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Discussions among SNAP-Ed program 

stakeholders  

 

Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program Education (SNAP-Ed) at the Michigan Fitness 

Foundation (MFF) is a collaborative of statewide partners whose work focuses on “improving the 

health of Michigan’s most vulnerable citizens, including children, seniors, families, and communities 

in crisis.”1 With a statewide reach, MFF works to meet people where they are and invests in local 

resources and evidence-based programs to develop sustainable capacity for improving health. In 

2019, MFF provided grants to 37 local and regional organizations who carried out SNAP-Ed 

programming throughout the state. Programs were delivered in settings such as child care 

centers, schools, summer meal sites, work sites, faith-based organizations, housing for older 

adults, farmers markets, retail stores, and food pantries. In addition to direct education classes 

and activities focused on nutrition, ways to eat healthy on a budget, and physical activity, MFF 

SNAP-Ed-funded organizations (“Partners”) worked to support healthy eating and physical 

activity in their communities through policy, systems, and environmental change (PSE) strategies. In 

2019, Wilder Research worked with the Michigan Fitness Foundation (MFF) to facilitate a series of 

eight regional Ripple Effects Mapping (REM) sessions with SNAP-Ed Partner organizations and 

stakeholders to better understand the broader impacts of SNAP-Ed in the state.  

About the approach 

REM is an evaluation method used to understand the intended and unintended impacts of 

complex community-based programs. It involves a facilitated discussion with program staff and 

local stakeholders and the creation of a visual “mind map” during the discussion that shows the 

links between program activities and changes or “ripples” in the community.  

                                                 
1 Michigan Fitness Foundation: SNAP-Ed. https://snap-ed.michiganfitness.org/ 
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Eight regional REM discussions were held between June and August 2019 (Figure 1). 

MFF worked with SNAP-Ed Partners to identify potential attendees for the discussions. A 

total of 120 people attended, with discussions ranging from 11 and 21 attendees, including 

SNAP-Ed program staff; representatives from schools, food pantries, grocery stores, 

public health agencies, tribal health organizations, and other organizational partners. Staff 

from Wilder Research and MFF co-facilitated the eight REM discussions. A full list of the 

SNAP-Ed Partner organizations by discussion can be found in Appendix A.  

This report summarizes the statewide impacts of SNAP-Ed identified during the discussions. 

Specific examples of program impacts were categorized into broader themes using a coding 

scheme developed by Wilder Research. MFF and SNAP-Ed Partners can use the information 

in this report to identify broader intended and unintended impacts that have come from 

this work, as well as the potential supporting factors for these changes. Summaries were 

also created for each discussion describing the impacts that were shared by stakeholders 

and included questions for MFF and SNAP-Ed Partners to consider as they plan their 

work moving forward. 

1. Map of the SNAP-Ed Partners by region 

 

Note. Each icon on the map 

represents where SNAP-Ed 

Partners were located. Some 

icons on the map represent 

more than one SNAP-Ed 

Partner and many programs 

spanned across multiple 

communities. A full list of the 

SNAP-Ed Partners can be 

found in Appendix A. 
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Ripple Effects Mapping 

This graphic shows the themes that emerged from eight regional Ripple Effects Mapping discussions across the state of Michigan. Attendees described 

impacts for SNAP-Ed participants, residents in surrounding communities, organizations, and broader systems and the built environment.  
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Project impacts 

Across the discussions, SNAP-Ed Partners described how their work created impacts at 

the participant, community, organizational, and systems levels. The graphic included in 

this report shows the impacts identified during the REM discussions at each of these levels. 

Examples of the types of changes and impacts discussed in each topic area, using examples 

and quotes from the REM discussions to illustrate specific impacts resulting from these 

efforts, are provided in the narrative. 

Impacts on participants 

Supporting healthy eating  

One of the most prominent themes across discussions involved ways that SNAP-Ed had 

supported greater food exploration and healthy eating among participants. Much of this 

work occurred in schools through activities related to sampling new foods, learning about 

nutrition, and understanding food labels. Sampling different fruits and vegetables in 

particular increased students’ openness to try other foods. One attendee discussed how these 

classroom activities leveraged peer support among students to try new things. 

Attendees also provided examples of ways students had applied their learning. They saw 

students showing off healthy foods they chose at lunch or snack times, using new 

vocabulary they learned about the health benefits of different foods, “calling out” 

unhealthy food choices among their peers, or identifying items or ingredients they had 

learned. Students also brought recipes home to share with their parents or asked their 

parents to buy foods they had sampled during the programming.  

Attendees also described impacts on participants in other settings, such as seeing families 

try recipes they had learned about through SNAP-Ed programs or substituting healthy 

ingredients in foods they already prepared. For example, one SNAP-Ed Partner described 

a lesson where they made a healthier taco recipe by shredding sweet potatoes into ground 

turkey and using yogurt instead of sour cream. This food exploration increased adult 

participants’ familiarity with new foods so they were more likely to pick them up at the 

grocery store or prepare them at home.  



 

 
Page 5 

Overall, attendees observed that students felt empowered as health advocates for 

themselves and their peers and were more actively engaged in the decision-making 

process around their food choices. 

Our clients are excited about eating healthier…sometimes people will say ‘ah, most kids 
won't eat those vegetables, or most adults, they don't eat like that, they have bad habits, 
they won't change,’ and what we've really enjoyed is that we're seeing that's not so. Our 
participants get real excited about making those behavior changes. –Central Michigan 

Children's attitudes about trying new and healthy foods are improving. You can see their 
facial expressions, the words they use, their excitement level, their attention to food. 
–Upper Peninsula 

The seniors are reading the labels now, knowing the difference between ‘best by’ dates 
and ‘expires.’ –Southwest Michigan 

Students are trying new foods and doing some food exploration through cooking so when 
they see a spaghetti squash in stores, they might be more open to trying it. 
–Greater Grand Rapids region 

Promoting physical activity  

Attendees also shared examples of participants engaging in physical activity through 

SNAP-Ed, although this theme was less prominent than impacts related to healthy eating. 

Many of the changes observed resulted from classroom activities. In both the Central 

Eastern and Northern Lower Peninsula discussions, attendees mentioned that teachers 

had begun integrating social and emotional “brain breaks” with physical movement in the 

classroom. In one classroom, students took a trip to an indoor fitness facility, which 

engaged students who might be less likely to try activities in physical education (PE) or 

through intramural sports. One school developed a bicycle repair station and another built 

a workout room for teachers to use.  

In connection with their SNAP-Ed programming, several school systems were able to 

expand their extracurricular physical activity programs. In the Central Eastern region, 

schools were able to expand their out-of-school-time programming under the 21st 

Century Community Learning Center funding to include intramural sports. In the 

Northern Lower Peninsula, the Learning, Enrichment, and Athletic Program (LEAP), was 

developed after funding cuts to athletic programs in the schools. Students enrolled in 

schools where 50% or more of students qualify for free or reduced price meals receive 

discounted rates to participate, and currently over 4,000 students participate.  

Attendees described a number of benefits they observed from increased physical activity 

opportunities in schools. These included increased focus and confidence, which had the 

potential support students’ long-term academic success, and students being able to experience 

new ways of being active outside of organized sports. Attendees in one discussion also 
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mentioned that when students are engaged in physical activity, others around them, such 

as teachers and parents, become more active as well. 

Some attendees described increased physical activity among participants and community 

members in other settings. One attendee observed families using active transportation 

(i.e. walking and biking) to get to different activities. Several partner organizations had 

begun offering new physical activity opportunities for participants, including programs 

for older adults and adults living with mental health concerns.  

A lot of the schools have…organized the classroom to do physical activity if they don't 
have organized PE classes. They are figuring out how to do physical activity outside of 
that environment. –Southwest Michigan 

A couple of participants are having a blast with the aqua fit class or work with a personal 
trainer, saying that ‘my life has changed for the better.’ Other people are like, ‘I'm just 
loving it.’ Others have mentioned weight loss. We hear all this research that physical 
activity is related to mental health but it can be abstract. We wouldn't have gotten involved 
in this work without our relationship with SNAP-Ed. –Upper Peninsula 

Other benefits to participants 

Supporting academic and career development 

Attendees who worked in schools observed ways that SNAP-Ed supported academic skills 

such as math and sequential thinking in following a recipe. Some also shared they had seen 

participants become interested in a career in public health or related fields through their 

involvement in SNAP-Ed. 

Students [are] trying new healthy foods for the first time, working together, and taking 
initiative over their food projects, actively engaging and questioning our food community 
(i.e., accessibility, affordability, health issues such as obesity, diabetes), learning math 
with measurements and how to follow a recipe to completion, being able to take those 
recipes and skills home, learning proper skills. –Greater Grand Rapids region 

Former participants have become interested in going on to work/study in areas related to 
public health. –Southeastern region (Group A) 

Building social connections  

Attendees shared examples of strengthened social connections among participants through 

SNAP-Ed programs. These relationships could be especially meaningful for older adults 

or parents who may be isolated. For example, one attendee mentioned a single mother of 

a child with special needs who said she came to the program because of it was her only 

opportunity to socialize with other adults. Another attendee commented that the Cooking 
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Matters sessions provided an accessible, non-threatening way for older adults to get out 

of their rooms and connect with others in their building. 

I had a mom who her son has special needs and she’s the primary care provider and a 
single mother and so she would take a bus for 45 minutes to come to the Cooking Matters 
class. She would bring her son with her and she would spend half the class doing dishes 
and we would say, ‘Please come join us,’ and she would say, ‘You don’t understand. This 
is like the only time I have that’s to myself.’ She talked so much about the social element, 
the food part was great, she was happy for it, but she was like this is my only adult social 
outlet that I have. –Greater Grand Rapids region 

SNAP-Ed allowed participants, especially students, to develop trusting relationships with 

adults, and for SNAP-Ed Partners to strengthen their relationships with those participants 

and their families. Some noted that being at sites over multiple years allowed them to build 

these relationships, which in turn increased investment from participants and Partners’ 

understanding of the needs of their communities. 

[We’ve built] connections with parents, grandparents, community members, and [food] 
pantry participants. –Central Eastern region 

Educators will work with students for a while. Last year they added a parent portion, giving 
the educator and parents a chance to meet and work together. Kids are saying our instructor 
is going to be there and are excited to bring their parents in because they love the program. 
–Greater Grand Rapids region 

Engaging participants as leaders 

In many of the discussions, attendees noted that SNAP-Ed engages students as leaders 

through work focused on addressing broader food systems. In the Southeastern region, 

student leadership teams were created to improve healthy eating and physical activity 

opportunities in schools. Through these teams, students developed a community health 

walk that has since been institutionalized by the city where the school was located. The 

teams also engaged in activities at the district level about school nutrition, which has also 

allowed them to meet students from other schools. Attendees also saw students taking on 

leadership roles during team activities or serving as informal advocates for healthy eating 

and physical activity among their peers. Having programs in schools over multiple years 

allowed students to deepen their engagement and take on greater leadership roles. 

We formulated two leadership teams across the schools… what we began to see was that 
the students were embracing changes they would like to see with access to healthier 
vegetables within the schools and beyond. We started connecting schools’ student 
leadership teams across the district in order to work towards a shared experience and 
brought them together to talk about it. And then, actually brought the students to talk with 
the lead food service personnel from Detroit Public Schools Community District.  
–Southeastern region (Group B) 
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The kids I work with that came back to get their GED often don't want to listen to anything 
so having options for them and recipes for them to follow and me to be overseeing and 
there for them when they have questions, giving less direction, then a lot of them can be 
leaders. –Greater Grand Rapids region 

Attendees described examples of participants in other settings taking on greater leadership 

roles. In the Southeastern region, food pantries were increasingly using volunteers as health 

ambassadors to support broader systems changes. In several discussions, attendees described 

how program participants became advocates for the programs themselves, recruiting others to 

participate. Likewise, parents were able to share their expertise in some classes, specifically 

the financial literacy lesson of the Cooking Matters curriculum, because they often had 

extensive experience in budgeting and stretching food dollars. 

Food pantries are changing the way they utilize volunteers to support systems change, 
such as training volunteers to be health ambassadors and to do recipe tasting.  
–Southeastern region (Group A) 

I have seen a community member participate in a cooking class who then became a 
community advocate for this type of programming, which I think is incredibly powerful. To 
have someone in the community actually living it speak on behalf and what they learned 
has been impactful and inspiring to others. –Southeastern region (Group B) 

Impacts on others in the community 

Engaging parents  

The attitudes and behavior of parents are strong influences on the eating behaviors of 

children, and in all of the discussions, attendees mentioned examples of ways SNAP-Ed 

had engaged parents, either directly through family programs or indirectly through 

school-based programs with their children. Parents were often surprised that their child 

had tried a specific food in a SNAP-Ed program, which expanded their ideas about what 

their children would and would not eat. In several discussions, attendees noted that parents 

with limited incomes might be less likely to buy foods that they are not sure their children 

will eat, but these experiences could give them more confidence to introduce new foods at 

home. Likewise, engaging parents in programs through cooking classes or other activities 

helped build confidence and excitement for cooking together.  

These programs elevated parents as role models for their children, but through classroom-

based programs, children were also spurring change among their parents. In this way, 

SNAP-Ed led to multi-generational impacts, which helped ensure greater sustainability of 

behavioral changes. 

In the summer, I see parents in the grocery stores and they say they're eating healthier because 
my son or daughter is requesting that we do it and they want to recreate recipes that we've 
done. –Upper Peninsula 
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There was a family that was so against beans. We were going to do black bean burgers 
with corn and black bean salsa on top, and then we had black bean brownies. They were 
so convinced they were not going to touch a thing, but it is now one of their favorite meals 
to make for the family… the confidence that happens in those classes - you don't have to 
be a chef to make healthy meals for families. –Greater Grand Rapids region 

Engaging teachers and school staff 

Through school-based programs, SNAP-Ed impacted the health behaviors of teachers and 

other school staff. In several discussions, attendees talked about how teachers made a point 

of trying the foods in the tastings to serve as a role model to students. Others commented 

on longer-term changes in health behaviors among teachers, such as drinking more water, 

eating healthier, or engaging in physical activity challenges with other teachers. One teacher 

in an REM discussion talked about how he integrates these new practices into the 

classroom, such as offering students 15 minutes of extra recess if they reminded him to 

drink water, or challenging students to do reps of an activity he did at the gym in the 

morning.  

Other teachers began using activities from the SNAP-Ed program in their regular classes, 

or established policies such as limiting unhealthy options during classroom celebrations. 

Integrating these changes into the classroom helped ensure greater institutional supports 

for some of the changes being sought through SNAP-Ed. 

There have been physical activity challenges among teachers. Teachers are either taking 
step challenges or logging workouts or tracking food. They'll have some sort of challenge 
for being healthier and set that example for the school. –Southwest Michigan 

I'm a teacher, and [SNAP-Ed] really changed my lifestyle, my whole outlook, where now I 
drink water in front of the kids, bring healthy snacks every day. I talk about how I shop, 
talk about my morning at the gym. We do usually some kind of thing that I did that day, 
like, here's what I did today. Can you do more than me?  --Northern Lower Peninsula 

Organizational impacts 

Increasing organizational capacity  

Leveraging new funding 

Partners were also able to build upon their SNAP-Ed work and the partnerships they had 

established through those efforts to seek new funding opportunities. These opportunities 

often allowed them to expand the reach and impact of their work or solidify partnerships 

they had developed through SNAP-Ed. In several communities, Partners reported that 

SNAP-Ed had enabled them to apply for other grants that require nutrition education, 
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including the “10 Cents a Meal” initiative, which provides schools with up to 10 cents per 

meal in matching funds to serve locally grown produce. Likewise, an organization focused 

on bicycle advocacy and youth engagement in the Northern Lower Peninsula began 

offering learn-to-ride programs in two schools in partnership with SNAP-Ed, and recently 

received funding to expand its programs into 22 schools, including several private and 

parochial schools. 

Attendees reflected that the wider network of partners they had established through 

SNAP-Ed helped them learn about new funding opportunities for nutrition education and 

PSE change work. Because collaboration is often prioritized in grants, these networks 

helped Partners and community organizations be more competitive in funding proposals. 

Others shared that having the SNAP-Ed name or a SNAP-Ed educator listed on grant 

applications carried a lot of weight in grant proposals.  

Some of these partnerships have allowed us to find other opportunities and other funders 
to do things that if we never approached them with SNAP-Ed we wouldn't have the 
opportunities. –Southwest Michigan 

The grant that we received through the health department to put together a non-motorized 
transportation plan for the Manistee area relies heavily on collaboration. And, ultimately, 
when those plans are complete, the collaboration that's built within that plan will allow us 
to go to funders, whether it's governmental agencies, federal or state governments, or private 
entities, to actually fund and implement aspects of that plan. –Northern Lower Peninsula 

Building capacity to address broader social determinants of health 

Partners in a number of communities mentioned that through their PSE change efforts, they 

were broadening their work beyond healthy eating and physical activity programming to 

address other social determinants of health. Through this work, they were also developing a 

more nuanced understanding of the needs of the communities they were working with, which 

helped them tailor their programs accordingly. These changes had impacts beyond SNAP-

Ed Partners. Partners observed more conversations in the broader community about 

health, as well as shifts in how their organizational partners were framing issues. In 

particular, several attendees described how food pantries and human service providers 

were increasingly looking at the intersections between poverty and health. 

At Bronson Wellness Center with the community health needs assessment (CHNA), we 
can truly understand our communities and the disparities that exist in zip codes and 
neighborhoods and take more relationship-based approaches. Not every community 
needs the same thing. It's about equity. Understanding where the need is and what the 
need is and building relationships. –Southwest Michigan 

In food pantries and the emergency food access environment, conversations [have] changed 
from hunger [and] providing any food to increasing the presence of fresh produce and access 
to healthy foods. –Southeastern Michigan (Group A) 
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Developing new positions and expertise 

Several SNAP-Ed Partners said that they had created new positions focused on PSE change 

work within their organizations. The creation of these positions allowed other staff to have 

more conversations about how to connect programming and broader systems change work. 

Some organizations were able to create positions focused on healthy eating or youth 

development. Others shared they had increased their capacity to measure the impact of 

their work through SNAP-Ed’s evaluation tools and requirements. 

Deepening collaboration 

Collaboration was central to the work of many SNAP-Ed Partners, and impacts related to 

collaboration were among the most frequently mentioned across discussions. SNAP-Ed 

Partners relied on organizational partners such as schools to be able to bring programs to 

residents. Partnerships were also critical in building capacity to advance PSE changes. 

These partnerships helped to reduce duplication of services to residents, identify gaps in 

programs and services, and work together more strategically to address community needs. 

These partnerships also allowed organizations to share ideas and resources, expand programs, 

reach new populations, and leverage additional funding. In addition, some noted that these 

coalitions helped build statewide support for the work. Some also commented that greater 

coordination of work enhanced community awareness because residents were now hearing 

the same messaging from multiple sources.  

Attendees across discussions mentioned that collaborating on one program often led to 

working together on other activities and the effect would snowball. Having a long-term 

presence in communities helped to build trust and relationships with community organizations. 

Partnering with community organizations 

SNAP-Ed Partners collaborated with schools, food pantries, grocery stores, farmers markets, 

nonprofit organizations, public agencies, neighborhood groups, and other businesses and 

organizations. These partnerships varied in formality from working together on one-time 

initiatives to ongoing relationships or formal coalitions. For example, in Southwest Michigan, 

a local grocery store had started asking SNAP-Ed educators what fruits or vegetables they 

would be sampling in their classroom programs so they could make sure they had plenty in 

stock for children and parents purchasing it after the lesson. In the greater Grand Rapids 

region, SNAP-Ed staff and members of FoodCorps, a program focused on healthy food 

access in schools, were also increasingly working together to bring lessons into the 

classroom. In the Upper Peninsula, a health coalition was established that included 

representatives from the local food co-op, the farmers market, school food service programs, 
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the health department, local food and farming nonprofits, universities and university 

extension programs, and a local health plan, among other partners. Members meet once a 

month to network and discuss how they can best leverage their resources to coordinate 

work. Similarly, in the Northern Lower Peninsula, schools were hosting an upcoming 

conference called Building Healthy, Resilient Communities, which focused on taking a 

trauma-informed approach to school health and fostering learning and dialogue across 

sectors. One attendee noted a conference of this scale across schools and sectors would not 

have happened without the collaborative groundwork laid by SNAP-Ed. 

Community partners act as relationship brokers. It's important to build those relationships 
with community partners so they know your goals and expand beyond that. Once people 
know what SNAP-Ed is about, they send others. –Southwest Michigan 

Collaborating with community members and organizations deepens programming, and you 
start collaborating on other activities. Once you start one of these programs, you make 
connections and before you know it, you're working on something else, collaborating on 
something else. –Upper Peninsula 

Working with other SNAP-Ed Partners 

Experiences working with other organizations funded through SNAP-Ed varied by region. 

For example, in the Southeastern region, discussion attendees highlighted a number of 

ways SNAP-Ed Partners were working together, including referring participants to other 

each other, creating a coalition together, and working together on evaluation efforts. In 

the Upper Peninsula, Partners noted that there were more opportunities to come together, 

which had been more limited in the past because they were so geographically spread out.  

[An impact I have seen is] learning how our work can be shared and built upon; how we can 
collaborate together. Even just learning about organizations in SNAP-Ed that I otherwise 
wouldn’t have known about. –Southeastern Michigan (Group A) 

Engaging local champions 

Having champions within organizations or the community helped build buy-in at partner 

sites, support the expansion of programs, or reach new populations. Most often, SNAP-Ed 

Partners mentioned specific school staff as critical champions for their work including 

school administrators, teachers, and food service directors. In the Central Eastern region, 

attendees noted that community school directors, housed within public schools in the area, 

played a central role in helping SNAP-Ed staff connect with potential participants or 

partner programs. Food service directors were also key to institutionalizing changes. For 

example, some were including more fruits and vegetables or local produce on lunch 

menus. Some attendees mentioned that building long-term relationships with schools 

helped them cultivate local champions who could support and advance their work. 
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Although less common, some mentioned local champions in other settings. For example, 

in Central Eastern Michigan a judge who set up a committee to address food access in 

their community and established the courthouse as a site where children could come for 

nutritious meals through the United States Department of Agriculture’s (USDA’s) Child 

Nutrition Program. 

Our community school directors [are] our champions…helping us with our SNAP-Ed 
programming and all the other programs that are going on. They connect us with people 
that need our services or that want to be partners. –Central Eastern Michigan 

I think our schools knowing that we'll stick around leads them to show up for us more. 
–Central Michigan 

Expanding and enhancing programs 

Expanding programs 

Partners were able to build on their current work under SNAP-Ed to develop new initiatives 

supporting healthy eating or physical activity. For example, school representatives in the 

greater Grand Rapids area described programs that were developed because of SNAP-Ed, 

such as a library program focused on healthy eating and physical activity, a wellness 

committee, a nutrition club for elementary students, and funding opportunities supporting 

healthy environments and improvements to the school breakfast program. Attendees 

suggested that having a SNAP-Ed educator advancing these initiatives was especially 

helpful because oftentimes the food service directors were overstretched to take on these 

extra efforts. 

[The] support [from our SNAP-Ed educator] has made a big difference in our school programs 
to have a person who is available and willing to assist in adding new agendas. Many times, 
wellness programs or after school nutrition clubs are pushed aside by overloaded nutrition 
directors so having a resource person is very important. –Greater Grand Rapids area 

Attendees also provided examples of teachers and school staff continuing to implement 

SNAP-Ed activities, policies, and practices even after SNAP-Ed educators left. For example, 

teachers were able to use resources and activities in their classrooms or instituted policies 

such as healthy snack or birthday policies or adding extra recess time as an incentive rather 

than candy.  

Some teachers continue with our Healthy Classrooms, Healthy Schools curriculum after 
our lessons are done and keep the education going.  –Upper Peninsula 
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Understanding community needs 

In many discussions, attendees described efforts to better understand community needs to 

inform the programs they were delivering. In some cases, this was through formal activities. 

For example, Bronson Health in Southwest Michigan conducted a community health 

needs assessment that provided insight into the needs and disparities across different zip 

codes in the community that helped inform planning for their SNAP-Ed work led the 

Bronson Health Foundation. Another organization did a survey to better understand issues 

and barriers impacting access to healthy food and physical activity and worked with 

residents to advocate for change based on the findings.  

Others suggested informal ways they had developed a better understanding of the needs 

of participants and community members. Some did so through taking a more relationship-

based approach to working with communities, meeting people where they are at, and 

tailoring programs to meet the unique needs of different communities. One SNAP-Ed 

Partner noted that being able to have a consistent presence in schools allowed them to 

better understand students’ needs, which then informed the programs they brought in and 

their PSE change strategies.  

Any “boots on the ground” work, if you're in the schools or the lunchroom you start to see 
the needs rise to the top. You might come in with an agenda (e.g., people need more exposure 
[to healthy foods]). But the actual barrier might be no kitchen… Continue[ing] to do direct 
education and [have] an organizational face with boots on the ground [helps us better] 
understand the needs, which [then] informs the PSE change work. –Greater Grand 
Rapids region 

Tailoring programs for different communities 

The growing awareness of needs in the community helped SNAP-Ed Partners and other 

community organizations develop programs that better met participants’ needs. In several 

discussions, attendees highlighted healthy eating and physical activity programs they tailored 

to specific communities. In the Upper Peninsula, one person detailed a traditional dancing 

workshop they had done with the local Sault Tribe of Chippewa Indians that became very 

popular. The SNAP-Ed Partner now offers a similar workshop for men and observed that 

residents are more willing to come to them with other ideas for workshops. Likewise, in 

Southeastern Michigan, SNAP-Ed Partners used the 13 Moons of Anishinaabe Nutrition 

curriculum, a direct-education cooking program based in traditional foods and cultural 

teachings of Anishinaabe people. Attendees reported that using these curricula helped them 

build relationships with tribal communities. They also observed participants incorporating 

more native foods into their diets because of the class and connecting the content to broader 

topics such as food access and gardening in their communities. 
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Another attendee established fitness opportunities for adults with mental illness, 

connecting people with trainers, gym memberships, and other physical activities. 

Participants reported some weight loss and improved mood because of the program. One 

SNAP-Ed Partner initiated a successful program in group homes where SNAP-Ed staff 

would cook with residents and offer a physical activity sampling. Staff at the group home 

reported that residents were having more conversations about making healthy choices 

outside of the lesson because of the program. Attendees suggested that using curricula and 

program strategies tailored to specific populations was critical in connecting with 

community members and inspiring healthy lifestyle changes. 

Culturally based curriculum reaches participants on a very deep, emotional level; food is 
significant to our identity, cultural, history, and spirituality. –Southeastern Michigan (Group B) 

We've been having these physical activity demonstrations or tastings, and we're getting 
okay participation and then did a traditional dancing workshop. And that was like a light bulb 
went off. It generated so much excitement and it was all over Facebook. I got to the tribal 
administration office on Monday and everyone was talking about it… I find that more and 
more people approach us in our team asking for certain workshops now. –Upper Peninsula 

Policy, systems, and environmental changes 

School-based PSE changes  

Because much of Partners’ direct education work occurred in schools, schools were also 

key settings for PSE initiatives in place to support access and opportunities for healthy eating 

and physical activity. Across discussions, attendees shared examples of PSE changes 

implemented in schools connected to, but not always funded by, SNAP-Ed including: 

 Teachers have implemented healthy snack and birthday policies in several regions. 

(Central Eastern, greater Grand Rapids region, Central Michigan, Southwest Michigan) 

 In the greater Grand Rapid region, a school implemented a bagged breakfast program, 

allowing students who came in late to still have breakfast on their way to class. An 

attendee noted that students are better fed and prepared for learning, and visits to the 

school nurse have gone down because of the program. 

 Schools in multiple regions used the Smarter Lunchroom Assessment Tool to make 

changes in the school lunchroom such as putting plain milk before the sweetened milk, 

moving fruit to the front of the line, adding a salad bar, or posting signage about 

nutrition and serving sizes (Southwest Michigan, greater Grand Rapids region) 

 In the greater Grand Rapids region, one school landscaped a new soccer field and 

another developed a school library program focused on healthy eating and physical 

activity. 
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 Schools have established community gardens, hoop houses, and greenhouses to use in 

classroom learning and to supply fresh produce for the cafeteria (Greater Grand 

Rapids region, Southwest Michigan Central Michigan, Upper Peninsula, Northern 

Lower Peninsula).   

 Youth leadership teams have met with the district administrators and food service 

personnel in the Detroit Public Schools Community School District to improve healthy 

food offerings within schools (Southeastern region – Group B). 

 Partners in Southwest Michigan worked with the local school district to integrate health 

into Michigan Department of Education school improvement plans, resulting in increased 

recess times or healthy snack policies. Likewise, in the Northern Lower Peninsula, four 

schools were in the process of developing school wellness policies using Healthy 

Schools Action Tools. 

 In the Northern Lower Peninsula, the school board approved policies adding one more 

day of PE for grades K-2 and giving low-income families a discount on the Learning, 

Enrichment, and Athletics Program (LEAP), which provides co-curricular activities for 

students.  

 The Grand Rapids Intermediate School District passed a policy offering free lunches 

for all students, which has the potential to increase healthy food access and reduce 

stigma related to food insecurity for students in the region. 

PSE changes in other settings 

SNAP-Ed Partners worked to build community supports for healthy eating and physical 

activity in other settings including food pantries and grocery stores. These changes 

sometimes had additional ripple effects for the sites and the people they served. Settings 

included: 

Food pantries. In several regions, Partners worked with food pantries to promote changes 

in the physical environment to support healthy eating for patrons. In the Central Eastern 

region, Partners worked with food pantries to set up sampling tables or healthy recipe ideas. 

In the Northern Lower Peninsula, Partners held a series of health classes at the food 

pantry that focused on locally grown produce, from which they saw changes in how food 

pantry staff were stocking the shelves to focus on nutritious foods rather than calories 

alone. In several discussions, attendees mentioned that they were seeing deeper the 

connections between poverty and health among food pantry administrators, and a stronger 

focus on nutrition rather than hunger alone.  

Grocery stores. SNAP-Ed Partners worked closely with grocery and corner stores in their 

communities and described changes in how store managers operated to support consumption 
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of healthy food among their customers. In several regions, attendees shared examples of 

grocery stores moving the location of fresh produce to be more prominent. For example, 

in Central Michigan, one grocery manager created a healthy checkout lane that provided 

healthy food options rather than “temptations.” In the Southeastern region, attendees 

described coupons, signage, and other marketing efforts to help customers shop for healthy 

food on a budget. They noted that these efforts brought in more business for grocery stores, 

and one owner shared that it allowed them to meet more of the community members who 

they served. In the Central Eastern region, another attendee described how a corner store 

now donates excess food, especially fresh produce, to local food pantries. 

Farmers markets. In several communities, Partners worked with farmers markets to help 

do food demonstrations or provide samples. In the Southeastern region of Michigan, one 

community created a farm stand table to increase access to fresh and local foods. In the 

greater Grand Rapids region, a program was developed where SNAP recipients received 

additional dollars to purchase fresh produce at the farmers market.  

Health care settings. In the greater Grand Rapids region and the Northern Lower Peninsula, 

SNAP-Ed Partners worked with health care settings to develop fruit and vegetable 

prescription programs or offer referrals to SNAP-Ed and coupons to patients for fresh 

fruits and vegetables. In the Northern Lower Peninsula, this work was complimented by 

efforts through the Michigan Department of Health and Human Service’s Community 

Health Innovation Region to assess food insecurity among patients. 

Worksites. In only one region did attendees mention worksite PSE change initiatives. In 

the Northern Lower Peninsula, through the Getting to the Heart of the Matter initiative, 

the Health Department of Northwest Michigan has worked to implement worksite wellness 

and other healthy eating initiatives at worksites that were SNAP-Ed eligible. 

Planning processes. In several regions, attendees described impacts to planning processes to 

support access to healthy foods and physical activity. In the Central Eastern region, attendees 

commented that there has been greater consideration of access to food in transportation 

planning processes. In both the Northern Lower Peninsula and Southwest Michigan, 

planners had done park audits that led to the creation of non-motorized transportation 

plans and a greater focus on connections between parks and trails.   

Other PSE changes to increase healthy food access. In the greater Grand Rapids region, 

attendees mentioned other efforts to increase access to fresh produce. The local YMCA 

launched a Veggie Van selling fresh produce in neighborhoods that have less access to 

healthy foods. The community also saw the establishment of a new farmers market and 

community garden. 
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Challenges 

Although discussions primarily focused on program successes, attendees also had the 

opportunity to reflect on challenges they encountered in their work. Although some 

challenges were community specific or varied between urban and rural settings, many of 

the challenges attendees shared were similar across discussions. 

Building buy-in with schools and communities. The most frequently cited challenge across 

discussions was securing buy-in, especially with schools. Attendees in several discussions 

noted that teachers often face competing demands, which meant that some teachers were 

unwilling to give up classroom time for SNAP-Ed or felt that SNAP-Ed was a fun 

extracurricular or add-on rather than a central part of students’ education. Some reflected 

that it took time to build these relationships with teachers, administrative staff, and school 

boards, which could take away time from doing direct education. In Southwest Michigan, 

Partners described ways they worked with some of this resistance, either through proposing 

creative approaches or emphasizing the broader benefits that SNAP-Ed could have for 

students and teachers. 

We're the agitators of a lot of people, whether that's good or bad. I do feel like a thorn in 
the principal's side of, "Do you have that wellness policy yet?" Social norms take so long 
and changing the lens and focus of people takes time. We have to poke and prod them 
enough… Agitating them in a way that you're reaching out and making connections. –
Greater Grand Rapids region 

Managing limited capacity and funding. Having sufficient time, staff, and resources 

remained ongoing issues for many Partners. Partners also commented on funding restrictions 

that limited their abilities to do pursue emergent opportunities for collaboration and outreach 

and better meet the needs of participants. In Central Michigan and the Upper Peninsula, 

attendees noted that resources were especially limited in rural communities, in part because 

they were often working in greater isolation over broader geographic areas. Others 

encountered challenges with limited capacity or turnover at partner sites, which sometimes 

meant having to rebuild relationships, get new staff up to speed, or regain momentum.  

Working within SNAP-Ed program restrictions. Attendees also discussed the limitations 

of their roles within SNAP-Ed. In several discussions, attendees felt there were opportunities 

to expand the program beyond settings that met the eligibility requirements for the 

program, noting that there were often schools or other sites that were just outside of the cut-

off criteria that still had significant need.  

In Southwest Michigan and the Upper Peninsula, attendees suggested there were 

opportunities to better align the curriculum they chose with the local food system. In the 

Upper Peninsula in particular, Partners shared that the fruits and vegetables discussed in 
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lessons were not always available locally. In the Southeastern region, Partners emphasized 

the importance of involving students and members from the cultural communities in selecting 

curricula.  

Attendees also suggested that having to apply for SNAP-Ed funding every year made it 

challenging for staff to be able to count on having a job and to build buy-in from the 

community. Lastly, some said that because they could educate but not advocate under 

federal funding restrictions, they could not work toward policy and systems changes as 

effectively as they would like.   

Addressing broader social determinants of health. Attendees frequently mentioned 

barriers participants faced in accessing healthy foods and being physically active. These 

included low wages, affordability of fresh produce, transportation to food retail options, 

and limited time to cook food at home. Some also discussed federal policies that affected 

participants and SNAP-Ed programing, including cuts to SNAP, new federal nutrition 

policies that allowed for flavored milk and increased sodium in school food programs, 

and government allotment for student meals. In several discussions, attendees suggested 

that recent immigration policies have made it more difficult to engage Hispanic 

participants because of fears about reporting to immigration authorities, which may be 

exacerbated because SNAP-Ed is a federal program.  

Food for thought  

Although each region represented a unique context based on the SNAP-Ed Partners and 

community organizations included, the populations served, and the landscape of food access 

and related resources, common themes emerged across the projects. Across the discussions, 

attendees described ways that their direct education programs impacted participants’ 

openness to trying new foods and physical activities, as well as changes in health behaviors. 

Engaging parents, teachers, and others further supported these changes in participants’ 

lives as role models, ensured greater sustainability of these impacts.  

Attendees discussed commonalities regarding the infrastructure needed to offer direct 

education and to support PSE change work and provided examples of how SNAP-Ed had 

helped them build their capacity by supporting new positions, training, and positioning 

them for other funding opportunities. Collaboration was also central to their work, and 

SNAP-Ed Partners discussed how these partnerships led to better coordination of efforts 

to address community needs and new opportunities to work together. Through this work, 

SNAP-Ed Partners were able to develop programs that better reflected the needs, interests, 

and values of the communities they served. SNAP-Ed Partners’ increased capacity and 

network of community partners laid the groundwork for PSE changes across a number of 
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settings including schools, food pantries, grocery stores, farmers markets, health care settings, 

worksites, and planning processes. 

Findings from these discussions highlight the importance of working at multiple levels, and 

the time, capacity, and relationships needed to advance PSE change work in communities. 

MFF and SNAP-Ed Partners may consider the following questions in guiding future work: 

 What opportunities exist to systematically engage parents, teachers, and other individuals 

in children’s lives to support healthy eating and physical activity? 

 How can SNAP-Ed Partners continue to build buy-in at schools and other community 

sites, especially through their relationships with local champions, and how can MFF 

support these efforts?   

 How can MFF support greater collaboration across SNAP-Ed Partners in geographically 

disbursed regions? 

 How can SNAP-Ed Partners leverage their networks and resources to advance PSE 

changes at statewide or federal levels, and continue to do so in their local communities? 

 What additional training or support do program staff need to help build on their current 

PSE change work? 

 How can SNAP-Ed Partners deepen their understanding of equity and community needs? 

How can they center equity in their work moving forward? How can MFF support 

these efforts? 

 In what ways can the burden of evaluation be minimized for SNAP-Ed Partners? 

 How can MFF support SNAP-Ed Partners in seeking out additional funding for 

programs and initiatives? 

 How can MFF support Partners in exploring program materials that better meet the 

needs of local communities?  

 How can SNAP-Ed Partners continue to capture and tell the story of the broader 

ripples of their work? 
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Appendix A: SNAP-Ed Partners by Regional 
Discussion 

Eight regional REM discussions were held across the 37 SNAP-Ed Partners. Two 

discussions were held in the Southeastern region because of the number of SNAP-Ed 

Partners in the area. Each discussion involved three to six SNAP-Ed Partners. The Michigan 

Fitness Foundation identified the regions. Discussion regions and participating SNAP-Ed 

Partners are listed below. 

Discussion Region Participating SNAP-Ed Partners  

Central Michigan  Child and Family Charities 

Gratiot-Isabella RESD 

Growing Hope 

Livingston Educational Service Agency 

NorthWest Initiative 

Refugee Development Center 

Central Eastern Michigan Crim Fitness Foundation 

Genesee Intermediate School District 

Saginaw ISD 

Tuscola Intermediate School District 

Southeast Michigan: Group A GenesisHOPE 

Gleaners Community Food Bank of Southeastern Michigan 

Henry Ford Health System 

National Kidney Foundation of Michigan - PreSchool 

Southeast Michigan: Group B American Indian Health and Family Services  

Beaumont Health 

Leaders Advancing and Helping Communities (LAHC) 

National Kidney Foundation of Michigan - Healthy Kids, 
Healthy Communities 

Oakland County Health Division 

Wayne State University, College of Education Center for 
Community Health and Impact 

The Greater Grand Rapids Area Boys & Girls Club of the Muskegon Lakeshore  

Kent Intermediate School District  

YMCA of Greater Grand Rapids 

Southwest Michigan Battle Creek Community Foundation 

Bronson Health Foundation 
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Discussion Region Participating SNAP-Ed Partners  

Calhoun ISD 

Van Buren ISD 

Northern Lower Peninsula District Health Department #10 

Health Department of Northwest Michigan 

Traverse Bay Area ISD 

Traverse City Area Public Schools 

Upper Peninsula Copper Country Community Mental Health Board, Inc. 

Copper Country Mental Health Services 

Dickinson-Iron District Health Department 

Eastern Upper Peninsula ISD 

Marquette Alger Regional Educational Service Agency 

Western U.P. Health Department (WUPHD) 

 



 

 

Appendix B: The Ripple Effect Mapping Method 

REM is an evaluation tool that was developed to document the intended and unintended impacts of 

complex community-based initiatives that are not easily captured by other methods of evaluation. The 

method involves a facilitated discussion with project staff, partners, community members, and other 

local stakeholders and the creation a visual “mind map” during the discussion, which shows links 

between program activities and resulting changes in the community. 

REM discussions typically involve 12 to 20 stakeholders of a project. REM is most effective when about 

half of the participants are key staff and partners who can speak directly to the work of the project, and 

the other half represent community members and stakeholders who are well positioned to discuss the 

impact of the project in the broader community. The discussions are staffed by a facilitator, a “mapper” 

who transcribes participants’ responses in the mapping software, and a note taker. For this project, X-

Mind software was used to create the maps. 

After introductions, the two-hour discussion begins with participants splitting into pairs to discuss what 

they found to be the most important change that has come out of the project, including new connections that 

were made or ways that people are working differently. These ideas are shared with the large group and 

mapped onto a projected screen using a mind-mapping software. The facilitator then leads a discussion to 

explore the “ripples” of these impacts by asking questions such as “What happened as a result of this?” or 

“What led to this?” By the end of the session, a draft of the map is completed that incorporates the 

feedback from all of the participants.  

After the discussions, evaluators work with project staff to fill in any missing information and clarify 

details. In some cases, additional follow-up interviews may be arranged with stakeholders who were not 

able to attend the REM discussion.  

For this report, the data were coded using a coding scheme developed by Wilder Research that reflected 

themes that emerged from the data. In creating the individual summaries for organizations, the maps were 

organized as close to the way the discussion groups arranged the mapped responses as possible. This 

approach helped ensure that the local knowledge was captured and presented as the group understood it. 

For more information 

For more information about this report, contact Lila Gutuskey  

at 517-908-3868 or email lgutuskey@michiganfitness.org. 
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