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You would be hard-pressed these days to

find a public health concern as far-reaching as nutrition, with both malnourish-

ment and obesity wreaking havoc with huge portions of the world’s population.

In the United States, poor diet and lack of physical activity could soon over-
take smoking as the leading cause of death, according to an analysis published 
in the March 10 Journal of the American Medical Association. Of the top 20 risk
factors contributing to disability and premature death around the world, nine –
underweight, alcohol, cholesterol, iron deficiency, overweight, zinc deficiency,
low fruit and vegetable intake, vitamin A deficiency, and physical inactivity – 
are nutrition-related, according to the World Health Organization’s World 
Health Report 2002.

“Even small changes in overweight prevalence make a tremendous differ-
ence, given how many people are affected,” says Dr. Gail Harrison, professor 
and vice chair of the school’s Department of Community Health Sciences.
“And something like an economic crisis in Asia or a drought in sub-Saharan
Africa drives huge amounts of disability and mortality.”

At the UCLA School of Public Health, faculty and students study nutrition
both at home and abroad, tackling very different concerns. “In the United States
and other developed countries, we have solved, or at least controlled, many
nutritional problems with food fortification and enrichment,” says Harrison.
“With the exception of universal salt iodization, most developing countries have
not done that – for many of them it’s not even on the radar screen – so other
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“The problems 
are big enough 

that unless the entire public health
community puts some effort into it

from the standpoint of whatever
their expertise is, it’s going to be

hard to make progress.”
—Dr. Gail Harrison

SPHmag.June04.2-19  6/7/04  11:25 AM  Page 5



organizational policies and practices. She helped 
the state Department of Health Services prepare its
report promoting better eating choices and physical
activities in the workplace. Yancey is also working
with organizations to begin incorporating healthy
refreshments into their activities. “If it’s a work site
that has a meeting in which refreshments are pro-
vided, we want to make sure that fruits are offered
in addition to, or instead of, pastries; that water is
available rather than just soda; and that if a meal 
is involved, there is a salad or other vegetables and
lean protein sources,” she explains.

Yancey is working locally with the CDC-funded
Racial and Ethnic Approaches to Community 
Health (REACH 2010) project, which has hired 
and trained individuals from the community to 
document the quality and variety of healthy food
options available in low-income neighborhoods.
Among other things, her group has found that stores
in low-income communities offer half the variety 
of fruits and vegetables as those in affluent commu-
nities and that, on average, the quality of produce
on the shelves in low-income neighborhoods is 
significantly worse. These neighborhoods also tend
to have fewer supermarkets per capita, and a higher
proportion of fast-food restaurants. Exacerbating
matters are print, billboard and broadcast advertise-
ments for unhealthy foods and beverages – often

5
ways of dealing with malnutrition problems have to
be considered.” An ominous trend is the emerging
burden of obesity in developing countries, threaten-
ing to unleash an epidemic of chronic diseases such
as diabetes, cancer and heart disease that are well
known to the developed world. “It’s not unusual to
see malnourished children in the same household as
obese adults, because the causative pathways are dif-
ferent,” says Harrison.

Even in the United States, a significant number
of people go hungry. Using data from the 2001
California Health Interview Survey (CHIS 2001),
based in the school’s Center for Health Policy
Research, Harrison found that more than 2.24 
million low-income adults in California can’t always
afford to put food on the table and, as a result,
nearly one-third of them experience episodes of
hunger. Further, being food insecure makes adults
less likely to properly manage a chronic condition
such as diabetes, asthma, hypertension or heart 
disease, with high probability of failing to fill pre-
scriptions for needed medicines and not following
up on medical care referrals.

But the phenomenon attracting more attention
and concern in this country is the dramatic rise in
obesity. Approximately 59 million U.S. adults are
obese, according to the Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention – up more than 60 percent in just 
10 years. Since 1980, obesity rates have doubled
among children and tripled among adolescents. More
than one in seven young people ages 6-19 is obese.
“The public health community was slow in reacting
to this trend, partly because there isn’t an easy tech-
nical fix,” says Harrison.

Given the disappointing success rates of curative
approaches to obesity, public health has shifted the
focus to prevention, hoping to establish environ-
ments more conducive to physical activity and
healthy eating. On both counts, Harrison notes,
there is plenty of room for improvement. “We’re
eating out more, and super-sized portions have
become a cultural value,” she says. “Meanwhile, you
have to look at the fact that if you hide the stair-
wells inside buildings, people aren’t going to take 
the stairs. If there are no sidewalks, people aren’t
going to find it easy to walk. If there aren’t any safe
places to play soccer, kids aren’t going to be outside
kicking a ball.”

Mindful that individual choices with regard 
to nutrition are heavily influenced by one’s environ-
ment, another member of the school’s faculty,
Dr. Antronette Yancey, has focused on changing

Dr. Antronette Yancey’s
“Community Steps to
Minority Youth Fitness”
brings increased physical
activity and education
about healthier diet to
middle-school children.
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used for comfort during times of stress, Yancey notes
– targeted at low-income communities.

“All of these issues are gaining traction, espe-
cially because of the childhood obesity epidemic,”
Yancey says. “People recognize that when it comes
to children, to the extent that we abdicate our
responsibility for providing nutritious foods in
schools or after-school programs, we’re contributing
to the problem.”

The importance of targeting children has driven
several nutrition-related activities of the school’s
faculty. In February, an international workshop,
“School Children: Health and Nutrition,” drew
approximately 50 scholars from 13 countries to the
UCLA School of Public Health. The conference,
organized by Drs. Charlotte Neumann and Osman
Galal with support from the UCLA International
Institute, brought together experts from the fields 
of economics, education and public health to
explore the effects of malnutrition on educational
outcomes in the developing world and to recom-
mend intervention strategies.

“Although common sense tells us that poor
health, particularly malnutrition, contributes to poor
school performance, and although there is a substan-
tial body of literature backing up this common
sense, there has not been adequate research on the
subject, nor adequate dissemination and application
of the research that has been done, in terms of poli-
cies and programs to combat ill health and malnutri-
tion among school-age children,” explains Galal,
who also serves as secretary general of the
International Union of Nutritional Sciences. As a fol-
low-up to the conference, attendees are preparing
documents on the evidence of the link between

nutrition and school performance for policy makers
in developing countries as well as for international
organizations such as the World Bank, WHO,
UNICEF and UNESCO. Both Neumann and Galal
are urging ministries of education to take responsi-
bility for school feeding rather than relegating this
critical input into education to other ministries.

For several years, a team that includes
Neumann and faculty colleagues Drs. Michael Prelip
and Wendelin Slusser have worked with the Los
Angeles Unified School District on projects designed
to foster healthier environments in disadvantaged
schools. In one project, they are evaluating the 
educational programs and activities the district 
has established through the California Nutrition
Network, a state initiative funded by the U.S.
Department of Agriculture. A second, funded by 
the CDC and initiated by Neumann, Prelip, Slusser,
and project director Stephanie Vecchiarelli, is called
Nutrition-Friendly Schools and Communities.
Inspired by the WHO/UNICEF program that 
designates hospitals meeting certain criteria as 
“baby friendly,” and based on the Coordinated School
Health Model, the research project is examining 
the impact of an intervention in eight elementary
schools in low-income Hollywood and East Los
Angeles communities. The faculty team developed
criteria for nutrition-friendly schools – including
those that have undertaken efforts such as reining 
in junk food, adding salad bars, promoting physical
activity, integrating nutrition into the classroom 
curriculum, and actively engaging teachers, staff, and
parents in the process of changing the school envi-
ronment. The schools have instituted wellness pro-
grams and offered cooking and yoga for parents and
staff, worked with local parks to create recreational

Scholars from 13 coun-
tries attended “School

Children: Health and
Nutrition,” a conference at

the UCLA School of
Public Health organized

by Drs. Charlotte
Neumann (seated, second

from left) and Osman
Galal (seated, far right).
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Students and postdoctoral fellows receive training to become leaders in the nutrition field through several
UCLA School of Public Health programs (see page 9), pursuing a variety of important interests.
Future leaders include:

DENA HERMAN — A postdoctoral fellow in the
School of Public Health-based Division of Cancer
Prevention and Control Research, Herman’s focus
has been on changing the food package offered by
the Women, Infants, and Children (WIC) program to
include fresh fruits and vegetables. Herman initially
studied food security and dietary quality among the
WIC population, which is at increased risk for obe-
sity and cancer; a follow-up intervention project gave
postpartum women and their families certificates to
buy fruits and vegetables. The intervention was
designed to show policy makers that if provided
with the financial means to do so, a low-income
population will purchase fruits and vegetables –
which tend to be more expensive than other, less
healthy foods – and include them in their diet.
The U.S. Department of Agriculture is currently
considering a change in the WIC food package, and
Herman hopes data from her project will help to
inform the decision.

LOAN PHAM — Pham, who has a master’s degree in
nutrition and is a registered dietitian, enrolled in the
school’s doctoral program last fall after having spent
several years on a Berkeley, Calif.-based project to
develop a series of nutrition booklets that are cultur-
ally and linguistically tailored to the Vietnamese
community. Her main interest is in cancer preven-
tion through diet and lifestyle. A Vietnamese
American with bilingual language skills, Pham has
observed in her work that Vietnamese immigrants
tend, over time, to transition away from the diet 
of their native country, which is high in fruits and

vegetables and low in saturated and total fat. She
plans to use her doctorate to facilitate community-
based work aimed at promoting maintenance of 
the traditional diet in this population.

CONSTANCE GEWA —

While working toward
her M.S. in applied
human nutrition at the
University of Nairobi in
Kenya, Gewa met Dr.
Charlotte Neumann, pro-
fessor at the UCLA
School of Public Health,
who has conducted
research in Kenya for
more than two decades.
Gewa was in charge of
food intake measurement
and served as field coor-
dinator on Neumann’s
study of the effects of
animal-source foods on
the growth and cognitive development of children;
Neumann told her about the UCLA program, and
Gewa is now a doctoral student at the school. “This
is helping me to expand my horizons so that I can
focus on nutrition through a larger paradigm of
health and social issues,” she says. Once she receives
her doctorate, Gewa hopes to return to her native
country to teach and conduct research focused on
improving the nutritional status of communities.

Preparing Future Leaders: Students, Postdocs Receive Valuable Training

programs for kids, and introduced SPARK, a San Diego-based program that
trains teachers to be better physical education instructors.

“The idea is to teach kids, staff and parents about the importance of making
better food choices and being physically active, and then provide them with the
opportunity to act on those choices,” says Prelip. “It’s important to change not
just the schools but the communities as a whole, so that kids can continue to
make the right choices when the school day is over, and so they have adult role
models who are doing the same thing.”

Neumann, who has conducted nutritional studies in Kenya as well as other
parts of Africa for more than 20 years, focuses on very different problems when
she is overseas.

Working mostly with researchers at the University of Nairobi and Kenyan
government agencies, Neumann found in observational studies that a high pro-
portion of the nation’s school children are lacking in the vitamins, minerals, and

Once she completes 
her doctoral education,
Constance Gewa 
(right, with Dr. Charlotte
Neumann) plans to 
apply it to improving 
the nutritional status 
of communities in her 
home country of Kenya.
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energy they need for adequate functioning, learning and growth. The same stud-
ies provided hints that adding small amounts of meat to the diet of both chil-
dren and adults in the population – much of which eats little or no animal 
products due to issues of affordability and accessibility – makes a significant 
difference in their health, energy levels and cognitive function. So Neumann 
and her Kenyan colleagues sought and received funding for a randomized con-
trolled study of more than 9,000 school children in rural Kenya to determine
the impact of adding a small amount of animal-source food to the local diet
through a school snack.

Neumann and colleagues are continuing to analyze the data, but have
already reported that children in the group receiving a small amount of meat
increased their cognitive function and physical activity levels at higher rates 
than the other children in the study, and showed more initiative and leadership
during periods of free play. “It was a significant difference – kids went from
being sluggish in the classroom to being quite active and animated,” Neumann
says. The children in the meat group also showed increased muscle mass and
increases in vitamin B12, which is important for blood formation and brain
function and development.

In sub-Saharan Africa, malnutrition has worsened in the last decade due 
to factors such as drought, civil strife and HIV/AIDS, which has decimated 
several countries economically as well as socially – all adding to the immense
burdens facing a poverty-stricken region. But Neumann believes that relatively
simple public health interventions such as the one used by her group can still
make a significant impact. “Of course, if we were able to end wars, reduce debt
repayment and eliminate HIV we could make a huge difference, but in the
meantime there is much that can be done on a household and community
level,” she says.

While daunting challenges remain, there are many examples of public
health successes in tackling nutrition concerns. In the United States, the federal
Women, Infants, and Children (WIC) program, designed to provide nutritious
foods, information on healthy eating, and health care referrals for low-income
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In rural Kenya,
Dr. Charlotte Neumann

and colleagues from 
the University of Nairobi
have studied the health,

energy and cognitive
impacts of giving meat 
to school children who

normally have little 
or no access to it.

With a small amount of 
animal-source food 

added to the local diet, 
“kids went from being sluggish 

in the classroom to being 
quite active and animated.”

—Dr. Charlotte Neumann
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women, infants and children considered to be at
nutritional risk, has consistently proven be an invest-
ment that saves money in intensive care costs,
improves dietary quality, and increases the likelihood
that children will have a usual source of medical
care. Globally, perhaps the biggest success story is
salt iodization. Even mild levels of iodine deficiency
can cause cognitive defects; more significant defi-
ciencies are associated with mental retardation.
Nearly every country has taken measures to fortify
its salt supply with iodine, resulting in dramatic
improvements in human capital and quality of life.

Where other types of supplementation are not
in the offing, different strategies can be employed.
With support from the school’s Bixby Program in
Population & Reproductive Health, Harrison has
launched an effort in the Middle East to increase 
the number of women who take folic acid supple-
mentation around the time of conception. Potentially,
60-70 percent of the major birth defects can be 
prevented with adequate folic acid intake, but sup-
plementation as part of prenatal care comes too late,
Harrison notes. While developed nations such as 
the United States have fortified the food supply to
ensure a higher level of intake in the general popula-
tion, other strategies are needed in poorer countries.
Harrison’s project, with Dr. Michael Lu, is analyzing
the maternal health care systems of several countries
to find ideal opportunities to introduce folic acid
supplementation to women who are at high risk of
becoming pregnant.

Through several programs that support stu-
dents, the school is helping to train the next genera-
tion of public health leaders in the nutrition arena,
both in the United States and abroad (see the side-
bar on page 7). UCLA’s is one of three public health
schools in the country to have a Maternal-Child
Health Nutrition Leadership Training Program,
funded by the federal Bureau of Maternal and Child
Health. The program, directed by Dr. Marion Taylor
Baer, prepares registered dietitians to assume leader-
ship roles in public health. Through the generosity
of a private donor, the school provides fellowship
support for additional doctoral students who are
nutritionists, both domestic and international.
A joint program with the West Los Angeles VA
Medical Center supports a half-dozen M.P.H.
students each year who also receive clinical train-
ing in dietetics. The Center for Human Nutrition,
directed by Dr. David Heber, is a joint effort of
UCLA’s schools of public health and medicine
bringing together faculty, postdoctoral research 
fellows, and graduate students to focus on the roles
of nutrition and food in human health and disease.

Harrison points out that improving nutrition 
at home and abroad will take the efforts of far 
more personnel than the public health academics
and professionals devoted entirely to the field. “My
motto is always to try to make nutritionists out of
everybody I see,” she says, “because the problems 
are big enough that unless the entire public health
and medical community puts some effort into it
from the standpoint of whatever their expertise is,
it’s going to be hard to make progress.”
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In the Nutrition-
Friendly Schools and
Communities project,
faculty at the UCLA
School of Public Health
are studying the impact 
of an intervention in eight
elementary schools 
in low-income parts of
Los Angeles. Among 
the many activities is a
cooking class for parents.

SPHmag.June04.2-19  6/7/04  11:26 AM  Page 10


