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Abstract 
 

     Childhood obesity has increased 2.3 to 3.3 fold in the United States over the 

past 25 years. 32 percent of San Luis Obispo County children are overweight. 75 

percent never exercise. Healthy Eating, Active Living ï San Luis Obispo published a 

community action plan highlighting several recommendations for improving the health 

status of San Luis Obispo children, including compiling data. In collaboration with the 

Public Health Department and AmeriCorps, data was collected in two local communities 

assessing the impact of environmental factors on nutrition and physical activity and its 

link to obesity. The two communities were chosen due to the evidence of health 

disparities in children. Data was collected using the Communities of Excellence in 

Nutrition, Physical Activity, and Obesity Prevention (CX3) framework provided by the 

California Department of Public Health and The Network for a Healthy California. 

Survey results showed evidence of environmental disparities of nutrition and physical 

activity that contribute to higher rates of obesity in San Miguel and Oceano. This project 

was funded through a generous grant from the San Luis Obispo County Community 

Foundation.  
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Introduction 

 
In 2007, The Childhood Obesity Prevention Task Force, a group of community 

leaders in San Luis Obispo County concerned about the health and well being of the 
countyôs children, released the Community Action Plan to Increase Healthful Eating and 
Regular Physical Activity among Children in SLO County. In this report, a series of 
recommended actions were listed that the task force deemed important for improving 
the health status of San Luis Obispo children.  A key recommendation of the task force 
was: 

ñEstablish and fund a staff position in the Public Health 
Department to coordinate county-wide activities to increase opportunities 
for healthy foods and physical activity, such as compiling data as part of 
monitoring progress that can be used to evaluate implementation at the 
process, outcome and impact levelsò 1. 
 
During 2007, the task force evolved into the countywide coalition Healthy Eating, 

Active Living ï San Luis Obispo. Through this coalition, it was decided that the public 
health department would conduct surveys analyzing the effects of environment on 
nutrition and physical activity and its link to childhood obesity. The staff person hired, 
Health Education Specialist Angel Graham, partnered with the contracted AmeriCorps 
Intern, Jennifer McNeil, to survey two local communities exhibiting high risk for 
childhood obesity. The two communities surveyed, San Miguel and Oceano, are located 
in the North and South County, respectively. Since neither town have its own high 
school, the areas around the respective high schools were surveyed. The areas around 
the high schools represent a secondary exposure environment that is more suburban, 
higher income, and predominantly White. These environments were expected to have 
better access to healthy foods and physical activity because data showed lower rates of 
obesity. 

 
Surveys were conducted using the Communities of Excellence in Nutrition, 

Physical Activity and Obesity Prevention (CX3) framework, which was developed by the 
California Department of Public Health and The Network for a Healthy California. This 
project was funded through a generous grant from the San Luis Obispo County 
Community Foundation. 
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Figure 1: Body mass index-for-age percentiles: 
Boys, age 2-20, Centers for Disease Control 

 

Obesity 
 

Childhood obesity is an international epidemic that has been sweeping the globe 
over the past three decades. One in ten children is estimated to be overweight totaling 
to more than 155 million children worldwide1. In the United States alone, childhood 

obesity rates have increased by 
2.3-3.3 fold during the past 25 
years1. There are many 
reasons for this dramatic 
increase most stemming from 
changes in activity and nutrition, 
especially among minorities and 
the socio-economically 
disadvantaged. The extent to 
which the environment has 
influenced these changes is the 
focus of this study. 

 
Body Mass Index (BMI) 

is a number calculated from a 
childôs weight and height and 
may be used as a reliable 
indicator of body fatness for 
most children3. The BMI 
number is plotted on the CDC 
BMI-for-age growth carts 
(gender specific) to obtain a 
percentile ranking which then 
corresponds to a weight status 
category. 

 
 
 
The consequences of childhood and 

adolescent obesity include an increased risk for 
high blood pressure, high cholesterol, asthma and 
Type 2 Diabetes Mellitus (T2DM). The link 
between childhood obesity and T2DM is so strong 
that the CDC estimates that 1 in 3 children born in 
the year 2000 will become diabetic unless trends 
reverse3. T2DM is a disease that historically 
affected middle age adults, hence itôs former name 
ñadult-onset diabetes.ò This increases prevalence 
of T2DM in children been has been directly linked 
to increased BMI for age percentile scores.  

 
 

 

Table 1: BMI-for-age weight status 
categories, Centers for Disease Control 

 
 

Weight Status 
Category 

Percentile 
Range 

Underweight 
Less than the 
5th percentile 

Healthy Weight 
5th percentile to 

the 85th 
percentile 

Overweight 
85th to less 

than the 95th 
percentile 

Obese 

Equal to or 
greater than 

the 95th 
percentile 
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Children who are also overweight in childhood are 70 percent more likely to be 

overweight or obese as adults, which increases their risk of developing stroke, 
hypertension, osteoarthritis, dyslipidemia, type 2 diabetes, gallbladder disease, 
coronary heart disease, liver disease, cancer, sleep apnea and respiratory problems3.  
The total cost of obesity in the United States was estimated at $117 billion in 20004. In 
addition to this monetary cost, the Surgeon General warns that an estimated 300,000 
deaths may be attributable to obesity each year5. 

 
San Luis Obispo County 

 
San Luis Obispo County, located on the central coast of California, enjoys a 

temperate climate with many opportunities for outdoor activity. The fertile land in San 
Luis Obispo is home to numerous local farms producing over 80 varieties of fresh 
produce6. Despite this regionôs idyllic resources, data shows increasing rates of 
childhood obesity. 32 percent of San Luis Obispo County children ages zero to 
seventeen are overweight7. A 2005-2006 survey of 3-5 year old pre-school children 
found that 29 percent were at risk or overweight1. In the older children, statewide 
physical fitness tests are conducted in local public schools. The physical fitness tests 
measure 6 categories of physical fitness to determine if the child is in the Healthy 
Fitness Zone (HFZ). HFZ measurements represent levels of fitness that offer some 
degree of protection against diseases that can result from sedentary living8. Physical 
fitness tests conducted during the 2007-2008 school year show that 19.1 percent of San 
Luis Obispo 5th, 7th, and 9th grade children are not in the HFZ, indicating a population of 
unfit and at risk or overweight students8. In addition to this finding, 33 percent of Latino 
or Hispanic children were not in the HFZ, indicating a health disparity in the minority 
population8.  School districts in the northern and southern parts of the county reflect 
higher rates of being unfit, which is in line with the demographic distribution of low-
income families and Latino communities1. 

 
San Miguel and Oceano are the two low-income, predominantly Latino 

communities surveyed in this study. Both San Miguel and Oceano have exceptionally 
low HFZ rates. Lillian Larsen 
School in San Miguel is a 
Kindergarten through 8th grade 
school. 36 percent of Lillian 
Larsen 5th and 7th graders were 
below the HFZ in the 2007-2008 
school year8. Oceano 
Elementary is a Kindergarten 
through 6th grade school in South 
San Luis Obispo County. 32.5 
percent of Oceano 5th graders 
scored below the HFZ8. These 
numbers were both slightly 
higher in Latino children 8.  

 
Figure 2: California Physical Fitness Test scores for 
grades: 5, 7, and 9 
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Measuring the Effect of Environment 

 
Access to nutrition and physical activity are two essential environmental 

components in the fight against obesity. Communities designed with easy access to 
fitness areas, such as walking paths and parks, and healthy foods, such as farmers 
markets and healthy fast food options, encourage healthy lifestyles. Health-friendly 
community design plans are essential to preventing the skyrocketing rates of childhood 
obesity that are being seen today in California and elsewhere across the country and 
around the world. The built environment in two San Luis Obispo communities where 
health disparities are the highest was analyzed using CX3 surveys. Walking conditions, 
access to healthy foods, and marketing practices were examined. The purpose of this 
report is to analyze the effect of the built environment on nutrition and physical activity in 
San Miguel and Oceano, highlight areas of excellence, identify areas where 
improvement is needed, and to examine the link to obesity. 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
Figure 3: Broken sidewalks near Arroyo 
Grande High School 

Figure 4: Oceano Community Park  
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Method: Communities of Excellence in 
Nutrition, Physical Activity, and Obesity 

Prevention (CX3) 
 

What is CX3? 
Communities of Excellence in Nutrition, Physical Activity, and Obesity Prevention 

(CX3) is a program planning framework that involves taking an in-depth look at 
communities to identify areas in need of improvement. Because the community itself 
has a critical role to play in preventing obesity, CX3 examines communities in relation to 
a variety of obesity prevention benchmarks referred to as community indicators. These 
CX3 indicators set standards of excellence. They define what a community itself should 
look like in order to help prevent the devastating health consequences related to 
obesity. 

 
A special focus on low-income communities: 

Lower income populations are disproportionately affected by environmental 
conditions that donôt support healthy living, such as reduced access to healthy foods, 
fewer parks, paths and crosswalks, and increased marketing of fast and other unhealthy 
food. Research shows a clear connection between neighborhood factors (including 
number of grocery stores, fast food outlets, and parks) and community health outcomes 
(obesity rates, disease prevalence). Building complete pictures of the neighborhood 
nutrition and physical activity environment, by surveying neighborhood access to 
healthy food and recreation areas, is critical in planning education, public outreach, and 
community design. The results of CX3 are used for improving the health environment in 
these often underrepresented and sometimes neglected communities. 
 

CX3 Data Collection 
 

1. Mapping! 
Data collection starts by visiting the California Nutrition Networkôs Geography 
Information Systems (GIS) website (www.cnngis.org) to sketch a picture of the 
neighborhood in terms of access to large food stores, farmersô markets, and density of 
fast food restaurants, especially around schools. This website can also provide 
information about socioeconomic status, racial demographics, and the availability of 
public services such as WIC and food stamps. The map may also help determine which 
community to focus on in a given area. See Appendix B for an example GIS map of San 
Miguel. 
 
2. On-the-ground surveying! 
On the ground surveying is essential and cannot be replaced by computer based 
mapping systems. The survey takes place in the community and evaluates aspects that 
can only be observed in person. It involves looking at the availability of healthy foods in 
local food stores and fast food outlets, the access to safe sidewalks and crosswalks that 
encourage pedestrian use, and food and physical activity marketing cues, especially 
around schools and parks. This information will help paint a clear picture of the food and 
physical activity environment in the community. 

http://www.cnngis.org/
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3. Change! 
Data collected in CX3 surveys can serve a 
multitude of purposes. It can be used to raise 
community awareness about a problem, 
provide baseline data for research to evaluate 
change over time, examine the environmental 
influences of childhood obesity in a specific 
community, display reasons the community 
needs granted funding, including state and 
federal safe routes to school grants, or 
specific to the community surveyed. 
Regardless of the purpose of the data being 
collected, it should be shared with  
community members through multiple venues,  
including the newspaper and local media, community meetings, and with business 
owners, local coalitions and school boards. The information may end up being utilized in 
a manner never expected once new people find out about it! 
 

Goals of CX3 

 
Healthy Eating, Active Living ï San Luis Obispo will work in collaboration with 
community groups to attain the following goals: 
 

1. Compile localized data to evaluate a neighborhoodôs strengths and weaknesses 
in relation to CX3 indicators 

2. Set priorities based on localized data 
3. Implement strategic, community-focused action plans 
4. Evaluate progress over time 

 
Engaging in this Process will: 

1. Place the communities at the forefront of obesity prevention 
2. Provide standardized indicators that will be used for all types of work in obesity 

prevention 
3. Provide communities an objective, systematic method for evaluating themselves 
4. Advance community change 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 5: Student volunteers surveying in  
Arroyo Grande 
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CX3 Top Picks: Indicators of Nutrition and Physical Activity Environment 
 

Neighborhood Food Environment: 
The neighborhood food environment includes all venues of purchasing or 

accessing food and nutrition including fast food outlets, supermarkets, farmerôs markets, 
and convenience stores. 

 

 Supermarkets and grocery stores 
offering healthy, affordable food 
choices are located in low income 
neighborhoods and readily 
accessible to residents 

 (If no supermarket) Neighborhood 
food stores, including convenience 
stores, offer affordable, quality fruits, 
vegetables, and other healthy foods 

 Supermarkets, grocery stores and 
neighborhood food stores limit 
interior and exterior advertising and 
displays of unhealthy foods aimed at children 

 Density of fast food outlets is restricted in neighborhoods, prohibited around schools 
and playgrounds, and their on-site marketing practices (e.g., large signage, toy 
prizes) are limited 

 Billboard/outdoor advertising and transit companies restrict unhealthy food and 
beverage advertisement in neighborhoods, particularly around schools, playgrounds 
and other youth oriented facilities 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

Figure 7: Unhealthy advertisement on fast 
food outlet in Paso Robles 

Figure 8: Transit ad on delivery truck in Paso 
Robles 

Figure 6: Produce section in a market in Arroyo Grande 


