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practice applicationsTOPICS OF PROFESSIONAL INTEREST
Helping Grassroots Advocacy Efforts Take Root
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Grassroots advocacy—as the term
implies—is a form of advocacy
that grows organically and,

uite often, spontaneously at the local
r regional level. As the leading food
nd nutrition experts, registered di-
titians (RDs) are in a unique position
o shape public policy, particularly at
he ground level, by participating in a
ull spectrum of advocacy activities.

“To advance our profession, advo-
acy needs to be a natural part of our
ife and work,” noted Judith C. Rodri-
uez, PhD, RD, FADA, LDN, Ameri-
an Dietetic Association (ADA) presi-
ent (1). Perhaps one of the best
xamples of an RD advancing the pro-
ession in this manner is Nancy
ecker, MS, RD, LD, a member of the
oard of directors of ADA’s Political
ction Committee (ADAPAC) and

hair of the Oregon Nutrition Policy
lliance—the group that helped drive

egislation to set nutrition standards
or snack foods in Oregon schools in
007, and in 2009 advocated success-
ully for the passage of Oregon’s HB
726, Stateside Menu Labeling in
hain Restaurants (2). Becker—the

ecipient of the ADA’s 2009 Award for
rassroots Excellence—says taking a

eam-player approach, effective com-
unication skills, and good, old-fash-

oned passion for an issue are the
eeds for growing a successful grass-
oots advocacy initiative.

OUTE TO SUCCESS
n the summer of 2007, Becker was
iding on a public bus when she took
otice of a fellow passenger who was,

n fact, a state legislator. They struck
p a conversation and the legislator,
ho recognized Becker as an active
utrition advocate, asked the RD
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Peregrin, an editor and writer
for a Chicago-based medical
association and freelance writer
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bout the likelihood of banning high-
ructose corn syrup in foods. Becker
xplained why this was an improba-
le idea considering the number of
oods in grocery stores that contain
igh-fructose corn syrup, but she was
uick to offer an alternative—menu la-
eling (3). In 2008, a menu-labeling law
as passed in Multnomah County, OR,

hat required restaurants with 15 or
ore locations nationally to post cal-

ries on their menus; a state-wide law
as passed a year later. Federal leg-

slation was next, as the Restaurant
utrition Menu Labeling Require-
ent, Section 4205 of the Patient Pro-

ection and Affordable Care Act,
igned into law in March 2010, will
upersede existing menu labeling reg-
lations, in Oregon, California, and
ther states or cities, such as New
ork City, which passed the first
enu-labeling law in December 2006

4).
“Without RDs working on menu la-

eling locally this never would have
appened on a federal level,” says
ecker. “It is my understanding that

he National Restaurant Association
NRA) did not like the idea that there
as going to be a patchwork of some
0 different bills due to the fact that
o many states and local entities had
assed a menu-labeling law. The
RA was convinced that it would be

n their best interest to have a federal
ill, one uniform rule for the whole
ountry. Again, this would not have
appened if it weren’t for activists,

ncluding RDs, working on this issue
t a grassroots level.”

ETTING STARTED
o be an effective grassroots advocate
equires the same skills that RDs al-
eady use in their professional lives,
ccording to Becker. “You need to be
ble to build strong relationships and
rust with policymakers until you
ain credibility. And you need good
ollow-through, a sense of integrity,
nd the ability to work with others.
e say policy change is a team sport,
nd RDs new to an issue need to find

N © 2011
where their team is. There are so
many health policy groups that are
out there and they are in need of RDs
and the kind of information only we
can offer as the food and nutrition
experts.”

No special training is necessarily
required to support a grassroots
cause or issue, according to Becker,
who says one of the best things about
the menu-labeling initiative in Ore-
gon was that they had a lot of differ-
ent RDs supporting the project, in-
cluding interns. “You don’t need any
special training to do what we did,
but you do need to have an under-
standing about how policy is made
and you need to be willing to look and
think outside the box—and be willing
to work long hours.”

“I will tell you that for a 70,000-
member organization, I am going to
estimate that maybe 10% are en-
gaged in public policy, which is not a
lot, but I think we are making prog-
ress as more of our members engage
in advocacy efforts,” says Sister
Ladonna Woerdeman, MS, RD, LD,
CDE, Chair of the Legislative and
Public Policy Committee (LPPC).

And while RDs can advocate for nu-
trition policy changes as individuals
on issues that are meaningful to
them, it is important to note that they
cannot represent their affiliate or
ADA. The affiliates look to ADA for
guidance on messaging and whether
there is a stance or position on a spe-
cific topic. Each affiliate has a public
policy panel including a coordinator
for federal legislation, a State Policy
Representative that monitors state
legislation, and a State Regulatory
Specialist that monitors the rule-
making process in each state. Each
affiliate also has a written plan each
year to guide its state legislative and
regulatory efforts. In the absence of a
stance or position, RDs are still the
nutrition experts and ADA encour-
ages them to get involved and use
science-based evidence to help shape

policy.

by the American Dietetic Association
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GRASSTOPS AND GRASSROOTS
Policy change typically bubbles up as
a result of local level efforts, but if you
really want to help influence policy,
Becker advises working both with
“grasstops” (or lawmakers) and grass-
roots groups.

“I will call a legislator’s local office
and I will see when he or she is going
to be in the area and I try to attend
their town hall meetings,” says Sister
Woerdeman. “Or I will contact the
scheduler in the legislator’s Washing-
ton, DC, office to learn what events
are on their schedule, and when they
are home in their state. They all come
home. Take advantage of this face-to-
face opportunity.” As for RDs who are
hesitant about engaging with legisla-
tors, Sister Woerdeman admits she
was uncomfortable at first, interact-
ing with policymakers in this arena.
“Remember, legislators are common
and ordinary people. If you’re at a
town hall meeting, go up and shake
hands with them. It’s a good idea to
be familiar with any piece of legisla-
tion that he or she has worked on in

the past that relates to your cause,
whether it be menu-labeling or child-
hood obesity or nutrition for the el-
dery. Introduce yourself, thank them
for the support on your issue, and ask
them if they will continue to support
new public policy that is coming down
the pipeline.”

“Have no fear,” advises Becker.
“Yes, it can be slightly intimidating
[to engage with legislators] at first,
but think about it this way: We, as
RDs, are coming from a position of
strength, because everyone is inter-
ested in food, and legislators love to
see passion in their constituents. No-
body knows more about nutrition
than we do!”

“The first thing to remember is to
let them do the talking,” adds Becker.
“What I mean by that is, introduce
yourself and let them know you are
an RD and that you love to talk about
nutrition topics, and then say, ‘What
do you think about this or that? What
do you think about nutrition care for
the elderly or what do you think
about junk food in the schools?’ Typi-
cally, policymakers like to talk and

they have opinions, so first, listen to
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them, and with any luck you will get
to say something.”

“It is very important to listen and
pay attention,” agrees Sister Woerde-
man. “There is an educational ex-
change happening on both sides, for
the RD and for the legislator. And of
course, legislators don’t want chil-
dren to go hungry or to be obese, but
the legislator may ask ‘How are we
going to pay for this?’ The RD has to
show them that whatever they are
championing will be cost-effective,
and that it would be much more ex-
pensive for a child to spend the night
in the hospital if they get diabetes, for
example. You have to help them see
that in the long-run it is more cost-
effective to fund RDs and to pay for
prevention.”

“It’s kind of like a first date,” ob-
serves Becker. “You want to warm
them up, and flatter them, but you
especially want to show them you
have a great understanding of the is-
sues and that you been following [the
legislator] for years. What you might
find amusing is the fact that you will
likely hear what the legislator had

last night for dinner, or about their
al of the AMERICAN DIETETIC ASSOCIATION 357
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bowel movements. It can be funny,
but all you need to remember to do is
to smile and nod. As I said, people
love to talk about food and we can use
that to our advantage in grassroots
advocacy initiatives,” says Becker.

And here’s another tip to solidify re-
lationships with policymakers—simply
show up. “This past election we had a
tight governor’s race, and some women
legislators sent out an e-mail asking for
people to help work the phones and re-
mind them to vote,” says Becker. “I did
this, and that’s because I wanted some
of these local legislators, who are po-
tential nutrition champions, to see me
working hard to elect the next gover-
nor. So I put in my hours on the phone.
The world belongs to those who show
up, and that is an enormous lesson for
RDs.”

KIDS EAT RIGHT
RDs looking for an opportunity to

take a local, grassroots approach to
curb the obesity epidemic in the
United States—the health care issue
that inspired Becker’s menu-label-
ing initiative in Oregon—will want
to get involved in the Kids Eat Right
campaign. Launched in November
2010 in response to the need for a
coordinated effort to fight obesity,
the campaign promotes healthy eat-
ing and preventing childhood obesity
by enlisting RDs in public education
projects and other programs. The
campaign, informed in part by the
results of the ADA Foundation’s
2010 Family Nutrition and Physical
Activity Survey, features an interac-
tive Web site, www.kidseatright.org,
which offers consumers practical
tips, articles, videos, and recipes.
“Kids Eat Right mobilizes and
streamlines existing work by RDs
. . . allowing for a coordinated grass-
roots effort to promote healthy eat-
ing and prevent childhood obesity
nationwide,” says Katie Brown, RD,
national education director for ADA
Foundation.*

*American Dietetic Association. Grassroots
mobilization of registered dietitians and new
Web site launched for Kids Eat Right, fol-
lowing survey results. American Dietetic As-
sociation Web Site. http://www.eatright.org/
Media/content.aspx?id�6442459602. Accessed
October 20, 2010.
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ADVOCACY IN ACTION
The ADA provides members with a
variety of resources for becoming an
effective advocate and to learn how to
influence policy on a local, state, re-
gional, and national level. In addition
to the annual Public Policy Work-
shop, which took place this February,
the ADA offers a variety of print and
Web-based tools that enhance advo-
cacy skills and educate RDs on every-
thing from a representative’s position
on an issue, to how to organize a fund-
raiser, to updates on nutrition educa-
tion and coding regulations. One of
ADA’s most popular public policy
tools is the Grassroots Manager,
which offers a direct link to legisla-
tors and gives members the ability to
contact lawmakers via an e-mail, let-
ter, fax, or telephone call. Members
can also look for opportunities to ad-
vance their policy and advocacy skills
at FNCE, affiliate trainings, or by vol-
unteering for leadership positions in
their states.

In Becker’s experience, participa-
tion in the ADA is key to achieving a
grassroots-born goal. She suggests
RDs become active members in their
dietetic practice groups, and she
stresses the importance of learning
who is on the LPPC and Board of Di-
rectors (BOD), and seeking out dele-
gates and establishing a rapport with
them.

“This is sort of a grassroots ap-
proach within the ADA itself,” ex-
plains Becker. “We started a letter-
writing campaign in 2008, targeted to
the LPPC and BOD. We basically said
‘Wait a minute, the ADA’s stance on
menu labeling is misguided, and that
we need to be part of the solution.
How can dietitians not be for provid-
ing nutrition information to the pub-
lic—we do not want to be enemies of
change.’ Everyone knew what to say,
as we were writing from personal con-
viction. Dietitians on the ground just
needed to be encouraged to write
those e-mails. It is important to be
respectful in those e-mails and to be
knowledgeable about policy and is-
sues. Those e-mails were all about
who we were writing to and finding
allies.”

GRASSROOTS ADVOCACY A NATURAL
FIT FOR RDs
According to ADA President Judy Ro-

driguez, “Advocacy and working to in-
fluence public policy are relevant for
us because, due to the nature of our
profession, we all are advocates al-
ready” (1). Looking at the accomplish-
ments of grassroots advocates like
Nancy Becker and Sister Woerde-
man, it is evident that influencing
public policy can, indeed, be a natural
fit for most RDs, especially those with
a passion for a particular issue and
the tenacity to pull together and pur-
sue grasstop lawmakers who can sup-
port their cause.
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