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Introduction 
 
The Northeast Iowa Food and Fitness Initiative offers a compelling story about how people 

working together toward a common goal can make a difference in the lives of citizens, as well as 

increase the collective prospects of their community and region. In collaboration with partners 

from many agencies and organizations and volunteers from diverse backgrounds, the Northeast 

Iowa FFI conveners and leadership team have mobilized resources to plan for a better, healthier 

future for the communities and the region. In their work together, they have created a theory of 

change that underlies their planning and the initial activities that have emerged alongside the 

planning effort. With this theory of change the team has not only recognized and built on 

community and regional assets, they have also mobilized these assets and invested them in ways 

that have grown additional assets resulting in increased social capital, trust and relationship 

building. There is also evidence of positive change in cultural capital as the work in NE Iowa 

changes the way people think about healthy lifestyles as well as what they can do to be 

generators of positive change. These changes in social and cultural capital have led to increased 

financial investments in the change agenda and increased human capital as community members 

increase their knowledge about healthy foods and supportive fitness environments and their 

engagement in healthy activities. Diagram 1 depicts how the change process, based on the 

agreed-upon theory of change, has led to a spiraling up of assets and resources within the region.  

 

In this report, we provide answers to the evaluation questions including examples of stories of 

how the NE IA Food and Fitness Initiative is making a difference in the region. In response to 

question 20 on progress toward milestones, we have provided a table that summarizes progress 

toward initiative goals. As a record of the impressive accomplishments of this initiative and the 

people who support it, this report includes both the stories of success (formative) and the 

outcomes of their work together (summative). 
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Diagram 1: Spiraling up of capital assets related to fitness and access to Healthy Foods 

 

 
 
Source: Mary Emery, North Central Regional Center for Rural Development 

 

I.  Vision and Goals 
 

1.  Describe the current vision and goals of your Collaborative for the Food and Fitness 

Initiative. 

 

The current vision of the Northeast Iowa Food and Fitness Initiative (NEI FFI) is to create a 

unique place where all residents and guests experience, celebrate and promote healthy locally 

grown food with abundant opportunities for physical activity and play every day. 

 

The primary goal of the planning phase has been to foster community engagement and broad-

based, grass-roots input into the Initiative's plans and activities. The Initiative has identified three 

long-term goals or strategies that focus on 1) school food and physical activity, 2) food systems, 

and 3) physical activity and the built environment.   
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1)  Ensure that school district policies and practices support healthy living of children, families 

and community members. This strategy will: 

 

 Support a regional learning community that nurtures quality relationships, leads to policy 

successes, and advances the Food and Fitness vision;  

 Grow a Farm-to-School program incorporating healthy local foods into school food 

programs while teaching people about nutrition and the local food system; and  

 Provide opportunity for a variety of physical activity options before, during and after 

school time.  

 

2)  Ensure that local, health promoting food is available and affordable in all 

 communities, neighborhoods and institutions. This strategy will: 

 

 Support a regional learning community that nurtures quality relationships, leads to policy 

successes, and advances the Food and Fitness vision;  

 Promote opportunities for existing and new producers to engage in the local food system;  

 Regionally advance planning and policy change to support processing, distribution and 

storage opportunities in the local food system; and 

 Increase sale and consumption of local food on a local, regional and national level.  

 

3)  Ensure that communities have a built environment that supports abundant opportunities for 

physical activity and play.  

 Build and support a regional learning community that nurtures quality relationships, leads 

to policy successes, and advances the Food and Fitness vision; and  

 Regionally increase youth and family participation opportunities, programming and 

system/plans for physical activity and active play every day. 

 

 

2.  What is the process stakeholders are using to develop and maintain a common vision? 

 

The NE Iowa FFI has developed a theory of change that guides the work of the Initiative. This 

model (see below) has been developed to guide the planning process and used to frequently 

"check" the ongoing work of the collaborative.  
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Figure 1. Northeast Iowa FFI Theory of Change 

 

 
Source: Northeast Iowa Food and Fitness Initiative 

 

Using the above theory of change model as the guiding framework for achieving the vision and 

the work, the NE Iowa FFI has created several processes and structures to ensure that a common 

vision is maintained throughout the wide work of the Initiative.  

 

 Significant investments in time have been committed to communicating within and 

across groups associated with the Initiative. Local planning team meetings occur monthly 

in each of the five participating counties. Monthly conference calls are held with 

organizational partners (anchored by Public Health, Extension, and economic 

development) to keep them updated on Initiative activities. The Regional Leadership 

Team, which combines representatives from the local county planning teams, as well as 

partners involved in the topic-based Work Groups, meets monthly as well.  

 One of the nine topic-based Work Groups is the Vision Deployment Matrix Work Group. 

This group was created to ensure continuity of vision is maintained across all aspects of 

the Initiative. Any efforts to secure outside funding are reviewed by this committee to 

ensure work of the Initiative is consistent with the collectively-defined vision and long-

term goals/strategies.  

 The Initiative recently issued a Request for Activities as part of its planning activities for 

the Community Implementation phase. Representatives of any Northeast Iowa non-profit 

organization, school, or government agency were eligible to apply. Pre-proposals (each is 

subject to revision after review) will be scored on how well the work addresses one or 

more of the three strategies, how the proposed work will build on the NE Iowa FFI 
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Regional Teamôs efforts or other NE Iowa projects to create the FFI vision, and how well 

the work addresses the essential elements of fostering regional and community 

collaboration; engaging youth; informing policy, supports children, youth, family, 

community interaction, and social networks, especially for those that are vulnerable in the 

region; creating opportunities for physical activity for children and their families; 

ensuring availability and access to affordable local, healthy and fresh food for children 

and their families; using communication strategies to inform advocacy, create behavior 

change, and influence systems and public/private policies; and building momentum and 

leveraging resources. The Initiative received 52 pre-proposals. One in three pre-proposals 

(35%) addressed all three strategies that integrate school food and physical activity, food 

systems, and the built environment. 

 

II. Structure and Governance 
 

3.  Describe the structure and governance of the Collaborative. (Providing an organizational 

chart annotated with working groups and responsibilities will answer this 

question.) How has the structure and governance of the Collaborative changed since the 

last report? 

 

 

Figure 2. Northeast Iowa FFI Organizational Chart 

 
Source: Northeast Iowa Food and Fitness Initiative 
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As shown in the organizational chart above, the foundation of the Northeast Iowa Food and 

Fitness Initiative has been comprised of five local County Planning Teams and their 

organizational partners including Public Health, Extension, and Economic Development; the 

Regional (Leadership) Team which consists of representatives from each of the five County 

Planning Teams; and nine topic-based Work Groups (WG). These Work Groups reflect the 

concentration areas of the Initiative and include the Vision Deployment WG, Human & Financial 

Resources WG, Inclusive Team, Youth WG, Built Environment WG, Northeast Iowa Food & 

Farm Coalition, Regional School Planning Group, Communications WG, and Community Health 

WG. Aside from the deliberate and specific focus on schools as a vehicle to reach the most 

vulnerable populations in the region, additional investments have supported diversity liaisons to 

connect directly with the Regional Team to advise them on ways to engage the most vulnerable 

racial populations in the region. The co-conveners have served as a hub to unite the County 

Planning Teams, Regional Team, and the Work Groups with partners across the state, including 

the Leopold Center for Sustainable Agriculture, Iowa Department of Public Health, Iowa State 

University Extension, local supportive institutions such as Luther College, Iowa State University, 

the Iowa Department of Natural Resources, local and regional community foundations, and the 

W.K. Kellogg Foundation. 

 

In the Year 1 report, nine Regional Team Work Groups had just been created. While there has 

been no change in the number of the Work Groups and their general focus from Year 1, each has 

experienced its own natural evolution. For example, the Community Health Work Group was 

originally named the Community Health Assessment Work Group and was initially focused on 

assessment work only. Shortly afterward, Initiative leaders realized that assessment was only one 

piece of broader community health change efforts and could not be the sole focus of this group. 

Instead, the group expanded its efforts to create a membership base that included health care 

providers and advisors to ensure that public health was construed more broadly. Likewise, the 

School Wellness Work Group changed somewhat with its initial focus on wellness to become the 

School Regional Work Group to support the development of better relationships in the schools 

across the region to serve as a change agent for all schools in the region.  

 

III.  Engagement and Leadership 

Cross-sector Engagement 

4. Describe how the partnership bridges the local food systems, physical activity and 

built environment and public health sectors (including transportation, play, community 

redesign and planning, parks and recreation). Give specific examples. 

 

As indicated in the Year 1 evaluation report, several sources provide evidence that the Northeast 

Iowa Collaborative is bridging partnerships that integrate local food systems, physical activity 

and the built environment, and public health. 

 

1.  The piece of evidence is the structure, coordination and function of the Regional Leadership 

Team. At a basic level, the Regional Team provides geographic integration of the five county 

planning teams who have representatives (including youth) on the Regional Leadership Team. 

Beyond that basic structure, however, the Regional Team has developed nine work groups to 
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handle issue-specific topics. These work groups, members of whom self selected to join each 

one based on skills and interests, work on specific issue areas. They include the:  

 

 Built Environment Work Group; 

 Youth Regional Team,  

 Vision Deployment Matrix Work Group,  

 Communications Work Group,  

 Community Health Work Group, 

 School Regional Team, 

 Inclusive Team,  

 Northeast Iowa Food and Farm Coalition, and 

 Human and Financial Resources Work Group.  

 

 Each group, comprised of five to twenty community/regional leaders, intensively works on an 

issue outside the Regional Leadership Team and then discusses both the process and product 

(decision) at the monthly Regional Team meeting. Other Regional Team members then 

provide input and influence the decision. It is important to note in regard to partnerships that 

integrate both food and fitness domains that intergroup (work group) cooperation has become 

a hallmark of the Regional Leadership Team. For example, the Vision Deployment Matrix 

Team is working closely with all of the work groups/teams to ensure that all of the groups are 

consistently applying the vision and mental models of the FFI work to activate the vision. The 

Communications group is working with all of the groups to ensure consistent messaging, and 

so forth. Each group understands the role of other groups and shares during the RLT 

discussions how what they are doing might impact the decisions other groups are making. 

Simply put, they are keeping each other well informed to avoid duplication of efforts and 

connect in ways that would otherwise not be possible if they were not constantly investing in 

communication with each other. 

 

 Not only is each working group not limited to one domain, but members within each working 

group also represent integration of food and fitness interests and may serve on several 

working groups. For example, members of the Built Environment group represent Parks and 

Recreation, County conservation boards, producers, and teachers from the schools.  

 

2.  As mentioned in the Year 1 evaluation report, a second source of evidence that the Initiative 

is successfully integrating different elements of the food and fitness domains is related to 

activities taking place in the region without direct leadership from the FFI. In Winneshiek 

County, a parks and recreation group (in the fitness domain) is reserving some land 

(community design fitness domain) for a community garden (the production piece of the food 

domain). This effort links the parks and recreation group with a heritage seed saving company 

(to provide seed for the garden), a local landowner (to provide land for the space), and a 

public library with an after school program (to link the gardens with youth). There is further 

interest to link this kind of production with the marketing or retail side of the food domain via 

local farmer's markets. A farmer's market manager has proposed a structure to house the 

farmer's market and the parks and recreation group is exploring the possibility of creating a 

community kitchen so farmer's market shoppers can freeze their food, hence addressing the 

processing aspect of the food domain. Waukon in Allamakee County is making similar 
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connections by instituting community gardens, offering classes to support horticultural 

education, and exploring processing options. Newly elected city officials in Waukon also ran 

their campaign on food and fitness issues, including access to healthy, local food and safe 

sidewalks. These officials are partnering with local school children who are taking pictures of 

the sidewalks at the schools to help the City Council decide how to allocate public money to 

their repair, rather than waiting for Food and Fitness funds to come their way at a later date. 

 

3.  A third source of evidence that shows the Initiative is integrating the food and fitness domains 

(also detailed in the Year 1 evaluation report) is based on observations from organizational 

partners:  

 

 Park and Recreation has been attending our FFI meetings and bike trail committee 

members are interested in the farmers' market being operated along the bike trail.  

 The Waukon Wellness Center has partnered with the senior dining center in one facility 

to partner with health, exercise and local foods. Northeast Iowa Community College is 

also located in that facility. 

 Again, Central School and Clayton County Conservation had a fun run as a fundraising 

opportunity [instead of selling candy]. 

 I've developed a good relationship with staff from one particular school district...this has 

led to several things: a community presentation I presented on healthy eating, a student-

led health/wellness fair at the school, and possible plans for an employee wellness 

program next school year. 

 In Decorah when community discussions were occurring around a new Community/Rec 

Center, people were sharing the importance of access to physical activity for all, 

especially youth and families and they were considering how we could incorporate 

educational opportunities and access to local healthy food. A community kitchen to 

lightly process food was included in the planning. 

 The NIFF Coalition has had discussions about how to connect celebrations around food 

and physical activity. Farmer's markets located near trails or trailheads and the 

Winneshiek County Fair now include cooking contests using local foods, along with a 5 

K run/walk. 

 

4.  Finally, the Request for Activities that solicited 52 pre-proposals totaling requests for $1.1 

million detailed in our response to Question 2 shows that the Initiative has successfully managed 

to prompt community residents to think about the work in an integrated fashion. More than one-

third of the pre-proposals (35%) addressed all three strategies that integrate school food and 

physical activity, food systems, and the built environment. Forty percent addressed two of the 

three strategies. As the work groups review these proposals during the extension period, we will 

begin to learn the myriad of ways community residents are planning to integrate food, fitness, 

public health, and the built environment into their future activities in Northeast Iowa. 

 

Both the structure and function of the Regional Leadership Team work groups, as well as current 

and planned community activities, indicate the FFI is solidly and successfully facilitating the 

integration of food and fitness domains in the region. 
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Racial and Ethnic Diversity of the Collaborative 
5. Describe how the partners in the Collaborative reflect the diversity of the community.  

Describe how the Collaborative leadership, including project staff, co-conveners, 

leadership teams, and action team leaders reflect the diversity of the community (i.e. 

racial, ethnicity, gender, class, age, immigrant status, language, etc).  

 

Among the 500 people who have been engaged in the FFI from the region, approximately one-

fifth can be considered active Initiative leaders.  Of those 100, 10 (10%) are non-white and/or are 

immigrants. This engagement is five times the proportion of racial/ethnic minorities in Northeast 

Iowa, which is 98% white. A small minority is Latino or Hispanic and a smaller minority is 

Black (see Figure 3). New immigrants from Eastern Europe have added to the cultural and ethnic 

diversity. In addition, Allamakee County has a significant Jewish population brought to the area 

by Agri Processors, the kosher meat processing plant. All of these groups continue to be engaged 

by the Collaborative although with some fluidity, given the social havoc wrought by the packing 

plant raid in May 2008. New efforts to increase engagement and build trust, particularly within 

the Latino community in Postville, are currently underway. 

 

We do not know how many leaders live in low income families. In the Midwest/Great Plains 

region, cultural norms preclude asking questions about income and class as all describe 

themselves as middle class. Despite this assertion, poverty levels are high in the area and likely 

underreported. The Regional Team includes people with close connections within their counties 

that cross the barely visible class lines and often include people who work in programs targeting 

low-income families. 

 

The Collaboration has been successful in including young people in their efforts and the 

Regional Team includes people from a variety of age groups, professions, and life experiences. 

The group is attentive to the need to constantly encourage participation from those in their 

communities who are not active leaders but do care about their community. As a result they have 

significantly expanded the circle of involvement from traditional leaders to new faces and voices. 

Furthermore, evidence exists that traditional leaders are publicly advocating the need to integrate 

new voices into the leadership of this project. 

 

Figure 3. Select Demographic Data for Northeast Iowa 
 Allamakee Clayton Fayette Howard Winneshiek 

Gender      

Percent female (2000) 49.9% 50.6% 50.6% 50.8% 50.8% 

Percent male (2000) 50.1% 49.4% 49.4% 49.2% 49.2% 

      

Age      

Median age, years (2000) 39.7 40.2 39.4 39.5 35.7 

      

Education      

Percent of population 25 yrs or 
older with Bachelor's degree or 
higher (2000) 14.4% 12.8% 13.8% 12.6% 20.5% 

      

Income      
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Median household income (2005 
estimates) $36,822 $40,222 $35,152 $37,539 $45,707 

      

Poverty      

Percent of children and adults in 
poverty (2005 estimates) 11.3% 10.1% 12.0% 10.4% 8.9% 

Percent of county households that 
are food assistance program 
recipients (2005) 5.6% 4.7% 8.6% 4.3% 2.9% 

Students eligible for free or 
reduced school meals (2005), 
percent of total enrolled 39.8% 33.4% 37.2% 29.6% 18.8% 

WIC Program Recipients, percent 
of population (2005) 3.7% 1.7% 2.0% 2.2% 1.3% 

      

Race (2007 estimates)      

Percent non white 1.5% 1.1% 2.1% 1.1% 2.7% 

Percent White alone 98.5% 98.9% 97.9% 98.9% 97.3% 

Percent Black alone 0.2% 0.2% 0.7% 0.3% 0.8% 

Percent American Indian and 
Alaskan Native alone 0.3% 0.3% 0.2% 0.2% 0.1% 

Percent Asian Alone 0.3% 0.2% 0.6% 0.2% 1.3% 

Percent Native Hawaiian and other 
Pacific Islander alone 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 

Percent two or more races 0.8% 0.4% 0.7% 0.4% 0.5% 

      

Ethnicity (2007 estimates)      

Percent Hispanic or Latino 7.6% 1.0% 1.8% 0.9% 1.0% 

      

Foreign born population (2000)      

Percent of population foreign born 5.5% 1.2% 1.1% 0.4% 2.1% 
Percent of foreign born not a 
citizen 88.2% 64.7% 48.9% 27.8% 74.9% 

When not specified, the data source is the US Census Bureau. 
Sources include ISU Extension publications, "Poverty and Food Needs", and data tables from ISU Extension's Regional 
Capacity Analysis Program 

 

In the Extension period, the Initiative will distribute a completely anonymous survey to youth 

and adult leaders of the Collaborative to collect sensitive information on household income, race, 

and other demographic information to make better comparisons to the region as a whole. 

Information until this point has not been collected so far in order to comply with the cultural 

norms that prevent Initiative leaders from explicitly constructing social differences when those in 

the communities do not. For example, as the Initiative continues its work on engaging Latino 

youth from Postville, leaders understand that it is unacceptable to ask youth leaders to recruit 

other youth from target racial groups rather than extending the invitation to all youth in Postville. 

Because of this, the Initiative is taking extra steps to ensure Latinoes are engaged in the work of 

the Initiative. Latino youth from Postville have helped with sidewalk mapping, participated in 

Family Fun Night in Postville, participated in a Latino Literacy group, and participated in a 

BASICS activity as part of the Initiative's efforts to ask youth in Postville what they like to do 

for physical activity. (The BASICS program provides federal funding for community coalitions 
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to expand nutrition and fitness education programs serving food stamp recipients and food-

stamp-eligible populations.) All of these activities have involved approximately 80 Latino 

children out of a total of 180 (44%).  

 

Youth Engagement 
6. Describe how youth have been engaged and participated in decision-making and 

implementation of the work of the Collaborative.  

 

Two seats on each of the five county planning teams are reserved for youth, all of whom serve 

on the Regional Leadership Team. Ten youth currently serve on the Regional Leadership Team. 

Another formal mechanism for youth involvement in decision making is the Youth Work Group, 

one of nine Work Groups of the Regional Team. Ten youth and a school superintendent serve on 

this team, along with an ISU Extension Youth Development Specialist. 

 

The Youth Work Group has taken on the task of engaging other youth across the region in the 

work of the Initiative. Starting with schools they knew best, they initially created youth teams in 

each of the five schools in which they were enrolled by recruiting other youth and one adult 

coach for each team. They have expanded their efforts beyond their own schools, which is 

yielding impressive results. As of April, 2009, 11 schools in the region have instituted youth 

teams, some of which have more than one adult coach. On April 1st, FFI youth wholly organized 

a conference around the youth-dubbed theme Highway to Health for youth teams in the county. 

111 youth and 16 adult coaches attended. Jim Hallihan, Director of the Iowa Games and the Live 

Healthy Iowa initiative was the keynote speaker; he also serves on the Iowa Governor's Nutrition 

and Fitness Council. The conference was designed to help youth learn the importance of 

increasing local healthy foods and opportunities for physical activity and play for youth and 

families into their schools, help adults and youth serve as role models for others, and effectively 

communicate the importance of good health and fitness. The conference also provided youth and 

adults alike the opportunity to network with each other and educate others both locally and from 

other parts of the state on work youth are doing in the food and fitness arena in Northeast Iowa. 

Learning workshops, cooking demonstrations, nutrition jeopardy, fitness activities, and food 

sampling were all part of the program, as was a session on connecting their work with policy 

change. The conference was funded in large part through local business donations secured by 

FFI youth, two of whom decided to make good use of a snow day to circulate around town and 

ask businesses to support the conference. Their efforts that day landed them $200 and eventually 

$1200 used to support the conference. Additional photos of the event are online at 

http://www.flickr.com/photos/iowafoodandfitness.  
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Source: Judy Isaacson and Lynette Anderson 
 

The conference, however, has not been the youth's first exposure to policy issues. Early in the 

Initiative, youth administered a survey about concession stand food offerings in their schools. 

From this survey, they learned that students in schools want healthier food options and expressed 

a desire to limit  less healthy options offered at concession stands. The students approached adults 

in charge of the concession stands with the results and requested healthier choices, such as 

cheese sticks. However, they encountered some resistance to their suggestion; some of the adults 

were concerned cheese sticks wouldn't turn a profit like candy bars and therefore wouldn't be as 

effective for (ironically) funding the school sports booster club.  

 

Besides trying to encourage adult decision makers to make changes, the FFI youth are also 

reaching out to students. High school youth gave a presentation on the importance of healthy 

eating and being active to elementary school teachers.  The elementary teachers invited the FFI 

team members to come into their classrooms weekly to talk to elementary school students. Their 

presentations have included demonstrations on appropriate portion control, the sugar content of 

soft drinks, making healthy food choices and being active. Youth are also working with the 

"lunch ladies" and food service directors about healthy changes to school lunch menus. One 

youth managed to get the food service director in his school to institute a salad bar for three days 

a week next year. Another school food service director has gotten rid of unhealthy options based 

on FFI youth calculating fat and sugar content of a la carte items. The youth are setting up 

informational displays at parent teacher conferences, making and displaying posters around the 

schools with healthy food facts to educate students and teachers, and working to change school 

policy that will allow PE to count toward students' GPA instead of sufficing as a pass or fail. 

Students also took an innovative approach to conducting a survey on what students like to eat by 

distributing two months' worth of school lunch menu calendars to students and asking them to 


