and thoughts that may have arisen through discussion with 

the project coordinator or my supervisor which helped me to make sense of the data. 

Data Analysis 

Overview 

I analyzed all data using the constant comparison analysis strategy as outlined by Charmaz 

(2014). This analysis strategy was chosen because of its focus on making comparisons: a strategy 

that helped highlight important similarities, differences, and relationships within and between 

cases. I made comparisons within and between data sources and cases, grouping conceptually 

similar data together. The coding process was inductive and consisted of two phases: within-case 

analyses followed by cross-case comparisons. Within each case, data analysis consisted of two 

stages: a detailed initial coding followed by focused coding. Once preliminary categories were 

developed for each case, I conducted a cross-case comparison, examining for common patterns 
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or themes (Chmiliar, 2012). I engaged in spontaneous and unstructured memo-writing 

throughout the process of data analysis to clarify data and increase data abstraction (Charmaz, 

2014). I used memo-writing, the process of writing informal notes about analysis, as a primary 

strategy for making comparisons both within and across communities. 

Data Preparation and Preliminary Analysis 

All participant interviews were audio recorded and transcribed verbatim by me. Transcription 

increased my familiarization of the interview data. Further, I began preliminary analysis during 

transcription, as I recorded initial thoughts and key points as separate memos in my research 

journal. Upon completion of transcription, I continued the preliminary analysis by reading the 

transcript, reflecting on the initial memos, and creating new memos to record further thoughts 

and summarize the interview. At this stage, I also began to highlight passages or quotes that 

seemed salient to the research purpose. Further, I began recording comments, questions, and 

phrases within the transcript as ideas to revisit during analysis. Although transcription was not 

required for documents or field notes from participant observation, I conducted a similar process 

of preliminary analysis (reading and recording initial thoughts) on these data sources. 

Initial Coding 

After preliminary analysis, I coded each community’s data following Charmaz’s (2014) 

strategy of initial coding. This was done manually through Microsoft Word, using comment 

boxes to label segments of data with codes. The aim of initial coding was to begin the search for 

analytic ideas and help guide subsequent data collection and analysis. The process of initial 

coding was open-ended and involved using a combination of code types, consisting mostly of in 

vivo and process codes. In vivo codes consisted of words or short phrases that were pulled 
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directly from the data itself; process codes consisted of short phrases that began with gerunds, 

such as identifying (Saldaña, 2016). This combination of code types helped me stick close to the 

data and remain action focused.  

During initial coding, the segment of data coded ranged from a single word to an entire 

paragraph of text. This range of detail was greatly dictated by the data source: interview 

transcripts were coded line-by-line, field notes were coded line-by-line or incident-by-incident, 

and documents were more likely to have one code pertaining to an entire paragraph. At this 

point, all generated codes were provisional and were often changed as the data was re-read or as 

analysis progressed. Initial coding highlighted gaps in the data and helped guide subsequent data 

collection. Thus, simultaneously collecting and analyzing the data enabled me to dive deeper into 

the unanswered questions from earlier data sources. 

Focused Coding 

Following initial coding, I manually coded each community’s data using Charmaz’s (2014) 

strategy of focused coding. Similar to initial coding, I began this process using Microsoft Word. 

During focused coding, I re-read all data and corresponding codes, searching for codes that 

occurred most frequently or codes that were most significant (i.e. those that summarized the data 

more completely). Making comparisons between initial codes enabled me to determine those that 

were most significant and had the most conceptual strength for each goal. Focused coding also 

involved coding initial codes: I combined small groups of sequential codes into one lump code 

(Saldaña, 2016). After I completed a few rounds of focused coding and established preliminary 

focused codes, I input the data and focused codes into NVivo qualitative analysis software to 

better enable comparison and develop preliminary conceptual categories. According to Charmaz 

(2014), “categories explicate ideas, events, or processes in your data—and do so in telling 
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words” (p. 189). I examined the focused codes and treated those that best accounted for the data 

as conceptual categories. I used memo-writing throughout the category generating process to 

outline important category components, such as their definition, properties, conditions of 

occurrence, consequences, and/or relations to other categories (Charmaz, 2014). 

Cross-case Comparisons 

Once preliminary conceptual categories were generated, I conducted cross-case comparisons 

to identify common categories and themes across communities. To help facilitate this process, I 

input each community’s categories into Excel, which enabled me to conduct a preliminary 

review and comparison of categories and to begin identifying themes. After identifying the cross-

case similarities and differences, I used these categories to recode all data using NVivo 

qualitative analysis software. Finally, I reviewed the data in the cross-case categories and themes 

to ensure that they accurately summarized and conceptualized each case. Although the final 

themes applied to all communities, some categories and subcategories encompassed by these 

themes carried more weight in select communities or applied to many but not all communities. 

These details were retained and reflected in the results, as I attempted to portray the similarities, 

differences, and important contextual factors that influenced the LEAF process and impacts. 

Trustworthiness 

This research project adhered to the criteria outlined by Guba and Lincoln (1985) as its 

guide: trustworthiness replaced the term rigour and was thought of as the worth of the research 

project’s findings. Trustworthiness is demonstrated through four components: credibility, 

transferability, dependability, and confirmability. Credibility refers to the extent that the findings 

are an accurate representation of the data. The research team established and maintained 
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credibility through numerous means. First, there was prolonged engagement between the 

research team and the study population. I worked as a graduate research assistant on the project 

for roughly two years. Furthermore, I regularly consulted with the LEAF principal investigator 

and project coordinator, who were involved with both LEAF and this research project from the 

beginning. I also engaged in member checking during the participant interviews. In most cases, 

this consisted of summarizing the participant’s response and immediately repeating it back to 

check for understanding. In one case, I contacted a participant after the interview to query 

apparently conflicting information that they had provided. Lastly, I used multiple sources of data 

for each case, which allowed for the triangulation of findings.  

Transferability refers to the applicability of the findings to other settings. I attempted to 

achieve transferability in this research project by including seven diverse communities in the 

sample (described above). Further, transferability was established by creating a thick description 

of the research process so that readers can apply findings appropriately.  

Dependability refers to having consistent and repeatable findings. I established dependability 

through the creation of a detailed audit trail outlining the rationale for steps taken and decisions 

made when carrying out the research process.  

Confirmability refers to whether the findings were logical and shaped by the data. I 

established confirmability by keeping an audit trail and a reflexive journal. In this journal, I 

regularly noted and analyzed how my personal values could affect data collection and analysis.  

Other Verification Strategies  

Additional verification steps outlined by Morse et al. (2002) were taken. Researcher 

responsiveness was demonstrated by displaying sensitivity to each community’s needs and 

adapting the research protocol when necessary. For example, during the early phases of data 
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collection and analysis, I adapted the interview guide to further explore categories that were 

underdeveloped. During proposal development, I demonstrated methodological coherence 

through the use of Morse’s (1999) armchair walkthrough to confirm the compatibility of the 

research (e.g. ontology, epistemology, theoretical perspective, etc.). The armchair walkthrough 

has been described as a process of thinking through one’s research project, which includes 

asking questions such as “if I ask this question, then I will need this or that kind of data” (Morse, 

1999, p. 435). Methodological coherence was demonstrated during the research project through a 

meeting with the research committee and regular meetings with the thesis supervisor. 

Appropriate and adequate sampling was demonstrated by only including participants that were 

involved in or had knowledge of LEAF. Finally, thinking theoretically was demonstrated by the 

avoidance of drawing definitive conclusions at the very early stages of data collection or 

analysis. 

Summary of Methods 

This research project used a qualitative collective case study design to explore how 

engaging communities in collecting and reporting on food environment data could potentially 

create action to promote healthy food environments. The primary data collection strategy was 

semi-structured interviews with a sample of 26 LEAF stakeholders. I used each community’s 

Mini-NRC and participant observation of the LEAF process as supplementary data collection 

strategies for goal one. Data collection and analysis were iterative, following Charmaz’s (2014) 

constant comparative analysis strategy. Data analysis was inductive and consisted of two phases: 

within-case analyses followed by cross-case comparisons. Within each case, data analysis 

consisted of two stages: a detailed initial coding followed by focused coding. Next, I conducted 

cross-case comparisons, examining for common patterns or themes (Chmiliar, 2012). I used 
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memo-writing as a primary strategy for making comparisons both within and across 

communities. 
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Chapter 4: LEAF Process: Results 

This chapter outlines results pertaining to the LEAF process, including results from 26 

LEAF stakeholder interviews, each included community’s Mini-NRC, and participant 

observation conducted during the LEAF process of five included communities. A descriptive 

summary of the LEAF process is provided. Further, analysis revealed two main themes, each 

with several categories and subcategories. Figure 3 provides a broad overview of the themes and 

categories, as well as their interconnections. Tables 4 and 5 provide an overview of the 

categories, subcategories, exemplar quotes, and interconnections (Table 5 only) for each theme. 

Descriptive Summary of the LEAF Process 

The LEAF research team intended the LEAF process to be flexible and adaptable to each 

community’s needs. LEAF timelines were dictated by the community, and completion rates 

varied from 8 to 20 months. While each community followed the general LEAF process (see 

Figure 1 in chapter 2), there were numerous differences among communities, as steps were 

added and removed when needed. Differences in the LEAF process reflected the diversity of 

LEAF communities, with contextual factors, such as community size, playing an influential role. 

Timing of data collection also varied according to community capacity. Seasonal collection may 

have reduced access to closed facilities, such as arenas, or may have expedited collection prior to 

summer school closures. Furthermore, differences in the LEAF process reflected the different 

levels of community support for LEAF or differences in the structure of the groups leading 

LEAF. 

Each LEAF community was responsible for selecting the settings and indicators included 

in their Mini-NRC. The LEAF research team did not put limits on the number of indicators or 

settings selected. While there are some similarities between communities, such as the number of 
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selected indicators or the inclusion of data from schools, there were vast differences in the 

inclusion of specific indicators and settings. See Tables 2 and 3 for a breakdown of the indicators 

included by LEAF communities. On average, communities included the most indicators and 

created the most recommendations for the physical environment. Communities’ Mini-NRCs also 

focused heavily on practice recommendations. The presentation of data also varied across 

communities, with school data providing an interesting example. While two communities listed 

their schools by name, the remaining five communities presented school data anonymously. 

Anonymization was done in two ways: in the larger communities, schools were grouped by type 

(e.g. elementary, junior, and senior high schools); in the smaller communities, the school names 

were replaced with labels of “school A, B, C, etc.” Each community was also responsible for 

determining how they wanted to share their Mini-NRC. Approaches to dissemination varied 

widely. Only the two largest communities posted their Mini-NRCs on the internet, making them 

available for anyone to see. Some smaller communities took a more conservative approach to 

sharing the Mini-NRC, such as sharing the full Mini-NRC when asked or only sharing the 

infographic. 
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Table 2. Indicators Included in the 2018 Alberta NRC and in LEAF Communities’ Mini-NRCs 

Environment Indicator 

2018 
Alberta 

NRC 
Community 

A 
Community 

B 
Community 

C 
Community 

D 
Community 

E 
Community 

F 
Community 

G 

Physical 

1. High availability of healthy food in 
schools         

2. High availability of healthy food in 
childcare settings                 

3. High availability of healthy food in 
community settings: Recreation 

Facilities                 
4. High availability of healthy food 

vendors                 
5. Limited availability of unhealthy 

food vendors                 
6. Foods contain healthful ingredients                 

Communication 

7. Menu labelling is present                 
8. Shelf labelling is present                 

9. Product labelling is present                 
10. Product labelling is regulated                 

11. Government-sanctioned public 
health campaigns encourage children 

to consume healthy foods                 
12. Restrictions on marketing 

unhealthy food to children                 
13. Nutrition education provided to 

children in schools                 
14. Food skills education provided to 

children in schools                 
15. Nutrition education and training 

provided to teachers                 
16. Nutrition education and training 

provided to childcare workers                 

Economic 
 

17. Lower prices for healthy food                 
18. Higher prices for unhealthy food                 

19. Affordable prices for healthy foods 
in rural, remote, or northern areas                 
20. Incentives exist for industry 

production and sales of healthy foods                 
21. Reduce household food insecurity                 
22. Reduce households with children 

who rely on charity for food                 
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Environment Indicator 

2018 
Alberta 

NRC 
Community 

A 
Community 

B 
Community 

C 
Community 

D 
Community 

E 
Community 

F 
Community 

G 
23. Nutritious Food Basket is 

affordable                 
24. Subsidized fruit and vegetable 

program in schools                 

Social 

25. Weight bias is avoided                 
26. Corporations have strong nutrition-

related commitments and actions         
27. Breastfeeding is supported in 

public buildings                 
28. Breastfeeding is supported in 

hospitals                 

Political 

29. Healthy eating and obesity 
prevention strategy/action plan exists 
and includes eating behaviours and 

body weight targets                 
30. Health-in-All policies                 

31. Childhood health promotion 
activities adequately funded                 

32. Compliance monitoring of policies 
and actions to improve children's 

eating behaviours and body weights                 
33. Children's eating behaviours and 
body weights are regularly assessed                 

34. Resources are available                  

35. Food rating system and dietary 
guidelines for foods served to children 

exist                 

36. Support to assist the public and 
private sectors to comply with 

nutrition policies                 
Note. Coloured boxes highlight the indicators that were included in each NRC; grey boxes highlight the indicators that were not included in each NRC. Colour 

coding aligns with the presentation of data in the Mini-NRCs; each environment had a unique colour. 
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Table 3. Overview of Total Indicators Chosen per LEAF Community 

Environment 

Total Indicators Chosen 

Community 
A 

Community 
B 

Community 
C 

Community 
D 

Community 
E 

Community 
F 

Community 
G 

Average 
per 
community 

Physical 4 4 5 5 6 5 6 5.00 
Communication 4 2 5 4 3 4 5 3.86 
Economic 2 2 3 2 3 2 3 2.43 
Social 1 1 3 3 3 2 1 2.00 
Political 4 4 5 2 5 2 5 3.86 
Total indicators 
chosen 15 13 21 16 20 15 20   
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Figure 3. Holistic Overview of Main Themes and Categories 

 

Analysis of the data revealed two major themes: (i) building and maintaining 

relationships and (ii) process factors. 

Building and Maintaining Relationships 

Participants perceived positive community relationships as facilitating the LEAF process 

and as a vital component for LEAF success. Communities integrated relationship-building 

strategies into the LEAF process while attempting to create a Mini-NRC that was an accurate 

reflection of their community. Building and maintaining relationships consisted of three 

categories that represented strategies used by LEAF communities during the development of 

their Mini-NRC, including engaging the right people, treading lightly, and reaching a consensus. 

These categories were not mutually exclusive but were interconnected and influenced one 

another. Further, although they were present in each community, the extent to which these 

strategies were used differed among LEAF communities.  
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Treading Lightly 

Participants often described needing to tread lightly or proceed carefully during the LEAF 

process. For some, this was a result of perceiving nutrition and nutrition-related action as a 

sensitive topic of conversation. As explained by one participant, nutrition can involve culture and 

values: 

I don’t know if it’s this town specifically or just rural in general, but there is just such a 

culture around, you know, ‘we’re going to the rink, and we’re having our rink food.’ And 

that can be a barrier because, again, people get a little defensive about like, ‘well, that’s 

our way of life.’ And, in going through this process, you know, there’s a lot of beef 

farmers in the area, and I know some people were personally offended by the fact that the 

guidelines don’t promote the overconsumption of red meat. So, you know, treading 

carefully and not making people feel uncomfortable or that their way of life is threatened. 

I think it’s really important out here for maintaining those relationships (P5). 

Other participants worried about community stakeholders being insulted or threatened by the 

results of their Mini-NRC. When asked if they had concerns publicly sharing their Mini-NRC, 

one LEAF project lead replied,  

No, I don’t have concerns about it at all. I think it’s very fair. It’s a true look at what is 

there. I just want to be a bit sensitive to those that are providing the food, like the 

cafeteria. You know, it is a business—she does run a business there. And she has made 

changes, and I don’t want to necessarily bring any sort of insult to anyone, right. So 

sometimes you have to walk about these things a bit more sensitively than not (P18). 
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By treading lightly, participants hoped to mitigate the potential negative impacts of LEAF. 

Namely, they hoped to minimize misinterpretations of their Mini-NRC and the defensiveness felt 

by community stakeholders. As explained by one LEAF project lead,  

Another thing that came into play when we were deciding which recommendations (to 

include) was—I guess like politics and kind of wanting to maintain relationships. And not 

everybody wants all of those things to be public or like right on the infographic. So, 

trying to respect that certain people might not want to be kind of called out (P10). 

Communities demonstrated treading lightly through various strategies, including using 

sensitive language, respecting what exists, and obtaining permission and incorporating requests.  

Using Sensitive Language. When developing their Mini-NRCs, LEAF communities 

attempted to use language that was sensitive to the community context. Some participants 

perceived the use of sensitive language as an important component of building and maintaining 

community relationships. As explained by one participant, 

I think often times when I’m working with schools, and we’re trying to support healthy 

eating, I always feel like I have to be really careful and sensitive with the language that I 

use and really just try to be—look at what they’re doing and praise them for the positive, 

but then just sort of sneak in some suggestions just to improve it (P13).  

The difference between language that was deemed sensitive and insensitive was often minor and 

community-specific. In one case, the difference came down to a single word that was used in the 

Mini-NRC. For some, using sensitive language meant including contextual information, such as 

explanations why the benchmark was met or unmet: 

When we had spoken with the rec centre, they were upset 'cause they got a poor score, 

but it was only the vending machines that were included—because there was like a 
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miscommunication about which food sources were to be included. And so, then the rec 

center was like, ‘can you please clarify that it’s only the vending machines.’ And then the 

vending machine contractor was like, ‘why are you calling me out?’ And it was not 

intentional. But that meant that one sentence was really important, so we ended up getting 

it changed…she had requested that sentence be changed, and then that made her happy 

(P10). 

The use of sensitive language is best demonstrated by examining the terminology used in 

the recommendations of each community’s final Mini-NRC. Often, recommendations were 

framed in supportive terms and demonstrated the need for community partnerships. For example, 

one community recommended that “AHS School Health & Wellness Promotion Facilitators and 

Public Health Dietitians promote and support schools and parent councils to provide healthier 

options for fundraising, hot lunches and school events” to increase the availability of healthy 

food in school settings (indicator 1). In one community, the impact of failing to use sensitive 

language was demonstrated during the LEAF validation process. Here, the failure of the LEAF 

research team to use language that was sensitive to the community context resulted in what the 

LEAF project lead described as “hard feelings (in LEAF stakeholders) about the way that things 

were worded” (P5). 

 Respecting What Exists. Respecting what exists means recognizing, including, and 

building off of community strengths. This was a strategy for increasing the utility of each 

community’s Mini-NRC and for building and maintaining relationships in the community. 

Respecting what exists is reflected in each community’s final Mini-NRC, as community 

strengths are embedded within the “key findings,” “local assets,” or “on the horizon” sections. 

The “local assets” and “on the horizon” sections provide LEAF stakeholders with an opportunity 
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to highlight existing or upcoming programs that would not otherwise be included in their Mini-

NRC. LEAF stakeholders discussed and debated how their Mini-NRC should respect what exists 

at the recommendation meetings. The potential impact of failing to respect what exists was 

demonstrated in the response of one participant, who dismissed the utility of a recommendation: 

For example, <school name> had received funding from the previous provincial 

government. They were chosen as the school in their district and were able to offer 

breakfast every morning for the school. And then once the provincial government had 

changed, that funding was lost, and they are no longer able to do that. So featuring them 

and showcasing them—applauding them—as doing better than another school, when it 

was simply because they received funds (that) the other school didn’t receive, didn’t 

really serve any purpose. Also, it was no longer pertinent, as that funding ended, and they 

couldn’t do it any longer. As opposed to focusing on the existing… snack program, 

breakfast club, that operates in the community and… how that benefits all the children. 

And perhaps looking at how that can be enhanced, I think. (P17) 

At times, respecting what exists conflicted with obtaining permission and incorporating 

requests, which was a different strategy that communities used to tread lightly (discussed below). 

The conflict between these two subcategories was demonstrated most clearly when community 

stakeholders requested that school data be anonymized. The perceived pros and cons of abiding 

by this request were discussed at LEAF meetings. Although LEAF stakeholders wanted to 

respect schools’ wishes, they also wanted to respect what exists by highlighting the schools that 

were meeting the benchmarks. As one LEAF project lead explained, 

And so, we did have quite a bit of discussion about, ‘okay, should we just combine all the 

data? But then what are we losing?’ Because obviously, the schools can’t take individual 
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action if they don’t know what’s going on in the specific schools. But then also, you 

know, you don’t want to ruin relationships and create bad—you know, break those 

relationships that you do have with the schools. So, it was a big challenge for us (P5). 

Ultimately, communities chose to incorporate the requests of community stakeholders: if asked, 

they anonymized the school data in the report and planned to directly share individual school 

data back to participating schools. 

Obtaining Permission and Incorporating Requests. LEAF stakeholders obtained 

permission from setting stakeholders at various stages of the LEAF process, including data 

collection and results sharing. Although communities generally viewed obtaining permission for 

data collection in schools and childcares as essential, their views on obtaining permission for 

data collection from publicly accessible settings (e.g. recreation facilities) varied. Many LEAF 

stakeholders still sought out permission or consent from public settings as a way of maintaining 

relationships. Here, the influence of community size provides an interesting example. While 

several participants perceived the LEAF process to be more manageable in a small community, 

as there were fewer stakeholders to coordinate and fewer locations to collect data, fewer included 

locations also created less possibility for setting anonymity. This may have influenced LEAF 

stakeholders felt need to gain permission from public settings. For example, gaining the consent 

of restaurants may have been perceived as more important: 

There are very few restaurants in that community. So, just wanting them to understand 

how the data would be used, so that they didn’t feel that there’d be comparisons among 

different establishments, or that the data would be used in a way that could be perceived 

sort of negatively on them (P20).  
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Furthermore, for some participants, the felt need to obtain consent was tied to the method of 

data collection (i.e. taking pictures) and the presence of staff during data collection. As explained 

by one participant, 

P7: the direction to us was, ‘it’s a public facility, so you can take pictures of whatever 

you want.’ Which is fine, but that doesn’t really help with relationship building. If 

you’re… so, for example, like in <location>, taking pictures of like the candy area, you 

know, staff may have felt that we were taking the photos for a negative purpose rather 

than just the overall… the overall purpose of it. 

I: Yeah. So that’s one of the other questions. Did you have any fears of infringing on 

people’s privacy? 

P7: Yes. Yes. So, for—specifically for those areas where there were staff present. You 

know, like taking pictures of vending machines is no big deal, there’s nobody around. 

But, you know, you’re going into people’s workplaces and taking pictures of things 

without really necessarily discussing it…like if I was sitting in my office and someone 

came in and started taking pictures around my area, I would wonder what the heck is 

going on. 

LEAF project leads often incorporated requests from community stakeholders and 

settings included in their Mini-NRC. While dissemination approaches varied, obtaining 

permission and incorporating requests played a role during the decision-making process for 

dissemination in most communities. For example, some communities shared their Mini-NRC 

with setting stakeholders before it was finalized, providing them with a chance to submit 

feedback and request edits if desired. This step helped enable some communities to widely 

disseminate their Mini-NRC, as they took comfort in knowing that setting stakeholders wouldn’t 
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be surprised by its results. However, this was not the case when setting permission was not 

perceived to be genuine. As described by one LEAF project lead,  

I just don’t know. Especially with some of the concerns the schools had… I mean our 

solution to that was to take out the names of the schools. And they said, ‘fine,’ like, 

‘that’s okay.’ But it just—because it never really felt, I guess, like they were ‘okay’ with 

that… yeah, I’m just not sure if posting it like on our town website, for example, like if 

that would…bring up some concerns with others (P5). 

 Others described a strategic purpose for obtaining permission, as they perceived the 

process of obtaining consent as gaining commitment for food environment action. As stated by 

one LEAF project lead, “well, if you don’t get consent, then I don’t think they’re interested in 

participating and making changes. So, then what’s the point (of collecting data in these 

settings)?” (P16). Thus, some participants viewed obtaining permission and incorporating 

requests as a strategy to achieve engaging the right people. 

Engaging the Right People 

Engaging the right people represents the strategic engagement of community stakeholders to 

facilitate the LEAF process and build or maintain relationships. Participants described two main 

strategies used to engage the right people: utilizing connections and offering different ways to 

participate.  

Community stakeholders that participated in LEAF reported several factors that determined 

their participation. Many stated that they were passionate about healthy eating and that LEAF fit 

within their professional role; for some, LEAF even became part of their job. In each 

community, engagement in the LEAF process was diverse and multi-sectoral. For example, 

communities had representation from schools, recreation facilities, childcare centres, the city, 
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public health, etc. Although the exact makeup of LEAF groups varied among LEAF 

communities, participants typically described wanting engagement in the LEAF process from 

“insiders,” “decision-makers,” and “interested others.” Insiders and decision-makers are 

individuals that live and work within the community, often within target settings. However, 

decision-makers are insiders that are in roles with more authority, such as city councillors or 

school administration. Interested others encompasses individuals that do not work within target 

settings but have a vested interest in improving children’s food environments. Engagement from 

each of these groups was generally seen as strengthening the LEAF process. For example, 

engaging insiders and decision-makers helped contribute to creating feasible recommendations. 

As stated by one participant, without engagement from insiders, the process of creating 

recommendations was “a little bit more (like) guessing to make it fit” (P2). Furthermore, 

engaging decision-makers in the LEAF process was viewed as important for LEAF success. 

Participants often believed that commitment to the LEAF process was an important indicator of 

commitment to food environment action. As explained by one participant,  

So, I think where we’ve seen that more diverse data collection, I think you’re ultimately 

going to get more buy-in. 'Cause it shows more buy-in right from the get-go—if 

everybody’s willing to put their time in and it’s not just the dietitian time doing it (P14). 

Community engagement in LEAF also seemed to strengthen the process of relationship 

building. For example, LEAF meetings provided a venue for building new community 

relationships. As explained by one LEAF stakeholder, 

And then the people that were in the room really helped… like sort of spark some of 

those recommendations because in say, for example, the one about the high availability 

of healthy food, talking about the <organization>, people were there from those 
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organizations. So, it kind of makes you think like, ‘oh yeah, why couldn’t we partner 

with them to talk a little bit more about this?’… So, I think having the right people 

involved is important (P15). 

Although the benefits to the LEAF process and relationship building were clear, engaging the 

right people was often challenging. LEAF stakeholders worked hard to achieve participation 

from all desired groups but often struggled to engage decision-makers in the LEAF process. 

When this was the case, some LEAF project leads felt that engaging insiders would be 

beneficial, as insiders might be able to utilize their connections and gain commitment for action.  

 Utilizing Connections. Engaging the right people in the LEAF process was made easier 

when LEAF project leads utilized their pre-existing connections and relationships. All of the 

LEAF project leads had positive pre-existing relationships within the community as a result of 

their past work experience. After LEAF project leads engaged their connections, further 

engagement was made possible through the connections possessed by the newly engaged 

stakeholders. This process helped to facilitate the LEAF process and relationship building, 

including helping to identify and engage other relevant groups that may have been missed or 

were hard to engage. As explained by one participant,  

So, I was contacted (by the LEAF project leads) to try to find childcare centres that 

would be willing to participate in the project. And we did have <name of LEAF project 

lead> come to one of our meetings to tell everybody about it—the childcare directors all 

about it. And I believe I also reached out to some centres directly to try to see if we could 

get a few more to participate (P15). 

Offering Different Ways to Participate. In an attempt to facilitate engaging the right 

people, LEAF project leads offered different ways to participate in the LEAF process. Different 
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ways of participating consisted of different forms of participation (i.e. direct or indirect) and 

levels of participation (i.e. participating in different LEAF stages). Community stakeholders that 

directly participated were those that attended LEAF meetings; community stakeholders that 

indirectly participated were those that provided feedback through email or separate consultations. 

By allowing community stakeholders to participate in different ways, community stakeholders 

could tailor their engagement to fit their busy schedules. This was beneficial, as full, direct 

engagement in the LEAF process was not always feasible for community stakeholders. As 

explained by one LEAF project lead, “I don’t think people would have done it (LEAF) if we 

hadn’t collected the data ourselves. I just don’t think it would have ever gotten done” (P16).  

Reaching a Consensus 

Participants perceived the process of creating the Mini-NRC as an informal process that 

consisted of discussion and reaching a consensus. During these discussions, LEAF stakeholders 

built relationships with each other, as they shared their perspectives and worked together to 

create recommendations. As described by one LEAF project lead, 

I think we just really just talked it out and provided different perspectives. And… it was 

nice to have the different perspectives around the table because sometimes you may think 

like, ‘no that’s not possible,’ and then it’s like, ‘well actually, you know, we have this 

group that maybe you haven’t heard of, that are working towards this.’ So, being able to 

all kind of bring those different perspectives and like abilities based on where we exist in 

the community (P5). 

In each community, a consensus was reached by integrating local knowledge and integrating 

outside knowledge. Although the process was informal, communities stressed the importance of 

creating recommendations that would be perceived as feasible by other community stakeholders. 
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One perceived limitation of the informality of LEAF process was that it did not always generate 

a strong commitment to action. As expressed by one participant, the process of creating 

recommendations was “more like idea sharing and not like committing to do anything” (P7).  

Integrating Local Knowledge. Local knowledge broadly refers to knowledge about the 

community, such as readiness of setting stakeholders, upcoming changes within settings or the 

community, and available human and financial resources. LEAF stakeholders integrated local 

knowledge to create feasible recommendations and build or maintain relationships. Integrating 

local knowledge resulted from involving residents that lived in each community, as well as 

obtaining diverse representation from multiple settings (e.g. schools, local government, childcare 

associations, etc.). Local knowledge was integrated during all LEAF stages but was most 

apparent during the selection of indicators and settings and during the process of creating 

recommendations. As such, these stages will be explored in further detail. 

LEAF stakeholders used their knowledge about the community to choose the most 

relevant settings and indicators. In some cases, the integration of local knowledge led to the 

inclusion of settings that may not have been of obvious importance to an outsider:  

I went and took a couple photos over at the hospital… so the idea is that the children 

across the way at the one school… could and do run over and utilize the vending there 

and, you know, typically chocolate bars, right, so that was the rationale (P2).  

Although there are some commonalities in indicator selection across communities (for example, 

the indicator “high availability of healthy food in school settings” was included for all 

communities in the sample), there are also many differences (see Table 2). This diversity of 

indicator selection may reflect differences in community-relevant factors that may not be 

immediately obvious to an outsider. Evidence of this can be found by comparing indicators 
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included in the 2018 Alberta NRC, which focused on municipalities’ role in food environment 

action, to those chosen by LEAF communities. Notably, the indicator “higher prices for 

unhealthy food” (benchmark: a minimum excise tax of $0.05/100mL is applied to sugar-

sweetened beverages sold in any form) was included in the 2018 Alberta NRC but was not 

selected by any of the LEAF communities in the sample. Further, the indicator “weight bias is 

avoided” (benchmark: weight bias is explicitly addressed in schools and childcare) was not 

included in the 2018 Alberta NRC but was selected by all LEAF communities in the sample. 

The integration of local knowledge was most prominent during the stage of creating 

recommendations. While participants often stressed the fact that recommendations needed to be 

“feasible” and “achievable,” they had a difficult time articulating how they determined what was 

feasible and achievable. When participants did express how they determined what was feasible, 

they often commented on the importance of their knowledge about community settings, 

including setting stakeholders: 

I feel like… we tried to be real and make things that are doable, as well as consider where 

our other stakeholders in the community are at and how they might perceive it… And 

also knowing what’s down the pipes for schools—knowing that they’re getting the school 

nutrition program, those kinds of things…thinking about where we can affect people, and 

maybe the most number of people are also going to—I call it going to light. So, are there 

people that are going to want to take this on? And can this be a success? Or is this 

something that we kind of work at over time and hopefully end up with a new norm, 

right? (P2) 

Again, comparison to the 2018 Alberta NRC demonstrates the importance of local knowledge in 

creating recommendations that are perceived as relevant or actionable. For example, for the 
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indicators “availability of healthy food vendors” and “limited availability of unhealthy food 

vendors” the 2018 Alberta NRC recommends that municipalities change zoning policies. 

However, the majority of LEAF communities that chose these indicators did not include changes 

to zoning policy in their recommendations. Several participants commented that this exclusion 

was the result of integrating local knowledge: 

But, one of the examples that always came up is, ‘<LEAF community>’s really long and 

skinny. And everything is located in one area.’ So, you know, the schools are all located 

next to each other and they’re all located (close) to the downtown. So, in terms of like 

whether unhealthy food is within so many meters, right, like it’s… right now, not 

something that they can do much about (P5). 

Integrating Outside Knowledge. LEAF communities integrated outside knowledge, 

including provincial knowledge and other community knowledge, during the LEAF process. 

Provincial knowledge represents the broad contextual knowledge about the current and future 

state of the province’s food environments. The LEAF research team guided communities through 

the LEAF process, which included attending meetings to answer questions and offering 

provincial recommendations as suggestions. As described by one participant,  

We (LEAF stakeholders) sat together and went through what we thought would be a 

recommendation or where we were moving towards. And then back at the U of A, they 

could insert those, and/or augment them with other ideas they had, or things that are 

going on provincially that they’re aware of (P2).  

Other community knowledge represents any knowledge that was derived from interactions with 

another community (both LEAF and non-LEAF). Participants described integrating outside 

community knowledge during the LEAF process:  
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We also took a look at <name of two LEAF communities> (Mini-NRCs). And I did talk 

with some other public health dietitians and the university. To say, ‘what’s doable? What 

have you found that’s easy to do? What have you found that’s like low hanging fruit—

that’s a win’ (P16).  

However, the influence of outside knowledge varied widely across communities. In part, this 

may reflect differences in the opportunities for integrating knowledge from other communities. 

For example, some LEAF project leads worked in multiple communities (both LEAF and non-

LEAF), whereas others only worked in one community. Further, due to timing of participation, 

communities that participated in LEAF at the start of the project had fewer opportunities to learn 

from other LEAF communities. Finally, LEAF communities were more likely to communicate 

with other LEAF communities that were within their same zone (location of community). 

However, many participants reported a desire to learn from other communities’ experiences with 

the LEAF process and related food environment action. As explained by one participant,  

We didn’t really have a template to follow other than the provincial one. Like knowing 

that others did this and found this helpful or, ‘we did this and this works—don’t forget to 

ask them and get them on board’ or ‘this is how we did it.’ Those stories that I think are 

so helpful (P2). 

Interconnections 

Although categories were presented separately, there were significant interconnections 

between them (as shown in Figure 3). This section will briefly discuss how the categories 

interacted and influenced each other and the overall theme of building and maintaining 

relationships. 

Engaging the Right People and Treading Lightly  
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The relationship between engaging the right people and treading lightly was 

bidirectional: each category influenced the other. Differences in LEAF communities’ definitions 

of and ability to achieve engaging the right people resulted in diverse LEAF groups. Resulting 

differences in LEAF stakeholders, such as personalities and professional roles, affected the felt 

need to tread lightly. Further, achieving engagement from the right people could potentially help 

achieve treading lightly. For example, one decision-maker commented on how her engagement 

in the process minimized her felt defensiveness:  

I: And was being included in the process, so collecting the data and creating 

recommendations, important to you? 

P21: It was, actually. It really was. And to be part of the process is, I think, really 

important. Because… I think if someone had come in and done it—I do think, you know, 

that’s helpful, and they’re professionals and they probably (know) more of what they’re 

doing. But I think then you become a little more umm—resentful is not the right word—

but it’s like, you know, being told by someone else outside, ‘Oh okay, yes. One more 

thing you expect us to do at schools.’ 

LEAF stakeholders felt need to tread lightly affected engaging the right people because it 

impacted who was classified as “the right people.” This is best exemplified by the subcategory 

obtaining permission and incorporating requests, which represents the overlapping section 

between engaging the right people and treading lightly in Figure 3. Commonly, LEAF 

communities would engage owners or managers of public settings (e.g. recreation facilities) 

during data collection to minimize their defensiveness. Thus, the felt need to tread lightly 

impacted who LEAF stakeholders engaged. 

Engaging the Right People and Reaching a Consensus  
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Differences in engaging the right people, including differences in LEAF stakeholder’s 

personality, professional roles, or general community knowledge, impacted the process of 

reaching a consensus. Namely, it impacted the direction of the LEAF process and the local 

knowledge that was integrated. This was particularly prevalent during the recommendation stage. 

When asked how their community determined which types of recommendations (i.e. practice, 

policy, or research) to use, one participant highlighted the role of engaging the right people:  

I think… it really fell on who was able to come up with some recommendations. So, you 

know, some of the recommendations that I suggested (practice recommendations)—

because I work more from an evidence-informed practice—like that was kind of where 

some of those came from (P5).  

Reaching a Consensus and Treading Lightly 

 The relationship between reaching a consensus and treading lightly was bidirectional. In 

each community, the felt need to tread lightly impacted the consensus that the group reached at 

all stages of the LEAF process. This was most prominent when LEAF communities were 

deciding how to disseminate their Mini-NRCs. For example, when LEAF stakeholders perceived 

information in the Mini-NRC as “sensitive,” they were more likely to limit widespread 

dissemination. As explained by one LEAF project lead, 

P16: So, we did discuss that (sharing the Mini-NRC publicly) at the last meeting, and we 

decided that we would make the infographic—if people wanted to share the infographic, 

then we could share the infographic. And we could share the infographic with the media 

but not the report.  

I: Okay. And why did you decide that? 
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P: 'Cause we just felt the report had a lot of very sensitive information in it. But the 

infographic was just a little bit more, you know, general with the overriding pieces that 

we’re doing well and then recommendations for things that we could do different. 

Further, the process of reaching a consensus, particularly integrating local knowledge, helped 

LEAF stakeholders achieve treading lightly. As mentioned above, the difference between 

sensitive and insensitive language was often subtle and not always distinguishable to outsiders, 

such as the LEAF research team. 

Process Factors 

Participants identified a number of factors that influenced the LEAF process and 

relationship building, including community context (described in Chapter 3), LEAF flexibility, 

changing players, and communication. The extent to which these factors were influential varied 

among LEAF communities. 

LEAF Flexibility 

In general, participants viewed flexibility in the LEAF process as a strength. They 

appreciated the flexibility of data collection methods, particularly the ability to submit pictures as 

data. Submitting pictures reduced participants’ workload and enabled the engagement of 

individuals without extensive nutrition knowledge. As explained by one LEAF project lead, 

And also, the fact that people could take pictures. Because I think sometimes the answer 

was sometimes like, ‘I don’t know—I don’t know if this means that the healthy—like are 

healthy choices priced less than the more expensive if I’m looking at a whole menu’ (P5). 

Participants had conflicting views about the flexibility in LEAF steps and timelines. For 

some, flexible timelines were important for community engagement in the LEAF process, as 
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engaging community stakeholders was time consuming. More importantly, flexible timelines 

enabled community stakeholders to participate in the LEAF process while also balancing their 

regular commitments and responsibilities. However, in one community, aspects of data in the 

final report were perceived as outdated due to the long project timeline. As explained by one 

participant, 

I think the challenge I saw with the process was, because it was over a period of time, by 

the time it came to analyzing the data, some of it was already outdated. You know, for 

example, current situations that were in schools when the data had been collected, then 

through government changes, funding changes, grant changes, it wasn’t necessarily 

reflective of what was currently happening, which was a challenge (P17). 

 Participants’ views also differed on the flexibility on the amount of data for collection. 

The LEAF research team did not set limits on the number of locations required per setting. For 

example, not all schools in the community were required to participate. Furthermore, the amount 

of data needed per setting was left flexible: if participants could not provide the answers to all 

the questions, they were omitted. For at least one LEAF project lead, the process flexibility 

meant a more manageable project: 

It was made clear that we could pick and choose what we wanted to do. If you don’t have 

answers to all the questions, obviously you can’t input that, and that’s okay. And…yeah, 

it was nice that it was flexible because it could look very overwhelming and like, ‘oh 

gosh, we have all of this to do’ (P2). 

However, another LEAF project lead expressed that the LEAF process flexibility created 

concerns with data accuracy: 
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So, I guess in interpreting the data, my challenge with that is that when we talked about 

collecting, and we decided all of the environments that we were going to collect from, 

our understanding was that the U of A… they didn’t have a set expectation about how 

much data we had to get from each of the environments to satisfy an indicator. They 

wanted to keep it flexible. And I think that just means that in our interpretation of the 

data…when I looked at the data that we’d been able to get… some of it I had less 

confidence in than others (P11). 

Changing Players 

Changing players refers to a lack of consistency among individuals involved in the LEAF 

process. This was a perceived barrier for several communities. Generally, turnover within the 

LEAF community group had one of two negative effects: disrupting continuity and creating 

confusion. 

Disrupting Continuity. At times, turnover within groups developing the Mini-NRCs 

disrupted the continuity of the LEAF process. For example, changing players during the 

recommendation stage meant that groups had to spend time re-hashing what had previously been 

discussed. In some cases, changing players also meant a lack of continuity in the directions taken 

within the Mini-NRC, as new players may express differing views. As explained by one LEAF 

project lead, 

Yeah, so they would, you know, a person would attend, and then they wouldn’t attend 

two meetings, and they show up to the fourth meeting and it’s like, ‘Oh well I don’t want 

to do this.’ Like, ‘Why did you guys do this?’ And we’ve all discussed it at the first two 

meetings, and they weren’t involved (P16). 
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The extent and impact of changing players varied among communities, which was in part due 

to the differing approaches to community engagement. For example, the disruption to report 

continuity was felt most acutely in a community that did not have a pre-existing coalition leading 

the project. Some communities that utilized pre-existing wellness coalitions to lead the project 

did not feel the impact of changing players. In fact, one community cited group continuity as a 

facilitator for the LEAF process: 

I think continuity too, like people stuck around. It wasn’t (that) they just kind of did a 

little piece of the volunteer and, you know, maybe I’d see them in a meeting here or 

there. We consistently would meet, or we would have teleconferences. Both these groups, 

in both communities, generally have a monthly meeting. And so we just called it BFE, so 

Benchmarking Food Environments, was always a standing agenda item, so we could say 

where we were at, who was doing what (P2). 

Creating Confusion. Some participants that joined LEAF after the initial orientation felt 

increased levels of confusion regarding the purpose or process of LEAF. For example, one 

participant stated that “when this project first started, I didn’t quite know what was going on. So, 

I didn’t know what I was collecting the data for in the beginning” (P4). One misconception about 

the LEAF process involved the roles and responsibilities in creating recommendations. Namely, 

some participants that joined midway through the LEAF process expressed the belief that the 

LEAF research team (at the university) was responsible for creating the recommendations. 

Confusion about the purpose of LEAF was often minor and resolved during the process. 

However, confusion had a more substantial impact on one participant that adopted the role of a 

LEAF project lead midway through the process. In this case, the participant felt that some steps 
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taken by the group were the result of “assumptions” of how the LEAF process worked rather 

than autonomous decisions taken by the group.  

Participants commented on the role that communication played in determining the effect of 

changing players. They perceived miscommunication and effective communication as 

aggravating and mitigating the negative impacts of changing players respectively. For example, 

one participant described communication between school stakeholders as mitigating the impact 

of changing players in their setting: 

When they first started (LEAF), I had one of my vice principals that was more involved. 

So, he attended the first couple meetings and kind of got stuff going there. Then he would 

come back, and we would discuss recommendations…but I wasn’t really involved as far 

as talking with the wellness group until this year. 'Cause my former VP moved on to a 

different school, so I kind of took over that role here. Essentially, I know all about it, but 

I only went to the one meeting as far as actual direct involvement (P19). 

Communication 

Effective communication between the LEAF research team, LEAF stakeholders, and 

setting stakeholders was vital for the LEAF process and for building and maintaining 

relationships. Continual check-ins allowed each group to raise questions and resolve concerns. 

Methods of communication seemed to play a particularly important role: participants valued in-

person connections, such as LEAF recommendation meetings. On the other hand, at least one 

community found communication via email to be a barrier that disrupted the LEAF process: 

P16: If people came to the meetings, then they would have input into it. But if I sent it out 

to them and said, ‘Could you please send me feedback?’ then nobody ever did. So, by 

email, it just was a disaster. Nobody ever sent me anything. You know, so I would say, 
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‘can you look it over, if there’s any changes,’ and there wouldn’t be any. And then we 

would come to our final meeting, our launch, and people would say, ‘oh, well this is 

wrong in the data,’ and, ‘this is wrong in the data.’ And I’m like, ‘Oh, well that’s too bad 

you didn’t tell me earlier.’ 

I: Yeah, so who did you send it to for feedback? 

P16: Everybody. You know, I mean I had a long list of at least twenty people, like a long 

list. 

At times, participants perceived miscommunication to be the result of communication 

breakdowns within target settings. As explained by one LEAF stakeholder, “(what) we had done 

was we talked to more of the (setting) managers to let them know what we were doing. And I 

just… I don’t know that that information was filtered down to the frontline staff” (P7). In this 

case, the result of miscommunication was that setting staff were not expecting the data 

collectors. Although LEAF stakeholders could minimize the effects of this type of 

miscommunication through interactions with the setting staff, other causes of miscommunication 

posed greater structural barriers. Namely, in at least one community, miscommunication was the 

result of the inability of LEAF stakeholders and setting stakeholders to converse in the same 

language (i.e. English). 

Summary of Results 

This chapter outlined results pertaining to the LEAF process. Analysis of LEAF 

stakeholder interviews, communities’ Mini-NRCs, and participant observation revealed two 

main themes: building and maintaining relationships and process factors. Building and 

maintaining relationships consisted of three interconnected categories that represented strategies 

used by LEAF communities during the development of their Mini-NRC: treading lightly, 
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engaging the right people, and reaching a consensus. Each of these categories consisted of 

several subcategories. Process factors, which influenced the LEAF process and relationship 

building, consisted of four categories: community context, LEAF flexibility, changing players, 

and communication.  
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Table 4. Overview of Categories, Subcategories, and Exemplar Quotes for Process Factors 

Category Subcategories Exemplar Quotes 
Process Factors 

Process Flexibility 
LEAF steps, timelines, and 
methods of data collection 
were flexible and adaptable to 
each community's needs. 

None 

"P1: Some of the ease of collecting it was definitely the fact that they could do it easily with 
their smartphones and go out and collect the data. But I think both organizations ended up 
printing off questions... so I think a learning from that might be that it’s good to have both 
methods for collection of information… being able to take pictures, and send the pictures was 
very helpful as well." 

Communication 
Effective communication 
between all involved groups 
was imperative for the LEAF 
process and building and 
maintaining relationships. 

None 

“I: So, you said you attended the last meeting (Mini-NRC launch)? 
P19: Yes. 
I: And did you find it useful? 
P: I found it very useful. It’s just nice too 'cause, I had the report obviously, and you can get a 
lot of that information from the report regarding how everybody’s doing. But it’s nice to kind of 
hear—when you see and you talk to someone, you really get how they feel about it. It’s not just 
some information on a page. So, it’s kind of nice to see that everybody values it. Even in being 
in there, being able to meet yourself and others. It’s nice to—I kind of felt much more at home 
getting more resources.” 

Changing Players 
Lack of consistency among 
community stakeholders 
creating the Mini-NRC was a 
barrier for some communities. 

Disrupting Continuity 
One effect of changing 
players was the 
disruption of the LEAF 
process.  

"P17: And then also changing members at the table. So, each meeting there was always 
different faces. And that’s a challenge anytime you’re trying to do a long-term report—the 
continuity.” 

Creating Confusion 
LEAF stakeholders that 
joined the process 
midway felt increased 
levels of confusion 
regarding the purpose 
or process of LEAF. 

“I: Okay, so the next set of questions is about interpreting the data and coming up with 
recommendations. So, you mentioned that you weren’t at the first recommendation meeting, but 
were you involved in the second one?  
P7: Yes, I attended the second one. But honestly, I felt quite a bit lost throughout that because I 
wasn’t there for the first part. So, I didn’t really contribute much to that conversation because I 
didn’t know what was going on.” 

Community Context 
Community specific factors, 
such as size, location, history 
with healthy eating initiatives, 
and current political context 
affected the LEAF process. 

None 

“P14: So, we’ve tended to do these (LEAF) in smaller communities. So, we’re not doing it in 
our big centers… it’s the smaller communities, where the dietitians feel like it’s more a piece of 
work they can handle—because the data collection is more manageable in a smaller site. 
I: Just because there are less places to go? 
P: Yeah…And it’s also easier to get your community partners, like everybody at the table in a 
smaller community.” 
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Table 5. Overview of Categories, Subcategories, Exemplar Quotes, and Interconnections for Building and Maintaining 
Relationships 

Category Subcategories Exemplar Quotes Interconnections 
Building and Maintaining Relationships 

Engaging the 
Right People 
Using 
community 
engagement to 
facilitate the 
LEAF process 
and build 
relationships in 
the community.  

Offering Different Ways to 
Participate 
Allowing different forms of 
participation (i.e. direct or indirect) 
and levels of participation (i.e. 
different LEAF stages) to increase 
engagement of the right people. 

Form of participation:  
"P11: There was no one from the hospital or the city, and I didn’t honestly expect them 
to come. But they’ve been very open and engaged in the one on one consultations. So, 
when we meet with them directly, they’re very open to having discussions, and 
providing data, and working with us." 
 
Level of participation: 
"P16: So after... I went with my intern and we definitely talked to all different 
stakeholders: the schools, the grocery stores, the hospital, rec centre. You know, the key 
areas that we thought we would collect the data from. And explained the project to them 
and asked if they wanted to collect the data, or if they preferred (that) we did. Umm so 
in the majority of cases, they preferred we collected that data. " 

The end result of 
engaging the right 
people (i.e. who 
participates in LEAF) 
impacts the felt need to 
tread lightly during the 
LEAF process and the 
consensus that is 
reached. Utilizing Connections 

LEAF stakeholders utilized their 
pre-existing connections and 
relationships to increase 
engagement of the right people. 

"P5: I’m on a wellness committee in that town. And so, I had asked if those people 
would be involved. And then also if they could identify other community stakeholders 
to cover each of these areas." 

Treading 
Lightly 
LEAF 
stakeholders 
proceeded 
carefully during 
the LEAF 
process in 
hopes of 
minimizing the 
defensiveness 
felt by setting 
stakeholders. 

Obtaining Permission and 
Incorporating Requests 
LEAF stakeholders engaged 
community stakeholders to obtain 
consent for the LEAF process and 
incorporate their feedback or 
requests. 

"I: Were there any fears of infringing on people’s privacy that you heard about? 
P1: Umm… I’m not sure if there were fears. There were some questions about taking 
pictures of menus and whether that would be a problem or not... whether that would be 
something that would bother the businesses or whether it wouldn’t... I think in most 
cases permission was obtained from the business as to whether they could take pictures 
and use them." 

The strategies used to 
tread lightly can impact 

the meaning of 
engaging the right 

people (i.e. who needs 
to be engaged). The felt 

need to tread lightly 
also impacts the 
consensus that is 

reached. 

Using Sensitive Language 
Attempting to create a non-
judgemental product, LEAF 
stakeholders carefully chose the 
words and phrases used in their 
Mini-NRC. 

"P16: I did fear… making anybody look too unhealthy. Because if it came out looking 
that way… I’m just not sure if they would continue to want to work with us.  
I: Hmmm. And why did you think that? 
P16: Well, if they felt that they were serving healthy food in the high school, and I said, 
'I don’t think you are—this is what we found.' Umm then they... they would be 
defensive, right. " 
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Category Subcategories Exemplar Quotes Interconnections 

Respecting What Exists 
Each Mini-NRC recognized and 
built off of community strengths. 

"P8: I mean we had to tweak it a little bit. In our community <organization> is a strong 
partner and they like to be the… the centre of a hub around anything food related. So, 
when they were at the table drafting recommendations, it was like ‘well, <organization> 
can do this, and <organization> can do that’ and it’s like, well... some <settings> long 
since had—you know, years ago—had created partnerships... And so, we’re not going 
to—and the <setting> didn’t want to... destroy long-standing positive effective, you 
know, partnerships that are providing some of these things to <setting>, so that they can 
then say, 'well <organization> will do this instead'... So we did tweak some of the 
recommendations a little bit... we didn’t want to take away from what’s already 
existing." 

Reaching a 
Consensus 
Creating the 
report card was 
an informal 
process where 
community 
stakeholders 
and the LEAF 
research team 
shared their 
perspectives 
and worked 
together. 

Integrating Local Knowledge 
LEAF stakeholders used their 
community knowledge to guide the 
LEAF process. 

"P25: We just, I guess, know that (what is practical and relevant) about our 
community... And just knowledge of the community in itself. Who’s there and in what 
positions. I guess it’s all very community specific. So, if you have the wrong person 
working in the rec centre, it won’t work, right. But we knew— like when we think of 
the things we did do, or start to tackle this year, we had quite a good... the lady who has 
the contract to provide the canteen at the arena is quite interested in healthy foods and 
has good cooking skills, so it became something we knew we could probably tackle, I 
guess." 

Reaching a consensus is 
the end result of, and 

therefore is influenced 
by, engaging the right 
people and treading 

lightly. 
 

Further, integrating 
local knowledge (such 
as contextual factors) 
was perceived to be a 

strategy to help achieve 
treading lightly. 

Integrating Outside Knowledge 
LEAF stakeholders used provincial 
knowledge (from the LEAF 
research team) and other 
community knowledge to guide the 
LEAF process. 

"P10: And I was like 'oh <other LEAF community> did this, should we do something 
like that?' And then we decided that we did want to be more involved in creating the 
recommendations. And so then from that we created them." 
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Chapter 5: LEAF Action: Results 

This chapter outlines results pertaining to LEAF action and impacts from seven 

communities. Analysis of 26 LEAF stakeholder interviews revealed two types of impacts from 

LEAF: environmental impacts and non-environmental impacts. Non-environmental impacts are 

represented through the overarching theme opening doors and continuing conversations. Further, 

analysis revealed perceived barriers and facilitators to LEAF success and sustainability. 

Environmental impacts are presented separately in Table 6; non-environmental impacts and 

barriers and facilitators are presented together in Figure 4. 
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Table 6. Reported Environmental Impacts of LEAF 
Environment Setting Impacts 

Physical 

Schools (n=5)  

Increasing healthy food availability in hot lunch menus (n=2) 
Closing campus—students cannot leave the premise (n=1) 

Improving vending choices (n=2) 
Increasing Choose Most Often (CMO) and decreasing Choose Least Often (CLO) food availability (n=2) 

Recreation centres and arenas 
(n=3) 

Increasing the availability of healthy options (n=3) 
Removing vending machines (n=1) 

Golf course  Changing menu items to increase healthy food availability (n=1) 
Library  Consulting to increase healthy food availability during summer programs (n=1) 

Hospital gift shop  Increasing CMO availability and decreasing CLO food availability (n=1) 
Public facility vending machines Increasing CMO food availability (n=1) 

Communication 

Schools (n=5) 

Removing unhealthy food marketing (n=1) 
Giving advice/info on healthy vending, healthy sporting events, and healthy snacking (n=2) 

Sharing resources (e.g. healthy eating starts here website and booklets) (n=2) 
Displaying healthy eating posters (n=1) 

Childcare (n=2) 
Dietitians contributing monthly content to their newsletter (n=1) 

Sharing resources with parents (n=1) 

Recreation centres and arenas 
(n=4) 

Marketing healthy options (through new signage, menu boards, email) (n= 3) 
Sampling healthy options (n=2) 

Displaying healthy eating posters (n=2) 
Golf course Menu labelling (n=1) 

Grocery stores Nutrition month challenge with healthy signage, tips, and recipes (n=2) 

General (n=3) 
Healthy eating (and physical activity) challenge (n=2) 

Displaying healthy eating posters (n=1) 
Table tent cards displaying "healthy eating messages" (n=2) 

Economic 
Schools Subsidizing fruit and vegetable trays in the cafeteria to decrease cost (n=1) 

Recreation centre Sponsoring a healthy snack for youth bowling (n=1) 

Social 
Childcare Association Sharing breastfeeding welcome signs with other stakeholders (n=1) 

General Displaying breastfeeding welcome signs (n=1) 
City facilities Displaying breastfeeding welcome signs (n=1) 

Political 
 

Schools (n=2) 
Superintendents enforcing nutrition policies (n=1) 

School division planning review of nutrition policy (n=1) 
School reviewing nutrition policy (n=1) 

Town Creating wellness policy (n=1) 
Note. n= the number of communities that reported the impact
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Figure 4. Holistic Overview of LEAF’s Non-Environmental Impacts and the Perceived 
Barriers and Facilitators to Food Environment Action 

 

Environmental Impacts 

Across all communities, most environmental impacts occurred in the physical and 

communication environments. Only a few communities described action in their social, political, 

or economic environments. Environmental impacts were reported in a wide variety of settings, 

including schools, recreation facilities, and other community settings. Action in retail food 

environments (i.e. grocery stores or restaurants) was only reported in the two rural centres. 

Interestingly, some changes were made in settings that were not assessed by the community’s 

Mini-NRC (e.g. a golf course). Participants reported environmental impacts occurring both 

during and after LEAF. While many of the reported impacts may represent necessary steps 

towards achieving benchmarks, they did not always neatly map onto the indicators themselves. 

For example, two communities that reported increasing healthy options in their recreation 

settings (i.e. indicator: “high availability of healthy food in community settings”) also noted the 

importance of the marketing changes, such as sampling healthy options, that occurred 

simultaneously. While these marketing changes do not correspond to a specific indicator, 
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participants perceived these actions as helping to increase the success of the menu changes. 

Furthermore, although many communities’ actions corresponded to their Mini-NRC 

recommendations, others did not.  

Participants reported numerous barriers and facilitators that impacted LEAF’s success 

and sustainability within their community, including level of engagement, perceived 

controllability, community priorities, policy enforcement, resources, and key champions. 

Collectively, these factors influenced the perceived community capacity to create healthy food 

environments, as they often acted together to either enable or restrict food environment action. 

Because of this, participants often viewed the Mini-NRC as a catalyst that stimulated or 

supported change, rather than viewing it as the sole cause of change. As explained by one 

participant,  

Now, I’m not sure if they’ve (local food environments) changed just as a result of the 

report card itself… I think the report card came in at the right time—when they were 

interested in making change anyways—so, it would have helped to make positive change 

(P1).  

Furthermore, these barriers and facilitators also influenced the ways that LEAF stakeholders 

used their Mini-NRCs. As such, the barriers and facilitators will first be briefly presented and 

will then be embedded throughout later sections. 

Barriers and Facilitators 

Level of Engagement 

The LEAF process was slightly different in each community, with varying levels of 

community engagement (as described in Chapter 4). Some LEAF communities extensively 

engaged setting stakeholders during the early phases of LEAF, whereas others did not. 
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Generally, participants perceived early engagement of setting stakeholders to be a facilitator of 

early LEAF success and lack of setting stakeholder engagement as a barrier to early LEAF 

success. When asked if LEAF had impacted the culture of the community, one LEAF project 

lead replied, “no. I think just because we didn’t really engage people early on in the process. It’s 

like we’re almost starting the engagement phase now” (P10). Participants reported impacts 

occurring during the LEAF process and after they received their final Mini-NRC. For some 

communities, impacts achieved during the process were a result of community engagement at an 

early stage. At times, early engagement meant that categories of Mini-NRC use also applied to 

the LEAF process. For example, communities that engaged setting stakeholders in creating 

recommendations began the process of aligning priorities (described below) while they were 

creating their Mini-NRC.  

Community Priorities 

Participation in LEAF and food environment action often depended on community 

stakeholders’ priorities. Participants frequently cited aligned priorities as facilitating engagement 

in LEAF and food environment action and competing priorities or changing priorities as 

barriers. In some cases, it was not clear to participants why community stakeholders refused to 

participate in LEAF or food environment action: they simply seemed uninterested or declined to 

participate. For these community stakeholders, food environment action was not considered a 

priority. Typically, community stakeholders fell into one of three groups: those that prioritize 

nutrition, those that value nutrition, and those that are resistant to changes. These groups differed 

in their interest and involvement in food environment action. Those that prioritized nutrition 

were described as already interested and in some cases were already acting to create healthy food 

environments; those that valued nutrition were described as being open to changes but were not 
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actively seeking out ways to improve their food environment; those that were resistant were 

described as not interested and not currently acting to create healthy food environments. 

 Aligned Priorities. Aligned priorities at the individual, setting, and community level 

were a facilitator for creating healthy food environments. As explained by one participant, “so 

(for) myself, here at the school, because of the way we’ve been having this healthier stuff going 

on for a longer period time, I don’t get it too bad here at school” (P4). Due to the significance of 

this subcategory’s influence on food environment action, its meaning and importance will be 

developed and expanded on throughout the results. 

Changing Priorities. Changing priorities, or turnover, were a barrier for creating healthy 

food environments. Participants commented on both the historical and current impact of turnover 

within and among settings. Turnover in whole settings (e.g. restaurants) or key individuals (e.g. 

principals) often created new setting priorities—priorities that weren’t always aligned with food 

environment action. Further, in some cases, participants reported that turnover among LEAF 

stakeholders decreased the momentum of LEAF. For example, changing professional priorities 

among a community group that was leading LEAF disrupted their regular meetings, in turn 

decreasing LEAF action. 

Competing Priorities. Competing priorities at the individual, setting, or community 

level were a barrier to creating healthy food environments. In many cases, competing priorities 

were a barrier to acting because they decreased the amount of time that stakeholders could 

dedicate to food environment action. For example, many of LEAF project leads worked in 

multiple communities, limiting their time dedicated to each community. Further, many settings 

had priorities beyond healthy eating. For example, schools had to balance healthy eating with 

academics, physical activity, mental health, etc. As explained by one LEAF project lead,  



85 
 

With schools, I feel like they’re inundated and overwhelmed and have so much to do that 

this is kind of the side of the desk thing. Not that they don’t feel it’s important, but that 

there’s many other day-to-day things that are occurring, which comes back to time and 

staffing often for that setting (P2).  

Numerous health-related priorities within schools meant that LEAF stakeholders working in 

schools (e.g. school health facilitators) also had many competing work priorities. As summarized 

by one participant, stakeholders had to “weigh nutrition” against the multitude of competing 

priorities within their job or setting. 

 Some competing priorities posed challenges beyond decreasing the time dedicated to 

food environment action. In all LEAF communities, financial barriers were a competing priority 

that limited and restricted food environment action. At times, financial barriers were felt widely 

across the community. For example, several communities cited widespread financial turmoil as a 

barrier to policy creation. As explained by one participant, “there’s so much other turmoil going 

on right now with regards to all the cuts that it just—policy for recreation is just not on their 

agenda right now” (P16). More commonly, financial barriers manifested as the need for certain 

settings to maintain profitability.  

Maintaining profitability was an important factor for many community settings, including 

recreation facilities and schools. At times, setting stakeholders’ beliefs and past experiences with 

providing healthy food were barriers to engaging them in making changes. Some setting 

stakeholders resisted changes due to their belief that healthy food would not sell. When asked if 

local settings had pushed back as a result of LEAF, one participant responded, “yup, and it just 

came down to what sells. So, with <setting>…the pushback was, ‘that will not sell. So, I’m not 

going to spend money to purchase it because I know it won’t sell’” (P3). In some cases, 
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community stakeholders failed past attempts at providing healthy food reinforced their resistance 

to making changes. This was demonstrated by one participant’s skepticism towards public 

surveys: “the only thing that I question is the public response to surveys… especially when 

we’ve tried sometimes to bring fresher food and to put healthier options in gas vending 

machines… and then it goes bad” (P12). Several communities reported that in the past, 

recreation facilities had increased the availability of healthy food but were unable to sustain these 

changes due to a loss in profits. For some, even small fluctuations in profitability could have 

large personal impacts. For this reason, they were hesitant to make changes that they perceived 

as potentially affecting profitability. As explained by one participant,  

So you hear a lot of him (local vendor) when I call or when <LEAF project lead> calls 

him to say, ‘hey, you know, we’d like you to try different options.’ ‘Cause it’s his 

business. It’s his mortgage payment. It’s like… he’s not a billionaire and he’s just doing 

it for fun. That’s his living. So, when things don’t sell… he has a problem (P12).  

Maintaining profitability was also a consideration for some schools. Unhealthy food fundraising 

provided funding for school activities and events. Furthermore, some schools had to consider the 

need for maintaining the profitability of third-party vendors operating in their schools. As 

explained by one participant,  

But it’s a slippery slope. 'Cause I know some schools it would be me hiring someone to 

run my canteen, in which case I can dictate everything. I either make money or lose 

money—it’s all mine. So that’s easy. For her, she pays monthly rent to the school to run 

her own thing there. So… I value the fact that she needs to make money; otherwise, she’s 

going to walk away from it… Right, so it’s not like it’s a service that exists no matter 
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what we do for nutrition. If she’s not making money, she walks away, and we don’t have 

it there (P19). 

In some communities, the need to maintain profitability was experienced on a town or city-wide 

level. In one community, the need to maintain profitability was enforced through city mandates. 

The impact of this was explained by one LEAF project lead: 

Still not really a lot of buy-in because there’s so much concern about the financial aspect. 

Yeah, I mean not just because of the current political climate and budget—even for the 

last several years because of our community’s financial deficit. We’ve had a financially 

fit mandate, where city departments must not lose money. So, it’s a real big concern 

because food services in the rec centres don’t really make money anyway. It’s really 

more of a subsidized service. They just can’t look at losing more money, so they’re really 

hesitant (P8). 

Perceived Controllability 

 Perceptions of controllability also influenced the perceived capacity to create healthy 

food environments. Although LEAF stakeholders were interested in food environment action, 

they did not always hold power within community settings. When asked what areas were the 

hardest to impact, one LEAF project lead replied, “I don’t know, there’s challenges with all of 

them 'cause we don’t really have control over any of them” (P8). Factors that influenced 

community stakeholders' perceived controllability over local food environments included the 

external influences and the ubiquity of unhealthy food. 

 External Influences. The presence of external influences represents the local and non-

local actors that possess control over aspects of the communities’ food environments. Local and 

non-local actors influenced perceived controllability in several ways. Participants commonly 
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reported less general control over settings that were controlled by non-local actors, such as chain 

grocery stores or vending machines controlled by large organizations. As explained by one 

participant, “we have no influence over what Walmart would do locally because they can’t 

influence what they do locally” (P17). Within some settings, there were multiple local parties 

that each had a role in influencing the food environment. For example, local third-party vendors, 

parent councils, and school administration often all played a role in determining the status of the 

school’s food environments. As explained by one participant, this made school food environment 

action challenging, “because when you’re thinking of the environment… like food around the 

school community, there’s so many factors involved… like the whole school community’s a big 

picture. And there’s so many different pieces and so many different people involved” (P13). 

Further, some LEAF stakeholders expressed a lack of capacity to influence children’s nutrition, 

as they believed parents were the ultimate driver of the children’s eating behaviours.  

 Ubiquity of Unhealthy Food. The high availability of unhealthy food throughout LEAF 

communities was a barrier to action. At times, the high presence of unhealthy restaurants or 

unhealthy food items within the community decreased participants’ perceived controllability 

over their food environments. As explained by one participant,  

We do things like we banned pop. You can’t bring pop in your lunch … and that was an 

easy one for us. And, you know, you have lots of evidence to back that up. But then 

there’s the kid that brings the 500 ml juice. Is that any better? No (P21). 

The ubiquity of unhealthy food may have also affected stakeholders’ views on the perceived 

impact of possible changes. For example, some participants reported that school stakeholders 

were resistant to changes due to the belief that students could easily access unhealthy food even 

if the school did not offer it. Beyond influencing perceptions, the ubiquity of unhealthy food 
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products also made providing healthy food challenging and time consuming. For example, 

setting stakeholders expressed difficulty finding healthy options that could be stocked in vending 

machines or frozen and easily prepared in concessions or cafeterias. As one LEAF project lead 

explained, 

I’ve been non-stop trying to help them find healthy food 'cause they’re having so much 

trouble finding healthy food for vending machines… but it’s impossible, it’s impossible. 

So that’s a huge barrier. And it’s really discouraging that we’re asking people to move 

towards Choose Most Often, and not giving them a good mark if they don’t hit the target, 

when there isn’t even food to access for the vending machines. So, so really, you really 

can’t have vending machines. I mean it’s kind of discouraging (P16). 

Policy Enforcement 

Policy enforcement refers to the process of monitoring and ensuring that settings are 

complying with existing policies. In some cases, policy enforcement was a facilitator for food 

environment action, as it helped align setting priorities (discussed below). It is important to note 

that policy existence alone was not sufficient for action. Settings that had policies in place but 

lacked policy enforcement were often dependent on the values and priorities of relevant 

decision-makers. This was best exemplified by one LEAF project lead’s interactions with a 

community setting that lacked enforcement of their existing policy: 

And I spent pretty much like an entire afternoon with them, kind of like, ‘according to 

our guidelines, like these are our Choose Most Often, these would be a Choose 

Sometimes,’ like, ‘this is the criteria we’re looking at, here’s where you can find the 

information, here’s some suggestions of new and other foods that you can offer that fit 

within these guidelines.’ … and just no change. And I’m just not really sure who—like 
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there’s no real accountability there. Like… if you’re not following these guidelines, 

who’s the one that says, ‘okay, well you’ve lost your contract.’ I don’t…it’s not very 

clear who that would be (P5). 

Resources 

 Material and human resources also influenced stakeholders’ perceived capacity to create 

healthy food environments. Thus, available resources were a facilitator for action, and a lack of 

resources was a barrier for action. Participants commonly reported funding, staffing, and 

equipment as determining the type and amount of action that settings could take. In particular, 

the availability of material resources, such as grants, was seen as a facilitator to creating action in 

local food environments. As explained by one participant, 

The grant that we received for $5000—I think those are fantastic. It’s not a whole lot of 

money, but it gives you a little bit of flexibility. Like, for example, advertising. So, one of 

the things we’re doing with that grant is we purchased two TV monitors, so (that) we can 

go electronic and put that overtop of the concession door. So now we can change the 

menu, or we can put ‘today’s special is soup and a bun,’ or something like that. Where in 

the past, we wouldn’t have been able to because we would purchase one menu for the 

year—'cause menus are not cheap… you know, four by eight menus that you put over top 

of the concession. They’re not cheap, and because money’s an issue, you do them once a 

year and then you’re stuck with it, right (P12). 

The influence of resources on food environment action was demonstrated when participants were 

describing LEAF impacts. Often, participants would comment on how material and financial 

resources helped contribute to making the reported changes. The impact of such resources was 

particularly salient in one community that made changes in their retail food environments. Here, 
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the LEAF community group used their own financial resources and time to create healthy 

signage for grocery stores.  

Key Champions 

Participants perceived key champions as being vital to LEAF success and sustainability. 

Key champions included individuals, groups, and organizations that could be leaders in creating 

food environment action. Commonly, the need for key champions manifested as the need to have 

a group that could continue meeting and discussing progress related to LEAF. As explained by 

one participant,  

I think one of the key things has been that there really has to be an existing group within 

the community where they’re interested in doing health promotion activities. So, there 

has to be a wellness committee or group that’s interested in improving. Otherwise… 

there’s no way to move it forward, right (P14).  

However, one LEAF project lead felt that there were limitations to this approach in their 

community:  

We’ll probably continue talking about it at our Choosewell meeting, but I don’t see the 

changes coming from a committee and being like—when I hear about that structure, it 

doesn’t seem like it’s going to work for our community. 'Cause that seems like a top-

down structure. Whereas the approach we’re kind of coming from is like educating 

schools, educating the rec centre, the hospital, food service, and the vendors and seeing 

what changes they think they can make. And using the recommendations as like kind of 

potential changes. Because some of the recommendations are pretty general, like 

‘increase the amount of Choose Most Often foods,’ but I don’t think we see having a 

committee that’s kind of deciding which things to work on next (P10). 
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Participants often described support from key champions with decision making power as 

facilitating food environment action. As explained by one LEAF project lead, “I mean, to have a 

champion like a city councillor on our group is like, okay, we can move mountains” (P16). 

However, many communities expressed past difficulties with sustaining the work of key 

champions, as changing priorities created turnover in individual positions. This was 

demonstrated within the context of LEAF in a few communities. As explained by one LEAF 

project lead,  

P5: The person we had, who was a really great champion in that area, isn’t in that role 

anymore. 

I: And he was involved in collecting the data? 

P5: Yeah. Collecting the data and like all of the work with, you know, the rec centers and 

bringing it to council to see if we can make some changes. It’s just—that’s been lost, and 

so it’s also, you know, kind of looking at areas where we had a lot of potential—it just 

isn’t there in the same capacity anymore… just like the whole dynamics of it all have 

changed a little. 

Non-Environmental Impacts: Opening Doors and Continuing Conversations 

 In addition to environmental impacts, participants reported non-environmental impacts of 

LEAF in their community. Namely, LEAF produced a context specific tool that could be used to 

promote and support food environment action through the overarching theme opening doors and 

continuing conversations. Opening doors means intentionally finding and engaging a range of 

community stakeholders in food environment action; continuing conversations means 

strategically following up with these community stakeholders. Participants described two main 

understandings of the purposes of these interactions: gaining buy-in and guiding action. 
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Participants attempted to achieve these goals by using their Mini-NRCs in various ways: raising 

awareness, framing conversations, and aligning priorities. 

Opening doors and continuing conversations was perceived to be a method for achieving 

changes in local food environments. LEAF provided participants with a reason to start 

conversations about food environments and complete assessments in new settings. LEAF also 

provided a reason for LEAF stakeholders to continue connecting with a range of community 

stakeholders, including those engaged during the LEAF process. As explained by one 

participant, 

You know, having gone through the report, the conversations, and the meetings that we 

had has really opened the door for conversation. And so, I think that continuing that 

conversation—continuing to be a support to schools, getting them some resources and 

some materials. You know, being about to find out—find fun ways for them to do healthy 

food things. I think that… that’s really key. Because if we can keep that conversation 

going, then we can continue to make changes (P18).  

The range of purposes for using the Mini-NRC reflects differences in LEAF community 

context, including stakeholders’ perceptions and priorities. Different community stakeholder 

groups required different strategies of engagement and levels of support from LEAF 

stakeholders. For example, stakeholders that prioritized nutrition were more likely to be 

described as taking self-motivated action than stakeholders that valued nutrition. Instead, success 

in settings where stakeholders valued nutrition seemed to depend on continual engagement and 

support from LEAF stakeholders. This difference is reflected in the difference between one 

participant’s interactions with two community stakeholders: 
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So, for the foods teacher, she kind of did that part on her own. She took what we gave 

her, and she implemented it. And put what she could to fit her foods class—she put it into 

the menu. We didn’t really help her with anything past there. At the <public setting>, we 

sat down with her personally, gave her recommendations, and asked what she thought… 

So then executing it… I did more of the grunt work for that, I would say, rather than the 

person working there. So, I actually revamped her menu for her. So, she was like, ‘I want 

to change—I’m open to changing this, this, and this on my menu’… and so it was 

actually me who put together her menu and provided it to her. And when she liked it, 

then she put that on display instead of her old one… The school did more of the 

execution on their own end. But for, let’s say, public places… it was more us doing it—

and her being okay with it though—but not necessarily going, ‘well, I’m going to take 

this home and change the menu myself’ (P3). 

Gaining Buy-in 

 Participants perceived buy-in from local community stakeholders as vital for creating 

healthier food environments. LEAF stakeholders defined buy-in as active support, which they 

differentiated from passive support. As explained by one participant,  

Part of the challenge is getting people involved in a really meaningful way. I mean a lot 

of people will come out to a meeting and say, ‘yeah, that’s a good idea—do that, that’s 

great.’ But I mean getting people really involved, as in committed like they’ll speak to 

their agency, they’re willing to help do the leg work that’s required (P11).  

As such, gaining community buy-in, or active support, for food environment action was one 

main goals of developing and using the Mini-NRC. While developing their Mini-NRCs, some 

communities intentionally used the LEAF process to gain buy-in from community stakeholders 
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(as described in Chapter 4). LEAF project leads often attempted to gain the support of all 

community stakeholders but targeted those viewed as decision-makers. In some cases, 

participants reported increased buy-in as an outcome of LEAF:  

But this (LEAF) has provided kind of more of a springboard to get buy-in and see success 

in the community than when they just go in as a dietitian saying, ‘have you considered 

making this change.’ They’re seeing a lot more success and buy-in through this process 

(P14).  

However, many participants also commented on the need for continued conversations to increase 

community buy-in. As explained by one LEAF project lead, “So, in terms of getting others on 

board—we are working with <lists two public settings>, that kind of thing. But really, outside of 

our little committee, there hasn’t been a ton… it’s still kind of slower going if you will” (P2). 

LEAF stakeholders attempted to gain buy-in during and after LEAF through framing 

conversations, raising awareness, aligning priorities, and guiding action (discussed below). As 

shown in Figure 4, all of these strategies, except framing conversations, have purposes beyond 

gaining buy-in. 

Framing Conversations 

Communities used LEAF and their Mini-NRCs as a way of framing conversations during 

attempts to gain buy-in or build community support for food environment action. As explained 

by one LEAF project lead, “it’s (the Mini-NRC) a really good conversation starter. Like a reason 

to start a conversation with these different organizations, rather than just calling them out of the 

blue and being like, ‘hey, want to talk about healthy eating environments?’” (P10). Participants 

felt that several aspects of their Mini-NRC were useful for framing conversations, which is 
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demonstrated through the subcategories highlighting the collective approach, grades providing 

validation, and re-collecting data as motivating.  

Highlighting the Collective Approach. Participants often felt that a positive and 

collective approach was necessary for creating food environment action. Within the context of 

LEAF, the collective approach was reflected in the Mini-NRC being part of a provincial strategy, 

involving communitywide data collection, and involving input from numerous sectors. Although 

the complete objectivity of the Mini-NRC was debated, participants generally viewed it as a 

collective opinion that was created by various interest groups and was based on evidence and 

best practices. As explained by one participant, 

It’s just nice that it’s not my opinion: it is a group’s opinion. So, ‘here’s our report card, 

this takes into consideration nutrition as health experts are looking at this. (There’s) 

recommendations from private and government agencies. Everybody’s kind of agreed 

that this is our score and where we could be.’ That’s pretty hard to dodge those results. 

It’s pretty hard to argue them when you’re having a conversation with parents or other 

stakeholders…it basically comes across like gospel. This is our report card and this where 

we want to get to. It’s nice (P19). 

When attempting to engage setting stakeholders in food environment action, some 

participants began by highlighting the collective approach, as well as noting that all settings have 

room for improvement. These participants perceived this approach as increasing the likelihood 

that setting stakeholders would be interested in making changes. As explained by one LEAF 

project lead, 

Like when you see something that’s not great, you can’t just call someone out on it, 

right? Well, not call them out, but… it’s easier when you have something like the report 
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card to be like ‘this is why I’m here, and we did it with a bunch of other settings.’ So 

(that) people don’t feel like it’s just them, like its communitywide approach. So, I think 

that’s very useful (P10). 

Some setting stakeholders provided evidence for this assumption, as they stated being 

comforted by the fact that the province and most community settings had room for improvement. 

As explained by one participant, 

So, you know, it would be a little harder to take if every other school in town was an A+, 

and we were a D. Umm but knowing that every school can make improvements… and 

(that) there’s faults with all of us. At least it’s a good start because at least it kind of 

shows, ‘Okay, let’s all get better. Let’s work together through the process. Let’s share 

some common practices that are good for us and go from there’ (P19).  

 Grades Providing Validation. The Mini-NRC provided validation in two ways: for 

settings that scored well, it provided validation for their current actions; for settings scoring 

poorly, it provided validation for the need to make changes. In both situations, the Mini-NRC 

provided a point of reference about what could be done to improve the local food environments.  

 Receiving a high grade on the Mini-NRC provided some settings with the reassurance 

that their actions had positively impacted their setting’s food environments. Participants in these 

settings often shared their Mini-NRC results with relevant stakeholders as a way of validating 

and promoting their current actions. Often, this meant sharing results with groups already on 

board with creating healthy food environments. However, positive results were also used as an 

attempt to gain support from relevant groups that were more resistant to creating healthy food 

environments. For example, one participant described sharing their Mini-NRC with resistant 

parents to validate the setting’s strict requirements for food brought into the centre:  
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I’m just emailing it out—the report card—to my families with our March newsletter…So 

yeah, I’ll be using it. Right now, to send out the results, but… I think that I’ll also be 

using it to help continue to promote our decisions of why we ask for what we ask for—

for food servings—and how to teach the kids (P23). 

 Receiving poor grades in the Mini-NRC validated the arguments of those interested in 

creating healthy food environments. Participants reported using their Mini-NRC to validate the 

need for change during discussions with community members and a wide variety of settings, 

including schools, childcare centres, recreation facilities, and town council. In at least one case, 

the Mini-NRC was used to validate arguments for change within a grant application, as the 

setting’s results illustrated their need for funding:  

But the first thing we decided to tackle was—and it was very timely because there was a 

grant through Choosewell that was available to work on the healthy food available in 

your arena settings…We applied for it, and we were able to get it. And I used the fact that 

this pre-work had been already done—like this benchmarking work had already been 

done—as one of my arguments for why we would be a great fit for it… we had already 

done information showing how desperately we needed a makeover of the food in our 

arena…Yeah, so I used that in my grant application, and we were awarded it (P25). 

Re-collecting as Motivating. Participants felt that the possibility to re-collect data could 

be used to motivate changes in community stakeholders, as it would provide these stakeholders 

with the opportunity to see improvements in their settings (through seeing improvements in their 

grade). As explained by one participant,  

And then maybe we would do our own update to it, right. Like collect more data and see 

how things have changed. 'Cause initially that’s why I was really interested in doing 
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this—to help gauge the change, right. Like there’s nothing worse than when you know 

you’re working so hard towards something, and then you feel like nothing has changed 

anyway. So, with our health champions, and admin, and all those in the school, I think 

they would like to see if it’s made a difference in a few years (P24). 

Evidence of the re-collecting data as a motivating factor was demonstrated in at least one 

setting stakeholder, who continued to engage in discussions about making changes and 

improving grades with LEAF project leads after the Mini-NRC was finalized: 

So, we (participant and the LEAF project lead) talk quite regularly because of the report 

card. How to improve things and how to score points—because I think we scored D 

minus... And she just gave me little tricks that, you know, we don’t have to re-invent 

everything…So little tricks like that that could help us improve our report card. And we 

say report card, but it’s going to improve the services, I guess (P12). 

Guiding Action 

Participants used their Mini-NRCs as a discussion tool for guiding action in settings that 

were interested in creating healthy food environments. In settings where support for food 

environment action was lacking, gaining buy-in was viewed as an important precursor to guiding 

action.  

The Mini-NRC helped to guide action by providing a baseline assessment that could be 

used to monitor progress. As explained by one LEAF project lead,  

We can look at it (their Mini-NRC) and go, ‘Okay, this is how we were doing in 2019. 

Now it’s, you know, 2022, how far have we come from there?’ Right. I think it’s a good 

tool to use as a reminder of the need to continue moving forward and to get better. But it 

gives us something to move forward from (P18).  
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Progress was often monitored through meetings held by LEAF community groups or meetings 

held within specific settings (e.g. school meetings). During these meetings, updates were 

provided, and next steps were discussed:  

Next week we’re at the <school district> admin council meeting again to quickly touch 

base on the benchmarking—we’ve already presented it to them. But then we also discuss 

what changes they’ve made, what’s going well, what are they struggling with, like what 

would be a big win for them in the next year (P13).  

The Mini-NRC helped guide the work of LEAF stakeholders, particularly those whose 

professional roles included creating healthy food environments, by outlining areas and actions 

that community stakeholders deemed as priorities. At times, LEAF stakeholders had the capacity 

to provide the needed support. This meant that some of the community stakeholder requests 

made during the LEAF process were also responded to during the LEAF process. In 

communities that assigned recommendations to specific individuals, recommendations were 

often assigned to health professionals, such as public health dietitians. In some cases, participants 

perceived this to be the result of a lack of community stakeholder accountability to creating 

healthy food environments. As explained by one LEAF project lead, “if I came up with 

something, it was like, ‘well, we’ll assign it to the dietitian.’” (P5). However, involved health 

professionals also noted that many of their assigned recommendations are within their job 

description. As explained by one participant, 

Yeah. So I think this is good data for the dietitians to guide their work in the community, 

right. So, I think you can really look at the data and the recommendations in the report 

card and say, ‘okay, where should I focus my time and energy in this community around 

healthy eating environments for children and youth?’ Right. Which is one of our priority 
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areas of work. So, then they can prioritize their work within the community based on the 

data collection and the data in the report card to guide their actions in the community 

(P14). 

Further, the report card provided tangible tasks for community stakeholders to work on, 

which helped to increase their perceived capacity to create healthy food environments. Tangible 

tasks were especially important for stakeholders that prioritized nutrition but didn’t know where 

to start. As explained by one participant,  

I think like the divisions only want to have healthier school communities. Like, that is 

their goal. And sometimes they just don’t know how to do that. Or sometimes they don’t 

know what. So, if you’re going to come in and just provide support in a positive way, 

then for sure they’re going to be willing and open (P13).  

Many LEAF stakeholders stressed the need for slow, incremental changes towards healthier food 

environments. As explained by one LEAF project lead, incremental changes or “early wins” 

could help build credibility for LEAF and promote future food environment action:  

So, I think what our group will need to do now is work at it—in terms of identifying it’s 

initial target places—where it wants to start to try having some success… so then as that 

starts to make a difference, then we’ll be able to have some success, then you’ve got a 

little bit of credibility in the community—that this is a good thing and it needs to 

happen—and we get some feedback from the public that they’re happy about these 

things, and then I think that will help (P11).  

The need for incremental change was also reinforced by some communities’ past history with 

nutrition-related action. For example, one participant attributed a failed past attempt at providing 

healthy food in a recreation facility as making too many changes at once: “I think they tried it too 
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quickly. They just said, ‘all healthy!’ and didn’t — (laughs) you need to phase it in a little bit” 

(P4). The Mini-NRC structure, which breaks settings down into environments and relevant 

indicators, enables community stakeholders to focus on realistic goals. In some cases, tangible 

tasks increased the accountability of community stakeholders to the goal of creating healthy food 

environments. As explained by one LEAF project lead, 

We (community group) often talked… ‘yeah, well what about healthy eating?’ So, then 

I’d talk a bit, I’d share a few resources, but nobody was really working on it with me. 

Like, you know, I’m a lone person, and I don’t live there. So, until people started to put 

their—it was more of an agenda item, that we had tangible to-dos and things—it wasn’t 

really getting addressed. So, I do feel that it has gained a way bigger profile—like the 

healthy eating and the support. I feel like the committee members always supported it, 

but nobody was helping. And now they’re all helping. So, it’s lovely. For me anyway 

(P2). 

While the Mini-NRC seemed to act as a discussion tool to guide action, at times it guided 

action in a way that was not prescriptive: the Mini-NRC was not used as a static document that 

prescribed change. Instead, it seemed that community stakeholders were using it as a starting 

point and diverged from recommendations when necessary. This is demonstrated in participants’ 

accounts of Mini-NRC impacts, as they often described changes that were related to the Mini-

NRC but were not listed as recommendations. Reported impacts even occurred in settings that 

were not assessed by the community’s Mini-NRC (e.g. a golf course). By using the Mini-NRC to 

guide conversations instead of prescribe action, participants described working with setting 

stakeholders to find actions that they deemed as feasible. In some cases, this meant finding and 
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pursuing alternative actions (i.e. actions not listed in the Mini-NRC). As explained by one 

participant,  

She’s (setting stakeholder) usually able to kind of digest the information and come back 

with something that is much healthier in place of what she had. Maybe not perfect, but a 

good middle ground for the time being as we kind of move towards the final goal (P19). 

Raising Awareness 

Participants commonly reported increased community awareness about the status and 

impact of local food environments on children’s eating behaviours, as this was one of the main 

ways that they were using their Mini-NRCs. Participants understood raising awareness as being 

the first step to creating healthier food environments and outlined two main purposes of raising 

awareness: gaining buy-in and guiding action. At times, the process of raising awareness led to 

food environment action by creating a sense of urgency to act.  

However, most participants reported not being surprised by their Mini-NRC results. They 

attributed their lack of surprise to their prior work experience or long-term residence in the 

community. For the few participants that did report feeling surprised by their Mini-NRC results, 

being involved in the LEAF process led to increased awareness about the status of their local 

food environments. As explained by one LEAF stakeholder, “I guess before this, I never really 

noticed how many non-healthy options were being provided to people. So yeah, I was surprised 

through it all” (P3). Additionally, some participants reported increased awareness in relation to 

their job. When promoting optimal nutrition was part of a participant’s job, LEAF often provided 

useful updates and highlighted areas that needed attention. As explained by one LEAF project 

lead,  
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There were some findings that the health promotion facilitator and I were both like, ‘this 

is part of our job,’ and, ‘this is what we do in your community.’ So, it’s a little surprising 

because they’ll say like, ‘no we have no supports in this.’ … So even just for me, like that 

awareness wasn’t there (P5). 

Although raising awareness often occurred after the Mini-NRC was finalized, some 

communities reported using the LEAF process as a way to raise awareness. For some LEAF 

project leads, recruitment for LEAF was viewed as an opportunity to promote awareness about 

the project: 

And I generally felt that it was better to be more inclusive and go as broad as possible 

because I felt that we don’t—I’m not concerned if they don’t come. I want them to know 

about the project, and it was a way of creating awareness on the project… if I’d invited 

100 people, I wasn’t expecting 100 people to show up. So, I was just using it as an excuse 

to promote the project, and I promoted it to people I didn’t think would actually come. 

So, I used a broader dissemination strategy, broader than probably—I think most people 

you would talk to would say, ‘oh no, don’t invite them,’ you know, ‘because they’re not 

coming.’ But… what my experience has shown me is that, you know, we’re using these 

as a way to promote and market the project, not just to find the worker bees (P11). 

In addition to raising awareness about the status and impact of local food environments, some 

participants described using LEAF as a way to raise community awareness about the available 

supports for creating healthy food environments. Along with posters that were commonly 

distributed at LEAF meetings, this included the contact information and services of LEAF 

stakeholders. As described by one LEAF project lead, 
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I find the most success with those one on one conversations after… just encouraging 

them (community stakeholders) to contact me, either by email or phone. But also, if they 

don’t, just touching base with them to say ‘hey, how’s it going? Is there anything you 

need from me?’ you know. That’s where we’ll have a conversation…to say ‘oh I’m really 

having trouble sourcing things out,’ and we’ll try to brainstorm and find a way to, you 

know, to find solutions to the challenges and barriers they’re finding... And I think the 

more you have that connection back and forth, the more you can kind of make people 

aware that ‘yeah these are partners that can help.’ So, it’s making them aware of the need 

for change and the changes that need to happen, but also making them aware of supports 

that can help them in that process (P8). 

After completing LEAF, communities shared and discussed their community-specific 

results to raise awareness. Participants reported both passive and active methods of sharing. 

Passive methods included sharing their Mini-NRC through email newsletters, blog posts, 

newspaper articles, and radio podcasts. Active methods consisted mostly of presenting the Mini-

NRC to various groups: parent councils, town councils, students, etc. While all communities 

used their Mini-NRCs to raise awareness, they had differing opinions on the best approach and 

their openness to sharing their results (see Chapter 4). Those communities that made their Mini-

NRCs publicly available commented on the need to raise widespread awareness about the status 

and impact of food environments on children’s eating behaviours. As explained by one LEAF 

project lead, 

We thought by sharing it publicly it would help bring greater awareness to the impact that 

settings have on eating. There is still a fair bit of resistance… a little bit of questioning 

about, ‘well, you can’t tell people what they should eat or why they should—why a 
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vending contractor should price it a certain way.’ And it’s like, ‘yes.’ And so, you have 

that conversation about the effect that the eating environment has on people’s choices. 

And how when it’s in a public environment—yes, it’s a private business—but in a public 

environment there is that responsibility, I think, that expectation and awareness that 

you’re impacting people’s health. So, I think by putting it—by making that report card 

public, it would help with some of that awareness and knowledge sharing (P8). 

Creating a Sense of Urgency to act. At times, the process of raising awareness about the 

status of local food environments also worked by creating a sense of urgency to act. This was 

demonstrated through the self-motivated food environment action of community stakeholders. 

Although LEAF stakeholders often provided implementation support, self-motivated community 

stakeholders were described as needing less encouragement than other community stakeholders 

and were willing to dedicate their time to food environment action. As explained by one LEAF 

project lead, “honestly… for the most part, they’ve been kind of self-motivated. So, we give 

them something to do, or they have a direct action, and they can go take it.” (P18). Aligned 

priorities seemed to increase the likelihood that raising awareness would create a sense of 

urgency to act. In individuals with aligned priorities, particularly decision-makers, surprising 

negative results led to quick action to improve these areas. Other factors included policy 

enforcement and available resources. The role of policy enforcement in creating a sense of 

urgency to act was particularly evident within the school setting of one community. Here, raising 

decision-makers awareness of the status of their food environment was sufficient for creating 

action because it informed them that their nutrition policy was not being adhered to. With new 

knowledge that their policy was not being followed, the decision-makers acted quickly, 

contacting relevant parties to outline expectations. Their Mini-NRC not only raised their 
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awareness about the status of their food environments, but it also created an urgency to act. As 

explained by one participant, 

P13: He (superintendent) was just like… ‘what’s going on in that school?’ … like, ‘I 

don’t know, that’s shocking that they have vending machines full of pop,’ for instance… 

But what it helped was (to) make him more aware that this is a conversation. They have a 

nutrition policy, for example. This is something that why have it if nobody’s following 

it…For example… <school name>, that was one of the ones where vending, for instance, 

was just really not great. And actually, quite shocking as well…So, that is where we’re 

making movement… they’ve talked with the vendors of those, they’re getting rid of—

even just like having water fronts on the vending machines as opposed to the pop because 

that’s part of the nutrition policy. And it was just a simple conversation and those things 

have already started to happen… 

I: Was that—I’m just trying to understand. So, did the superintendents share school-

specific data with that school? Or was that you going into those schools? 

P13: So for that specific example, that was after me and the superintendent connected. 

That just was like one piece. Like that school got a pretty bad grade. And I think that—so 

what had happened was the superintendent just connected with that school right away. 

Yeah, so he just—because to him it was important to make a change. He connected with 

that school, looped me in on what was happening, and then that was just more of just an 

urgency of him to do that. 

Creating a sense of urgency to act was also influenced by available resources, such as funding. 

The role of funding was illustrated in a different community, as raising decision-maker 
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awareness led to self-motivated action that was supported by available funding. As explained by 

one LEAF project lead, 

Oh, we did have one small success story… what really stuck with one of the people on 

their nutrition team, at the school, was that healthy eating—or healthy foods—are more 

expensive than unhealthy foods. And so, like quite like soon after, I feel like it was the 

next week, they started subsidizing their fruit and vegetable trays—like just individual 

size trays at the cafeteria. And they reduced the price from $2.50 to $1. And they saw like 

a huge increase in sales… and they just decided to do it on their own. We met with them 

before about making some changes, so they were definitely ready to make changes. But 

then after seeing the report, I guess it was that one that they thought, ‘well, we have the 

nutrition program money.’ So they decided to subsidize fruits and vegetables (P10). 

Aligning Priorities 

Some communities described using the LEAF process and the Mini-NRC as a discussion 

tool to aid the process of aligning priorities among community stakeholders. Aligning priorities 

means bringing community stakeholders’ other priorities into agreement with food environment 

action. Participants reported working to align competing priorities with the goals of gaining buy-

in and guiding action. Several factors were perceived as influencing the process of aligning 

priorities, including available resources and policy enforcement.  

During the process of creating the Mini-NRC, aligning priorities was particularly evident 

during the recommendation meetings. Community stakeholders attending these meetings 

discussed and debated what could and should be done to improve their community’s food 

environments. In some cases, these conversations continued beyond the meetings. Some 

participants described including a wide range of other community stakeholders in creating 
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recommendations to help them understand what recommendations would be perceived as 

acceptable by other relevant parties. As explained by one participant, 

P19: We also talked to our school council—the group of parents there. 'Cause it’s, you 

know, they kind of represent the parents, so we really want to listen to them. And their 

biggest thing was—we had some parents saying, ‘well, look. I give my kids that five 

bucks once a week. They deviate from their regular lunch, and they love the fact that they 

can have fries and gravy once a week.’ Other parents are saying (that) they don’t want to 

have it every day of the week—‘Get rid of it.’ So, it’s an interesting conversation among 

parents about the idea of ‘why is it the school’s job to control and maybe it’s yours.’ And 

we kind of went back and forth. And then, as a parent group, we settled on the sugars 

'cause it’s hard to learn when you’re jacked up on, you know, huge super cans of coke 

and slushes and that kind of stuff. And that’s when we got rid of all those in our building.  

I: Oh, okay. So, you included your parent council in creating recommendations? 

P19: Yes. Yeah. 

Participants also reported using their final Mini-NRC as a discussion tool to help align 

priorities with relevant community stakeholders. For example, LEAF and setting stakeholders 

worked together to align the priorities of creating healthy food environments and maintaining 

profitability. This was described by one setting stakeholder as the search for a “win-win”; he 

asked, “is there a way that we can be healthier and also make money?” (P12). By providing 

LEAF stakeholders with a reason to continually follow up with setting stakeholders, the Mini-

NRC enabled LEAF stakeholders to learn about and respond to the barriers and challenges that 

the setting stakeholders faced in creating healthier food environments. The importance of 

aligning priorities was made clear by one LEAF project lead when she said,  
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But I think the challenge is just working with all the different partners… and knowing 

that healthy eating probably isn’t their priority. It’s certainly mine but not theirs. So, it’s 

helping them recognize how those eating environments really do contribute, and can 

contribute, to their bottom line too (P8). 

In some cases, policy enforcement helped to align priorities and ultimately led to food 

environment action. The role of policy enforcement in aligning priorities was particularly evident 

in the largest community, where it facilitated food environment action in a public building that 

had multiple food vendors. Here, momentum to create healthier food environments had been 

generated before LEAF, as decision-makers were beginning to require vendors to make changes 

in alignment with their nutrition policy. However, although policy enforcement was an enabler 

for change in this location, the setting stakeholder’s perceived barriers to action were preventing 

further changes. Namely, the existence of competing food outlets within the facility was 

preventing change (i.e. competing priorities). In this case, the Mini-NRC served as a discussion 

tool to align priorities among multiple food outlets: 

But again, our AHS facilities have that policy in place, and there’s a lot more push to 

enforce it this year. So, they’re feeling that pressure that they’re going to have to move 

forward anyway. And our cafeteria had actually… previously already moved forward 

with renovating their menu… and so they’ve done really good things. But one of the 

things she (cafeteria stakeholder) identified as a barrier for her was they can’t push too 

far with the vending because then they’re in competition with the gift shop. So, if people 

don’t like what’s in the vending machines, the gift shop has all the junk. So now that 

we’ve addressed the gift shop, hopefully—from all of that snack food perspective—it’s 
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going to be a little bit easier for both to align. So, trying to move all those little pieces 

together in a coordinated fashion (P8). 

Available resources also helped to align priorities. Human resources, such LEAF 

stakeholder time, was needed to learn and respond to the barriers that setting stakeholders faced 

in creating healthy food environments. Material resources were also beneficial to the process of 

aligning priorities. This was made clear in one community that received a grant to help create 

healthy food environments within their recreation facility. Here, the LEAF project leads 

described the success of experimentation offered by the grant, such as sampling healthy foods, as 

helping to align the setting stakeholder’s priorities with providing healthy options. As explained 

by one LEAF project lead, “she (recreation stakeholder) was a little bit reluctant at first. She was 

willing to try, but she didn’t think it would work. And she was really excited that offering these 

healthier choices has increased her business” (P25). 

Summary of Results 

 This chapter outlined the results pertaining to LEAF action and impacts. Analysis of 

LEAF stakeholder interviews revealed environmental and non-environmental impacts from 

LEAF. Non-environmental impacts are represented through the overarching theme opening 

doors and continuing conversations. Categories within this theme represented participants’ main 

understandings of the purposes of using the Mini-NRC (gaining buy-in and guiding action) and 

the ways that they used their Mini-NRCs (raising awareness, framing conversations, and aligning 

priorities). Further, analysis of LEAF stakeholder interviews revealed perceived barriers and 

facilitators to LEAF success and sustainability, including level of engagement, community 

priorities, controllability, policy enforcement, resources, and key champions.  
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Chapter 6: Discussion 

This research project explored the experiences with and impacts of local stakeholder 

engagement in the Local Environment Action on Food project. This chapter begins by separately 

reviewing the findings from each goal within the context of relevant literature. Next, findings 

from each goal are integrated to provide a robust discussion of the collective findings from this 

research project. Integration of findings provides insight into the intimate connection between 

local stakeholder experiences with the LEAF process and resulting LEAF impacts.  

Experiences With LEAF 

Findings from this goal demonstrate that community engagement in collecting and 

reporting on local food environment data was productive for practice and has potential benefits 

for research. Analysis of the LEAF process revealed important implementation insights, 

including an increased understanding of the perceived strengths and weaknesses of the approach. 

Findings are presented in two main themes: building and maintaining relationships and process 

factors. 

We found that relationship building was considered a vital but challenging component of the 

LEAF process. Others have noted the importance and difficulties of relationship building within 

the context of community-based interventions (Montemurro et al., 2014; Raine et al., 2010; 

Willems Van Dijk et al., 2015). For example, in their reflection on the Healthy Alberta 

Communities project, a community-based population health intervention for obesity and chronic 

disease prevention, Raine et al. (2010) described relationship building with local communities as 

a valuable but time-intensive process. We found that LEAF stakeholders built and maintained 

relationships during the LEAF process through three interconnected strategies: treading lightly, 

engaging the right people, and reaching a consensus. Taken together, these strategies provide 
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insight into the complexities and challenges of building and maintaining community 

relationships. Such challenges are best demonstrated through a closer examination of the 

category treading lightly. Based on the experiences with the Alberta NRC (Ferdinands et al., 

2020), we expected that communities would have some concerns about the concept of grading. 

However, the weight that these concerns carried was much larger than expected. Further, this 

research provides insight into how communities can potentially mitigate these concerns. 

Mitigation strategies are represented by the subcategories obtaining permission and 

incorporating requests, using sensitive language, and respecting what exists. Collectively, 

findings from this theme suggest that a strengths-based approach to benchmarking local food 

environments could prove beneficial. Within Minkler and Wallerstein’s (2012) typology of 

community organizing and community building, this strategy aligns with community building 

and capacity building consensus approaches over conflict approaches that focus on advocacy. 

This approach is consistent with best practices of community-based obesity prevention, which 

suggest careful framing of the problem to prevent stigmatization and victim-blaming (King et al., 

2011). Although this guidance was referring to use of the terms “obese” and “obesity” within 

community-based prevention, our findings suggest that it applies to healthy eating and food 

environment work more generally. This is also supported by Vandevijvere and colleagues’ 

(2019) formative assessment of a food environments feedback system in New Zealand, which 

found that participants preferred a positive reward system over one that adopted a blaming or 

shaming approach. Similar to the results of other community-based interventions (Amed et al., 

2015; de Groot et al., 2010), we found that LEAF offered a platform for relationship building 

among interested community stakeholders. During LEAF meetings, stakeholders shared their 
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experiences and responded to each other’s challenges with creating healthy food environments. 

At times, the LEAF process even sparked new partnerships between LEAF stakeholders. 

We found that the LEAF process and relationship building were shaped by numerous process 

factors, including community context, LEAF flexibility, changing players and communication. 

One interesting finding was that changing players, or turnover in stakeholders involved in LEAF, 

created confusion about the LEAF process. Although it was expected that there would be minor 

confusion about the intricacies involved in the LEAF process, we did not expect stakeholders to 

believe that the LEAF research team at the university was responsible for creating report 

recommendations. This finding reinforced results from the communication category: continuous 

and effective communication between involved players is vital. In order to avoid such confusion 

and help create community ownership, we suggest that stakeholders leading participatory 

research or intervention approaches clearly communicate and reiterate important information, 

such as roles or expectations, at each stage of the process. The need for clearly established roles 

and regular communication is supported by findings from other community-based health 

promotion interventions (Amed et al., 2015; de Groot et al., 2010). Similar to our findings, Amed 

et al (2015) found that regular communication between involved parties enabled continuous 

knowledge exchange and promoted relationship building. 

Collectively, findings from this chapter support the use of community engagement or 

participatory methods, such as citizen science, in food environment research and practice. 

Although citizen science has previously been used in food environment work (Chrisinger et al., 

2018; Pomeroy et al., 2017; Sheats et al., 2017), the scope of topics addressed by these studies 

was vastly different: Chrisinger et al (2018) conducted a program evaluation of a healthy corner 

store initiative in Camden, New Jersey; Sheats et al (2017) explored food access in older adults 
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in North San Mateo, California; and Pomeroy et al (2017) described a one-day workshop focused 

exclusively on retail food environments in St. John’s, Newfoundland and Labrador. To our 

knowledge, this is the first study to explore participants’ experiences using a citizen science 

approach to benchmarking children’s food environments. Results from this chapter also 

demonstrate that the LEAF process was flexible and modifiable to each community’s needs, as 

the LEAF process was slightly different in each community (varying in timelines, steps, included 

indicators and settings, etc). This was an intentional aspect of LEAF’s design, in light of 

numerous critiques regarding the lack of adaptability to community context that persists in many 

community-based health promotion interventions (McLaren et al., 2007; Merzel & D’Afflitti, 

2003). Furthermore, themes resulting from this chapter provide further support for the need for 

intervention adaptability and for the importance of community context to intervention 

implementation: both the relationship-building process and the influential process factors varied 

widely across communities and required different strategies to effectively address them. 

Impacts of LEAF 

Chapter 5 contributes to an increased understanding of how local action to promote healthy 

food environments can be created. Analysis of the data revealed that LEAF had both 

environmental and non-environmental impacts. Further, participants provided insight into the 

perceived barriers and facilitators that contribute to sustainable food environment action. 

Findings from this chapter are supported by and build on our team’s experiences with Alberta 

NRC (Ferdinands et al., 2020).  

Participants perceived level of engagement, controllability, community priorities, policy 

enforcement, resources, and key champions as barriers and facilitators to creating food 

environment action. Notably, these factors did not exist in isolation: they commonly acted 
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together to enable, restrict, and determine the possibilities for change. Many of the identified 

barriers and facilitators align with previous research on creating community-based change for 

healthier food environments (Naylor et al., 2015, 2010; Vandevijvere et al., 2019). For example, 

interviews conducted with change agents (i.e. decision-makers) in New Zealand revealed 

concerns about economic barriers, such as the cost of healthy options, and a lack of power due to 

non-local control (Vandevijvere et al., 2019). In contrast to our findings, after exploring the 

experiences of improving food environments in twelve prize-winning communities, Willems 

Van Dijk et al (2015) identified that measuring progress and using evidence effectively were 

common community challenges. Promisingly, LEAF may offer a means to actually overcome 

some of the barriers found in this research and in extant literature. In regard to the barriers found 

within this research, LEAF’s effects are demonstrated through its non-environmental impacts 

(discussed below). LEAF’s potential to overcome other barriers, such as measuring progress and 

using evidence effectively (Willems Van Dijk et al., 2015), is as follows. First, LEAF embeds 

evidence-informed strategies within the intervention framework, as communities are collecting 

data on and working towards achieving evidence-informed benchmarks of healthy food 

environments. Second, if repeated, the Mini-NRCs provide communities with a way of 

measuring incremental progress in a variety of areas and settings.  

Participants reported environmental impacts from LEAF in all five food environments. 

However, most impacts occurred in the physical and communication environments, and only a 

few communities reported changes in their economic, social, and political environments. 

Furthermore, while communities attempted to create changes in a wide variety of settings, there 

was a lack of action reported in retail food environments. Notably, many of the reported impacts 

pertained to sharing resources, such as healthy eating posters. Further, participants commonly 
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characterized food environment changes as ongoing and incremental, as they reported on 

progress towards recommendations and plans for action. This is reflected in the use of the 

present tense (e.g. increasing) in our table of LEAF impacts (Table 6). While this could be 

interpreted as LEAF having limited environmental impacts, we argue that it provides support for 

Wallerstein and colleague’s (2015) argument that “change is not time bound but requires long-

term commitment to tackle ‘wicked,’ that is, intractable and multilayer social and health 

problems” (p. 286).  

Beyond the environmental impacts, participants also reported non-environmental impacts of 

LEAF. Namely, LEAF created a context specific tool that communities could use to promote and 

support food environment action. This is represented by the overarching theme opening doors 

and continuing conversations, which encompasses the diverse ways that LEAF stakeholders used 

their Mini-NRCs. A diverse and adaptable tool was beneficial, given the different barriers and 

facilitators that influenced food environment action both within and between communities. 

Similar to the Alberta NRC (Ferdinands et al., 2020), results from this chapter suggest that the 

Mini-NRCs are a tool to raise awareness about the current status and impact of food 

environments on children’s eating behaviours. Typically, raising awareness was viewed as the 

first step for gaining buy-in and guiding action. These findings align with the broader health 

promotion literature: Rissel and Bracht (1999) highlight community readiness and community 

awareness as prerequisites to creating goals and strategies for local action. One interesting 

finding was that the report card provided guidance for action in a way that was not prescriptive. 

This was apparent during interviews, as some participants struggled to answer the question “have 

any recommendations been achieved,” but had less difficulty providing information about 

“changes related to their Mini-NRC.” Although this finding was initially surprising, it became 
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less so when we considered Potvin’s (2017) argument that “health promotion interventions are 

conceived as being constantly created and recreated through their adaptation to local conditions” 

(p. 368). Therefore, this finding reinforced the need for an approach that was modifiable, even 

after it was “implemented” within the community. 

Synthesis of Findings 

Integrating understandings of the experiences with and impacts of LEAF highlights 

connections between the two chapters and provides insight for creating, implementing, and 

evaluating future community-based health promotion interventions. Although each chapter has 

its own distinct themes and categories, at times there was overlap between them. Some overlap 

between findings was expected, as it is logical that a community’s experience creating a Mini-

NRC would influence its subsequent impact on food environment action. The overlap in findings 

is best demonstrated by examining the importance of community relationships. Community 

relationships were vital to both the LEAF process and LEAF impact, which is represented by the 

themes building and maintaining relationships and opening doors and continuing conversations 

respectively. The importance of positive community relationships to local food environment 

actions has been noted by others: Willems Van Dijk et al. (2015) identify “working together,” or 

a collaborative strategy involving multiple sectors, as an important component for food 

environment action in all communities included in their study. Unlike this research project, the 

most commonly expressed challenge by communities in their study was coordinating 

organizations to maximize action and minimize duplication. Evidence from this research 

suggests that LEAF may provide a solution to this challenge, as some participants reported using 

their Mini-NRC to track the progress of involved organizations or community stakeholders.  
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Furthermore, how the LEAF process unfolded in each community could have important 

implications for the usability and potential impact of the Mini-NRC. For example, by using 

strategies to tread lightly, each community attempted to create a product that could be used to 

engage community stakeholders in creating healthier food environments. If the Mini-NRC did 

not achieve the goal of treading lightly, and setting stakeholders became defensive or dismissed 

the results, they might be less likely to engage in food environment action. Support for this 

assertion can be found in one community, as a LEAF project lead believed that a school setting 

disengaged from the LEAF process and subsequent food environment action in fear of receiving 

poor grades. Further, how communities choose to create their Mini-NRC likely influences how 

they choose to use it: anonymizing data may increase their likelihood to use a broader 

dissemination strategy, such as posting their Mini-NRC online. Another connection between 

experiences with the LEAF process and resulting LEAF impacts relates to the level of 

community engagement. As mentioned above, levels of community engagement in the LEAF 

process varied widely among involved communities. At times, this led to communities 

undertaking strategies found within chapter 5 (e.g. aligning priorities) during the LEAF process. 

As a result, higher levels of community engagement in the LEAF process may have enabled 

communities to report more environmental impacts at the time of interview, including reporting 

that some impacts occurred during the LEAF process. For example, two communities that 

described extensive community engagement during the LEAF process also reported the most 

environmental impacts from LEAF. However, this might have been influenced by the high 

number of interview participants from these communities compared to other communities in the 

sample.  
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Integration of findings can also provide insight into the relevance of community-level 

indicators. The fact that most changes occurred within the physical and communication 

environments may suggest that provincial indicators from the physical environment are 

perceived by LEAF stakeholders as more relevant or actionable at the community level. Support 

for this assertion can be found by examining the indicators chosen for each Mini-NRC. Although 

the Alberta NRC has only six indicators for the physical environment, all of these were chosen 

by at least one community. In comparison, although the Alberta NRC has eight indicators for the 

economic environment, only three were chosen by at least one community in the sample. On 

average, communities included five physical environment indicators and 2.43 economic 

indicators in their Mini-NRCs. Further support can be found within the category perceived 

controllability: as explained by one participant, “some of the indicators were probably lower 

priority just because they weren’t really within our capacity. Like food skills in middle schools. 

That’s a curriculum and a funding issue. And so, things that we really didn’t have a lot of control 

over, we probably focused on far less.” 

Summary 

This chapter reviewed findings from the research project’s two main goals (LEAF process 

and action) within the context of relevant literature. Further, by integrating the findings from 

each goal, it provided insight into the connection between local stakeholder experiences with the 

LEAF process and resulting LEAF impacts. 
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Chapter 7: Conclusion 

Findings from this research support the use of community engagement in both food 

environment assessments and health promotion interventions. Through the development of a 

context specific tool that could be used to engage community stakeholders (i.e. the Mini-NRC), 

we found that the Local Environment Action on Food (LEAF) project was perceived to be a 

stimulus or support for change towards the creation of healthy food environments. Overall, 

participants provided positive feedback for the approach and reported both environmental and 

non-environmental impacts from LEAF. Their experiences revealed the importance of 

relationships to LEAF and provided insight into strategies that could aid in relationship building. 

Further, they provided insights into the barriers and facilitators that often acted together to 

enable, restrict, and determine the possibilities for change towards healthy food environments at 

the community level. 

Strengths 

A major strength of this research was that data were collected and analyzed concurrently. 

Within each community, this allowed me to adapt the interview guide and explore unanticipated 

findings from earlier interviews with subsequent participants. Between communities, this 

enabled me to dive deeper into unexpected or underdeveloped categories. Another strength of 

this research project was the inclusion of multiple diverse LEAF communities. This allowed for 

a more in-depth examination of LEAF than if only a single community was selected, as it 

enabled comparison of similarities and differences between communities. Additionally, 

analyzing experiences with and impacts of LEAF across communities helped generate a greater 

understanding of contextual factors that acted as barriers or facilitators to LEAF success, as it 

highlighted the specific conditions in which certain findings occurred. As such, findings of this 
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research may apply to other LEAF communities. Furthermore, although there is increasing 

availability of tools and resources to measure and evaluate processes of community engagement 

and capacity, Wallerstein et al. (2015) argue that qualitative methods are needed to holistically 

capture community-level processes and outcomes. Thus, a final strength of this research was the 

use of qualitative methods to build an understanding of the nuances and contextual factors that 

influence the LEAF process and impacts.  

Limitations 

This research project has several limitations. First, although supplementary data were used to 

contextualize findings from participant interviews, these findings largely represent the views of 

individuals involved in the first seven LEAF communities that agreed to participate in this 

research project. It is possible that other LEAF stakeholders had different or opposing 

experiences with and perceptions of LEAF. Second, this research is limited by a small sample 

size within each community due to the limited number of potential participants to draw from. As 

discussed in the results above, there was a high level of turnover among LEAF stakeholders. 

This created recruitment difficulties, as contact information for LEAF stakeholders changed, and 

few individuals had knowledge pertaining to all aspects of LEAF. However, the resulting sample 

for each community included at least one LEAF project lead. These individuals were considered 

to be key informants, as they could provide detailed information about the LEAF process and 

impacts. To mitigate the effects of turnover and achieve a larger and more diverse sample, it may 

be beneficial to conduct a short questionnaire at multiple points during and after the LEAF 

process. Questionnaires could also help gain a broader understanding of LEAF impacts: multiple 

participants reported not knowing the full extent of LEAF impacts, as they had limited capacity 

to follow up with all involved settings. Finally, environmental impacts (Table 6) from this 
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research are self-reported and were not verified by the research team or evaluated for their 

effectiveness. Although outside verification and evaluation might prove beneficial, it was outside 

the scope of this thesis project. 

Implications and Recommendations 

Research 

This research addressed a number of gaps in the literature. While the importance of creating 

and implementing programs and policies that change the collective determinants of eating 

behaviour is clear, how to achieve this goal remains unclear. Further, although there has been 

recent public support for action to create healthier food environments in Canada (Bhawra et al., 

2018; Kongats et al., 2019), more pressure from the general public is critical to create successful 

food programs and policies. Findings from this research suggest that community engagement in 

benchmarking local food environments could provide an effective method to build public 

awareness, demand, and action towards healthier food environments at the community level. 

This aligns with the broader health promotion literature, as local engagement in community 

analysis has been described as a method to raise local awareness, ownership, and commitment 

for action (Rissel & Bracht, 1999). We found that community engagement facilitated the process 

of benchmarking local food environments, as LEAF stakeholders utilized their pre-existing 

community relationships to create their Mini-NRC. Pre-existing trusting community 

relationships were advantageous, given that others have described relationship building between 

outside researchers and community members to be a lengthy and challenging process (Raine et 

al., 2010). However, given the novelty of this intervention, additional research is warranted to 

determine its effectiveness. Although the use of qualitative methods was a strength of this 

research, we suggest that future research integrate quantitative methods to more robustly 
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measure the short, medium, and long-term effects of benchmarking local food environments. 

Short surveys or questionnaires administered during and after the LEAF process might provide 

additional insight into the experiences and impacts of benchmarking local food environments. 

Another potential way to examine the impact of LEAF could be through a longitudinal analysis 

of communities’ Mini-NRCs in search of changes to grades. Of course, this would depend on 

communities’ interest and ability to re-create their Mini-NRC at a later date. Further, although 

this research project included a sample of diverse communities, the range in community 

population was relatively narrow (~1000-60,000 people). Future research should be conducted to 

better understand the feasibility and nuances of benchmarking food environments in larger 

communities. This approach should also be piloted in other provinces, as all communities in this 

sample shared a similar provincial political and social context. If deemed successful, this 

approach could be applied to communities across Canada. 

Previous research has also highlighted the problematic use of solely clinical indicators, such 

as BMI, to measure the success of community-based interventions that attempt to create 

environmental and policy changes (Lytvyak et al., 2016; Raine et al., 2013). One of LEAF’s 

goals was to create community-level indicators that could be used to track and monitor smaller 

scale progress towards the creation of healthier food environments. Results from this research 

suggest that some indicators from the provincial (Alberta) NRC, particularly those within the 

physical environment, are applicable to the community level. However, findings also suggest 

that more work is required to create community-level indicators that highlight important areas of 

action, particularly within the economic and political environments.  

Finally, although associations between aspects of food environments and individuals’ diet-

related outcomes have been demonstrated in the Canadian context, food environment research is 
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still young, and a clear and comprehensive understanding of the Canadian food environment is 

lacking (Health Canada, 2013). Findings from this research suggest that LEAF bears potential to 

advance food environment research and generate a more holistic picture of Alberta’s, or even 

Canada’s, food environments. Further, it could address some of the identified barriers to creating 

a provincial NRC. Namely, if results from the Mini-NRCs were integrated into the Alberta NRC, 

it could address the struggle to “capture nuances at the local community level” (Ferdinands et al., 

2020, p. 9).  

Practice 

Findings from this research have several implications for practice. First, as LEAF continues 

to be implemented in new communities, the results from this research provide important 

considerations for LEAF communities and the LEAF research team. Relationship building and 

the strategies that comprise it played a key role in determining the LEAF process and impacts. 

Therefore, communities should take time to consider the relationships that are vital to food 

environment action within their context and strive to strengthen these connections. Further, 

communities should consider the use of a strengths-based approach to benchmarking food 

environments, given that it fits with the goals of their Mini-NRC. Second, using a citizen science 

approach to benchmarking local food environments had positive implications for community 

members interested in creating healthy food environments. This work fit within the 

organizational goals of many LEAF project leads, as they often held positions as public health 

dietitians. Participants often commented on the need for sustainable food environment efforts in 

order to see meaningful progress. For some, this included re-creating their Mini-NRC in the 

future as a way of measuring their actions. While some participants had ideas about how this 

could be done without research support, it is unlikely that the current methodology for creating a 
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Mini-NRC would be possible without the support and resources of the LEAF research team. We 

recommend the creation of a web application to aid communities in carrying out independent 

food environment assessments. Further, we suggest the creation of a communication platform or 

network for communities to share challenges and successes relevant to creating healthy food 

environments. This could allow communities to more effectively respond to the numerous 

challenges that prevent the creation of healthy local food environments.  

Policy 

 Findings from this research have several implications for policy. First, in order to 

promote the sustainability of food environment work, we suggest that the process of 

benchmarking food environments becomes embedded within the job description of community 

dietitians or other relevant health professionals. As mentioned in the results, participants often 

felt that LEAF fit within the scope of their job and sometimes even enhanced their regular work. 

As explained by one participant,  

And then I think what I’ve heard from all of the ones (public health dietitians) that have 

gotten to the kind of sharing the results, is that they all felt like this is one of the most 

impactful pieces of work they’ve done… From the perspective of really engaging the 

community and getting people all working together around healthy eating environments. 

That’s not always a hot seller, right. And so, this has been really good to get that sort of 

work spring boarded. 

We believe that embedding the LEAF process within the roles of relevant health professionals 

would provide a tool for those best positioned to use it. For example, health professionals, such 

as public health dietitians, could help address some of the perceived barriers to creating healthy 

food environments that were found by this research, including a lack of resources and competing 
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priorities. Second, we suggest the availability of dedicated financial and human resources for 

creating and monitoring local food policies. Given that policy influencers have been described as 

“the ultimate gatekeepers of healthy public policy” (Kongats et al., 2019, p. 1501), we suggest 

that this includes dedicated financial resources allotted for policy influencers to participate in 

community-based projects such as LEAF. These recommendations are supported by the findings 

from this research. First, we found that resources, particularly financial resources, influenced a 

community’s perceived ability to create and monitor local food environment policies. Second, 

although many participants expressed wanting engagement from policy influencers in LEAF, at 

times they struggled to achieve this. The positive impact of policy influencer engagement in 

LEAF was especially clear in one community. As expressed by the LEAF project lead, “I mean, 

to have a champion like the city councillor on our group is like, okay, we can move mountains… 

You know, somebody at a much higher level can move things that those of us at lower levels 

can’t.”1 

  

                                                
1 However, due to budget cuts, the city councillor mentioned in this quote was forced to step down from several 
community committees which was likely to include ending her involvement in LEAF.  
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Appendix A. The LEAF Team and Corresponding Roles in the Research Project 

 

Overall Project Team Role in Research Project 

LEAF Research Team 

Dr. Kim Raine 
Provided guidance and support for the direction and 
execution of the research project. 

Krista Milford 

Breanne Aylward Primarily responsible for this research project and 
directly involved with conducting the research. 

Organizational Partners 
Alberta Health Services Provided access to participants and could aid in 

disseminating research findings. Alberta Healthy Communities 

Community Partners 

Community A 
Communities that underwent LEAF and were included 
in the sample for this research project. They are the 
setting where the organizational and individual partners 
operate and could provide a location for end-of-grant 
KT activities. 

Community B 
Community C 
Community D 
Community E 
Community F 
Community G  

Individual Partners 

Health practitioners and policymakers 
that work for the organizational 
partners. Some of the individual partners that were involved in 

LEAF in sampled communities served as participants. 
They were also included as partners in the larger BFE 
project (helping to shape this research project’s 
approach and will provide assistance in end-of-grant 
KT). 

Individuals holding leadership and 
decision-making roles in health 
organizations, such as Alberta Healthy 
Communities and Alberta Health 
Services. 
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Appendix B. Consent for Release of Contact Information 

Title of the Project   Impact of Local Environment Action on Food: Key Informant Interviews 
 
Research Investigators   
 
Dr. Kim Raine , 4-077 ECHA, 11405 – 87 Ave, Edmonton, Alberta, Canada  T6G 1C9, Tel. 
780.492.9415, Email: kim.raine@ualberta.ca 
 
Dr. Candace Nykiforuk, 3-291 ECHA, 11405 – 87 Ave, Edmonton, Alberta, Canada  T6G 1C9 , 
Tel.780.492.4109, Email: candace.nykiforuk@ualberta.ca 
 
Dr. Katerina Maximova, 3-268 ECHA, 11405 – 87 Ave, Edmonton, Alberta, Canada  T6G 1C9, 
Tel. 780.248.2076, Email: katerina.maximova@ualberta.ca 
 
Dr. Dana Olstad, 3E16, 3280 Hospital Drive NW Calgary, AB T2N 4Z6, Tel. 403.210.8673, 
Email: dana.olstad@ucalgary.ca 
 
This form is for you to provide consent for a member of the study team to contact you to tell you 
more about the research study and see if you might be interested in taking part. 
 
Study Summary 
 
The Local Environment Action on Food project works with communities to do environmental 
scans (Mini Nutrition Report Cards) in settings (e.g. school, cafeterias, childcare centres, rec 
centres, etc.) where children eat and rate how healthy the food choices are, as well as how 
current policies and actions may act as barriers or facilitators to positive change, with the goal 
of finding ways to make healthy eating easier. Concerned community members and 
health professionals are asked to do the environmental scan by collecting this food information 
and with our team co-create recommendations for making healthy eating easier. The finished 
product comprised of a written report and a community info-graphic is presented back to the 
community. 
 
We have worked together with you and your team of community members to complete the Mini 
Nutrition Report Card for your community and at this time, we are inviting all interested 
community members and professionals that engaged in this process and related meetings and 
teleconferences to be interviewed by telephone to share your experiences. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

mailto:kim.raine@ualberta.ca
mailto:candace.nykiforuk@ualberta.ca
mailto:katerina.maximova@ualberta.ca
https://maps.google.com/?q=3280+Hospital+Drive+NW+Calgary,+AB+T2N+4Z6&entry=gmail&source=g
mailto:dana.olstad@ucalgary.ca
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Completing this form does not provide consent to participate in the study.  You do not need 
to provide your contact information at all.   
 
CONSENT: 
By signing this consent, I give permission to the study team to contact me in order to give 
me more information about this study and to be asked to participate in the study.   
 
Name: ____________________________________ 
 
Phone number: ___________________________________ 
 
Signature: __________________________________   Date: ___________________ 
 
 
Person obtaining consent: 
 
Name: __________________________    Signature: ______________________________ 
 
Date:  __________________________ 
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Appendix C. Consent for Release of Documents  

INFORMATION LETTER 

 

Title of the Project   Impact of Local Environment Action on Food project: Community 
Engagement Process 

 

Research Investigators  

Dr. Kim Raine , 4-077 ECHA, 11405 – 87 Ave, Edmonton, Alberta, Canada  T6G 1C9, Tel. 
780.492.9415, Email: kim.raine@ualberta.ca 

Dr. Candace Nykiforuk, 3-291 ECHA, 11405 – 87 Ave, Edmonton, Alberta, Canada  T6G 1C9 , 
Tel.780.492.4109, Email: candace.nykiforuk@ualberta.ca 

Dr. Katerina Maximova, 3-268 ECHA, 11405 – 87 Ave, Edmonton, Alberta, Canada  T6G 1C9, 
Tel. 780.248.2076, Email: katerina.maximova@ualberta.ca 

Dr. Dana Olstad, 3E16, 3280 Hospital Drive NW Calgary, AB T2N 4Z6, Tel. 403.210.8673, 
Email: dana.olstad@ucalgary.ca 

 

Background 

Increasingly, new evidence reveals how food environments shape the availability, affordability, 
and social acceptability of food and nutrition choices, and demonstrating associations between 
food environments and diet-related outcomes. At the School of Public Health, our research team 
wants to find ways to prevent cancer through healthy eating by working with communities to 
identify opportunities to improve food environments. 

The Local Environment Action on Food project works with communities to do environmental 
scans in settings (e.g. school, cafeterias, childcare centres, rec centres, etc.) where children eat 
and rate how healthy the food choices are, as well as how current policies and actions may act as 
barriers or facilitators to positive change, with the goal of finding ways to make healthy eating 
easier. Concerned community members and health professionals are asked to do the 
environmental scan by collecting this food information and with our team co-
create recommendations for making healthy eating easier. The project coordinator provides 
communities a two-hour orientation to assist in the environmental scan. Following this, two 30-
minute teleconference meetings between the research team and the community help to clarify the 
environmental scan information collected, then co-create recommendations to make healthier 
eating easier. The finished product comprised of a written report and a community info-graphic 
is presented back to the community. 

mailto:kim.raine@ualberta.ca
mailto:candace.nykiforuk@ualberta.ca
mailto:katerina.maximova@ualberta.ca
https://maps.google.com/?q=3280+Hospital+Drive+NW+Calgary,+AB+T2N+4Z6&entry=gmail&source=g
mailto:dana.olstad@ucalgary.ca
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Purpose 

This Information Letter/Consent Form is pertaining to the notes arising from the aforementioned 
meetings and teleconferences regarding the environmental scan. These notes are compiled by the 
project coordinator and then typed into electronic files. The intention is to use the notes for 
research purposes to facilitate understanding of the process of the environmental scan on food 
environments, which may be a valuable contribution to our knowledge about making 
community-based change in food environments. 

 

Study Procedures  

We are asking for your permission to use the notes from the aforementioned meetings and 
teleconferences. 

 

Benefits 

There is no direct benefit to you from the research team using the notes from meetings for 
research purposes. We truly appreciate the time you give in these meetings and teleconferences.  

 

Risks 

No known risks. 

 

Confidentiality 

Any names or identifying information will not be recorded in the minutes and notes from 
meetings and teleconferences. The data will be kept in secured storage cabinets and on secured 
servers in the School of Public Health at the University of Alberta. The data will be kept for the 
duration of the project till Fall 2021 and for 5 years following. After that time the files will be 
deleted. The only individuals that will have access to this data will be the principal investigator 
(Dr. Kim Raine) and her supervised staff and students. 

 

Voluntary Participation/ Freedom to Withdraw 

Participation in meetings and teleconferences is completely voluntary; therefore, you may choose 
not to attend meetings and teleconferences. Following meetings and teleconferences the notes 
cannot be withdrawn. 
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Future Use of the Data 

 

We will report findings at conferences, or in published material, your name will not appear in 
any report.  

 

Additional contacts 

 

The plan for this study has been reviewed by a Research Ethics Board at the University of 
Alberta. If you have questions about your rights or how research should be conducted, you can 
call (780) 492-2615.  This office is independent of the researchers. 
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CONSENT FORM 

 

Title of the Project Impact of Local Environment Action on Food  

Research Investigators 

Dr. Kim Raine, 4-077 ECHA, 11405 – 87 Ave, Edmonton, Alberta, Canada  T6G 1C9, Tel. 
780.492.9415, Email: kim.raine@ualberta.ca 

Dr. Candace Nykiforuk, 3-291 ECHA, 11405 – 87 Ave, Edmonton, Alberta, Canada  T6G 1C9, 
Tel.780.492.4109, Email: candace.nykiforuk@ualberta.ca 

Dr. Katerina Maximova, 3-268 ECHA, 11405 – 87 Ave, Edmonton, Alberta, Canada  T6G 1C9, 
Tel. 780.248.2076, Email: katerina.maximova@ualberta.ca 

Dr. Dana Olstad, 3E16, 3280 Hospital Drive NW Calgary, AB T2N 4Z6, Tel. 403.210.8673, 
Email: dana.olstad@ucalgary.ca 

 

 

 

Consent Statement 

 

I have read this form and the research study has been explained to me.  I have been given the 
opportunity to ask questions and my questions have been answered.  If I have additional 
questions, I have been told whom to contact. I agree to participate in the research study described 
above and will receive a copy of this consent form. I will receive a copy of this consent form 
after I sign it. 

 

______________________________________________  _______________ 

Participant’s Name (printed) and Signature    Date 

 

_______________________________________________  _______________ 

Name (printed) and Signature of Person Obtaining Consent  Date  

 

 

 

mailto:kim.raine@ualberta.ca
mailto:candace.nykiforuk@ualberta.ca
mailto:katerina.maximova@ualberta.ca
https://maps.google.com/?q=3280+Hospital+Drive+NW+Calgary,+AB+T2N+4Z6&entry=gmail&source=g
mailto:dana.olstad@ucalgary.ca
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Appendix D. Consent to Participate 

INFORMATION LETTER 

Title of the Project   Impact of Local Environment Action on Food: Key Informant Interviews 

Research Investigators   

Dr. Kim Raine , 4-077 ECHA, 11405 – 87 Ave, Edmonton, Alberta, Canada  T6G 1C9, Tel. 
780.492.9415, Email: kim.raine@ualberta.ca 

Dr. Candace Nykiforuk, 3-291 ECHA, 11405 – 87 Ave, Edmonton, Alberta, Canada  T6G 1C9 , 
Tel.780.492.4109, Email: candace.nykiforuk@ualberta.ca 

Dr. Katerina Maximova, 3-268 ECHA, 11405 – 87 Ave, Edmonton, Alberta, Canada  T6G 1C9, 
Tel. 780.248.2076, Email: katerina.maximova@ualberta.ca 

Dr. Dana Olstad, 3E16, 3280 Hospital Drive NW Calgary, AB T2N 4Z6, Tel. 403.210.8673, 
Email: dana.olstad@ucalgary.ca 

Background 
Increasingly, new evidence reveals how food environments shape the availability, affordability, 
and social acceptability of food and nutrition choices, and demonstrating associations between 
food environments and diet-related outcomes. At the School of Public Health, our research team 
wants to find ways to prevent cancer through healthy eating by working with communities to 
identify opportunities to improve food environments. 
The Local Environment Action on Food project works with communities to do environmental 
scans in settings (e.g. school, cafeterias, childcare centres, rec centres, etc.) where children eat 
and rate how healthy the food choices are, as well as how current policies and actions may act as 
barriers or facilitators to positive change, with the goal of finding ways to make healthy eating 
easier. Concerned community members and health professionals are asked to do the 
environmental scan by collecting this food information and with our team co-
create recommendations for making healthy eating easier. The project coordinator provides 
communities a two-hour orientation to assist in the environmental scan. Following this, two 30-
minute teleconference meetings between the research team and the community help to clarify the 
environmental scan information collected, then co-create recommendations to make healthier 
eating easier. The finished product comprised of a written report and a community info-graphic 
is presented back to the community. 
You are asked to be in this study because you have collaborated in the environmental scan, and 
attended meetings and teleconferences. We want to learn about your experience collecting local 
level data/reporting on food-related policies and any impacts from this. 

Purpose 
This Information Letter/Consent Form is asking you to participate in a telephone interview with 
the project coordinator or research assistant. The intention is to use the transcript from the 
telephone interview for research purposes to facilitate understanding of the process of the 

mailto:kim.raine@ualberta.ca
mailto:candace.nykiforuk@ualberta.ca
mailto:katerina.maximova@ualberta.ca
https://maps.google.com/?q=3280+Hospital+Drive+NW+Calgary,+AB+T2N+4Z6&entry=gmail&source=g
mailto:dana.olstad@ucalgary.ca
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environmental scan on food environments, which may be a valuable contribution to our 
knowledge about making community-based change in food environments. 

Study Procedures  
Once you have provided consent for a member of the study team to contact you, either the 
Research Project Coordinator, Krista Milford, or the Research Assistant, Breanne Aylward, will 
contact you to see if you would like to share your experiences in a telephone interview (30 
minutes to 1 hour in length). The telephone interview will be at a time that is convenient for your 
schedule.  

Benefits 
We truly appreciate the time you will give to help us further understand the process, impact, and 
outcomes of the environmental scan on food environments, which may be a valuable 
contribution to our knowledge about making community-based change in food environments. At 
the end of the interview, you will be mailed a small gift card in the amount of $25.00 to show our 
appreciation. 

Risks 
No known risks. 

Confidentiality 
Any names or identifying information will be removed; therefore, the resulting transcripts will 
only have numbers instead of actual names. The data will be kept in secured storage cabinets and 
on secured servers in the School of Public Health at the University of Alberta. The only 
individuals that will have access to this data will be the principal investigator (Dr. Kim Raine) 
and her supervised staff and students. If you would like a copy of the research findings, please let 
us know following the interview.  

Voluntary Participation/ Freedom to Withdraw 
Participation is completely voluntary, you may choose not to answer any question or end the 
interview at any point. If you wish to withdraw your data from the study, please indicate this at 
the end of the interview. After that point, there will not be an opportunity to withdraw your data. 

Future Use of the Data 
We will report findings at conferences, or in published material, your name will not appear in 
any report.  

Additional contacts 
The plan for this study has been reviewed by a Research Ethics Board at the University of 
Alberta. If you have questions about your rights or how research should be conducted, you can 
call (780) 492-2615.  This office is independent of the researchers. 

If you are interested in taking part in this study, please contact Krista Milford at 780-492-5911 or 
by email at krista.milford@ualberta.ca  at your earliest convenience to arrange an interview. The 
following Consent Form is to be signed, scanned and emailed to Krista prior to the interview.   
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CONSENT FORM 

Title of the Project Impact of Local Environment Action on Food: Key Informant Interviews 

Research Investigators 

Dr. Kim Raine , 4-077 ECHA, 11405 – 87 Ave, Edmonton, Alberta, Canada  T6G 1C9, Tel. 
780.492.9415, Email: kim.raine@ualberta.ca 

Dr. Candace Nykiforuk, 3-291 ECHA, 11405 – 87 Ave, Edmonton, Alberta, Canada  T6G 1C9 , 
Tel.780.492.4109, Email: candace.nykiforuk@ualberta.ca 

Dr. Katerina Maximova, 3-268 ECHA, 11405 – 87 Ave, Edmonton, Alberta, Canada  T6G 1C9, 
Tel. 780.248.2076, Email: katerina.maximova@ualberta.ca 

Dr. Dana Olstad, 3E16, 3280 Hospital Drive NW Calgary, AB T2N 4Z6, Tel. 403.210.8673, 
Email: dana.olstad@ucalgary.ca 

 

Consent Statement 

 

I have read this form and the research study has been explained to me.  I have been given the 
opportunity to ask questions and my questions have been answered.  If I have additional 
questions, I have been told whom to contact. I agree to participate in the research study described 
above and will receive a copy of this consent form. I will receive a copy of this consent form 
after I sign it. 

 

______________________________________________  _______________ 

Participant’s Name (printed) and Signature    Date 

 

_______________________________________________  _______________ 

Name (printed) and Signature      Date 

 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:kim.raine@ualberta.ca
mailto:candace.nykiforuk@ualberta.ca
mailto:katerina.maximova@ualberta.ca
https://maps.google.com/?q=3280+Hospital+Drive+NW+Calgary,+AB+T2N+4Z6&entry=gmail&source=g
mailto:dana.olstad@ucalgary.ca
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Appendix E. LEAF Stakeholder Interview Guide 

A. Topic Area: The process and perceived utility of collecting local level data/reporting on 

food-related policies: 

1. Question: Can you tell us about your experience collecting Indicator Data?  

a. Probes:  

1.What helped?  

2.What hindered?  

3.Where did you go?  

4.What did you do?  

5.Who did you engage?  

6.Did you ever have any fears of infringing on people’s privacy?  

7.How did you find the online tool/orientation?  

8.Were there hindrances with the online tool?  

2. Question: After you collected the Indicator Data, please tell us about your experience in 

interpreting the data and then coming up with recommendations.  

a. Probes:  

1.Did you engage other community members in coming up with 

recommendations?  

2.How did you prioritize what you were going to recommend?  

3.How did you determine what was practical and relevant to your 

community? 

B. Topic Area: Examples of the impact of Mini NRC/local Indicator Data Collection on 

food environments, eating behavior/overweight and obesity of children & youth  

3. Question: Reflecting on the whole process: collecting, analyzing, creating 

recommendations, has this affected the culture in the community? If so, how? 

a. Probes:  

1.How did you get from making the recommendations to encouraging 

action?  

2.Have any recommendations been taken up?  

3.If yes, which ones and how did it happen?  
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4.Have you experienced any push back from local vendors, rec facilities or 

schools?  

C. Topic Area: Insights into taking action for policy change - Assess appetite/palatability for 

change 

4. Question: Have any local food environments changed as a result of the Mini Nutrition 

Report Card?  

a. Probe: What enabled that impact to happen?  

5. Question: Do you know of people we could talk to from this community who can tell us 

how this has played out for them in the community? 
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