


Logistics
Participants will be automatically muted when joining

Ask any tech or logistics questions for the host in the chat bar

20 minutes of audience Q&A at the end of the session – ask 
questions for the presenters in the Q&A bar 



Today’s 
webinar

Presentations (40 minutes)

◦ Kelly Brownell, PhD, Robert L. Flowers Professor 
Emeritus of Public Policy, Dean Emeritus, Sanford 
School of Public Policy, Duke University

◦ Christina Roberto, PhD, Mitchell J. Blutt and Margo 
Krody Blutt Presidential Associate Professor of 
Health Policy at the Perelman School of Medicine 
at the University of Pennsylvania

Q&A (20 minutes)

◦ Facilitated by Megan Lott, MPH, RDN
Deputy Director, Healthy Eating Research



How Good Are We, Really, 
At Creating Change?



Knowledge
Produced
To Serve
Society

Society
Being

Served
??

Creating Impact From Knowledge



The Frustration
Research = small audiences

Poor links of scholarship & policy

Research misses key audiences



How We Construe Impact
Citation Indices

Journal Impact Factor

h-index

i10-index





Slow Movement in a Fast World

Poorly communicated

Slow

Unresponsive

Programmatic only

Conflicted

Indecipherable jargon
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 

 

 

 
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Linking Scholarship
To Public Policy
How We Addressed

A Fundamental Challenge



Research

Policy
Change

Social
Change

Courts

Press

Public

Industry

Legislators

Regulators

NGOs



Can We Create
a Virtuous Cycle

of Solutions?



Identify Change Agents

Develop Strategic Questions

Communications

Research



Science Change
Agents

Science Change
Agents



Brownell & Roberto
Lancet, 2015



Example

Industry and Menu Labeling





Public Health Nutrition, 2010
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Policy
Change

Social
Change

Legal Action

Press

Public Opinion

Industry

Legislation

Regulation
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Strategic Science for Nutrition 
Policy Impact

Christina A. Roberto, PhD
Mitchell J. Blutt & Margo Krody Blutt 

Presidential Associate Professor of Health Policy



Mission
Identify & evaluate policies and 
interventions  that promote healthy diets 
and prevent nutrition-related chronic 
diseases. 



What I observed about Kelly & his ability to influence 
how people think about our food system

1

2

3

4

Be an excellent communicator

Write public pieces

Be honest about what you know & don't know

Be responsive & eager to help



Our policy impact strategy

Identify ideas with 
solid research Legal expertsIDEAS

Opinion 

writing
Research briefs  

or reports
Give 

talks
ACCESSIBILITY

Meetings with policymakers 

& change agents

Request Mtgs 
(e.g., 12866 OMB 
Meetings)

Public 
comments/testimonyENGAGEMENT

Tip off 

the media



Strategic Science 
Research Examples



Food labeling



Non-policy channels to influence important 
outcomes



Smart Choices 
Program



What were some Smart Choices?



How smart 
were 

Smart 
Choices?

Of Smart 
Choices 

products did not 
meet an 
objective 
nutrition 

standard for 
healthy

Roberto et al. Pub Health Nutr, 2011

64%



CT Attorney General – Key Change Agent



Lessons in Influencing Outcomes

1

2

3

Ask the right question at the right time

Science can influence through channels other than policy

Don’t be afraid to reach out to change agents



Balancing scientific curiosity & policy needs



Testing Warning Label Designs

Public 
health 

advocates
Legal
Team

Nutrition 
Scientific 
Advisory 

Board



Randomized to 1 of 6 groups 
(n = 2,381 parents)





% parents choosing a sugary drink
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Submitted written testimony



R01 to research graphic warning labels



Lessons in balancing scientific 
curiosity & policy needs

1

2

3

Policy & research goals might not always align

Try to accomplish both

But if you can’t, figure out if the project will position you well 
to pursue your other scientific interest later



Creating partnerships



Sodium reduction





Testing Sodium Warning Label Designs for Philadelphia
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Avg. sodium (mg) ordered for 2 restaurant meals (n=4,477)

Musicus et al., AJPM, 2019



Philadelphia Inquirer OpEd & Council Testimony







Lessons for creating partnerships

1

2

3

Signal you are interested in helping

Be curious

Be nice & humble

4 Offer to give a talk



Can I be a scientist and an 
advocate at the same time?







Can I maintain my scientific integrity & 
advocate for policies?

1

2

3

4

Am I an expert on the topic?

Have I thought about the issue deeply?

Have I talked to different people to understand a wide 
range of perspectives on the issue?

Then who better to educate policymakers?



Case Study: The Philadelphia Beverage Tax

1.5 cents-per-ounce on sugar and artificially 
sweetened beverages

Implemented on January 1, 2017



PA border

MD border

Philadelphia

Baltimore

-50% 
(CI: -61%, -36%)

Average volume sales change, 
Philadelphia vs. Baltimore

16% 
(CI: 9%, 24%)

Average volume sales change, 
PA border vs. MD border

35% decline in Philadelphia volume sales

Petimar J et al., Am J Prev Med, 2022



The Philly tax was 
associated with a 
20% reduction in 
dental cavities 
among Medicaid 
patients

Petimar et al., AJPM, 2023



Advocates needed to be armed with the 
facts





Stopping water 
shut offs in 
Philadelphia for 
people who can’t 
afford to pay



Maintaining scientific integrity is paramount

Stay true to 
your 

scientific 
values & 
explain 
them to 

your 
partners 
up front

Engage in open 
research 

practices for 
accountability 

like pre-
registering 

analyses and 
data sharing

Work with 
other 

researchers 
who share your 
values around 
scientific rigor 

& can help 
keep the team 
accountable

Be willing to 
walk away 

from a 
project
 (don’t 

succumb to 
sunk costs)

1 2 3 4



Thank you!
croberto@pennmedicine.upenn.edu



Q&A



Thank you for attending!
THE RECORDING WILL BE MADE AVAILABLE IN THE 
COMING DAYS.
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