Healthy Kids at Play: Community Education and Awareness

St. Louis Children’s Hospital with The Standing Partnership

SITUATION

Unintentional injuries caused by children playing on cracked asphalt, littered with garbage, broken glass, and other tainted materials, account for one in five admissions to St. Louis Children’s Hospital (SLCH).  The City of St. Louis consistently ranks below other cities nationwide when it comes to the health and well being of its children.  Predominantly, these children are from families living in or near poverty, where the physical environment contributes to a host of illnesses.  Significant health problems often are not detected early because children do not receive routine, primary care, ultimately jeopardizing their learning, development, and other opportunities to grow and thrive.  Coupled with the inaccessibility to health care and the poor physical environment, many of these children do not have safe places to play.

In the past 10 years, SLCH has assumed a significant role in the St. Louis area in promoting child health through advocacy and outreach.  One project that demonstrated tremendous success was the hospital’s playground initiative in the city’s Hamilton Heights neighborhood.  This project was part of Injury Free Coalition for Kids, a national effort started by Dr. Barbara Barlow, chief of pediatric surgery at Harlem Hospital, and funded by a Robert Wood Johnson grant that supports eight national sites modeled after Dr. Barlow’s successful efforts to provide safe environments for children.  By building safe, well-maintained playgrounds, SLCH networked and formed strong relationships with community leaders and residents, which provided the support and community infrastructure that enabled the hospital to implement a comprehensive set of intervention programs.  The playground initiative proved to be a successful way to build community relationships where other programs had not done so.  Using this community building model, SLCH began replication and expansion of a similar project, coined Healthy Kids at Play.

RESEARCH

The SLCH advocacy department commissioned an independent consultant to learn from targeted organizations successful strategies to garner support from key community stakeholders, identify criteria in assessing a community’s readiness and willingness to engage in an extensive community health and wellness initiative, and identify important considerations when planning and implementing a community partnership project.

The key findings of 30 interviews were:

· SLCH must establish clear community commitments and expectations when planning and implementing the Healthy Kids at Play initiative.

· SLCH needs to maintain flexibility with each community to engage the largest number of residents throughout the process.

· The communities see success as the improvement in the quality of life for community children.

As a result, SLCH and The Standing Partnership (TSP) embarked on an initiative to provide children access to health care as well as access to safe play spaces, while enabling partner communities to “own” the initiative.

PLANNING

The research indicated a genuine interest and enthusiasm for Healthy Kids at Play by those who became aware of the initiative through early outreach efforts.  SLCH partnered with TSP to build on the momentum of this three-year health and wellness initiative.  To demonstrate its commitment to the success of the initiative, TSP made a several thousand dollar per year pro bono pledge to Healthy Kids at Play.

TSP identified community education and awareness as a key component of the program and worked with SLCH to accomplish three primary communications objectives:

· Introduce the initiative to key audiences;

· Encourage communities to apply for consideration; and

· Build momentum for ongoing awareness of the initiative.

Important target audiences for the initiative included:

· Communities

· Leaders and elected officials

· Parents and families

· Business leaders

· Potential funders

· Media

EXECUTION

Strategies and tactics implemented to achieve these objectives included:

· Discovery Session:  TSP met with all key decision makers and communications partners to build the foundation for long-term planning.  The information from the discovery meeting laid the groundwork for message development, story ideas and special event and related opportunities.

· Integrated Communications Strategy:  A communications team was formed to bring together all decision makers on a regular basis to share ideas and define responsibilities.  The team included representatives from the hospital’s advocacy team, TSP and marketing partners.  The team worked together to develop a logo for the initiative, incorporating the ideas of both community and healthy activity, as well as brainstorm ideas for the launch of the initiative and subsequent events.

· Special Events:  TSP worked with the integrated communications team on the November 2001 launch event, which was held at the Hamilton Heights prototype community.  The launch event introduced Healthy Kids at Play to the public and announced the first five community partners.  Additional special events were planned throughout the campaign in each of the selected communities, involving community leaders, residents, children and volunteers to encourage a sense of community ownership of the initiative.

· Media Relations:  Recognizing the important role media would play in community education and awareness of Healthy Kids at Play, TSP developed and executed a comprehensive media relations plan.  TSP developed key messages and proof points for use by appropriate spokespeople throughout the course of the initiative.  Messages were woven throughout media materials, including a news release, a fact sheet on the initiative and information on safety and general pediatric health issues.

To underscore the idea that the communities were the owners of this initiative, TSP provided message training for neighborhood spokespeople representing the selected Healthy Kids at Play communities, working with them to develop messages specific to their neighborhood issues and goals.  TSP coordinated media outreach prior to the launch with advance pitching to selected reporters and distribution of a media alert a week before the event, as well as ongoing media pitching up to the day of the event to secure media coverage.  Following the launch event, TSP coordinated ongoing news announcements and special events with each of the five communities to highlight playground builds and health initiatives in their specific neighborhoods.

EVALUATION

The SLCH and TSP community education and awareness efforts succeeded in:

· Attracting 25 community applications in the first year of the initiative;

· Creating 14 new, safe play spaces;

· Implementing 33 separate child health programs; and

· Completing 32 mobile health van visits to 13 sites, which reached 835 children.

The communications team successfully introduced Healthy Kids at Play to key audiences and built momentum for the ongoing awareness of the initiative.  Special events were well attended by media as well as community leaders, residents, volunteers and SLCH staff.  Healthy Kids at Play received print, radio and television coverage throughout the first year of the initiative, as well as ongoing interest from communities throughout the metropolitan St. Louis area, because of the unique, targeted solutions for each community’s issues.

“We look forward to experiencing a true partnership in which we have equal ownership of the challenge and success of making the Healthy Kids at Play initiative work,” said Saundra Moss, chair, Neighborhood Coordination Team, Forest Park Southeast.

“Working with Healthy Kids at Play to build playgrounds at our elementary schools will not only provide safe places for children to play, but also provide tangible evidence of community change,” commented Orvin Kimbrough, associate director, Vashon/JeffVanderLou Initiative.

“Healthy Kids at Play will serve as a catalyst for future improvements in recreational and health care opportunities by showing that vision can become a reality,” said Ramona Johnson, co-chair, Neighborhood Leadership Team, Jennings.

Ultimately, the first year of the Healthy Kids at Play initiative was able to:

· Ensure children and families will have access to safe, appropriate neighborhood play spaces within walking distances of their homes.

· Ensure that children and families will have access to meaningful health information and resources in the neighborhood.  

· Ensure community involvement in implementing and sustaining health, wellness and recreational activities within the targeted neighborhoods.

