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Abstract

Purpose. The purpose of this article was to describe the process by which research findings
informed the successful passage of legislation designed to increase opportunities for physical
activity in Mississippi, and discuss implications and lessons learned from this process.

Design and Setting. The article is descriptive and conceptual, and addresses the
collaborative process by which research, legal technical assistance, and advocacy informed and
shaped shared use legislation in Mississippi.

Subjects. Collaborators informing this article were an Active Living Research grantee, a
staff attorney with the Public Health Law Center, the American Heart Association Mississippi
Government Relations Director, and community partners.

Results. The American Heart Association and Public Health Law Center developed policy
guidance in the form of sample language for legislation as a starting point for states in
determining policy needed to eliminate or reduce barriers to the shared use of school recreational
facilities. The policy guidance was informed by evidence from Active Living Research–funded
research studies. The American Heart Association, supporting a bill shaped by the policy
guidance, led the effort to advocate for successful shared use legislation in Mississippi.

Conclusion. Research should be policy relevant and properly translated and disseminated.
Legal technical assistance should involve collaboration with both researchers and advocates so
that policymakers have the information to make evidence-based decisions. Government relations
directors should collaborate with legal technical staff to obtain and understand policy guidance
relevant to their advocacy efforts. Effective collaborations, with an evidence-based approach,
can lead to informed, successful policy change. (Am J Health Promot 2014;28[3s]:S100–
S103.)
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PURPOSE

The purpose of this article was to
describe the process by which research
findings were used to inform policy
guidance in the form of sample
legislation, and how policy guidance
was used by advocates to shape and
promote Mississippi shared use legis-
lation. Implications and lessons
learned from this process are dis-
cussed. Robert Wood Johnson Foun-
dation (RWJF) Active Living Research
program (ALR)–funded research was
used to inform the policy guidance
developed by the American Heart
Association (AHA) and Public Health
Law Center (PHLC). The PHLC, and
AHA affiliate in Mississippi, worked
collaboratively to inform and shape
the legislation.

DESIGN AND SETTING

This article is descriptive and ad-
dresses the process by which research,
legal technical assistance, and advocacy
informed and shaped Mississippi
shared use legislation. Collaborators
involved in the process—an ALR
grantee, a staff attorney with the
PHLC, and the AHA Mississippi Gov-
ernment Relations Director—informed
this article. The collaborative effort
discussed in this article began in
February 2010 when initial contact was
made between the researcher and staff
attorney. The collaborations continued
through the passage of the shared use
legislation in July 2012. Institutional
review board approval for this collabo-
ration was not required.
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RESULTS

Shared use is a concept used to
describe the sharing of public school
and other community physical activity
spaces between schools and others
within communities. Evidence suggests
that safe and activity-friendly school
facilities that are open and shared
outside of normal school operating
hours increase the likelihood that
people living in the surrounding com-
munity will be physically active,1,2 and
that fear of liability among school
administrators is a barrier to sharing
school physical activity spaces outside
of regular school hours.3

The AHA determined that promot-
ing shared use would be a priority and
that changing state liability laws to
encourage shared use was important
in addressing liability as a perceived
barrier to opening school grounds for
community recreational use. In rec-
ognition, the AHA contracted with the
PHLC to develop sample language for
shared use legislation to be used in its
work across the country, as well as to
provide individualized, state-by-state
reviews of statutes and court cases
impacting liability claims in the after-
school setting. States that did not
meet AHA baseline criterion for lia-
bility protection (e.g., Minnesota,
Tennessee, Mississippi, Oklahoma,
Wisconsin) were a primary focus of
this work.

Early in the development of the
sample policy language, the PHLC staff
attorney sought out the leading re-
search to support recreational use,
including an article in the American
Journal of Preventive Medicine,4 au-
thored by the ALR researcher. The staff
attorney and researcher worked to-
gether to identify key research findings
that supported the AHA policy guid-
ance. The connection with the AHA
Mississippi affiliate occurred as the
staff attorney was providing individual-
ized technical assistance for Mississippi
and translating the policy guidance
sample language into the Mississippi
context.

The PHLC developed policy guid-
ance in the form of sample language
for legislation as a starting point for
states in determining what policy is
needed to eliminate or reduce barriers
to the shared use of school recreational

facilities. The Policy Guidance5 was
informed by evidence from ALR-fund-
ed research studies,2,3,6–12 and with
individualized work from the states,
creating a comprehensive feedback
loop, including specific work in Mis-
sissippi. The Policy Guidance con-
tained several key components that
included a Findings and Purpose sec-
tion. Findings are brief statements of
fact that articulate the issue to be
addressed and support the need for
policy action. The science-based evi-
dence outlined in the Findings section
provided a basis for the Purpose and
rest of the sample language in the
Policy Guidance.1

In July 2012, Mississippi passed
legislation to clarify school liability
exposure and promote community
recreational use (shared use) of public
school property. Shared use was noted
as a way to improve school health
initiatives and encourage healthy living
in the community. It evolved from a
2011 study committee report providing
suggestions on ways to improve the
availability of healthy foods in com-
munities around the state. The AHA
led the effort to advocate for this
legislation, with strong support from
the Mississippi State Department of
Health and the Partnership for a
Healthy Mississippi. Champions for the
bill were Representative Toby Barker
and Senator Chris Massey. Senator
Massey’s district includes one of the
state’s most powerful school districts,
DeSoto County. Gaining the support of
this district was important in gaining
support for the bill. The bill was widely
popular, with no dissenting votes on
the final version of the bill in either
chamber. The Mississippi Legislature,
using language taken directly from the
Policy Guidance, declared that the
Purpose of the act was to make school
property available to community
members during nonschool hours for
recreational activities in order to ‘‘sup-
port active living, reduce obesity, re-
duce health care costs associated with
obesity, increase community safety,
maximize community resources, and
promote community support for
schools.’’13 Of particular interest to
legislators was scientific evidence rele-
vant to health care costs associated with
obesity.

CONCLUSION

This example of the effective inte-
gration of research and policy involved
three components: (1) science-based
research, (2) legal technical assistance,
and (3) government relations. The
research findings that informed policy
largely originated from ALR-funded
studies. ALR is a national program of
the RWJF, whose goal is to support and
share research on environmental and
policy strategies that can promote daily
physical activity for U.S. children and
families.

Studies and research findings need
to be relevant, timely, and accessible
to policymakers and advocates. Re-
searchers may need to complete an
environmental scan of key current and
emerging policy-relevant issues before
proposing a study. Additionally, the
translation and dissemination of re-
search findings should be conducted
in a manner and form that is both
understandable and relevant to poli-
cymakers. This may often involve work
beyond the scope of a funded study.
Collaborations made in the process of
disseminating research findings can
have benefits professionally, such as
forming new networks and research
teams, perhaps with researchers from
other disciplines and practitioners
who can contribute to a future project
in a meaningful way. In the present
case, a personal communication
(telephone call made and returned)
by those who had never previously
met, and who worked in different
fields, led to a successful and lasting
collaboration. It took getting out of
the ‘‘comfort zone’’ of each to forge
the collaboration.

Legal technical assistance is critical
to the development of public health
strategies that promote physical activity
opportunities, such as community rec-
reational use of school property. The
PHLC formed collaborations that led
to new connections and research part-
ners. Additionally, PHLC staff worked
with the AHA to inform their policy
and advocacy staff of the implications
of legislation and case law to their
advocacy efforts. The PHLC acted as a
flow-through for research findings in
its development of the Policy Guid-
ance. Ongoing communication be-
tween researchers and the PHLC was
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essential to ensuring that the meaning
of research findings was not lost in
translation, and that key issues were
highlighted. Communication and the
sharing of resources began in the early
phases of the development of the
Policy Guidance and continued
throughout the process.

The AHA Government Relations
Director was an essential partner in
the process. The AHA, armed with
information and support from the
PHLC, was able to lay a solid ground-
work for the start of the legislative
session. Shared use was chosen as a
policy priority in Mississippi for sever-
al reasons: (1) it was a cost-efficient
measure; (2) school leaders were
interested in shared use, but worried
about liability; and (3) Mississippi had
several champions for the issue. A
campaign plan was formed to develop
a process by which perspectives could
be gained and policy priorities could
be developed. To better understand
state and community level needs, the
AHA received legal technical assis-
tance from the PHLC to review cur-
rent laws and identify key
stakeholders. The AHA then spoke to
stakeholders, such as school district
superintendents, to gauge their
knowledge of shared use. It is impor-
tant to educate and engage the grass-
roots/volunteer community as early as
possible, so that when the legislative
process begins, the community un-
derstands the key issues and their
importance. This created an opportu-
nity to incorporate talking points into
the grassroots messaging.

Additionally, existing and potential
allies were identified. Because shared
use was a novel concept for Mississippi,
it was important to educate these
groups and determine which legisla-
tors might have a stake or interest in
the issue. Once the legislative session
begins, you have a bill champion and
the bill language has been determined.
In the case of Mississippi, the Policy
Guidance sample language, informed
by ALR research findings, was a good
fit for the existing Mississippi legal
landscape. Therefore, the sample lan-
guage was used to craft the recom-
mended legislation with little
modification.

Once a bill draft is introduced, the
grassroots network and allies apply

pressure and/or support to targeted
lawmakers as the bill moves through
the legislative process. During the Fall
before the legislative session, the AHA
government relations director com-
posed and sent out educational e-mails
through AHA’s You’re the Cure Net-
work to both educate the volunteer
advocates and give them the opportu-
nity to educate their lawmakers on
shared use. The AHA Government
Relations Director also held meetings
with the chairs of the House and
Senate Education Committees and
educated bill sponsors on the issue of
shared use. Further, AHA staff met with
Hope Ladner, the government liaison
with the MS State Department of
Health, before the legislative session
with hopes of having the issue ap-
proved by the State Board of Health.
The Board of Health met and agreed
to add it to their slate of issues to
propose to the governor.

The bill was referred to the House
and Senate Education Committees. It
was important to have discussions not
only with the leadership in the Educa-
tion Committees, but also with the
leadership within the Mississippi De-
partment of Education. Conversations,
particularly as to the legislative intent
or purpose, often included reference
to evidence-based research, looping
back to the Findings section of the
Policy Guidance. Throughout the en-
tire legislative process the volunteer
network and allies, armed with the best
available evidence, were updated on
the process and encouraged to apply
pressure on lawmakers when needed.
Despite the success of the legislation
and efforts of those involved, addi-
tional opportunities to educate the
general public on shared use agree-
ments and the role they can play in
creating healthier communities would
have been beneficial. Post enactment,
an evaluation of the impact of legisla-
tion and educational efforts about the
legislation on shared use implementa-
tion and physical activity is needed.
Although this article addresses the part
of the policy process that leads to the
adoption of legislation; it does not
address implementation, enforcement
or evaluation of the policy, and any
unintended consequences (positive or
negative).
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SO WHAT? Implications for
Health Promotion Practitioners
and Researchers
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What does this article add?
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