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9 FOOD ENVIRONMENTS 
LESSON PLAN  

Overview  
Estimated lesson time (not including primer and out-of-class project): 105 minutes 

15 min Introduction 
Primer 
Includes background reading, vocabulary builder and review. 

Activity 
Students will take a stand on the statement, “Individuals are responsible for 
what they eat.” 

Scenario discussion 
Students will reflect on the effects of cost, availability and access on food choice. 

Lecture-discussion 
Covers food environments, essential questions and lesson overview. 

 30 min Homes, schools, restaurants, stores 
Lecture-discussion 
Covers how aspects of each food environment can affect food choice and health. 
In pairs, students will discuss ways to improve each environment. 

15 min Communities 
Lecture-discussion 
Covers food deserts, grocery gaps, food swamps and equity concerns. 

45 min Measuring, improving food environments 
Lecture-discussion 
Covers reasons to measure food environments, tools for doing so, and examples 
of how the results can be used to improve food environments.  

Activity 
Students will use geographic data about Baltimore City to assess the 
accessibility of healthy food in different neighborhoods, and the possible effects 
on residents’ health. Worksheets are provided. 

Project 
Students will choose from one of three research projects aimed at measuring the 
healthfulness of food environments in their own community.  
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Essential questions 
Essential questions1 point to the big ideas of a module. They can be discussed, written on the board 
and posed on essays and exams. 

• To what degree are individuals responsible for their food choices? 
• How do food environments influence food choice and health?  
• Are food choices—or a lack of food choices—a social justice concern? If so, how? 
• How can we know whether a food environment is healthy?  
• How can unhealthy food environments be improved? 

Learning objectives 
Students will be able to:  
• Describe how the attributes of homes, schools, restaurants, stores and communities can 

influence food choice and health; 
• Describe how part of the food environment has changed over recent decades; 
• Describe how certain populations are affected by limited access to healthy food; 
• Devise a mapping or survey tool to measure the healthfulness of a food environment; 
• Assess part of the food environment in their communities, and use the results to develop 

recommendations. 

Materials 
Available on the Teaching the Food System website: 
• Vocabulary definitions 
• Background reading 
• Presentation slides 
• Student handouts 

  

http://www.jhsph.edu/teachingfood/curriculum/�
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15 min Introduction 
Primer 
Includes background reading, vocabulary builder and review. 

Activity 
Students will take a stand on the statement, “Individuals are responsible for what 
they eat.” 

Scenario discussion 
Students will reflect on the effects of cost, availability and access on food choice. 

Lecture-discussion 
Introduces food environments, essential questions and lesson overview. 

 

Note: Instructions to the educator are written in italics; talking points to students are written in plain 
font. Talking points are not intended to be delivered verbatim—we expect educators will adapt this 
lesson to best suit their audiences. 

Primer 
• Educators may wish to review the background reading as a primer for this lesson. It can also be 

made available to students as an optional reading assignment, or for reference purposes. 
• Before beginning this lesson, we recommend students become familiar with the vocabulary 

definitions for this module. Refer to vocabulary builders for suggested activities.  

• If time allows, the brainstorm activity in Diet and Influences on Food Choice places this lesson in its 
broader context. If students have already done the brainstorm, briefly review their results. Explain 
that this lesson focuses on a particular set of influences on food choice—food environments. 

Activity 
• Mark four stations around the classroom. Label the stations “strongly agree,” “agree,” “disagree” 

and “strongly disagree.” 
• Respond to the following statement: “Individuals are responsible for what they eat.” 
• Students will respond by standing by the stations that most reflect their opinions.  
• Ask several volunteers to explain why they responded as they did. 
• Write down the distribution of responses. Students will revisit this activity after the lesson. 

Scenario discussion 
• The following scenarios are based on what students ate (or plan to eat) for lunch at a school 

cafeteria. Since the subject of school food is close to home for many students, it serves as a “hook” to 
generate interest. If your institution does not have a cafeteria, the discussion can be based on a 
nearby restaurant, café or any other food outlet where students typically obtain meals. 

• Ask several volunteers to share what they ate for lunch. 
• Scenario 1: Imagine the meal you described costs twenty dollars, but you could buy a hot dog 

and a bag of potato chips for a fraction of the price. Would you change your food choices?  
Discuss. Note the effect of cost on food choice. 

• Scenario 2: The meal you described is not available. Instead, the cafeteria only sells hot dogs, 
potato chips and soda. What would you eat instead? What does this suggest about how our 
environment can influence food choice? Discuss. Note the effect of availability on food choice. 

http://www.jhsph.edu/teachingfood/curriculum/food_environments.html�
http://www.jhsph.edu/teachingfood/curriculum/food_environments.html�
http://www.jhsph.edu/teachingfood/curriculum/food_environments.html�
http://www.jhsph.edu/teachingfood/curriculum/vocabulary_builders.html�
http://www.jhsph.edu/teachingfood/curriculum/diet_and_food_choice.html�
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• Scenario 3: The cafeteria is closed for repairs. Vending machines, which only sell snacks and 
soda, are still open. The closest grocery store is a mile away. You don’t own a car, there is no bus 
service to the grocery store, and there are no sidewalks along the street. What would you eat? 
Discuss. Note the effect of access on food choice. 

Lecture-discussion 
Food Environments
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Title slide  

• The cost and availability of food, and access to food, are important qualities 
of food environments that affect what people eat and their health. 

• While the relationships between food environments and diet are not yet fully 
understood,2 studies have shown that residents of communities without 
access to affordable, healthy food options generally have poorer diets and are 
at a higher risk for certain diet-related diseases.3–8  

• Some people view the burden of unhealthy food environments as a social 
justice concern, particularly since low-income communities and communities 
of color are often those that are most affected.9–11 

 Homes, schools, restaurants, stores

 Communities

 Measuring, improving
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Overview 

• In our tour of food environments, we’ll begin with homes—where Americans 
consume the majority of their daily calories—before moving on to schools, 
restaurants, supermarkets, convenience stores, farmers’ markets and food 
banks.  

• We’ll then examine communities. Factors such as income, transportation and 
the types of stores in a community can affect what people eat. 

• Finally, we’ll use tools such as maps and surveys to study food environments 
in actual communities.   

 To what degree are individuals responsible for their 
food choices?

 How do food environments influence food choice and 
health? 

 Are food choices—or a lack of food choices—a social 
justice concern? If so, how?

 How can we know whether a food environment 
is healthy? 

 How can unhealthy food environments be improved?

Essential questions
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Essential questions 

• These questions reflect the “big ideas” covered in this lesson. 
• Allow students time to read and reflect upon the essential questions. 
• Briefly solicit students’ initial responses to the questions. 
• If you intend to use essential questions on exams or essay questions, notify 

students at this time. 
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30 min Homes, schools, restaurants, stores 
Lecture-discussion 
Covers how aspects of each food environment can affect food choice and health. In 
pairs, students will discuss ways to improve each environment. 

 

• You may provide each student with a copy of the handout, Homes, schools, restaurants, stores and 
communities. Students can fill these out when prompted. 

 Homes, schools, restaurants, stores

Communities

Measuring, improving
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Overview: Homes, schools, restaurants, stores  

Homes
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 Calories consumed at home

Source: Guthrie JF, Lin B-H, Frazao E. Role of Food Prepared Away from Home in the American Diet, 1977-78 versus 1994-96: Changes and Consequences.  

Homes  

• Americans, on average, consume an estimated 68 percent of their total 
calories from foods prepared at home.12  

• For many people, particularly youth, their food choices are strongly affected 
by the foods available in their home environment.13,14 Studies have found that 
children tend to: 
o Eat more fruits and vegetables in homes where more fruits and vegetables 

are available;14–16  
o Eat more produce if it is made more easily available, such as by peeling 

and slicing carrots and storing them in the refrigerator;15  
o Drink more soft drinks in homes where soft drinks are available;17  
o Follow the examples set by their family members.14,17–19 This is an 

example of a social influence on food choice (refer to Diet and Influences on 
Food Choice). 

 One thing you learned

 Effect on your diet

 One change

 One challenge

Healthier homes
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Healthier homes 

• Ask students to turn to a partner and discuss the following. They may write 
their responses on their handouts. 
o Describe one thing you learned about home food environments; 
o Describe how part of your home food environment affects what you eat; 
o Describe one change you could make to your home food environment that 

might improve your diet; 
o Anticipate challenges that might need to be overcome before this change 

could be implemented. 

http://www.jhsph.edu/teachingfood/curriculum/food_environments.html�
http://www.jhsph.edu/teachingfood/curriculum/food_environments.html�
http://www.jhsph.edu/teachingfood/curriculum/diet_and_food_choice.html�
http://www.jhsph.edu/teachingfood/curriculum/diet_and_food_choice.html�
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Schools
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 Childhood overweight / obesity

Source: Story M, Nanney MS, Schwartz MB. Schools and obesity prevention: creating school environments and policies to promote healthy eating and 
physical activity.  

Schools 

• Over a third (36 percent) of U.S. youth are overweight or obese20—more 
than at any other time in history.21  

• Recent research indicates that the main sources of energy for 2- to 18-year 
olds included cakes, cookies, donuts, pies, soda, and other nutrient-poor 
foods.22  

• Is school food part of the problem, or part of the solution? Why? Discuss.  
• Schools play a key role in affecting the diets and health of children and 

adolescents. Outside of their homes, most children spend the majority of 
their time in schools,23 where students who eat school meals for breakfast 
and lunch may consume over half of their daily calories.24    

 National School Lunch Program

 School Breakfast Program

Federal meal programs
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Federal meal programs 

• Most public and private schools offer meals through the National School 
Lunch Program(NSLP), the School Breakfast Program, or both.25  

• These meals are expected to meet dietary guidelines set by the U.S. 
Department of Agriculture, though over two thirds of public schools serve 
meals that exceed recommendations for total and saturated fat.23   

• What is the effect of federal meal programs on children’s diets? Do you think 
students who eat federal meals eat healthier diets? Discuss. 

• Surveys suggest that students who eat meals offered through the NSLP 
consume: 
o Higher amounts of fat and sodium; 
o Lower amounts of added sugars;  
o Higher amounts of several key dietary nutrients (including calcium and 

B vitamins);24  
o Three times as much milk and half as much soda, which may explain the 

differences in fat and sugar intake.24  
• Free and reduced-price meals offered through federal programs also serve as 

an important safeguard against hunger, particularly for the 59 percent of 
children eating school meals who come from low-income families (refer to 
Hunger and Food Security).26   

Controversy
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Ketchup:  Cyclonebill. 2008. Pizza: Renjishino1. 2010. All images available at Wikimedia Commons.  

Controversy 

• Historically, the nutritional value of federal school meal programs has been 
the subject of controversy.  

• Ask students if they can recall any controversies around school food. 
• For example, in 1981, a government official proposed that ketchup and 

relish—sweetened condiments—be considered vegetables in meeting 
nutritional requirements.27,28  

• This proposed change would have reduced government spending on school 
meals (ketchup is a cheaper alternative to fresh vegetables), but it was met 
with fierce criticism and never implemented.27,28  

• This incident illustrates the ongoing tension between limited funding for 
school meal programs and the desire to maintain or improve healthy options.   

http://www.jhsph.edu/teachingfood/curriculum/hunger_and_food_security.html�
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Competitive foods
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Competitive foods 

• The ketchup controversy was not the first time the nutritional value of school 
food would be compromised for budgetary reasons.  

• When the NSLP was first introduced in 1946, restrictions were put in place to 
keep private food manufacturers out of schools. Founders of the program 
were concerned that “Corporations [would] sell anything to the child as long 
as he has the money to pay for it.”  

• But by the 1970s and 80s, school meal programs became increasingly 
desperate for funding, and private companies could provide meals cheaply 
and efficiently.28 Restrictions were eventually lifted, paving the way for fast-
food chains, soft-drink manufacturers and other corporate vendors to sell 
their products in schools.    

• Foods sold outside of federal meal programs are called competitive foods.  
• As of 2005, nine out of ten public schools in the United States allowed 

competitive foods to be sold, typically through vending machines, snack bars 
and cafeterias.29  

• Ask students if they can identify any competitive foods sold at their school. 
• While they provide a substantial source of revenue for schools,26 competitive 

foods raise some public health concerns:  
o Unlike federal meals, they are rarely required to meet nutritional 

requirements13, and are often high in calories, fat and sugar.20,29,30  
o The most common competitive foods are sweetened beverages, salty 

snacks and high-fat baked goods.26  
• Industry representatives have admitted that selling these products in schools 

is only marginally profitable. What do they have to gain? Discuss. 
o …They benefit from the opportunity to recruit lifelong brand loyal 

customers at a young age.28  
• Refer to Food Marketing and Labeling for more on marketing to youth.   

http://www.jhsph.edu/teachingfood/curriculum/marketing_and_labeling.html�
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 One thing you learned

 Effect on your diet

 One change

 One challenge

Healthier
schools
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Urban Tilth. www.urbantilth.org. Used with permission.  

Healthier schools 

• Ask students to turn to a partner and discuss the following. They may write 
their responses on their handouts. 
o Describe one thing you learned about school food environments; 
o Describe how part of your school environment affects what you eat; 
o Describe one change that could be made to your school environment that 

might improve your diet; 
o Anticipate challenges that might need to be overcome before this change 

could be implemented. 
• Many parents, teachers, public health advocates and other groups are 

fighting for healthier options in schools. They are calling for: 
o More fruits and vegetables in school meals;  
o Hands-on cooking and gardening classes; 
o Stricter regulations on competitive foods; 
o Improved nutrition education; 
o Farm-to-school programs that introduce fresh, local produce into 

cafeterias.13  
• Some of these changes have been shown to increase students’: 

o Knowledge of nutrition; 
o Consumption of fruits and vegetables.31  

• Efforts to improve school meals face challenges, including: 
o Tight budgets; 
o Limited kitchen staff and facilities; 
o The fact that students may object (at least initially) to healthier meal 

offerings when they have the option of familiar alternatives like pizza and 
fries.27 

Restaurants
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 Calories from foods prepared away from home

Source: SDA Economic Research Service. U.S. per capita loss-adjusted food availability: Total Calories. 2010.  

Restaurants 

• Americans eat 32 percent of their total calories from restaurants, including 
fast-food and takeout establishments.12  

• In 2006, American households spent nearly half of their food budgets on 
meals and snacks prepared away from home (at restaurants, hotels, schools 
and other places), up from 30 percent in 1965.32   

• Why is this cause for concern? Discuss. 
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 Portion sizes

 Calories

 Fat

 Vegetables

 Fruit

 Fiber

Restaurants
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Restaurants (continued) 

• Contrary to what some consumers may expect, full-service restaurants do not 
necessarily offer more healthful options than fast-food restaurants.33,34  

• Restaurants also tend to offer large portion sizes,13 which has been shown to 
encourage consumers to eat more.35  

• In some cases, portion sizes of sodas, french fries, hamburgers, and chocolate 
bars are between two and five times larger than when these foods were 
originally introduced.36  

• Compared to individuals who eat more meals prepared at home, individuals 
who frequently eat at restaurants tend to consume:  
o More calories;  
o More fat;  
o Fewer vegetables;  
o Less fruit; 
o Less fiber.34  

• Research suggests that without nutrition information on menus, consumers 
are likely to underestimate the amounts of calories, saturated fat and sodium 
in restaurant items (refer to Food Marketing and Labeling).37  

• Eating out more frequently has been associated with weight gain and 
obesity,13 possibly due to the influences on food choice that have been 
described here.   

 One thing you learned

 Effect on your diet

 One change

 One challenge

Healthier
restaurants
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Healthier restaurants 

• Ask students to turn to a partner and discuss the following. They may write 
their responses on their handouts. 
o Describe one thing you learned about school food environments; 
o Describe how the environment in one of your favorite restaurants affects 

what you eat; 
o Describe one change that could be made to the restaurant environment 

that might improve diets; 
o Anticipate challenges that might need to be overcome before this change 

could be implemented. 

Food stores
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Food stores 

• Retail food stores include supermarkets, small-scale grocers, and 
convenience stores.  

• Two of the most important considerations in how these places affect 
consumers’ health are the cost and availability of healthy food options (such 
as fruits, vegetables and low-fat or low-sugar options), compared to less 
healthy alternatives.9    

http://www.jhsph.edu/teachingfood/curriculum/marketing_and_labeling.html�
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 More variety

 Lower costs

 Economies of scale

 Cold storage

Supermarkets
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Supermarkets 

• Supermarkets are generally thought to offer the greatest variety of healthy 
options at the lowest costs.13,38  

• Economies of scale—the increase in efficiency gained from operating at a 
larger scale (buying in bulk, for example)—allow supermarkets to save on 
costs.38 Those savings may be passed on to consumers in the form of cheaper 
products.38  

• The larger cold storage capacity of supermarkets also allows them to stock 
more perishable goods, such as meats and fresh produce.   

• Possibly for these reasons, studies have found that residents of 
neighborhoods with supermarkets tend to eat healthier diets (more fruits 
and vegetables, for example), and have lower rates of obesity and 
hypertension.7,9,13,39 

 Small grocers

 Corner stores

 Convenience stores

 Behind-glass stores

Smaller stores
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Lean S. Pigtown: All things Baltimore. 2009. 
www.sustainablecitiescollective.com. Used with permission.  

Smaller stores 

• In contrast, neighborhoods with a higher concentration of smaller stores 
such as small-scale grocers, corner stores and convenience stores have been 
associated with higher rates of overweight and obesity.7,39  

• While some small-scale grocers sell healthy food at reasonable prices, studies 
suggest that small-scale grocers, corner stores and convenience stores 
generally carry fewer items, of lower quality and at higher prices, than 
supermarkets.7,38,40  

• In some corner stores where the owners are concerned about security, foods 
are displayed behind bulletproof glass and sold through a revolving window.5 
Consumers buying from “behind-glass” stores have limited ability to inspect 
the quality of products or view nutrition labels or expiration dates.5 A study 
of behind-glass stores in Baltimore found them to have the most limited 
selection of healthy foods.5 

 Shop along the periphery

Store layout
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Store layout 

• The physical layout of the inside of stores can also influence customers’ food 
choices.  

• For example, stores typically stock perishable sections around the perimeter 
with the understanding that customers looking for staple items like milk and 
cheese will be directed to walk through the entire store, encouraging them to 
select products they may not have planned to purchase.41  

• Several authors recommend shopping primarily along the periphery of 
stores, where fruits, vegetables and other minimally processed foods are 
generally found.42–44 
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Healthier 
food stores
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 One thing you learned

 Effect on your diet

 One change

 One challenge

 

Healthier food stores 

• Ask students to turn to a partner and discuss the following. They may write 
their responses on their handouts. 
o Describe one thing you learned about food store environments; 
o Describe how the environment in one of the stores in your community 

affects what you eat; 
o Describe one change that could be made to the store environment that 

might improve diets; 
o Anticipate one challenge that might need to be overcome before this 

change could be implemented. 

Food store 
alternatives
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Food store alternatives   

• Although a recent survey suggests most U.S. consumers buy the majority of 
food from grocers and supermarkets,45 there are many alternative sources of 
food. Ask students to list examples.  

 Farmers’ markets

 CSAs

 Home gardens

 Community gardens

 Food pantries

 Soup kitchens

Food store 
alternatives
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Food store alternatives  (continued) 

• Some of these alternatives have grown in popularity; the numbers of farmers’ 
markets and community supported agriculture (CSA) programs in the U.S. 
have risen dramatically over the past 10 years.46 Through these 
arrangements, farmers typically sell fruits, vegetables, eggs, meat and other 
fresh fare directly to consumers.46  

• Some farmers’ markets now allow consumers to make purchases using 
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP, formerly the Food Stamp 
Program) benefits, and provide coupons to low-income seniors and 
participants of the Women, Infants and Children (WIC) program.46  

• Many citizens also produce their own food in backyard and community 
gardens.  

• Other alternative food sources include those that provide emergency food 
assistance, such as food pantries and soup kitchens (refer to Hunger and Food 
Security). 

  

http://www.jhsph.edu/teachingfood/curriculum/hunger_and_food_security.html�
http://www.jhsph.edu/teachingfood/curriculum/hunger_and_food_security.html�
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15 min Communities 
Lecture-discussion 
Covers food deserts, grocery gaps, food swamps and equity concerns. 

 

Homes, schools, restaurants, stores

 Communities

Measuring, improving
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Overview: Communities  

• When we examine food environments at the community level, how can we 
know whether the environment is healthy? What factors should we consider? 
Discuss.   
o How many food outlets are there in the community?  
o What type of outlets are they (supermarkets, corner stores, farmers 

markets, etc.)?  
o Where are the outlets located, and how easily can residents travel to 

them?  
• All of these factors—the number, type, location and accessibly of places to 

acquire food—are frequently associated with the health of community 
members.9  

• For example, compared to people living in communities where more healthy 
foods are accessible, people who live in areas with limited access to healthy 
food tend to:  
o Eat less healthy diets;  
o Suffer more from obesity and type 2 diabetes.3–5  
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 Nearest supermarket

 Income

 Vehicle ownership

 Food availability

Food deserts
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Food deserts 

• Food deserts are areas with limited access to affordable and nutritious food, 
particularly among low income communities.2  

• We define food deserts using four criteria:  
o Distance from a supermarket; 
o Household income; 
o Vehicle ownership; 
o Availability of healthy food in stores.47   

• For example, in an urban setting, an area qualifies as a food desert if: 
o It is outside of walking distance from the nearest supermarket;  
o The median household income is at or below 185 percent of the federal 

poverty level;  
o 40 percent of households do not own a vehicle; 
o The availability of healthy food in stores is considered low (based on the 

results on in-store surveys).47  
• In rural settings, where walking to a supermarket is less feasible, areas over 

ten miles from a supermarket are sometimes considered to be food deserts.  
• It is also important to consider whether residents have access to affordable 

public transport, shuttle services or other means of transportation.2 For 
residents who live closer to supermarkets, features such as sidewalks, 
controlled intersections and safe neighborhoods can make walking a more 
viable option.2  

• Do you agree with these criteria for food deserts? If not, how would you 
change them? Discuss. 

• How might it be helpful, or unhelpful, to think of communities in terms of 
whether they qualify as food deserts? Discuss. 

 Abundance of 
nutrient-poor foods

Food swamps
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Food swamps 

• Some researchers suggest that the overabundance of unhealthy food in a 
community—rather than the absence of healthy food—is more of a problem 
with regards to obesity.2,48  

• For this reason, they have proposed the term food swamp as a “more useful” 
alternative to food desert.48  

• Food swamps refer to places where the abundance of nutrient-poor snack 
foods such as cookies, chips and sodas overwhelms the presence of fruits, 
vegetables and other healthy options.48 
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 Where did 
supermarkets go?

Grocery gaps
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Grocery gaps 

• What has caused certain communities to become food deserts? Discuss. 
• In some urban areas, food deserts are often areas that were once well-served 

by supermarkets or large-scale grocers, but now suffer from what have been 
called “grocery gaps.”49 The disappearance of supermarkets from low-income 
neighborhoods is a result of several changes that took place over the past 80 
years.38  

• After World War II, middle class families migrated to newly built suburbs.38  
Supermarkets soon followed, relocating away from core neighborhoods to 
suburbs, where they could attract more affluent consumers.38  

• Supermarkets also benefitted from cheaper land that allowed them to grow 
larger in size (for more on industry consolidation, refer to History of 
Food).38,50 Many of the poorest urban areas in America lost supermarkets.38  

• Although work is being done to encourage supermarkets to return to low-
income areas, store owners have expressed concerns about crime and a lack 
of buying power among lower income residents.38 Zoning laws, the scarcity of 
large lots and limited parking are other potential barriers for supermarkets 
in urban areas.38  

• We’ve placed a lot of emphasis on supermarkets as a key part of addressing 
food deserts, but are they necessarily the solution? Discuss. 

Inequity
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Inequity 

• In many cases, the burden of unhealthy food environments weighs more 
heavily on low-income communities and communities of color.  

• Residents of these communities are often surrounded by a higher 
concentration of fast food restaurants9,10 and fewer supermarkets10 than 
predominantly white or high-income communities.  

• Low-income communities and communities of color have also been found to 
have fewer healthy options, such as high-quality fruits and vegetables.9,10  

• Adolescents may be particularly affected by disparities in food environments; 
research suggests that fast food restaurants and convenience stores tend to 
cluster around schools that serve a higher percentage of low-income students 
and students of color.10,11   

• Orange circles on the map indicate corner stores or small grocers. 

 One thing you learned

 Effect on your diet

 One change

 One challenge

Healthier communities
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Healthier communities 

• Ask students to turn to a partner and discuss the following. They may write 
their responses on their handouts. 
o Describe one thing you learned about community food environments; 
o Describe how the environment in your community affects what you eat; 
o Describe one change that could be made to your community food 

environment that might improve diets; 
o Anticipate challenges that might need to be overcome before this change 

could be implemented. 

  

http://www.jhsph.edu/teachingfood/curriculum/history_of_food.html�
http://www.jhsph.edu/teachingfood/curriculum/history_of_food.html�
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45 min Measuring, improving food environments 
Lecture-discussion 
Covers reasons to measure food environments, tools for doing so, and examples of 
how the results can be used to improve food environments.  

Activity 
Students will use geographic data about Baltimore City to assess the accessibility 
of healthy food in different neighborhoods, and the possible effects on residents’ 
health. Worksheets are provided. 

Project 
Students will choose from one of three research projects aimed at measuring the 
healthfulness of food environments in their own community. 

 

Homes, schools, restaurants, stores

Communities

 Measuring, improving
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Overview: Measuring, improving 

• What are some reasons to measure the healthful of food environments?  
Discuss. 
o To better understand and describe the effects of food environments on 

our health;  
o To identify socioeconomic or racial disparities in access to healthy foods;  
o To guide interventions aimed at improving food environments;  
o To evaluate the success of these interventions.51  

• One of the most important steps in improving unhealthy food environments 
is to measure the problem. As the popular saying goes, “What is not 
measured, is not managed.” 

• What tools might be helpful in measuring the healthfulness of food 
environments? Discuss. 

• Tools such as maps, surveys, checklists and interviews can better our 
understanding of food environments.  

• Some researchers use geographic information to measure the type and 
distribution of food sources in a community; this might involve counting the 
number of grocers in a neighborhood, or measuring the distance from a 
residential area to the nearest supermarket.52  

• Checklists can be used to describe the cost and variety of foods stocked in 
stores and schools, while sales receipts indicate which products are being 
sold to consumers.52  

• Surveys can also be used to measure residents’ perceptions of their food 
environments.52  

• Data on the availability and accessibility of foods can then be compared 
against other measures, such as health outcomes or family income levels.53   
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Healthier food environments
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Healthier food environments 

• Evidence gathered from measuring food environments can guide efforts to 
improve them.51  

• Neighborhood planners and other policymakers might encourage more fresh 
food availability by offering grocery stores tax incentives, by setting up new 
farmers’ markets, or by changing zoning laws to encourage community 
gardens.  

• Administrators might limit the availability of vending machines in schools.  
• Public health researchers and citizens could ask local store owners to stock 

healthier foods, and encourage their friends and neighbors to purchase those 
foods.  

• Officials might increase bus service to grocery stores; or in some food 
deserts, helping to open a new supermarket might be a more effective 
alternative to improving transportation.2  

• Some cities have organized food policy councils, which bring together these 
and other stakeholders in the food system to promote changes that improve 
their cities’ food environments.54   

Conclusion
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Conclusion 

• There is a growing body of knowledge linking the cost and availability of 
healthy food to diet-related disease.  

• What we eat, the research suggests, may be heavily influenced by where we 
live, work and study. 

•  Still, there is much to be learned about the effects of food environments on 
diet and health.2 Efforts to better understand these effects, and to foster 
healthier food environments, can be furthered by the many tools at our 
disposal.  

Activity 
• In this activity, you will use geographic data about Baltimore City to measure the availability of 

healthy food in different neighborhoods, and the possible effects on residents’ health. 
• Students will work in small groups. 
• Provide each group with the following handouts: 

o Measuring food environments; 
o Baltimore City: Mortality rates from diet-related diseases; 
o One of three Community maps. Distribute these evenly so each map is given to roughly the same 

number of groups. 
• Refer to Measuring food environments for detailed instructions. 

• Invite volunteers to present their results. Images of each map are included in the slides. 

  

http://www.jhsph.edu/teachingfood/curriculum/food_environments.html�
http://www.jhsph.edu/teachingfood/curriculum/food_environments.html�
http://www.jhsph.edu/teachingfood/curriculum/food_environments.html�
http://www.jhsph.edu/teachingfood/curriculum/food_environments.html�
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Project 
• In groups, students will pursue one of the following research projects in their community. These 

may take several days. Have each group present their findings. 
Option 1:  

• Design a survey or checklist for measuring the cost and availability of food in restaurants, stores 
or schools.  

• Implement the checklist in one or more of these three settings.  
• Based on your findings, identify opportunities for improving the food environment.  
• Students may wish to explore the Nutrition Environment Measures Survey 

(www.med.upenn.edu/nems/) for ideas. 
Option 2:  

• Design and implement a mapping tool for measuring the healthfulness of a community food 
environment.  

• Implement the tool in a nearby community.  
• Based on your findings, identify opportunities for improving the food environment.  
• Students may wish to explore the Maryland Food System Mapping Resource 

(www.jhsph.edu/clf/programs/food_mapping/) for ideas. 
Option 3:  

• Design and implement a survey to local residents about how their food environments have 
changed over recent decades.  

• Survey questions should allow for open-ended responses.  
• Students might consider visiting a local retirement home.  
• Students with an interest in digital media might consider making a documentary. 

  

http://www.med.upenn.edu/nems/�
http://www.jhsph.edu/clf/programs/food_mapping/�
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