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The rallying cry of academia is “publish or 
perish.” Scholars in the United States are 
pushed to consistently publish research 
and other academic work as a means to 
bring attention, and therefore funding, to 
their institutions, as much as to prove their 
own talent and progress. A gifted Tufts 
University nutrition scholar, Christina D. 
Economos, Ph.D. was carrying on that 
tradition of research and publication, 
studying the interaction between exercise, 
diet, body composition, and obesity, but 
she became much more than an 
investigator and reporter on the data; she 
became an activist and a ground-breaking 
leader, showing us how to take on 
large-scale problems from a multi-sector, 
community-based approach. She and her 
colleagues are tackling the problem of 
child obesity in an unprecedented way. As 
you read, pay close attention. Her story 
creates a powerful template other leaders 
can use.

Economos’ activism was incubated in the 
painstaking hours as principal researcher 
of multiple large-scale studies on 
childhood nutrition and physical activity 
with the goal of “inspiring behavior, policy, 
and environmental change to improve the 
health of America’s children”i—itself a 
large-scale endeavor. When you examine 
Chris’ curriculum vitae, you see 
immediately that research-and report were 
not enough; she became committed to 
taking what she learned at every level, 
however complex and overarching, so that 
she could teach a community how to turn 
the tides on an alarming problem. 

And her work is changing lives.

As an academic researcher, Economos 
understands the need for a truly 
evidence-based approach—science that 
supports progress. But she is unique in her 
field in that she is also a visionary leader, 
one inspired to help change the lives of 
children and families across America. She 
has a researcher’s curiosity and an 
entrepreneur’s drive. She came to 
understand how the choices we make as 
citizens, families, and organizations, and 
the limitations in options we face—whether 
due to socioeconomic circumstances, or 
the selections presented to us by our 
community—are just some of the factors 
that impact the problem of obesity. 
“Today's children may live shorter lives 
than their parents—a first in this nation’s 
history.”ii This national epidemic is a 
systems problem, and thus, not merely the 
concern of a few individuals making poor 
choices, but the complex responsibility of a 
society that must come together to 
address overlapping concerns. 
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According to the CDC, rates of obesity 
have more than doubled in children and 
tripled in adolescents in the past 30 yearsiii. 
There can be no doubt that obesity has 
reached the level of national social crisis. In 
2001, Economos and Tufts University 
School of Medicine led a study published 
in Nutrition Reviews, “What Lessons Have 
Been Learned from Other Attempts to 
Guild Social Change.”iv To understand how 
social transformation has been shaped in 
the face of social crises, the research team 
studied four key social movements: 
breastfeeding, recycling, tobacco 
reduction, and seat belts. To create change 
on a massive scale, nothing less than a 
social movement is needed.

Creating a Social Movement

As a result of their hard work and careful 
examination, a critical understanding of 
how social movements take shape 
emerged. What they learned was of the 
highest value to any potential leader. To 
solve an embedded problem, any deeply 
complex concern, a cultural shift must 
occur. And to create such a 
behavior-shaping shift, leaders will be 
required to educate, persuade, align, 
impassion, influence, embolden, and down 
right convince. 

How did we go from being a culture in 
which it was the norm to smoke in hospitals 
(even doctors!) to one in which even the 
idea is now socially taboo? How is it that 
American mothers first nearly wholesale 
stopped breastfeeding, and now, the 
majority recognizes the health benefits of 
doing so? It has become more and more 
frowned upon for individuals to step 
outside for a smoke break in the 

workplace, a behavior which, for years, was 
done right at the desk, on airplanes, while 
shopping, and even while dining. When 
and how did these cultural habits change? 
How did we become a nation in which 
children are buckled into safety seats and 
citizens automatically—without a 
thought—reach to fasten their seatbelts 
before pulling from the curb? These 
sweeping changes occurred through 
targeted efforts that resulted in powerful 
social movements. Efforts so successful 
that the changes they encouraged are now 
taken for granted as simply ‘the way it’s 
done.’

Economos and her team uncovered 10 key 
elements in the creation of a successful 
social change model. They are:

1. A Crisis 
The researchers determined that before 
sweeping social change can be generated 
to solve a social problem, that concern 
needed to be perceived as a crisis. “[Study 
informants] stressed the need for the 
identification of a clear, dramatic, 
threatening problem that would personally 
affect many individuals”. Until enough 
people recognize the crisis point of climate 
change, for example, an effective social 
movement around this issue will not build 
the momentum needed to successfully 
prevent or reverse it.

2. Science-based Research
To rally public will, it is vital to motivate 
interest and raise awareness around the 
facts. With the issue of tobacco, there’s no 
doubt that consistently educating the 
public about the risks of cancer played a 
powerful role in turning the tides. 
Presenting the science is not enough on its 
own (as we’ve seen in the case of climate 

change), but to create a movement, the 
support of unbiased science will become a 
weight-bearing wall to the structure you 
create.

3. Economics
Economos and her team determined that 
whenever a significant economic cost 
associated with a social issue could be 
demonstrated to the public, and where a 
cost savings could be shown as a result of 
behavioral changes, the intervention stood 
a better chance of emerging as an effective 
movement for change, and thus, as a 
solution to the problem overall. “In fact,” 
the study’s authors write, “it could be 
argued whether any social transformation 
or social marketing can ever be successful 
unless the prevention benefits can be 
qualified in dollar terms.” Money talks.

4. Spark Plugs
Hard science and hard cash aren’t enough. 
Creating an effective social change model, 
whether at the level of a single 
organization or across an entire nation, is 
vitally dependent on the people who make 
it their mission. Spark Plugs are the 
inspired, active, committed individuals who 
at every level fuel the engine of effective 
social change with their passion, 
commitment and deeds. 

In my experience, enough cannot be said 
about the importance of inspired and 
visionary leaders. These are people willing 
and able to hold a shared vision like a 
sacred promise, through difficulty and 
around challenge, leading with strength, 
stamina, wisdom, and intelligence. They 
are systems thinkers who recognize the 
power of collective learning and action. 
They know when to eschew 
business-as-usual for new models, and 

develop innovative approaches that get 
the job done. They are both capacitors and 
conductors, storing energy and then 
channeling it where it is most effective to 
literally change the world.

Christina Economos studied the 
phenomenon of human spark plugs like 
General C. Everett Koop and former FDA 
leader David Kessler who stood at the 
forefront of national change on the 
problem of tobacco use in America, and 
she herself is just this kind of leader, 
showing us both the science of the 
problem of child obesity, and the path 
forward for prevention and reversal. Her 
work is not only inspiring a social 
movement, it is building the capacity for 
other leaders to generate their own social 
movements. 

5. Coalition Building 
Every social change initiative uses the 
power of coalitions. These are networks of 
organizaiotns and individuals that share a 
common objective. When they work 
together, combining their efforts and focus, 
they exert achieve synergies which 
leverage their individual force for greater 
impact. 

Think of an intractable problem as a 
complex system with one aspect that has 
stabilized in an undesirable state. For 
example, look at the obesity in the USA. 
You cannot simply tell people to eat less 
and exercise more. While that makes 
sense, it does not work. That is because the 
entire system we live in is making it too 
easy to put on weight and too hard to take 
it off. 

Elements of this system might include:
 1. Our personal beliefs – I work so hard, 

I deserve a beer every night to 
unwind

 2. Interpersonal relationships – Kids like 
to eat sugary desserts every night and 
a spouse who bakes bread every 
Sunday

 3. Communities - Family holiday 
gatherings that indulge in high 
calorie treats and neighborhood 
potluck

 4. Places of work - Pizza Friday at the 
office and the expectation of long 
work hours with nothing but vending 
machines to provide dinner

 5. Policies at the local, state and federal 
levels - School cafeterias that serve 
high calorie drinks, food guidelines 
that are behind the times, industry 
regulation that places corporate 
growth ahead of national health

In this environment you cannot simply 
apply pressure on the individual and hope 
for change. The odds are stacked against 
progress. The entire system needs to be 
addressed. Coalitions with players who are 
expert in many areas can work together to 
address all levels simultaneously.

6. Advocacy
For each of the social movements they 
studied, advocacy was among the most 
effective components of the effort. Public 
support, the case for change, and 
recommendations for behavior changes 
that supported the causes were integrated 
across multiple media for greatest possible 
impact. 

7. Government Involvement
Any intractable social problem with the 
science to describe its impact and reveal 

its economic consequences needs the 
attention of local, regional, and/or national 
governments. And the support of these 
bodies—as well as any thoughtful political 
leaders appointed to them—play an 
important role in bringing a face to the 
problem so that awareness rises and 
community sentiment shifts. Whether or 
not you have a child, you’re almost 
certainly aware of the movement to end 
child obesity as a result of First Lady 
Michelle Obama’s advocacy on the issue. 
This kind of powerful involvement strikes a 
match to the fuel of a movement.

8. Mass Communication
Economos and her team of researchers 
made a definitive statement: “ … [N]o 
social change initiative in this day and age 
can succeed without a strategic integrated 
media campaign.”  There is no question: 
Americans rely on continuous 
communication from multiple channels for 
their information. All successful efforts 
harnessed radio, television, newspapers, 
magazines, direct mail, and all forms of 
media available to disseminate their 
messages. Today social media must be 
included in that mix.

9. Environment and Policy Change
To effectively induce a change in behavior, 
the environment must also be changed. 
Addressing environmental cues and 
creating a shift in available options is 
common sense practice, and supported by 
policy change. With the issue of child 
obesity, policy changes occurred after 
momentum built around addressing 
restaurant options and menus, so that 
families could find a healthier selection for 
their children and know what ingredients 
and proportions were being served. In 
public schools, healthier choices hit the 

menus with more fresh fruits and 
vegetables being served, replacing junk 
foods that had been served for decades. 

10. A Plan
The study’s authors concluded that no 
single strategy is the answer to creating 
widespread change. The best strategy will 
be guided by a plan “with pieces working 
synergistically.” Your plan is your guide. It 
not only provides hope, but a road map 
through a very complex area. 

Creating a plan to generate a social 
movement involves, according to 
Economos’ research, multilevel organized 
activity, which she and her team define as 
including:
 • citizen action
 • community support
 • social marketing
 • media advocacy
 • policy development
 • business and industry assistance
 • coordinated research efforts

Social change is not only large in scale, it is 
long in arc. A part of every plan should 
include how to keep commitment level 
from flagging as events change in an 
evolving landscape. 

Shape Up Somerville

Armed with the data and in recognition of 
the need for a multi-dimensional approach, 
Economos with her activist’s spirit then led 
what would become a powerful 
initiative—Shape Up Somerville. 

In 2003, 46% percent of Somerville, 
Massachusetts’ second and third graders 
were medically overweight or at risk for 

being overweight. What was happening in 
the Somerville community was not a 
stand-alone problem, but at nearly half of 
all children, their numbers were higher 
than the national average. Armed with data 
and inspired by concern for children and 
families, Economos and her colleagues got 
to work, creating an intervention designed 
to improve the health of children, and 
measure the changes as the program 
progressed. 

The interventions created by Shape Up 
Somerville (SUS) were systems oriented; 
they engaged all sectors of the community 
in wider change—including government, 
schools, local businesses, healthcare 
organizations, and individuals. A grass 
roots movement was their goal, generating 
good feeling and passionate participation, 
one that would include the active 
participation of their target, the children of 
the community. 

Collective Impact

Shape Up Somerville was studied and 
lessons were extracted to contribute to a 
model of social change strategy called, 
Collective Impactv.It brings individuals and 
organizations together to address social 
problems in a structured, cohesive way. 
When we’re looking large-scale problems 
in the eye, we need solutions that address 
complexity; we need multi-sector players 
to come together to address the varied 
dimensions of the problem. We need the 
kind of model that Collective Impact 
provides.

Two elements of Collective Impact that 
stand out are the Common Agenda and 
Backbone Organization:

Common Agenda
To create cohesion around an unwieldy 
issue, partners using Collective Impact 
create a common agenda. Diverse partners 
arrive at a shared vision, which becomes 
the glue that unites them, no matter how 
diverse their backgrounds or different their 
approaches along the way. Think of the 
common agenda as the one objective 
everyone has a stake in. While you may 
each take a different route, the end game 
remains clear and feeds the need of each 
player in critical ways. In the case of Shape 
Up Somerville, Economos, her colleagues 
and their community partners put the 
reversal of a trend toward childhood 
obesity on the map and marked it “X.” They 
were all headed there—the whole 
community.

Backbone Organization
In the Collective Impact model, there are 
many partner organizations and many 
active individuals—sometimes hundreds or 
thousands—who actively participate to 
achieve the goal. Everyone’s role is crucial; 
it will take every hand to meet humanity’s 
biggest challenges. This makes it very 
important that there is a central organizing 
and driving force to guide the effort, 
facilitate strategy, communicate results, 
analyze for continuous improvement, and 
uphold the common agenda. It also serves 
to coordinate policy advances, build public 
will by shining a light on the concerted 
efforts and wins of the players, and 
mobilize funding.

With the Collective Impact model, Shape 
Up Somerville became the backbone 
organization for a community of partners 
who agreed to use mutually reinforcing 
activities, continuous communication (like 
social media, parent newsletters, 

community newsletters, meetings to 
update stakeholders and the community, 
etc.), and shared measurements systems so 
that their success could be accurately 
determined and replicated. 

Over a ten-year period, Shape Up 
Somerville successfully encouraged 
behavioral changes, such as a reduction in 
the consumption of sugar sweetened 
beverages, a decrease in screen time, and 
an increase in physical activity, athletics, 
and other recreational programs. 
Community partners in education, 
healthcare, the business sector, and 
non-profit and community based 
organizations helped build 30 miles of bike 
lines and 17 renovated and redesigned 
parks. A restaurant program and a safe 
walking route to school was created along 
with a Mobile Farmer’s Market that sells 
produce at wholesale prices to residents of 
housing developments and a low-income 
senior center, while bringing employment 
opportunity to a youth jobs program. 
Shape Up Somerville’s successes were 
hands on and measurable, and with them, 
Chris Economos knew it was possible to 
scale. 

ChildObesity180

In 2009, Dr. Christina Economos joined 
ranks with Peter Dolan, former Chief 
Executive Officer of Bristol-Myers Squibb, 
and Dr. Miriam Nelson, a fellow 
nationally-recognized at Tufts University 
Friedman School of Nutrition Science and 
Policy. Together, they created 
ChildObesity180. Together, they created 
an important merger of solid scientific 
acumen, fierce business knowledge, and 
critical grass roots organizing experience. 

With these tools, they are bringing the 
Somerville experiment to a national scale. 

ChildObesity180 has brought together 
leaders across multiple 
sectors—government, business, and the 
not-for-profit world—in order, as they say, to 
turn a “180” on the epidemic of childhood 
obesity. 

Their four-pronged approach is unique 
and includes a careful combination of the 
following: 

 1. Rigorous research and evaluation 

 2. Innovative strategies

 3. Multi-sector collaboration

 4. A goal for widespread dissemination 
of evidence-based practices

ChildObesity180 did not fly blind; they 
carefully and strategically examined “100 
recommendations from credible 
organizations, like the Institute of Medicine 
and the White House Task Force on 
Childhood Obesity Prevention, to identify 
priority areas with the highest potential for 
national scale-up and probability of 

success in reversing the childhood obesity 
trend.”vi The point was not to create the 
wheel, but to curate absolute best 
practices and then broadly empower and 
encourage their use.  

Most compellingly, ChildObesity180 is at 
the leading edge of an organizational 
evolutionary impulse: utilizing the power of 
cross-sector collaboration and shared 
leadership. Because embedded social 
problems are ultimately so complex and 
multi-faceted, they require nothing less 
than the sustainable cooperation of 
leaders willing to put the work before the 
ego’s demands. Intractable problems 
require organizations willing to come 
together from every sector to support and 
contribute, building powerful webs, 
collective bodies that look different than 
yesterday’s rigid top-down hierarchies. 
These organizations must be flexible, yet 
strong; intelligent and continuously 
learning. They must risk stepping out of 
business-as-usual in order to prevent the 
catastrophe of tomorrow. These are the 
leaders, the businesses, the organizations, 
and the governments who will make the 
biggest dent, create the most good, and 
earn the greatest rewards.

A systems problem arises from the friction of  
overlapping components within the complex 
cultural matrix. The consequences of  a 
systems problem emerge across varying tiers, 
impacting intersecting realms: the individual, 
the family, the economic health of  a region or 
nation, and many other aspects of  society, 
such as healthcare, education, and work.
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The rallying cry of academia is “publish or 
perish.” Scholars in the United States are 
pushed to consistently publish research 
and other academic work as a means to 
bring attention, and therefore funding, to 
their institutions, as much as to prove their 
own talent and progress. A gifted Tufts 
University nutrition scholar, Christina D. 
Economos, Ph.D. was carrying on that 
tradition of research and publication, 
studying the interaction between exercise, 
diet, body composition, and obesity, but 
she became much more than an 
investigator and reporter on the data; she 
became an activist and a ground-breaking 
leader, showing us how to take on 
large-scale problems from a multi-sector, 
community-based approach. She and her 
colleagues are tackling the problem of 
child obesity in an unprecedented way. As 
you read, pay close attention. Her story 
creates a powerful template other leaders 
can use.

Economos’ activism was incubated in the 
painstaking hours as principal researcher 
of multiple large-scale studies on 
childhood nutrition and physical activity 
with the goal of “inspiring behavior, policy, 
and environmental change to improve the 
health of America’s children”i—itself a 
large-scale endeavor. When you examine 
Chris’ curriculum vitae, you see 
immediately that research-and report were 
not enough; she became committed to 
taking what she learned at every level, 
however complex and overarching, so that 
she could teach a community how to turn 
the tides on an alarming problem. 

And her work is changing lives.

As an academic researcher, Economos 
understands the need for a truly 
evidence-based approach—science that 
supports progress. But she is unique in her 
field in that she is also a visionary leader, 
one inspired to help change the lives of 
children and families across America. She 
has a researcher’s curiosity and an 
entrepreneur’s drive. She came to 
understand how the choices we make as 
citizens, families, and organizations, and 
the limitations in options we face—whether 
due to socioeconomic circumstances, or 
the selections presented to us by our 
community—are just some of the factors 
that impact the problem of obesity. 
“Today's children may live shorter lives 
than their parents—a first in this nation’s 
history.”ii This national epidemic is a 
systems problem, and thus, not merely the 
concern of a few individuals making poor 
choices, but the complex responsibility of a 
society that must come together to 
address overlapping concerns. 

Christina Economos - Leading the Way to Scalable Social Change

According to the CDC, rates of obesity 
have more than doubled in children and 
tripled in adolescents in the past 30 yearsiii. 
There can be no doubt that obesity has 
reached the level of national social crisis. In 
2001, Economos and Tufts University 
School of Medicine led a study published 
in Nutrition Reviews, “What Lessons Have 
Been Learned from Other Attempts to 
Guild Social Change.”iv To understand how 
social transformation has been shaped in 
the face of social crises, the research team 
studied four key social movements: 
breastfeeding, recycling, tobacco 
reduction, and seat belts. To create change 
on a massive scale, nothing less than a 
social movement is needed.

Creating a Social Movement

As a result of their hard work and careful 
examination, a critical understanding of 
how social movements take shape 
emerged. What they learned was of the 
highest value to any potential leader. To 
solve an embedded problem, any deeply 
complex concern, a cultural shift must 
occur. And to create such a 
behavior-shaping shift, leaders will be 
required to educate, persuade, align, 
impassion, influence, embolden, and down 
right convince. 

How did we go from being a culture in 
which it was the norm to smoke in hospitals 
(even doctors!) to one in which even the 
idea is now socially taboo? How is it that 
American mothers first nearly wholesale 
stopped breastfeeding, and now, the 
majority recognizes the health benefits of 
doing so? It has become more and more 
frowned upon for individuals to step 
outside for a smoke break in the 

workplace, a behavior which, for years, was 
done right at the desk, on airplanes, while 
shopping, and even while dining. When 
and how did these cultural habits change? 
How did we become a nation in which 
children are buckled into safety seats and 
citizens automatically—without a 
thought—reach to fasten their seatbelts 
before pulling from the curb? These 
sweeping changes occurred through 
targeted efforts that resulted in powerful 
social movements. Efforts so successful 
that the changes they encouraged are now 
taken for granted as simply ‘the way it’s 
done.’

Economos and her team uncovered 10 key 
elements in the creation of a successful 
social change model. They are:

1. A Crisis 
The researchers determined that before 
sweeping social change can be generated 
to solve a social problem, that concern 
needed to be perceived as a crisis. “[Study 
informants] stressed the need for the 
identification of a clear, dramatic, 
threatening problem that would personally 
affect many individuals”. Until enough 
people recognize the crisis point of climate 
change, for example, an effective social 
movement around this issue will not build 
the momentum needed to successfully 
prevent or reverse it.

2. Science-based Research
To rally public will, it is vital to motivate 
interest and raise awareness around the 
facts. With the issue of tobacco, there’s no 
doubt that consistently educating the 
public about the risks of cancer played a 
powerful role in turning the tides. 
Presenting the science is not enough on its 
own (as we’ve seen in the case of climate 
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change), but to create a movement, the 
support of unbiased science will become a 
weight-bearing wall to the structure you 
create.

3. Economics
Economos and her team determined that 
whenever a significant economic cost 
associated with a social issue could be 
demonstrated to the public, and where a 
cost savings could be shown as a result of 
behavioral changes, the intervention stood 
a better chance of emerging as an effective 
movement for change, and thus, as a 
solution to the problem overall. “In fact,” 
the study’s authors write, “it could be 
argued whether any social transformation 
or social marketing can ever be successful 
unless the prevention benefits can be 
qualified in dollar terms.” Money talks.

4. Spark Plugs
Hard science and hard cash aren’t enough. 
Creating an effective social change model, 
whether at the level of a single 
organization or across an entire nation, is 
vitally dependent on the people who make 
it their mission. Spark Plugs are the 
inspired, active, committed individuals who 
at every level fuel the engine of effective 
social change with their passion, 
commitment and deeds. 

In my experience, enough cannot be said 
about the importance of inspired and 
visionary leaders. These are people willing 
and able to hold a shared vision like a 
sacred promise, through difficulty and 
around challenge, leading with strength, 
stamina, wisdom, and intelligence. They 
are systems thinkers who recognize the 
power of collective learning and action. 
They know when to eschew 
business-as-usual for new models, and 

develop innovative approaches that get 
the job done. They are both capacitors and 
conductors, storing energy and then 
channeling it where it is most effective to 
literally change the world.

Christina Economos studied the 
phenomenon of human spark plugs like 
General C. Everett Koop and former FDA 
leader David Kessler who stood at the 
forefront of national change on the 
problem of tobacco use in America, and 
she herself is just this kind of leader, 
showing us both the science of the 
problem of child obesity, and the path 
forward for prevention and reversal. Her 
work is not only inspiring a social 
movement, it is building the capacity for 
other leaders to generate their own social 
movements. 

5. Coalition Building 
Every social change initiative uses the 
power of coalitions. These are networks of 
organizaiotns and individuals that share a 
common objective. When they work 
together, combining their efforts and focus, 
they exert achieve synergies which 
leverage their individual force for greater 
impact. 

Think of an intractable problem as a 
complex system with one aspect that has 
stabilized in an undesirable state. For 
example, look at the obesity in the USA. 
You cannot simply tell people to eat less 
and exercise more. While that makes 
sense, it does not work. That is because the 
entire system we live in is making it too 
easy to put on weight and too hard to take 
it off. 

Elements of this system might include:
 1. Our personal beliefs – I work so hard, 

I deserve a beer every night to 
unwind

 2. Interpersonal relationships – Kids like 
to eat sugary desserts every night and 
a spouse who bakes bread every 
Sunday

 3. Communities - Family holiday 
gatherings that indulge in high 
calorie treats and neighborhood 
potluck

 4. Places of work - Pizza Friday at the 
office and the expectation of long 
work hours with nothing but vending 
machines to provide dinner

 5. Policies at the local, state and federal 
levels - School cafeterias that serve 
high calorie drinks, food guidelines 
that are behind the times, industry 
regulation that places corporate 
growth ahead of national health

In this environment you cannot simply 
apply pressure on the individual and hope 
for change. The odds are stacked against 
progress. The entire system needs to be 
addressed. Coalitions with players who are 
expert in many areas can work together to 
address all levels simultaneously.

6. Advocacy
For each of the social movements they 
studied, advocacy was among the most 
effective components of the effort. Public 
support, the case for change, and 
recommendations for behavior changes 
that supported the causes were integrated 
across multiple media for greatest possible 
impact. 

7. Government Involvement
Any intractable social problem with the 
science to describe its impact and reveal 

its economic consequences needs the 
attention of local, regional, and/or national 
governments. And the support of these 
bodies—as well as any thoughtful political 
leaders appointed to them—play an 
important role in bringing a face to the 
problem so that awareness rises and 
community sentiment shifts. Whether or 
not you have a child, you’re almost 
certainly aware of the movement to end 
child obesity as a result of First Lady 
Michelle Obama’s advocacy on the issue. 
This kind of powerful involvement strikes a 
match to the fuel of a movement.

8. Mass Communication
Economos and her team of researchers 
made a definitive statement: “ … [N]o 
social change initiative in this day and age 
can succeed without a strategic integrated 
media campaign.”  There is no question: 
Americans rely on continuous 
communication from multiple channels for 
their information. All successful efforts 
harnessed radio, television, newspapers, 
magazines, direct mail, and all forms of 
media available to disseminate their 
messages. Today social media must be 
included in that mix.

9. Environment and Policy Change
To effectively induce a change in behavior, 
the environment must also be changed. 
Addressing environmental cues and 
creating a shift in available options is 
common sense practice, and supported by 
policy change. With the issue of child 
obesity, policy changes occurred after 
momentum built around addressing 
restaurant options and menus, so that 
families could find a healthier selection for 
their children and know what ingredients 
and proportions were being served. In 
public schools, healthier choices hit the 

menus with more fresh fruits and 
vegetables being served, replacing junk 
foods that had been served for decades. 

10. A Plan
The study’s authors concluded that no 
single strategy is the answer to creating 
widespread change. The best strategy will 
be guided by a plan “with pieces working 
synergistically.” Your plan is your guide. It 
not only provides hope, but a road map 
through a very complex area. 

Creating a plan to generate a social 
movement involves, according to 
Economos’ research, multilevel organized 
activity, which she and her team define as 
including:
 • citizen action
 • community support
 • social marketing
 • media advocacy
 • policy development
 • business and industry assistance
 • coordinated research efforts

Social change is not only large in scale, it is 
long in arc. A part of every plan should 
include how to keep commitment level 
from flagging as events change in an 
evolving landscape. 

Shape Up Somerville

Armed with the data and in recognition of 
the need for a multi-dimensional approach, 
Economos with her activist’s spirit then led 
what would become a powerful 
initiative—Shape Up Somerville. 

In 2003, 46% percent of Somerville, 
Massachusetts’ second and third graders 
were medically overweight or at risk for 

being overweight. What was happening in 
the Somerville community was not a 
stand-alone problem, but at nearly half of 
all children, their numbers were higher 
than the national average. Armed with data 
and inspired by concern for children and 
families, Economos and her colleagues got 
to work, creating an intervention designed 
to improve the health of children, and 
measure the changes as the program 
progressed. 

The interventions created by Shape Up 
Somerville (SUS) were systems oriented; 
they engaged all sectors of the community 
in wider change—including government, 
schools, local businesses, healthcare 
organizations, and individuals. A grass 
roots movement was their goal, generating 
good feeling and passionate participation, 
one that would include the active 
participation of their target, the children of 
the community. 

Collective Impact

Shape Up Somerville was studied and 
lessons were extracted to contribute to a 
model of social change strategy called, 
Collective Impactv.It brings individuals and 
organizations together to address social 
problems in a structured, cohesive way. 
When we’re looking large-scale problems 
in the eye, we need solutions that address 
complexity; we need multi-sector players 
to come together to address the varied 
dimensions of the problem. We need the 
kind of model that Collective Impact 
provides.

Two elements of Collective Impact that 
stand out are the Common Agenda and 
Backbone Organization:

Common Agenda
To create cohesion around an unwieldy 
issue, partners using Collective Impact 
create a common agenda. Diverse partners 
arrive at a shared vision, which becomes 
the glue that unites them, no matter how 
diverse their backgrounds or different their 
approaches along the way. Think of the 
common agenda as the one objective 
everyone has a stake in. While you may 
each take a different route, the end game 
remains clear and feeds the need of each 
player in critical ways. In the case of Shape 
Up Somerville, Economos, her colleagues 
and their community partners put the 
reversal of a trend toward childhood 
obesity on the map and marked it “X.” They 
were all headed there—the whole 
community.

Backbone Organization
In the Collective Impact model, there are 
many partner organizations and many 
active individuals—sometimes hundreds or 
thousands—who actively participate to 
achieve the goal. Everyone’s role is crucial; 
it will take every hand to meet humanity’s 
biggest challenges. This makes it very 
important that there is a central organizing 
and driving force to guide the effort, 
facilitate strategy, communicate results, 
analyze for continuous improvement, and 
uphold the common agenda. It also serves 
to coordinate policy advances, build public 
will by shining a light on the concerted 
efforts and wins of the players, and 
mobilize funding.

With the Collective Impact model, Shape 
Up Somerville became the backbone 
organization for a community of partners 
who agreed to use mutually reinforcing 
activities, continuous communication (like 
social media, parent newsletters, 

community newsletters, meetings to 
update stakeholders and the community, 
etc.), and shared measurements systems so 
that their success could be accurately 
determined and replicated. 

Over a ten-year period, Shape Up 
Somerville successfully encouraged 
behavioral changes, such as a reduction in 
the consumption of sugar sweetened 
beverages, a decrease in screen time, and 
an increase in physical activity, athletics, 
and other recreational programs. 
Community partners in education, 
healthcare, the business sector, and 
non-profit and community based 
organizations helped build 30 miles of bike 
lines and 17 renovated and redesigned 
parks. A restaurant program and a safe 
walking route to school was created along 
with a Mobile Farmer’s Market that sells 
produce at wholesale prices to residents of 
housing developments and a low-income 
senior center, while bringing employment 
opportunity to a youth jobs program. 
Shape Up Somerville’s successes were 
hands on and measurable, and with them, 
Chris Economos knew it was possible to 
scale. 

ChildObesity180

In 2009, Dr. Christina Economos joined 
ranks with Peter Dolan, former Chief 
Executive Officer of Bristol-Myers Squibb, 
and Dr. Miriam Nelson, a fellow 
nationally-recognized at Tufts University 
Friedman School of Nutrition Science and 
Policy. Together, they created 
ChildObesity180. Together, they created 
an important merger of solid scientific 
acumen, fierce business knowledge, and 
critical grass roots organizing experience. 

With these tools, they are bringing the 
Somerville experiment to a national scale. 

ChildObesity180 has brought together 
leaders across multiple 
sectors—government, business, and the 
not-for-profit world—in order, as they say, to 
turn a “180” on the epidemic of childhood 
obesity. 

Their four-pronged approach is unique 
and includes a careful combination of the 
following: 

 1. Rigorous research and evaluation 

 2. Innovative strategies

 3. Multi-sector collaboration

 4. A goal for widespread dissemination 
of evidence-based practices

ChildObesity180 did not fly blind; they 
carefully and strategically examined “100 
recommendations from credible 
organizations, like the Institute of Medicine 
and the White House Task Force on 
Childhood Obesity Prevention, to identify 
priority areas with the highest potential for 
national scale-up and probability of 

success in reversing the childhood obesity 
trend.”vi The point was not to create the 
wheel, but to curate absolute best 
practices and then broadly empower and 
encourage their use.  

Most compellingly, ChildObesity180 is at 
the leading edge of an organizational 
evolutionary impulse: utilizing the power of 
cross-sector collaboration and shared 
leadership. Because embedded social 
problems are ultimately so complex and 
multi-faceted, they require nothing less 
than the sustainable cooperation of 
leaders willing to put the work before the 
ego’s demands. Intractable problems 
require organizations willing to come 
together from every sector to support and 
contribute, building powerful webs, 
collective bodies that look different than 
yesterday’s rigid top-down hierarchies. 
These organizations must be flexible, yet 
strong; intelligent and continuously 
learning. They must risk stepping out of 
business-as-usual in order to prevent the 
catastrophe of tomorrow. These are the 
leaders, the businesses, the organizations, 
and the governments who will make the 
biggest dent, create the most good, and 
earn the greatest rewards.



The rallying cry of academia is “publish or 
perish.” Scholars in the United States are 
pushed to consistently publish research 
and other academic work as a means to 
bring attention, and therefore funding, to 
their institutions, as much as to prove their 
own talent and progress. A gifted Tufts 
University nutrition scholar, Christina D. 
Economos, Ph.D. was carrying on that 
tradition of research and publication, 
studying the interaction between exercise, 
diet, body composition, and obesity, but 
she became much more than an 
investigator and reporter on the data; she 
became an activist and a ground-breaking 
leader, showing us how to take on 
large-scale problems from a multi-sector, 
community-based approach. She and her 
colleagues are tackling the problem of 
child obesity in an unprecedented way. As 
you read, pay close attention. Her story 
creates a powerful template other leaders 
can use.

Economos’ activism was incubated in the 
painstaking hours as principal researcher 
of multiple large-scale studies on 
childhood nutrition and physical activity 
with the goal of “inspiring behavior, policy, 
and environmental change to improve the 
health of America’s children”i—itself a 
large-scale endeavor. When you examine 
Chris’ curriculum vitae, you see 
immediately that research-and report were 
not enough; she became committed to 
taking what she learned at every level, 
however complex and overarching, so that 
she could teach a community how to turn 
the tides on an alarming problem. 

And her work is changing lives.

As an academic researcher, Economos 
understands the need for a truly 
evidence-based approach—science that 
supports progress. But she is unique in her 
field in that she is also a visionary leader, 
one inspired to help change the lives of 
children and families across America. She 
has a researcher’s curiosity and an 
entrepreneur’s drive. She came to 
understand how the choices we make as 
citizens, families, and organizations, and 
the limitations in options we face—whether 
due to socioeconomic circumstances, or 
the selections presented to us by our 
community—are just some of the factors 
that impact the problem of obesity. 
“Today's children may live shorter lives 
than their parents—a first in this nation’s 
history.”ii This national epidemic is a 
systems problem, and thus, not merely the 
concern of a few individuals making poor 
choices, but the complex responsibility of a 
society that must come together to 
address overlapping concerns. 

According to the CDC, rates of obesity 
have more than doubled in children and 
tripled in adolescents in the past 30 yearsiii. 
There can be no doubt that obesity has 
reached the level of national social crisis. In 
2001, Economos and Tufts University 
School of Medicine led a study published 
in Nutrition Reviews, “What Lessons Have 
Been Learned from Other Attempts to 
Guild Social Change.”iv To understand how 
social transformation has been shaped in 
the face of social crises, the research team 
studied four key social movements: 
breastfeeding, recycling, tobacco 
reduction, and seat belts. To create change 
on a massive scale, nothing less than a 
social movement is needed.

Creating a Social Movement

As a result of their hard work and careful 
examination, a critical understanding of 
how social movements take shape 
emerged. What they learned was of the 
highest value to any potential leader. To 
solve an embedded problem, any deeply 
complex concern, a cultural shift must 
occur. And to create such a 
behavior-shaping shift, leaders will be 
required to educate, persuade, align, 
impassion, influence, embolden, and down 
right convince. 

How did we go from being a culture in 
which it was the norm to smoke in hospitals 
(even doctors!) to one in which even the 
idea is now socially taboo? How is it that 
American mothers first nearly wholesale 
stopped breastfeeding, and now, the 
majority recognizes the health benefits of 
doing so? It has become more and more 
frowned upon for individuals to step 
outside for a smoke break in the 

workplace, a behavior which, for years, was 
done right at the desk, on airplanes, while 
shopping, and even while dining. When 
and how did these cultural habits change? 
How did we become a nation in which 
children are buckled into safety seats and 
citizens automatically—without a 
thought—reach to fasten their seatbelts 
before pulling from the curb? These 
sweeping changes occurred through 
targeted efforts that resulted in powerful 
social movements. Efforts so successful 
that the changes they encouraged are now 
taken for granted as simply ‘the way it’s 
done.’

Economos and her team uncovered 10 key 
elements in the creation of a successful 
social change model. They are:

1. A Crisis 
The researchers determined that before 
sweeping social change can be generated 
to solve a social problem, that concern 
needed to be perceived as a crisis. “[Study 
informants] stressed the need for the 
identification of a clear, dramatic, 
threatening problem that would personally 
affect many individuals”. Until enough 
people recognize the crisis point of climate 
change, for example, an effective social 
movement around this issue will not build 
the momentum needed to successfully 
prevent or reverse it.

2. Science-based Research
To rally public will, it is vital to motivate 
interest and raise awareness around the 
facts. With the issue of tobacco, there’s no 
doubt that consistently educating the 
public about the risks of cancer played a 
powerful role in turning the tides. 
Presenting the science is not enough on its 
own (as we’ve seen in the case of climate 
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change), but to create a movement, the 
support of unbiased science will become a 
weight-bearing wall to the structure you 
create.

3. Economics
Economos and her team determined that 
whenever a significant economic cost 
associated with a social issue could be 
demonstrated to the public, and where a 
cost savings could be shown as a result of 
behavioral changes, the intervention stood 
a better chance of emerging as an effective 
movement for change, and thus, as a 
solution to the problem overall. “In fact,” 
the study’s authors write, “it could be 
argued whether any social transformation 
or social marketing can ever be successful 
unless the prevention benefits can be 
qualified in dollar terms.” Money talks.

4. Spark Plugs
Hard science and hard cash aren’t enough. 
Creating an effective social change model, 
whether at the level of a single 
organization or across an entire nation, is 
vitally dependent on the people who make 
it their mission. Spark Plugs are the 
inspired, active, committed individuals who 
at every level fuel the engine of effective 
social change with their passion, 
commitment and deeds. 

In my experience, enough cannot be said 
about the importance of inspired and 
visionary leaders. These are people willing 
and able to hold a shared vision like a 
sacred promise, through difficulty and 
around challenge, leading with strength, 
stamina, wisdom, and intelligence. They 
are systems thinkers who recognize the 
power of collective learning and action. 
They know when to eschew 
business-as-usual for new models, and 

develop innovative approaches that get 
the job done. They are both capacitors and 
conductors, storing energy and then 
channeling it where it is most effective to 
literally change the world.

Christina Economos studied the 
phenomenon of human spark plugs like 
General C. Everett Koop and former FDA 
leader David Kessler who stood at the 
forefront of national change on the 
problem of tobacco use in America, and 
she herself is just this kind of leader, 
showing us both the science of the 
problem of child obesity, and the path 
forward for prevention and reversal. Her 
work is not only inspiring a social 
movement, it is building the capacity for 
other leaders to generate their own social 
movements. 

5. Coalition Building 
Every social change initiative uses the 
power of coalitions. These are networks of 
organizaiotns and individuals that share a 
common objective. When they work 
together, combining their efforts and focus, 
they exert achieve synergies which 
leverage their individual force for greater 
impact. 

Think of an intractable problem as a 
complex system with one aspect that has 
stabilized in an undesirable state. For 
example, look at the obesity in the USA. 
You cannot simply tell people to eat less 
and exercise more. While that makes 
sense, it does not work. That is because the 
entire system we live in is making it too 
easy to put on weight and too hard to take 
it off. 
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Elements of this system might include:
 1. Our personal beliefs – I work so hard, 

I deserve a beer every night to 
unwind

 2. Interpersonal relationships – Kids like 
to eat sugary desserts every night and 
a spouse who bakes bread every 
Sunday

 3. Communities - Family holiday 
gatherings that indulge in high 
calorie treats and neighborhood 
potluck

 4. Places of work - Pizza Friday at the 
office and the expectation of long 
work hours with nothing but vending 
machines to provide dinner

 5. Policies at the local, state and federal 
levels - School cafeterias that serve 
high calorie drinks, food guidelines 
that are behind the times, industry 
regulation that places corporate 
growth ahead of national health

In this environment you cannot simply 
apply pressure on the individual and hope 
for change. The odds are stacked against 
progress. The entire system needs to be 
addressed. Coalitions with players who are 
expert in many areas can work together to 
address all levels simultaneously.

6. Advocacy
For each of the social movements they 
studied, advocacy was among the most 
effective components of the effort. Public 
support, the case for change, and 
recommendations for behavior changes 
that supported the causes were integrated 
across multiple media for greatest possible 
impact. 

7. Government Involvement
Any intractable social problem with the 
science to describe its impact and reveal 

its economic consequences needs the 
attention of local, regional, and/or national 
governments. And the support of these 
bodies—as well as any thoughtful political 
leaders appointed to them—play an 
important role in bringing a face to the 
problem so that awareness rises and 
community sentiment shifts. Whether or 
not you have a child, you’re almost 
certainly aware of the movement to end 
child obesity as a result of First Lady 
Michelle Obama’s advocacy on the issue. 
This kind of powerful involvement strikes a 
match to the fuel of a movement.

8. Mass Communication
Economos and her team of researchers 
made a definitive statement: “ … [N]o 
social change initiative in this day and age 
can succeed without a strategic integrated 
media campaign.”  There is no question: 
Americans rely on continuous 
communication from multiple channels for 
their information. All successful efforts 
harnessed radio, television, newspapers, 
magazines, direct mail, and all forms of 
media available to disseminate their 
messages. Today social media must be 
included in that mix.

9. Environment and Policy Change
To effectively induce a change in behavior, 
the environment must also be changed. 
Addressing environmental cues and 
creating a shift in available options is 
common sense practice, and supported by 
policy change. With the issue of child 
obesity, policy changes occurred after 
momentum built around addressing 
restaurant options and menus, so that 
families could find a healthier selection for 
their children and know what ingredients 
and proportions were being served. In 
public schools, healthier choices hit the 

menus with more fresh fruits and 
vegetables being served, replacing junk 
foods that had been served for decades. 

10. A Plan
The study’s authors concluded that no 
single strategy is the answer to creating 
widespread change. The best strategy will 
be guided by a plan “with pieces working 
synergistically.” Your plan is your guide. It 
not only provides hope, but a road map 
through a very complex area. 

Creating a plan to generate a social 
movement involves, according to 
Economos’ research, multilevel organized 
activity, which she and her team define as 
including:
 • citizen action
 • community support
 • social marketing
 • media advocacy
 • policy development
 • business and industry assistance
 • coordinated research efforts

Social change is not only large in scale, it is 
long in arc. A part of every plan should 
include how to keep commitment level 
from flagging as events change in an 
evolving landscape. 

Shape Up Somerville

Armed with the data and in recognition of 
the need for a multi-dimensional approach, 
Economos with her activist’s spirit then led 
what would become a powerful 
initiative—Shape Up Somerville. 

In 2003, 46% percent of Somerville, 
Massachusetts’ second and third graders 
were medically overweight or at risk for 

being overweight. What was happening in 
the Somerville community was not a 
stand-alone problem, but at nearly half of 
all children, their numbers were higher 
than the national average. Armed with data 
and inspired by concern for children and 
families, Economos and her colleagues got 
to work, creating an intervention designed 
to improve the health of children, and 
measure the changes as the program 
progressed. 

The interventions created by Shape Up 
Somerville (SUS) were systems oriented; 
they engaged all sectors of the community 
in wider change—including government, 
schools, local businesses, healthcare 
organizations, and individuals. A grass 
roots movement was their goal, generating 
good feeling and passionate participation, 
one that would include the active 
participation of their target, the children of 
the community. 

Collective Impact

Shape Up Somerville was studied and 
lessons were extracted to contribute to a 
model of social change strategy called, 
Collective Impactv.It brings individuals and 
organizations together to address social 
problems in a structured, cohesive way. 
When we’re looking large-scale problems 
in the eye, we need solutions that address 
complexity; we need multi-sector players 
to come together to address the varied 
dimensions of the problem. We need the 
kind of model that Collective Impact 
provides.

Two elements of Collective Impact that 
stand out are the Common Agenda and 
Backbone Organization:

Common Agenda
To create cohesion around an unwieldy 
issue, partners using Collective Impact 
create a common agenda. Diverse partners 
arrive at a shared vision, which becomes 
the glue that unites them, no matter how 
diverse their backgrounds or different their 
approaches along the way. Think of the 
common agenda as the one objective 
everyone has a stake in. While you may 
each take a different route, the end game 
remains clear and feeds the need of each 
player in critical ways. In the case of Shape 
Up Somerville, Economos, her colleagues 
and their community partners put the 
reversal of a trend toward childhood 
obesity on the map and marked it “X.” They 
were all headed there—the whole 
community.

Backbone Organization
In the Collective Impact model, there are 
many partner organizations and many 
active individuals—sometimes hundreds or 
thousands—who actively participate to 
achieve the goal. Everyone’s role is crucial; 
it will take every hand to meet humanity’s 
biggest challenges. This makes it very 
important that there is a central organizing 
and driving force to guide the effort, 
facilitate strategy, communicate results, 
analyze for continuous improvement, and 
uphold the common agenda. It also serves 
to coordinate policy advances, build public 
will by shining a light on the concerted 
efforts and wins of the players, and 
mobilize funding.

With the Collective Impact model, Shape 
Up Somerville became the backbone 
organization for a community of partners 
who agreed to use mutually reinforcing 
activities, continuous communication (like 
social media, parent newsletters, 

community newsletters, meetings to 
update stakeholders and the community, 
etc.), and shared measurements systems so 
that their success could be accurately 
determined and replicated. 

Over a ten-year period, Shape Up 
Somerville successfully encouraged 
behavioral changes, such as a reduction in 
the consumption of sugar sweetened 
beverages, a decrease in screen time, and 
an increase in physical activity, athletics, 
and other recreational programs. 
Community partners in education, 
healthcare, the business sector, and 
non-profit and community based 
organizations helped build 30 miles of bike 
lines and 17 renovated and redesigned 
parks. A restaurant program and a safe 
walking route to school was created along 
with a Mobile Farmer’s Market that sells 
produce at wholesale prices to residents of 
housing developments and a low-income 
senior center, while bringing employment 
opportunity to a youth jobs program. 
Shape Up Somerville’s successes were 
hands on and measurable, and with them, 
Chris Economos knew it was possible to 
scale. 

ChildObesity180

In 2009, Dr. Christina Economos joined 
ranks with Peter Dolan, former Chief 
Executive Officer of Bristol-Myers Squibb, 
and Dr. Miriam Nelson, a fellow 
nationally-recognized at Tufts University 
Friedman School of Nutrition Science and 
Policy. Together, they created 
ChildObesity180. Together, they created 
an important merger of solid scientific 
acumen, fierce business knowledge, and 
critical grass roots organizing experience. 

With these tools, they are bringing the 
Somerville experiment to a national scale. 

ChildObesity180 has brought together 
leaders across multiple 
sectors—government, business, and the 
not-for-profit world—in order, as they say, to 
turn a “180” on the epidemic of childhood 
obesity. 

Their four-pronged approach is unique 
and includes a careful combination of the 
following: 

 1. Rigorous research and evaluation 

 2. Innovative strategies

 3. Multi-sector collaboration

 4. A goal for widespread dissemination 
of evidence-based practices

ChildObesity180 did not fly blind; they 
carefully and strategically examined “100 
recommendations from credible 
organizations, like the Institute of Medicine 
and the White House Task Force on 
Childhood Obesity Prevention, to identify 
priority areas with the highest potential for 
national scale-up and probability of 

success in reversing the childhood obesity 
trend.”vi The point was not to create the 
wheel, but to curate absolute best 
practices and then broadly empower and 
encourage their use.  

Most compellingly, ChildObesity180 is at 
the leading edge of an organizational 
evolutionary impulse: utilizing the power of 
cross-sector collaboration and shared 
leadership. Because embedded social 
problems are ultimately so complex and 
multi-faceted, they require nothing less 
than the sustainable cooperation of 
leaders willing to put the work before the 
ego’s demands. Intractable problems 
require organizations willing to come 
together from every sector to support and 
contribute, building powerful webs, 
collective bodies that look different than 
yesterday’s rigid top-down hierarchies. 
These organizations must be flexible, yet 
strong; intelligent and continuously 
learning. They must risk stepping out of 
business-as-usual in order to prevent the 
catastrophe of tomorrow. These are the 
leaders, the businesses, the organizations, 
and the governments who will make the 
biggest dent, create the most good, and 
earn the greatest rewards.



The rallying cry of academia is “publish or 
perish.” Scholars in the United States are 
pushed to consistently publish research 
and other academic work as a means to 
bring attention, and therefore funding, to 
their institutions, as much as to prove their 
own talent and progress. A gifted Tufts 
University nutrition scholar, Christina D. 
Economos, Ph.D. was carrying on that 
tradition of research and publication, 
studying the interaction between exercise, 
diet, body composition, and obesity, but 
she became much more than an 
investigator and reporter on the data; she 
became an activist and a ground-breaking 
leader, showing us how to take on 
large-scale problems from a multi-sector, 
community-based approach. She and her 
colleagues are tackling the problem of 
child obesity in an unprecedented way. As 
you read, pay close attention. Her story 
creates a powerful template other leaders 
can use.

Economos’ activism was incubated in the 
painstaking hours as principal researcher 
of multiple large-scale studies on 
childhood nutrition and physical activity 
with the goal of “inspiring behavior, policy, 
and environmental change to improve the 
health of America’s children”i—itself a 
large-scale endeavor. When you examine 
Chris’ curriculum vitae, you see 
immediately that research-and report were 
not enough; she became committed to 
taking what she learned at every level, 
however complex and overarching, so that 
she could teach a community how to turn 
the tides on an alarming problem. 

And her work is changing lives.

As an academic researcher, Economos 
understands the need for a truly 
evidence-based approach—science that 
supports progress. But she is unique in her 
field in that she is also a visionary leader, 
one inspired to help change the lives of 
children and families across America. She 
has a researcher’s curiosity and an 
entrepreneur’s drive. She came to 
understand how the choices we make as 
citizens, families, and organizations, and 
the limitations in options we face—whether 
due to socioeconomic circumstances, or 
the selections presented to us by our 
community—are just some of the factors 
that impact the problem of obesity. 
“Today's children may live shorter lives 
than their parents—a first in this nation’s 
history.”ii This national epidemic is a 
systems problem, and thus, not merely the 
concern of a few individuals making poor 
choices, but the complex responsibility of a 
society that must come together to 
address overlapping concerns. 

According to the CDC, rates of obesity 
have more than doubled in children and 
tripled in adolescents in the past 30 yearsiii. 
There can be no doubt that obesity has 
reached the level of national social crisis. In 
2001, Economos and Tufts University 
School of Medicine led a study published 
in Nutrition Reviews, “What Lessons Have 
Been Learned from Other Attempts to 
Guild Social Change.”iv To understand how 
social transformation has been shaped in 
the face of social crises, the research team 
studied four key social movements: 
breastfeeding, recycling, tobacco 
reduction, and seat belts. To create change 
on a massive scale, nothing less than a 
social movement is needed.

Creating a Social Movement

As a result of their hard work and careful 
examination, a critical understanding of 
how social movements take shape 
emerged. What they learned was of the 
highest value to any potential leader. To 
solve an embedded problem, any deeply 
complex concern, a cultural shift must 
occur. And to create such a 
behavior-shaping shift, leaders will be 
required to educate, persuade, align, 
impassion, influence, embolden, and down 
right convince. 

How did we go from being a culture in 
which it was the norm to smoke in hospitals 
(even doctors!) to one in which even the 
idea is now socially taboo? How is it that 
American mothers first nearly wholesale 
stopped breastfeeding, and now, the 
majority recognizes the health benefits of 
doing so? It has become more and more 
frowned upon for individuals to step 
outside for a smoke break in the 

workplace, a behavior which, for years, was 
done right at the desk, on airplanes, while 
shopping, and even while dining. When 
and how did these cultural habits change? 
How did we become a nation in which 
children are buckled into safety seats and 
citizens automatically—without a 
thought—reach to fasten their seatbelts 
before pulling from the curb? These 
sweeping changes occurred through 
targeted efforts that resulted in powerful 
social movements. Efforts so successful 
that the changes they encouraged are now 
taken for granted as simply ‘the way it’s 
done.’

Economos and her team uncovered 10 key 
elements in the creation of a successful 
social change model. They are:

1. A Crisis 
The researchers determined that before 
sweeping social change can be generated 
to solve a social problem, that concern 
needed to be perceived as a crisis. “[Study 
informants] stressed the need for the 
identification of a clear, dramatic, 
threatening problem that would personally 
affect many individuals”. Until enough 
people recognize the crisis point of climate 
change, for example, an effective social 
movement around this issue will not build 
the momentum needed to successfully 
prevent or reverse it.

2. Science-based Research
To rally public will, it is vital to motivate 
interest and raise awareness around the 
facts. With the issue of tobacco, there’s no 
doubt that consistently educating the 
public about the risks of cancer played a 
powerful role in turning the tides. 
Presenting the science is not enough on its 
own (as we’ve seen in the case of climate 

change), but to create a movement, the 
support of unbiased science will become a 
weight-bearing wall to the structure you 
create.

3. Economics
Economos and her team determined that 
whenever a significant economic cost 
associated with a social issue could be 
demonstrated to the public, and where a 
cost savings could be shown as a result of 
behavioral changes, the intervention stood 
a better chance of emerging as an effective 
movement for change, and thus, as a 
solution to the problem overall. “In fact,” 
the study’s authors write, “it could be 
argued whether any social transformation 
or social marketing can ever be successful 
unless the prevention benefits can be 
qualified in dollar terms.” Money talks.

4. Spark Plugs
Hard science and hard cash aren’t enough. 
Creating an effective social change model, 
whether at the level of a single 
organization or across an entire nation, is 
vitally dependent on the people who make 
it their mission. Spark Plugs are the 
inspired, active, committed individuals who 
at every level fuel the engine of effective 
social change with their passion, 
commitment and deeds. 

In my experience, enough cannot be said 
about the importance of inspired and 
visionary leaders. These are people willing 
and able to hold a shared vision like a 
sacred promise, through difficulty and 
around challenge, leading with strength, 
stamina, wisdom, and intelligence. They 
are systems thinkers who recognize the 
power of collective learning and action. 
They know when to eschew 
business-as-usual for new models, and 

develop innovative approaches that get 
the job done. They are both capacitors and 
conductors, storing energy and then 
channeling it where it is most effective to 
literally change the world.

Christina Economos studied the 
phenomenon of human spark plugs like 
General C. Everett Koop and former FDA 
leader David Kessler who stood at the 
forefront of national change on the 
problem of tobacco use in America, and 
she herself is just this kind of leader, 
showing us both the science of the 
problem of child obesity, and the path 
forward for prevention and reversal. Her 
work is not only inspiring a social 
movement, it is building the capacity for 
other leaders to generate their own social 
movements. 

5. Coalition Building 
Every social change initiative uses the 
power of coalitions. These are networks of 
organizaiotns and individuals that share a 
common objective. When they work 
together, combining their efforts and focus, 
they exert achieve synergies which 
leverage their individual force for greater 
impact. 

Think of an intractable problem as a 
complex system with one aspect that has 
stabilized in an undesirable state. For 
example, look at the obesity in the USA. 
You cannot simply tell people to eat less 
and exercise more. While that makes 
sense, it does not work. That is because the 
entire system we live in is making it too 
easy to put on weight and too hard to take 
it off. 
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Elements of this system might include:
 1. Our personal beliefs – I work so hard, 

I deserve a beer every night to 
unwind

 2. Interpersonal relationships – Kids like 
to eat sugary desserts every night and 
a spouse who bakes bread every 
Sunday

 3. Communities - Family holiday 
gatherings that indulge in high 
calorie treats and neighborhood 
potluck

 4. Places of work - Pizza Friday at the 
office and the expectation of long 
work hours with nothing but vending 
machines to provide dinner

 5. Policies at the local, state and federal 
levels - School cafeterias that serve 
high calorie drinks, food guidelines 
that are behind the times, industry 
regulation that places corporate 
growth ahead of national health

In this environment you cannot simply 
apply pressure on the individual and hope 
for change. The odds are stacked against 
progress. The entire system needs to be 
addressed. Coalitions with players who are 
expert in many areas can work together to 
address all levels simultaneously.

6. Advocacy
For each of the social movements they 
studied, advocacy was among the most 
effective components of the effort. Public 
support, the case for change, and 
recommendations for behavior changes 
that supported the causes were integrated 
across multiple media for greatest possible 
impact. 

7. Government Involvement
Any intractable social problem with the 
science to describe its impact and reveal 

its economic consequences needs the 
attention of local, regional, and/or national 
governments. And the support of these 
bodies—as well as any thoughtful political 
leaders appointed to them—play an 
important role in bringing a face to the 
problem so that awareness rises and 
community sentiment shifts. Whether or 
not you have a child, you’re almost 
certainly aware of the movement to end 
child obesity as a result of First Lady 
Michelle Obama’s advocacy on the issue. 
This kind of powerful involvement strikes a 
match to the fuel of a movement.

8. Mass Communication
Economos and her team of researchers 
made a definitive statement: “ … [N]o 
social change initiative in this day and age 
can succeed without a strategic integrated 
media campaign.”  There is no question: 
Americans rely on continuous 
communication from multiple channels for 
their information. All successful efforts 
harnessed radio, television, newspapers, 
magazines, direct mail, and all forms of 
media available to disseminate their 
messages. Today social media must be 
included in that mix.

9. Environment and Policy Change
To effectively induce a change in behavior, 
the environment must also be changed. 
Addressing environmental cues and 
creating a shift in available options is 
common sense practice, and supported by 
policy change. With the issue of child 
obesity, policy changes occurred after 
momentum built around addressing 
restaurant options and menus, so that 
families could find a healthier selection for 
their children and know what ingredients 
and proportions were being served. In 
public schools, healthier choices hit the 
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menus with more fresh fruits and 
vegetables being served, replacing junk 
foods that had been served for decades. 

10. A Plan
The study’s authors concluded that no 
single strategy is the answer to creating 
widespread change. The best strategy will 
be guided by a plan “with pieces working 
synergistically.” Your plan is your guide. It 
not only provides hope, but a road map 
through a very complex area. 

Creating a plan to generate a social 
movement involves, according to 
Economos’ research, multilevel organized 
activity, which she and her team define as 
including:
 • citizen action
 • community support
 • social marketing
 • media advocacy
 • policy development
 • business and industry assistance
 • coordinated research efforts

Social change is not only large in scale, it is 
long in arc. A part of every plan should 
include how to keep commitment level 
from flagging as events change in an 
evolving landscape. 

Shape Up Somerville

Armed with the data and in recognition of 
the need for a multi-dimensional approach, 
Economos with her activist’s spirit then led 
what would become a powerful 
initiative—Shape Up Somerville. 

In 2003, 46% percent of Somerville, 
Massachusetts’ second and third graders 
were medically overweight or at risk for 

being overweight. What was happening in 
the Somerville community was not a 
stand-alone problem, but at nearly half of 
all children, their numbers were higher 
than the national average. Armed with data 
and inspired by concern for children and 
families, Economos and her colleagues got 
to work, creating an intervention designed 
to improve the health of children, and 
measure the changes as the program 
progressed. 

The interventions created by Shape Up 
Somerville (SUS) were systems oriented; 
they engaged all sectors of the community 
in wider change—including government, 
schools, local businesses, healthcare 
organizations, and individuals. A grass 
roots movement was their goal, generating 
good feeling and passionate participation, 
one that would include the active 
participation of their target, the children of 
the community. 

Collective Impact

Shape Up Somerville was studied and 
lessons were extracted to contribute to a 
model of social change strategy called, 
Collective Impactv.It brings individuals and 
organizations together to address social 
problems in a structured, cohesive way. 
When we’re looking large-scale problems 
in the eye, we need solutions that address 
complexity; we need multi-sector players 
to come together to address the varied 
dimensions of the problem. We need the 
kind of model that Collective Impact 
provides.

Two elements of Collective Impact that 
stand out are the Common Agenda and 
Backbone Organization:

Common Agenda
To create cohesion around an unwieldy 
issue, partners using Collective Impact 
create a common agenda. Diverse partners 
arrive at a shared vision, which becomes 
the glue that unites them, no matter how 
diverse their backgrounds or different their 
approaches along the way. Think of the 
common agenda as the one objective 
everyone has a stake in. While you may 
each take a different route, the end game 
remains clear and feeds the need of each 
player in critical ways. In the case of Shape 
Up Somerville, Economos, her colleagues 
and their community partners put the 
reversal of a trend toward childhood 
obesity on the map and marked it “X.” They 
were all headed there—the whole 
community.

Backbone Organization
In the Collective Impact model, there are 
many partner organizations and many 
active individuals—sometimes hundreds or 
thousands—who actively participate to 
achieve the goal. Everyone’s role is crucial; 
it will take every hand to meet humanity’s 
biggest challenges. This makes it very 
important that there is a central organizing 
and driving force to guide the effort, 
facilitate strategy, communicate results, 
analyze for continuous improvement, and 
uphold the common agenda. It also serves 
to coordinate policy advances, build public 
will by shining a light on the concerted 
efforts and wins of the players, and 
mobilize funding.

With the Collective Impact model, Shape 
Up Somerville became the backbone 
organization for a community of partners 
who agreed to use mutually reinforcing 
activities, continuous communication (like 
social media, parent newsletters, 

community newsletters, meetings to 
update stakeholders and the community, 
etc.), and shared measurements systems so 
that their success could be accurately 
determined and replicated. 

Over a ten-year period, Shape Up 
Somerville successfully encouraged 
behavioral changes, such as a reduction in 
the consumption of sugar sweetened 
beverages, a decrease in screen time, and 
an increase in physical activity, athletics, 
and other recreational programs. 
Community partners in education, 
healthcare, the business sector, and 
non-profit and community based 
organizations helped build 30 miles of bike 
lines and 17 renovated and redesigned 
parks. A restaurant program and a safe 
walking route to school was created along 
with a Mobile Farmer’s Market that sells 
produce at wholesale prices to residents of 
housing developments and a low-income 
senior center, while bringing employment 
opportunity to a youth jobs program. 
Shape Up Somerville’s successes were 
hands on and measurable, and with them, 
Chris Economos knew it was possible to 
scale. 

ChildObesity180

In 2009, Dr. Christina Economos joined 
ranks with Peter Dolan, former Chief 
Executive Officer of Bristol-Myers Squibb, 
and Dr. Miriam Nelson, a fellow 
nationally-recognized at Tufts University 
Friedman School of Nutrition Science and 
Policy. Together, they created 
ChildObesity180. Together, they created 
an important merger of solid scientific 
acumen, fierce business knowledge, and 
critical grass roots organizing experience. 

With these tools, they are bringing the 
Somerville experiment to a national scale. 

ChildObesity180 has brought together 
leaders across multiple 
sectors—government, business, and the 
not-for-profit world—in order, as they say, to 
turn a “180” on the epidemic of childhood 
obesity. 

Their four-pronged approach is unique 
and includes a careful combination of the 
following: 

 1. Rigorous research and evaluation 

 2. Innovative strategies

 3. Multi-sector collaboration

 4. A goal for widespread dissemination 
of evidence-based practices

ChildObesity180 did not fly blind; they 
carefully and strategically examined “100 
recommendations from credible 
organizations, like the Institute of Medicine 
and the White House Task Force on 
Childhood Obesity Prevention, to identify 
priority areas with the highest potential for 
national scale-up and probability of 

success in reversing the childhood obesity 
trend.”vi The point was not to create the 
wheel, but to curate absolute best 
practices and then broadly empower and 
encourage their use.  

Most compellingly, ChildObesity180 is at 
the leading edge of an organizational 
evolutionary impulse: utilizing the power of 
cross-sector collaboration and shared 
leadership. Because embedded social 
problems are ultimately so complex and 
multi-faceted, they require nothing less 
than the sustainable cooperation of 
leaders willing to put the work before the 
ego’s demands. Intractable problems 
require organizations willing to come 
together from every sector to support and 
contribute, building powerful webs, 
collective bodies that look different than 
yesterday’s rigid top-down hierarchies. 
These organizations must be flexible, yet 
strong; intelligent and continuously 
learning. They must risk stepping out of 
business-as-usual in order to prevent the 
catastrophe of tomorrow. These are the 
leaders, the businesses, the organizations, 
and the governments who will make the 
biggest dent, create the most good, and 
earn the greatest rewards.



The rallying cry of academia is “publish or 
perish.” Scholars in the United States are 
pushed to consistently publish research 
and other academic work as a means to 
bring attention, and therefore funding, to 
their institutions, as much as to prove their 
own talent and progress. A gifted Tufts 
University nutrition scholar, Christina D. 
Economos, Ph.D. was carrying on that 
tradition of research and publication, 
studying the interaction between exercise, 
diet, body composition, and obesity, but 
she became much more than an 
investigator and reporter on the data; she 
became an activist and a ground-breaking 
leader, showing us how to take on 
large-scale problems from a multi-sector, 
community-based approach. She and her 
colleagues are tackling the problem of 
child obesity in an unprecedented way. As 
you read, pay close attention. Her story 
creates a powerful template other leaders 
can use.

Economos’ activism was incubated in the 
painstaking hours as principal researcher 
of multiple large-scale studies on 
childhood nutrition and physical activity 
with the goal of “inspiring behavior, policy, 
and environmental change to improve the 
health of America’s children”i—itself a 
large-scale endeavor. When you examine 
Chris’ curriculum vitae, you see 
immediately that research-and report were 
not enough; she became committed to 
taking what she learned at every level, 
however complex and overarching, so that 
she could teach a community how to turn 
the tides on an alarming problem. 

And her work is changing lives.

As an academic researcher, Economos 
understands the need for a truly 
evidence-based approach—science that 
supports progress. But she is unique in her 
field in that she is also a visionary leader, 
one inspired to help change the lives of 
children and families across America. She 
has a researcher’s curiosity and an 
entrepreneur’s drive. She came to 
understand how the choices we make as 
citizens, families, and organizations, and 
the limitations in options we face—whether 
due to socioeconomic circumstances, or 
the selections presented to us by our 
community—are just some of the factors 
that impact the problem of obesity. 
“Today's children may live shorter lives 
than their parents—a first in this nation’s 
history.”ii This national epidemic is a 
systems problem, and thus, not merely the 
concern of a few individuals making poor 
choices, but the complex responsibility of a 
society that must come together to 
address overlapping concerns. 

According to the CDC, rates of obesity 
have more than doubled in children and 
tripled in adolescents in the past 30 yearsiii. 
There can be no doubt that obesity has 
reached the level of national social crisis. In 
2001, Economos and Tufts University 
School of Medicine led a study published 
in Nutrition Reviews, “What Lessons Have 
Been Learned from Other Attempts to 
Guild Social Change.”iv To understand how 
social transformation has been shaped in 
the face of social crises, the research team 
studied four key social movements: 
breastfeeding, recycling, tobacco 
reduction, and seat belts. To create change 
on a massive scale, nothing less than a 
social movement is needed.

Creating a Social Movement

As a result of their hard work and careful 
examination, a critical understanding of 
how social movements take shape 
emerged. What they learned was of the 
highest value to any potential leader. To 
solve an embedded problem, any deeply 
complex concern, a cultural shift must 
occur. And to create such a 
behavior-shaping shift, leaders will be 
required to educate, persuade, align, 
impassion, influence, embolden, and down 
right convince. 

How did we go from being a culture in 
which it was the norm to smoke in hospitals 
(even doctors!) to one in which even the 
idea is now socially taboo? How is it that 
American mothers first nearly wholesale 
stopped breastfeeding, and now, the 
majority recognizes the health benefits of 
doing so? It has become more and more 
frowned upon for individuals to step 
outside for a smoke break in the 

workplace, a behavior which, for years, was 
done right at the desk, on airplanes, while 
shopping, and even while dining. When 
and how did these cultural habits change? 
How did we become a nation in which 
children are buckled into safety seats and 
citizens automatically—without a 
thought—reach to fasten their seatbelts 
before pulling from the curb? These 
sweeping changes occurred through 
targeted efforts that resulted in powerful 
social movements. Efforts so successful 
that the changes they encouraged are now 
taken for granted as simply ‘the way it’s 
done.’

Economos and her team uncovered 10 key 
elements in the creation of a successful 
social change model. They are:

1. A Crisis 
The researchers determined that before 
sweeping social change can be generated 
to solve a social problem, that concern 
needed to be perceived as a crisis. “[Study 
informants] stressed the need for the 
identification of a clear, dramatic, 
threatening problem that would personally 
affect many individuals”. Until enough 
people recognize the crisis point of climate 
change, for example, an effective social 
movement around this issue will not build 
the momentum needed to successfully 
prevent or reverse it.

2. Science-based Research
To rally public will, it is vital to motivate 
interest and raise awareness around the 
facts. With the issue of tobacco, there’s no 
doubt that consistently educating the 
public about the risks of cancer played a 
powerful role in turning the tides. 
Presenting the science is not enough on its 
own (as we’ve seen in the case of climate 

change), but to create a movement, the 
support of unbiased science will become a 
weight-bearing wall to the structure you 
create.

3. Economics
Economos and her team determined that 
whenever a significant economic cost 
associated with a social issue could be 
demonstrated to the public, and where a 
cost savings could be shown as a result of 
behavioral changes, the intervention stood 
a better chance of emerging as an effective 
movement for change, and thus, as a 
solution to the problem overall. “In fact,” 
the study’s authors write, “it could be 
argued whether any social transformation 
or social marketing can ever be successful 
unless the prevention benefits can be 
qualified in dollar terms.” Money talks.

4. Spark Plugs
Hard science and hard cash aren’t enough. 
Creating an effective social change model, 
whether at the level of a single 
organization or across an entire nation, is 
vitally dependent on the people who make 
it their mission. Spark Plugs are the 
inspired, active, committed individuals who 
at every level fuel the engine of effective 
social change with their passion, 
commitment and deeds. 

In my experience, enough cannot be said 
about the importance of inspired and 
visionary leaders. These are people willing 
and able to hold a shared vision like a 
sacred promise, through difficulty and 
around challenge, leading with strength, 
stamina, wisdom, and intelligence. They 
are systems thinkers who recognize the 
power of collective learning and action. 
They know when to eschew 
business-as-usual for new models, and 

develop innovative approaches that get 
the job done. They are both capacitors and 
conductors, storing energy and then 
channeling it where it is most effective to 
literally change the world.

Christina Economos studied the 
phenomenon of human spark plugs like 
General C. Everett Koop and former FDA 
leader David Kessler who stood at the 
forefront of national change on the 
problem of tobacco use in America, and 
she herself is just this kind of leader, 
showing us both the science of the 
problem of child obesity, and the path 
forward for prevention and reversal. Her 
work is not only inspiring a social 
movement, it is building the capacity for 
other leaders to generate their own social 
movements. 

5. Coalition Building 
Every social change initiative uses the 
power of coalitions. These are networks of 
organizaiotns and individuals that share a 
common objective. When they work 
together, combining their efforts and focus, 
they exert achieve synergies which 
leverage their individual force for greater 
impact. 

Think of an intractable problem as a 
complex system with one aspect that has 
stabilized in an undesirable state. For 
example, look at the obesity in the USA. 
You cannot simply tell people to eat less 
and exercise more. While that makes 
sense, it does not work. That is because the 
entire system we live in is making it too 
easy to put on weight and too hard to take 
it off. 

Elements of this system might include:
 1. Our personal beliefs – I work so hard, 

I deserve a beer every night to 
unwind

 2. Interpersonal relationships – Kids like 
to eat sugary desserts every night and 
a spouse who bakes bread every 
Sunday

 3. Communities - Family holiday 
gatherings that indulge in high 
calorie treats and neighborhood 
potluck

 4. Places of work - Pizza Friday at the 
office and the expectation of long 
work hours with nothing but vending 
machines to provide dinner

 5. Policies at the local, state and federal 
levels - School cafeterias that serve 
high calorie drinks, food guidelines 
that are behind the times, industry 
regulation that places corporate 
growth ahead of national health

In this environment you cannot simply 
apply pressure on the individual and hope 
for change. The odds are stacked against 
progress. The entire system needs to be 
addressed. Coalitions with players who are 
expert in many areas can work together to 
address all levels simultaneously.

6. Advocacy
For each of the social movements they 
studied, advocacy was among the most 
effective components of the effort. Public 
support, the case for change, and 
recommendations for behavior changes 
that supported the causes were integrated 
across multiple media for greatest possible 
impact. 

7. Government Involvement
Any intractable social problem with the 
science to describe its impact and reveal 

its economic consequences needs the 
attention of local, regional, and/or national 
governments. And the support of these 
bodies—as well as any thoughtful political 
leaders appointed to them—play an 
important role in bringing a face to the 
problem so that awareness rises and 
community sentiment shifts. Whether or 
not you have a child, you’re almost 
certainly aware of the movement to end 
child obesity as a result of First Lady 
Michelle Obama’s advocacy on the issue. 
This kind of powerful involvement strikes a 
match to the fuel of a movement.

8. Mass Communication
Economos and her team of researchers 
made a definitive statement: “ … [N]o 
social change initiative in this day and age 
can succeed without a strategic integrated 
media campaign.”  There is no question: 
Americans rely on continuous 
communication from multiple channels for 
their information. All successful efforts 
harnessed radio, television, newspapers, 
magazines, direct mail, and all forms of 
media available to disseminate their 
messages. Today social media must be 
included in that mix.

9. Environment and Policy Change
To effectively induce a change in behavior, 
the environment must also be changed. 
Addressing environmental cues and 
creating a shift in available options is 
common sense practice, and supported by 
policy change. With the issue of child 
obesity, policy changes occurred after 
momentum built around addressing 
restaurant options and menus, so that 
families could find a healthier selection for 
their children and know what ingredients 
and proportions were being served. In 
public schools, healthier choices hit the 
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menus with more fresh fruits and 
vegetables being served, replacing junk 
foods that had been served for decades. 

10. A Plan
The study’s authors concluded that no 
single strategy is the answer to creating 
widespread change. The best strategy will 
be guided by a plan “with pieces working 
synergistically.” Your plan is your guide. It 
not only provides hope, but a road map 
through a very complex area. 

Creating a plan to generate a social 
movement involves, according to 
Economos’ research, multilevel organized 
activity, which she and her team define as 
including:
 • citizen action
 • community support
 • social marketing
 • media advocacy
 • policy development
 • business and industry assistance
 • coordinated research efforts

Social change is not only large in scale, it is 
long in arc. A part of every plan should 
include how to keep commitment level 
from flagging as events change in an 
evolving landscape. 

Shape Up Somerville

Armed with the data and in recognition of 
the need for a multi-dimensional approach, 
Economos with her activist’s spirit then led 
what would become a powerful 
initiative—Shape Up Somerville. 

In 2003, 46% percent of Somerville, 
Massachusetts’ second and third graders 
were medically overweight or at risk for 

being overweight. What was happening in 
the Somerville community was not a 
stand-alone problem, but at nearly half of 
all children, their numbers were higher 
than the national average. Armed with data 
and inspired by concern for children and 
families, Economos and her colleagues got 
to work, creating an intervention designed 
to improve the health of children, and 
measure the changes as the program 
progressed. 

The interventions created by Shape Up 
Somerville (SUS) were systems oriented; 
they engaged all sectors of the community 
in wider change—including government, 
schools, local businesses, healthcare 
organizations, and individuals. A grass 
roots movement was their goal, generating 
good feeling and passionate participation, 
one that would include the active 
participation of their target, the children of 
the community. 

Collective Impact

Shape Up Somerville was studied and 
lessons were extracted to contribute to a 
model of social change strategy called, 
Collective Impactv.It brings individuals and 
organizations together to address social 
problems in a structured, cohesive way. 
When we’re looking large-scale problems 
in the eye, we need solutions that address 
complexity; we need multi-sector players 
to come together to address the varied 
dimensions of the problem. We need the 
kind of model that Collective Impact 
provides.

Two elements of Collective Impact that 
stand out are the Common Agenda and 
Backbone Organization:
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Common Agenda
To create cohesion around an unwieldy 
issue, partners using Collective Impact 
create a common agenda. Diverse partners 
arrive at a shared vision, which becomes 
the glue that unites them, no matter how 
diverse their backgrounds or different their 
approaches along the way. Think of the 
common agenda as the one objective 
everyone has a stake in. While you may 
each take a different route, the end game 
remains clear and feeds the need of each 
player in critical ways. In the case of Shape 
Up Somerville, Economos, her colleagues 
and their community partners put the 
reversal of a trend toward childhood 
obesity on the map and marked it “X.” They 
were all headed there—the whole 
community.

Backbone Organization
In the Collective Impact model, there are 
many partner organizations and many 
active individuals—sometimes hundreds or 
thousands—who actively participate to 
achieve the goal. Everyone’s role is crucial; 
it will take every hand to meet humanity’s 
biggest challenges. This makes it very 
important that there is a central organizing 
and driving force to guide the effort, 
facilitate strategy, communicate results, 
analyze for continuous improvement, and 
uphold the common agenda. It also serves 
to coordinate policy advances, build public 
will by shining a light on the concerted 
efforts and wins of the players, and 
mobilize funding.

With the Collective Impact model, Shape 
Up Somerville became the backbone 
organization for a community of partners 
who agreed to use mutually reinforcing 
activities, continuous communication (like 
social media, parent newsletters, 

community newsletters, meetings to 
update stakeholders and the community, 
etc.), and shared measurements systems so 
that their success could be accurately 
determined and replicated. 

Over a ten-year period, Shape Up 
Somerville successfully encouraged 
behavioral changes, such as a reduction in 
the consumption of sugar sweetened 
beverages, a decrease in screen time, and 
an increase in physical activity, athletics, 
and other recreational programs. 
Community partners in education, 
healthcare, the business sector, and 
non-profit and community based 
organizations helped build 30 miles of bike 
lines and 17 renovated and redesigned 
parks. A restaurant program and a safe 
walking route to school was created along 
with a Mobile Farmer’s Market that sells 
produce at wholesale prices to residents of 
housing developments and a low-income 
senior center, while bringing employment 
opportunity to a youth jobs program. 
Shape Up Somerville’s successes were 
hands on and measurable, and with them, 
Chris Economos knew it was possible to 
scale. 

ChildObesity180

In 2009, Dr. Christina Economos joined 
ranks with Peter Dolan, former Chief 
Executive Officer of Bristol-Myers Squibb, 
and Dr. Miriam Nelson, a fellow 
nationally-recognized at Tufts University 
Friedman School of Nutrition Science and 
Policy. Together, they created 
ChildObesity180. Together, they created 
an important merger of solid scientific 
acumen, fierce business knowledge, and 
critical grass roots organizing experience. 

With these tools, they are bringing the 
Somerville experiment to a national scale. 

ChildObesity180 has brought together 
leaders across multiple 
sectors—government, business, and the 
not-for-profit world—in order, as they say, to 
turn a “180” on the epidemic of childhood 
obesity. 

Their four-pronged approach is unique 
and includes a careful combination of the 
following: 

 1. Rigorous research and evaluation 

 2. Innovative strategies

 3. Multi-sector collaboration

 4. A goal for widespread dissemination 
of evidence-based practices

ChildObesity180 did not fly blind; they 
carefully and strategically examined “100 
recommendations from credible 
organizations, like the Institute of Medicine 
and the White House Task Force on 
Childhood Obesity Prevention, to identify 
priority areas with the highest potential for 
national scale-up and probability of 

success in reversing the childhood obesity 
trend.”vi The point was not to create the 
wheel, but to curate absolute best 
practices and then broadly empower and 
encourage their use.  

Most compellingly, ChildObesity180 is at 
the leading edge of an organizational 
evolutionary impulse: utilizing the power of 
cross-sector collaboration and shared 
leadership. Because embedded social 
problems are ultimately so complex and 
multi-faceted, they require nothing less 
than the sustainable cooperation of 
leaders willing to put the work before the 
ego’s demands. Intractable problems 
require organizations willing to come 
together from every sector to support and 
contribute, building powerful webs, 
collective bodies that look different than 
yesterday’s rigid top-down hierarchies. 
These organizations must be flexible, yet 
strong; intelligent and continuously 
learning. They must risk stepping out of 
business-as-usual in order to prevent the 
catastrophe of tomorrow. These are the 
leaders, the businesses, the organizations, 
and the governments who will make the 
biggest dent, create the most good, and 
earn the greatest rewards.



The rallying cry of academia is “publish or 
perish.” Scholars in the United States are 
pushed to consistently publish research 
and other academic work as a means to 
bring attention, and therefore funding, to 
their institutions, as much as to prove their 
own talent and progress. A gifted Tufts 
University nutrition scholar, Christina D. 
Economos, Ph.D. was carrying on that 
tradition of research and publication, 
studying the interaction between exercise, 
diet, body composition, and obesity, but 
she became much more than an 
investigator and reporter on the data; she 
became an activist and a ground-breaking 
leader, showing us how to take on 
large-scale problems from a multi-sector, 
community-based approach. She and her 
colleagues are tackling the problem of 
child obesity in an unprecedented way. As 
you read, pay close attention. Her story 
creates a powerful template other leaders 
can use.

Economos’ activism was incubated in the 
painstaking hours as principal researcher 
of multiple large-scale studies on 
childhood nutrition and physical activity 
with the goal of “inspiring behavior, policy, 
and environmental change to improve the 
health of America’s children”i—itself a 
large-scale endeavor. When you examine 
Chris’ curriculum vitae, you see 
immediately that research-and report were 
not enough; she became committed to 
taking what she learned at every level, 
however complex and overarching, so that 
she could teach a community how to turn 
the tides on an alarming problem. 

And her work is changing lives.

As an academic researcher, Economos 
understands the need for a truly 
evidence-based approach—science that 
supports progress. But she is unique in her 
field in that she is also a visionary leader, 
one inspired to help change the lives of 
children and families across America. She 
has a researcher’s curiosity and an 
entrepreneur’s drive. She came to 
understand how the choices we make as 
citizens, families, and organizations, and 
the limitations in options we face—whether 
due to socioeconomic circumstances, or 
the selections presented to us by our 
community—are just some of the factors 
that impact the problem of obesity. 
“Today's children may live shorter lives 
than their parents—a first in this nation’s 
history.”ii This national epidemic is a 
systems problem, and thus, not merely the 
concern of a few individuals making poor 
choices, but the complex responsibility of a 
society that must come together to 
address overlapping concerns. 

According to the CDC, rates of obesity 
have more than doubled in children and 
tripled in adolescents in the past 30 yearsiii. 
There can be no doubt that obesity has 
reached the level of national social crisis. In 
2001, Economos and Tufts University 
School of Medicine led a study published 
in Nutrition Reviews, “What Lessons Have 
Been Learned from Other Attempts to 
Guild Social Change.”iv To understand how 
social transformation has been shaped in 
the face of social crises, the research team 
studied four key social movements: 
breastfeeding, recycling, tobacco 
reduction, and seat belts. To create change 
on a massive scale, nothing less than a 
social movement is needed.

Creating a Social Movement

As a result of their hard work and careful 
examination, a critical understanding of 
how social movements take shape 
emerged. What they learned was of the 
highest value to any potential leader. To 
solve an embedded problem, any deeply 
complex concern, a cultural shift must 
occur. And to create such a 
behavior-shaping shift, leaders will be 
required to educate, persuade, align, 
impassion, influence, embolden, and down 
right convince. 

How did we go from being a culture in 
which it was the norm to smoke in hospitals 
(even doctors!) to one in which even the 
idea is now socially taboo? How is it that 
American mothers first nearly wholesale 
stopped breastfeeding, and now, the 
majority recognizes the health benefits of 
doing so? It has become more and more 
frowned upon for individuals to step 
outside for a smoke break in the 

workplace, a behavior which, for years, was 
done right at the desk, on airplanes, while 
shopping, and even while dining. When 
and how did these cultural habits change? 
How did we become a nation in which 
children are buckled into safety seats and 
citizens automatically—without a 
thought—reach to fasten their seatbelts 
before pulling from the curb? These 
sweeping changes occurred through 
targeted efforts that resulted in powerful 
social movements. Efforts so successful 
that the changes they encouraged are now 
taken for granted as simply ‘the way it’s 
done.’

Economos and her team uncovered 10 key 
elements in the creation of a successful 
social change model. They are:

1. A Crisis 
The researchers determined that before 
sweeping social change can be generated 
to solve a social problem, that concern 
needed to be perceived as a crisis. “[Study 
informants] stressed the need for the 
identification of a clear, dramatic, 
threatening problem that would personally 
affect many individuals”. Until enough 
people recognize the crisis point of climate 
change, for example, an effective social 
movement around this issue will not build 
the momentum needed to successfully 
prevent or reverse it.

2. Science-based Research
To rally public will, it is vital to motivate 
interest and raise awareness around the 
facts. With the issue of tobacco, there’s no 
doubt that consistently educating the 
public about the risks of cancer played a 
powerful role in turning the tides. 
Presenting the science is not enough on its 
own (as we’ve seen in the case of climate 

change), but to create a movement, the 
support of unbiased science will become a 
weight-bearing wall to the structure you 
create.

3. Economics
Economos and her team determined that 
whenever a significant economic cost 
associated with a social issue could be 
demonstrated to the public, and where a 
cost savings could be shown as a result of 
behavioral changes, the intervention stood 
a better chance of emerging as an effective 
movement for change, and thus, as a 
solution to the problem overall. “In fact,” 
the study’s authors write, “it could be 
argued whether any social transformation 
or social marketing can ever be successful 
unless the prevention benefits can be 
qualified in dollar terms.” Money talks.

4. Spark Plugs
Hard science and hard cash aren’t enough. 
Creating an effective social change model, 
whether at the level of a single 
organization or across an entire nation, is 
vitally dependent on the people who make 
it their mission. Spark Plugs are the 
inspired, active, committed individuals who 
at every level fuel the engine of effective 
social change with their passion, 
commitment and deeds. 

In my experience, enough cannot be said 
about the importance of inspired and 
visionary leaders. These are people willing 
and able to hold a shared vision like a 
sacred promise, through difficulty and 
around challenge, leading with strength, 
stamina, wisdom, and intelligence. They 
are systems thinkers who recognize the 
power of collective learning and action. 
They know when to eschew 
business-as-usual for new models, and 

develop innovative approaches that get 
the job done. They are both capacitors and 
conductors, storing energy and then 
channeling it where it is most effective to 
literally change the world.

Christina Economos studied the 
phenomenon of human spark plugs like 
General C. Everett Koop and former FDA 
leader David Kessler who stood at the 
forefront of national change on the 
problem of tobacco use in America, and 
she herself is just this kind of leader, 
showing us both the science of the 
problem of child obesity, and the path 
forward for prevention and reversal. Her 
work is not only inspiring a social 
movement, it is building the capacity for 
other leaders to generate their own social 
movements. 

5. Coalition Building 
Every social change initiative uses the 
power of coalitions. These are networks of 
organizaiotns and individuals that share a 
common objective. When they work 
together, combining their efforts and focus, 
they exert achieve synergies which 
leverage their individual force for greater 
impact. 

Think of an intractable problem as a 
complex system with one aspect that has 
stabilized in an undesirable state. For 
example, look at the obesity in the USA. 
You cannot simply tell people to eat less 
and exercise more. While that makes 
sense, it does not work. That is because the 
entire system we live in is making it too 
easy to put on weight and too hard to take 
it off. 

Elements of this system might include:
 1. Our personal beliefs – I work so hard, 

I deserve a beer every night to 
unwind

 2. Interpersonal relationships – Kids like 
to eat sugary desserts every night and 
a spouse who bakes bread every 
Sunday

 3. Communities - Family holiday 
gatherings that indulge in high 
calorie treats and neighborhood 
potluck

 4. Places of work - Pizza Friday at the 
office and the expectation of long 
work hours with nothing but vending 
machines to provide dinner

 5. Policies at the local, state and federal 
levels - School cafeterias that serve 
high calorie drinks, food guidelines 
that are behind the times, industry 
regulation that places corporate 
growth ahead of national health

In this environment you cannot simply 
apply pressure on the individual and hope 
for change. The odds are stacked against 
progress. The entire system needs to be 
addressed. Coalitions with players who are 
expert in many areas can work together to 
address all levels simultaneously.

6. Advocacy
For each of the social movements they 
studied, advocacy was among the most 
effective components of the effort. Public 
support, the case for change, and 
recommendations for behavior changes 
that supported the causes were integrated 
across multiple media for greatest possible 
impact. 

7. Government Involvement
Any intractable social problem with the 
science to describe its impact and reveal 

its economic consequences needs the 
attention of local, regional, and/or national 
governments. And the support of these 
bodies—as well as any thoughtful political 
leaders appointed to them—play an 
important role in bringing a face to the 
problem so that awareness rises and 
community sentiment shifts. Whether or 
not you have a child, you’re almost 
certainly aware of the movement to end 
child obesity as a result of First Lady 
Michelle Obama’s advocacy on the issue. 
This kind of powerful involvement strikes a 
match to the fuel of a movement.

8. Mass Communication
Economos and her team of researchers 
made a definitive statement: “ … [N]o 
social change initiative in this day and age 
can succeed without a strategic integrated 
media campaign.”  There is no question: 
Americans rely on continuous 
communication from multiple channels for 
their information. All successful efforts 
harnessed radio, television, newspapers, 
magazines, direct mail, and all forms of 
media available to disseminate their 
messages. Today social media must be 
included in that mix.

9. Environment and Policy Change
To effectively induce a change in behavior, 
the environment must also be changed. 
Addressing environmental cues and 
creating a shift in available options is 
common sense practice, and supported by 
policy change. With the issue of child 
obesity, policy changes occurred after 
momentum built around addressing 
restaurant options and menus, so that 
families could find a healthier selection for 
their children and know what ingredients 
and proportions were being served. In 
public schools, healthier choices hit the 

menus with more fresh fruits and 
vegetables being served, replacing junk 
foods that had been served for decades. 

10. A Plan
The study’s authors concluded that no 
single strategy is the answer to creating 
widespread change. The best strategy will 
be guided by a plan “with pieces working 
synergistically.” Your plan is your guide. It 
not only provides hope, but a road map 
through a very complex area. 

Creating a plan to generate a social 
movement involves, according to 
Economos’ research, multilevel organized 
activity, which she and her team define as 
including:
 • citizen action
 • community support
 • social marketing
 • media advocacy
 • policy development
 • business and industry assistance
 • coordinated research efforts

Social change is not only large in scale, it is 
long in arc. A part of every plan should 
include how to keep commitment level 
from flagging as events change in an 
evolving landscape. 

Shape Up Somerville

Armed with the data and in recognition of 
the need for a multi-dimensional approach, 
Economos with her activist’s spirit then led 
what would become a powerful 
initiative—Shape Up Somerville. 

In 2003, 46% percent of Somerville, 
Massachusetts’ second and third graders 
were medically overweight or at risk for 

being overweight. What was happening in 
the Somerville community was not a 
stand-alone problem, but at nearly half of 
all children, their numbers were higher 
than the national average. Armed with data 
and inspired by concern for children and 
families, Economos and her colleagues got 
to work, creating an intervention designed 
to improve the health of children, and 
measure the changes as the program 
progressed. 

The interventions created by Shape Up 
Somerville (SUS) were systems oriented; 
they engaged all sectors of the community 
in wider change—including government, 
schools, local businesses, healthcare 
organizations, and individuals. A grass 
roots movement was their goal, generating 
good feeling and passionate participation, 
one that would include the active 
participation of their target, the children of 
the community. 

Collective Impact

Shape Up Somerville was studied and 
lessons were extracted to contribute to a 
model of social change strategy called, 
Collective Impactv.It brings individuals and 
organizations together to address social 
problems in a structured, cohesive way. 
When we’re looking large-scale problems 
in the eye, we need solutions that address 
complexity; we need multi-sector players 
to come together to address the varied 
dimensions of the problem. We need the 
kind of model that Collective Impact 
provides.

Two elements of Collective Impact that 
stand out are the Common Agenda and 
Backbone Organization:

Christina Economos - Leading the Way to Scalable Social Change

Common Agenda
To create cohesion around an unwieldy 
issue, partners using Collective Impact 
create a common agenda. Diverse partners 
arrive at a shared vision, which becomes 
the glue that unites them, no matter how 
diverse their backgrounds or different their 
approaches along the way. Think of the 
common agenda as the one objective 
everyone has a stake in. While you may 
each take a different route, the end game 
remains clear and feeds the need of each 
player in critical ways. In the case of Shape 
Up Somerville, Economos, her colleagues 
and their community partners put the 
reversal of a trend toward childhood 
obesity on the map and marked it “X.” They 
were all headed there—the whole 
community.

Backbone Organization
In the Collective Impact model, there are 
many partner organizations and many 
active individuals—sometimes hundreds or 
thousands—who actively participate to 
achieve the goal. Everyone’s role is crucial; 
it will take every hand to meet humanity’s 
biggest challenges. This makes it very 
important that there is a central organizing 
and driving force to guide the effort, 
facilitate strategy, communicate results, 
analyze for continuous improvement, and 
uphold the common agenda. It also serves 
to coordinate policy advances, build public 
will by shining a light on the concerted 
efforts and wins of the players, and 
mobilize funding.

With the Collective Impact model, Shape 
Up Somerville became the backbone 
organization for a community of partners 
who agreed to use mutually reinforcing 
activities, continuous communication (like 
social media, parent newsletters, 

community newsletters, meetings to 
update stakeholders and the community, 
etc.), and shared measurements systems so 
that their success could be accurately 
determined and replicated. 

Over a ten-year period, Shape Up 
Somerville successfully encouraged 
behavioral changes, such as a reduction in 
the consumption of sugar sweetened 
beverages, a decrease in screen time, and 
an increase in physical activity, athletics, 
and other recreational programs. 
Community partners in education, 
healthcare, the business sector, and 
non-profit and community based 
organizations helped build 30 miles of bike 
lines and 17 renovated and redesigned 
parks. A restaurant program and a safe 
walking route to school was created along 
with a Mobile Farmer’s Market that sells 
produce at wholesale prices to residents of 
housing developments and a low-income 
senior center, while bringing employment 
opportunity to a youth jobs program. 
Shape Up Somerville’s successes were 
hands on and measurable, and with them, 
Chris Economos knew it was possible to 
scale. 

ChildObesity180

In 2009, Dr. Christina Economos joined 
ranks with Peter Dolan, former Chief 
Executive Officer of Bristol-Myers Squibb, 
and Dr. Miriam Nelson, a fellow 
nationally-recognized at Tufts University 
Friedman School of Nutrition Science and 
Policy. Together, they created 
ChildObesity180. Together, they created 
an important merger of solid scientific 
acumen, fierce business knowledge, and 
critical grass roots organizing experience. 
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With these tools, they are bringing the 
Somerville experiment to a national scale. 

ChildObesity180 has brought together 
leaders across multiple 
sectors—government, business, and the 
not-for-profit world—in order, as they say, to 
turn a “180” on the epidemic of childhood 
obesity. 

Their four-pronged approach is unique 
and includes a careful combination of the 
following: 

 1. Rigorous research and evaluation 

 2. Innovative strategies

 3. Multi-sector collaboration

 4. A goal for widespread dissemination 
of evidence-based practices

ChildObesity180 did not fly blind; they 
carefully and strategically examined “100 
recommendations from credible 
organizations, like the Institute of Medicine 
and the White House Task Force on 
Childhood Obesity Prevention, to identify 
priority areas with the highest potential for 
national scale-up and probability of 

success in reversing the childhood obesity 
trend.”vi The point was not to create the 
wheel, but to curate absolute best 
practices and then broadly empower and 
encourage their use.  

Most compellingly, ChildObesity180 is at 
the leading edge of an organizational 
evolutionary impulse: utilizing the power of 
cross-sector collaboration and shared 
leadership. Because embedded social 
problems are ultimately so complex and 
multi-faceted, they require nothing less 
than the sustainable cooperation of 
leaders willing to put the work before the 
ego’s demands. Intractable problems 
require organizations willing to come 
together from every sector to support and 
contribute, building powerful webs, 
collective bodies that look different than 
yesterday’s rigid top-down hierarchies. 
These organizations must be flexible, yet 
strong; intelligent and continuously 
learning. They must risk stepping out of 
business-as-usual in order to prevent the 
catastrophe of tomorrow. These are the 
leaders, the businesses, the organizations, 
and the governments who will make the 
biggest dent, create the most good, and 
earn the greatest rewards.



The rallying cry of academia is “publish or 
perish.” Scholars in the United States are 
pushed to consistently publish research 
and other academic work as a means to 
bring attention, and therefore funding, to 
their institutions, as much as to prove their 
own talent and progress. A gifted Tufts 
University nutrition scholar, Christina D. 
Economos, Ph.D. was carrying on that 
tradition of research and publication, 
studying the interaction between exercise, 
diet, body composition, and obesity, but 
she became much more than an 
investigator and reporter on the data; she 
became an activist and a ground-breaking 
leader, showing us how to take on 
large-scale problems from a multi-sector, 
community-based approach. She and her 
colleagues are tackling the problem of 
child obesity in an unprecedented way. As 
you read, pay close attention. Her story 
creates a powerful template other leaders 
can use.

Economos’ activism was incubated in the 
painstaking hours as principal researcher 
of multiple large-scale studies on 
childhood nutrition and physical activity 
with the goal of “inspiring behavior, policy, 
and environmental change to improve the 
health of America’s children”i—itself a 
large-scale endeavor. When you examine 
Chris’ curriculum vitae, you see 
immediately that research-and report were 
not enough; she became committed to 
taking what she learned at every level, 
however complex and overarching, so that 
she could teach a community how to turn 
the tides on an alarming problem. 

And her work is changing lives.

As an academic researcher, Economos 
understands the need for a truly 
evidence-based approach—science that 
supports progress. But she is unique in her 
field in that she is also a visionary leader, 
one inspired to help change the lives of 
children and families across America. She 
has a researcher’s curiosity and an 
entrepreneur’s drive. She came to 
understand how the choices we make as 
citizens, families, and organizations, and 
the limitations in options we face—whether 
due to socioeconomic circumstances, or 
the selections presented to us by our 
community—are just some of the factors 
that impact the problem of obesity. 
“Today's children may live shorter lives 
than their parents—a first in this nation’s 
history.”ii This national epidemic is a 
systems problem, and thus, not merely the 
concern of a few individuals making poor 
choices, but the complex responsibility of a 
society that must come together to 
address overlapping concerns. 

According to the CDC, rates of obesity 
have more than doubled in children and 
tripled in adolescents in the past 30 yearsiii. 
There can be no doubt that obesity has 
reached the level of national social crisis. In 
2001, Economos and Tufts University 
School of Medicine led a study published 
in Nutrition Reviews, “What Lessons Have 
Been Learned from Other Attempts to 
Guild Social Change.”iv To understand how 
social transformation has been shaped in 
the face of social crises, the research team 
studied four key social movements: 
breastfeeding, recycling, tobacco 
reduction, and seat belts. To create change 
on a massive scale, nothing less than a 
social movement is needed.

Creating a Social Movement

As a result of their hard work and careful 
examination, a critical understanding of 
how social movements take shape 
emerged. What they learned was of the 
highest value to any potential leader. To 
solve an embedded problem, any deeply 
complex concern, a cultural shift must 
occur. And to create such a 
behavior-shaping shift, leaders will be 
required to educate, persuade, align, 
impassion, influence, embolden, and down 
right convince. 

How did we go from being a culture in 
which it was the norm to smoke in hospitals 
(even doctors!) to one in which even the 
idea is now socially taboo? How is it that 
American mothers first nearly wholesale 
stopped breastfeeding, and now, the 
majority recognizes the health benefits of 
doing so? It has become more and more 
frowned upon for individuals to step 
outside for a smoke break in the 

workplace, a behavior which, for years, was 
done right at the desk, on airplanes, while 
shopping, and even while dining. When 
and how did these cultural habits change? 
How did we become a nation in which 
children are buckled into safety seats and 
citizens automatically—without a 
thought—reach to fasten their seatbelts 
before pulling from the curb? These 
sweeping changes occurred through 
targeted efforts that resulted in powerful 
social movements. Efforts so successful 
that the changes they encouraged are now 
taken for granted as simply ‘the way it’s 
done.’

Economos and her team uncovered 10 key 
elements in the creation of a successful 
social change model. They are:

1. A Crisis 
The researchers determined that before 
sweeping social change can be generated 
to solve a social problem, that concern 
needed to be perceived as a crisis. “[Study 
informants] stressed the need for the 
identification of a clear, dramatic, 
threatening problem that would personally 
affect many individuals”. Until enough 
people recognize the crisis point of climate 
change, for example, an effective social 
movement around this issue will not build 
the momentum needed to successfully 
prevent or reverse it.

2. Science-based Research
To rally public will, it is vital to motivate 
interest and raise awareness around the 
facts. With the issue of tobacco, there’s no 
doubt that consistently educating the 
public about the risks of cancer played a 
powerful role in turning the tides. 
Presenting the science is not enough on its 
own (as we’ve seen in the case of climate 

change), but to create a movement, the 
support of unbiased science will become a 
weight-bearing wall to the structure you 
create.

3. Economics
Economos and her team determined that 
whenever a significant economic cost 
associated with a social issue could be 
demonstrated to the public, and where a 
cost savings could be shown as a result of 
behavioral changes, the intervention stood 
a better chance of emerging as an effective 
movement for change, and thus, as a 
solution to the problem overall. “In fact,” 
the study’s authors write, “it could be 
argued whether any social transformation 
or social marketing can ever be successful 
unless the prevention benefits can be 
qualified in dollar terms.” Money talks.

4. Spark Plugs
Hard science and hard cash aren’t enough. 
Creating an effective social change model, 
whether at the level of a single 
organization or across an entire nation, is 
vitally dependent on the people who make 
it their mission. Spark Plugs are the 
inspired, active, committed individuals who 
at every level fuel the engine of effective 
social change with their passion, 
commitment and deeds. 

In my experience, enough cannot be said 
about the importance of inspired and 
visionary leaders. These are people willing 
and able to hold a shared vision like a 
sacred promise, through difficulty and 
around challenge, leading with strength, 
stamina, wisdom, and intelligence. They 
are systems thinkers who recognize the 
power of collective learning and action. 
They know when to eschew 
business-as-usual for new models, and 

develop innovative approaches that get 
the job done. They are both capacitors and 
conductors, storing energy and then 
channeling it where it is most effective to 
literally change the world.

Christina Economos studied the 
phenomenon of human spark plugs like 
General C. Everett Koop and former FDA 
leader David Kessler who stood at the 
forefront of national change on the 
problem of tobacco use in America, and 
she herself is just this kind of leader, 
showing us both the science of the 
problem of child obesity, and the path 
forward for prevention and reversal. Her 
work is not only inspiring a social 
movement, it is building the capacity for 
other leaders to generate their own social 
movements. 

5. Coalition Building 
Every social change initiative uses the 
power of coalitions. These are networks of 
organizaiotns and individuals that share a 
common objective. When they work 
together, combining their efforts and focus, 
they exert achieve synergies which 
leverage their individual force for greater 
impact. 

Think of an intractable problem as a 
complex system with one aspect that has 
stabilized in an undesirable state. For 
example, look at the obesity in the USA. 
You cannot simply tell people to eat less 
and exercise more. While that makes 
sense, it does not work. That is because the 
entire system we live in is making it too 
easy to put on weight and too hard to take 
it off. 

Elements of this system might include:
 1. Our personal beliefs – I work so hard, 

I deserve a beer every night to 
unwind

 2. Interpersonal relationships – Kids like 
to eat sugary desserts every night and 
a spouse who bakes bread every 
Sunday

 3. Communities - Family holiday 
gatherings that indulge in high 
calorie treats and neighborhood 
potluck

 4. Places of work - Pizza Friday at the 
office and the expectation of long 
work hours with nothing but vending 
machines to provide dinner

 5. Policies at the local, state and federal 
levels - School cafeterias that serve 
high calorie drinks, food guidelines 
that are behind the times, industry 
regulation that places corporate 
growth ahead of national health

In this environment you cannot simply 
apply pressure on the individual and hope 
for change. The odds are stacked against 
progress. The entire system needs to be 
addressed. Coalitions with players who are 
expert in many areas can work together to 
address all levels simultaneously.

6. Advocacy
For each of the social movements they 
studied, advocacy was among the most 
effective components of the effort. Public 
support, the case for change, and 
recommendations for behavior changes 
that supported the causes were integrated 
across multiple media for greatest possible 
impact. 

7. Government Involvement
Any intractable social problem with the 
science to describe its impact and reveal 

its economic consequences needs the 
attention of local, regional, and/or national 
governments. And the support of these 
bodies—as well as any thoughtful political 
leaders appointed to them—play an 
important role in bringing a face to the 
problem so that awareness rises and 
community sentiment shifts. Whether or 
not you have a child, you’re almost 
certainly aware of the movement to end 
child obesity as a result of First Lady 
Michelle Obama’s advocacy on the issue. 
This kind of powerful involvement strikes a 
match to the fuel of a movement.

8. Mass Communication
Economos and her team of researchers 
made a definitive statement: “ … [N]o 
social change initiative in this day and age 
can succeed without a strategic integrated 
media campaign.”  There is no question: 
Americans rely on continuous 
communication from multiple channels for 
their information. All successful efforts 
harnessed radio, television, newspapers, 
magazines, direct mail, and all forms of 
media available to disseminate their 
messages. Today social media must be 
included in that mix.

9. Environment and Policy Change
To effectively induce a change in behavior, 
the environment must also be changed. 
Addressing environmental cues and 
creating a shift in available options is 
common sense practice, and supported by 
policy change. With the issue of child 
obesity, policy changes occurred after 
momentum built around addressing 
restaurant options and menus, so that 
families could find a healthier selection for 
their children and know what ingredients 
and proportions were being served. In 
public schools, healthier choices hit the 

menus with more fresh fruits and 
vegetables being served, replacing junk 
foods that had been served for decades. 

10. A Plan
The study’s authors concluded that no 
single strategy is the answer to creating 
widespread change. The best strategy will 
be guided by a plan “with pieces working 
synergistically.” Your plan is your guide. It 
not only provides hope, but a road map 
through a very complex area. 

Creating a plan to generate a social 
movement involves, according to 
Economos’ research, multilevel organized 
activity, which she and her team define as 
including:
 • citizen action
 • community support
 • social marketing
 • media advocacy
 • policy development
 • business and industry assistance
 • coordinated research efforts

Social change is not only large in scale, it is 
long in arc. A part of every plan should 
include how to keep commitment level 
from flagging as events change in an 
evolving landscape. 

Shape Up Somerville

Armed with the data and in recognition of 
the need for a multi-dimensional approach, 
Economos with her activist’s spirit then led 
what would become a powerful 
initiative—Shape Up Somerville. 

In 2003, 46% percent of Somerville, 
Massachusetts’ second and third graders 
were medically overweight or at risk for 

being overweight. What was happening in 
the Somerville community was not a 
stand-alone problem, but at nearly half of 
all children, their numbers were higher 
than the national average. Armed with data 
and inspired by concern for children and 
families, Economos and her colleagues got 
to work, creating an intervention designed 
to improve the health of children, and 
measure the changes as the program 
progressed. 

The interventions created by Shape Up 
Somerville (SUS) were systems oriented; 
they engaged all sectors of the community 
in wider change—including government, 
schools, local businesses, healthcare 
organizations, and individuals. A grass 
roots movement was their goal, generating 
good feeling and passionate participation, 
one that would include the active 
participation of their target, the children of 
the community. 

Collective Impact

Shape Up Somerville was studied and 
lessons were extracted to contribute to a 
model of social change strategy called, 
Collective Impactv.It brings individuals and 
organizations together to address social 
problems in a structured, cohesive way. 
When we’re looking large-scale problems 
in the eye, we need solutions that address 
complexity; we need multi-sector players 
to come together to address the varied 
dimensions of the problem. We need the 
kind of model that Collective Impact 
provides.

Two elements of Collective Impact that 
stand out are the Common Agenda and 
Backbone Organization:

Common Agenda
To create cohesion around an unwieldy 
issue, partners using Collective Impact 
create a common agenda. Diverse partners 
arrive at a shared vision, which becomes 
the glue that unites them, no matter how 
diverse their backgrounds or different their 
approaches along the way. Think of the 
common agenda as the one objective 
everyone has a stake in. While you may 
each take a different route, the end game 
remains clear and feeds the need of each 
player in critical ways. In the case of Shape 
Up Somerville, Economos, her colleagues 
and their community partners put the 
reversal of a trend toward childhood 
obesity on the map and marked it “X.” They 
were all headed there—the whole 
community.

Backbone Organization
In the Collective Impact model, there are 
many partner organizations and many 
active individuals—sometimes hundreds or 
thousands—who actively participate to 
achieve the goal. Everyone’s role is crucial; 
it will take every hand to meet humanity’s 
biggest challenges. This makes it very 
important that there is a central organizing 
and driving force to guide the effort, 
facilitate strategy, communicate results, 
analyze for continuous improvement, and 
uphold the common agenda. It also serves 
to coordinate policy advances, build public 
will by shining a light on the concerted 
efforts and wins of the players, and 
mobilize funding.

With the Collective Impact model, Shape 
Up Somerville became the backbone 
organization for a community of partners 
who agreed to use mutually reinforcing 
activities, continuous communication (like 
social media, parent newsletters, 

community newsletters, meetings to 
update stakeholders and the community, 
etc.), and shared measurements systems so 
that their success could be accurately 
determined and replicated. 

Over a ten-year period, Shape Up 
Somerville successfully encouraged 
behavioral changes, such as a reduction in 
the consumption of sugar sweetened 
beverages, a decrease in screen time, and 
an increase in physical activity, athletics, 
and other recreational programs. 
Community partners in education, 
healthcare, the business sector, and 
non-profit and community based 
organizations helped build 30 miles of bike 
lines and 17 renovated and redesigned 
parks. A restaurant program and a safe 
walking route to school was created along 
with a Mobile Farmer’s Market that sells 
produce at wholesale prices to residents of 
housing developments and a low-income 
senior center, while bringing employment 
opportunity to a youth jobs program. 
Shape Up Somerville’s successes were 
hands on and measurable, and with them, 
Chris Economos knew it was possible to 
scale. 

ChildObesity180

In 2009, Dr. Christina Economos joined 
ranks with Peter Dolan, former Chief 
Executive Officer of Bristol-Myers Squibb, 
and Dr. Miriam Nelson, a fellow 
nationally-recognized at Tufts University 
Friedman School of Nutrition Science and 
Policy. Together, they created 
ChildObesity180. Together, they created 
an important merger of solid scientific 
acumen, fierce business knowledge, and 
critical grass roots organizing experience. 
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With these tools, they are bringing the 
Somerville experiment to a national scale. 

ChildObesity180 has brought together 
leaders across multiple 
sectors—government, business, and the 
not-for-profit world—in order, as they say, to 
turn a “180” on the epidemic of childhood 
obesity. 

Their four-pronged approach is unique 
and includes a careful combination of the 
following: 

 1. Rigorous research and evaluation 

 2. Innovative strategies

 3. Multi-sector collaboration

 4. A goal for widespread dissemination 
of evidence-based practices

ChildObesity180 did not fly blind; they 
carefully and strategically examined “100 
recommendations from credible 
organizations, like the Institute of Medicine 
and the White House Task Force on 
Childhood Obesity Prevention, to identify 
priority areas with the highest potential for 
national scale-up and probability of 

success in reversing the childhood obesity 
trend.”vi The point was not to create the 
wheel, but to curate absolute best 
practices and then broadly empower and 
encourage their use.  

Most compellingly, ChildObesity180 is at 
the leading edge of an organizational 
evolutionary impulse: utilizing the power of 
cross-sector collaboration and shared 
leadership. Because embedded social 
problems are ultimately so complex and 
multi-faceted, they require nothing less 
than the sustainable cooperation of 
leaders willing to put the work before the 
ego’s demands. Intractable problems 
require organizations willing to come 
together from every sector to support and 
contribute, building powerful webs, 
collective bodies that look different than 
yesterday’s rigid top-down hierarchies. 
These organizations must be flexible, yet 
strong; intelligent and continuously 
learning. They must risk stepping out of 
business-as-usual in order to prevent the 
catastrophe of tomorrow. These are the 
leaders, the businesses, the organizations, 
and the governments who will make the 
biggest dent, create the most good, and 
earn the greatest rewards.
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