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Building a Healthier Polk is a group of community partners brought together by Polk Vision who are working 

towards the goal of reducing the obesity rate in Polk County. Polk Vision is a broad, 

community-led partnership of organizations, businesses, government and individuals. 

 

Background 

The process began in 2010 with a comprehensive needs assessment.  Mobilizing for Action through 

Planning and Partnerships (MAPP) is a community-wide strategic planning tool or process for improving 

community health.  This tool helps communities prioritize public health issues, identify resources for 

addressing them, and take action.  

 

The MAPP process includes four community health assessments: 

 Community Health Status Assessment 

 Forces of Change  

 Community Themes and Strengths Assessment 

 Local Public Health System Assessment 

All four of these reports were completed in 2011.  A Report of Findings 

summarized the 4 reports.  Polk MAPP Reports 

 

Upon completion of the Report of Findings, Polk Vision organized a committee to work on developing a 

community health improvement plan to address health issues. The committee reviewed the Report of  

Findings and noted that chronic diseases such as heart disease, stroke and diabetes are major causes of 

death and preventable hospital stays for the residents of Polk.  

 

Since obesity is a contributing risk factor to these chronic diseases and Polk’s adult obesity rate is higher than 

the state; the committee identified obesity as a strategic priority.  The goal is to reduce the obesity (BMI > 30) 

rate in Polk County to less than or equal to (<) the state average (from 37.6% to 27.2%).  

The goal is to reduce the obesity (BMI > 30) rate in Polk 

County to < the state average (from 37.6% to 27.2%).  
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Forum on Obesity  

Strategies and objectives recommended by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention and Healthy 

People 2020 for addressing obesity were compiled.  These objectives emphasized that efforts to change diet 

and weight should address individual behaviors, as well as the policies and environments that support these 

behaviors in settings such as schools, worksites, health care organizations, and communities.  

Subject matter experts from these areas were invited to a forum for the purpose of prioritizing the objectives 

according to importance, feasibility, community/agency interest and timeliness. The forum was attended by 

over 70 people representing hospitals, doctors’ offices, county, city and state government, health department, 

city and county planners, dieticians, physical activity experts, college, school board, and early education 

leaders, among others. After a brief orientation the group broke into 6 groups to prioritize a set of objectives. 

 

Building a Healthier Polk Initiative 

Strategy workgroups used the results of the forum to develop a three year plan to reduce the obesity rate in 

Polk County. The Initiative is based on 6 key strategy areas: 

school-age based 

neighborhood/community based  

primary care physicians 

worksite based 

higher education 

communication  

Measurable objectives, evaluation measures, action steps and a timeline to implement this plan have been 

created.  

 

This is a three year plan to be accomplished by October 2015. 
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Strategy 1:  Increase overall wellness among youth in Polk County.Strategy 1:  Increase overall wellness among youth in Polk County.  

This strategy is working on fully implemented school wellness programs and physical This strategy is working on fully implemented school wellness programs and physical 

education policies. It is also working to raise awareness of the positive correlation education policies. It is also working to raise awareness of the positive correlation 

between wellness and student academic achievement and promoting efforts made between wellness and student academic achievement and promoting efforts made 

within the school system.within the school system.  

Progress: 

ALL traditional schools are fully implementing 

Fitnessgram and sending reports home to parents. 

The Fitnessgram assessment includes BMI, aerobic 

capacity, flexibility, muscular strength and 

endurance.  Two charter schools have also adopted 

the program in their curriculum.  The HOPE course 

(Health Opportunities through Physical Education) 

has been implemented in all high schools.  This 

course is a graduation requirement for all students 

graduating in 2017 and beyond.   

This strategy also researched and selected the 

5210 campaign for use in aligning physical fitness 

and nutrition messaging among partners.  The 

campaign will launch in 2015. 

Additional improvements: 

 Schools providing wellness related activities 

before and after school increased from 38 to 52. 

 All 107 traditional schools are using the 

Fitnessgram.  

 90 school-based wellness councils are 

established and operating.  

 Schools that have implemented programs to 

address student wellness increased from 27 to 

52. 

 Schools that have implemented wellness and 

physical education policies increased from 114 

to 119. 

 22 professional development opportunities on 

nutrition and physical activity were created. 
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Strategy 2:  Increase access to and participation in physical activity for Strategy 2:  Increase access to and participation in physical activity for 

all members of a community.all members of a community.  

This strategy is working to provide or promote low or no cost physical activities in the This strategy is working to provide or promote low or no cost physical activities in the 

community.  It is also working with the Livable Polk Initiative to increase the number of community.  It is also working with the Livable Polk Initiative to increase the number of 

governmental agencies who adopt recommendations from that Initiative. Livable Polk is a governmental agencies who adopt recommendations from that Initiative. Livable Polk is a 

Board of County Commissioners’ effort to work with community partners to Board of County Commissioners’ effort to work with community partners to   

develop and implement a coordinated land use and transportation strategy to address the develop and implement a coordinated land use and transportation strategy to address the 

many facets of quality of life, including the health of our communities.many facets of quality of life, including the health of our communities.  

Progress: 

A presentation on Building a Healthier Polk was given at the April 10 TPO 

meeting attended by officials from the local municipalities. Included was a call to 

action to pledge to adopt 3 recommendations to become healthier communities.  

This strategy also hosted a 2-day Health Impact Assessment workshop attended 

by a number of local planners, public health and other government officials.   

 Polk County, Lakeland and Winter Haven were designated a FDOH Healthy 

Weight Community Champion in 2014.  All three governments passed a 

proclamation of continued support of Building a Healthier Polk. 

 Winter Haven Held a Grand Opening Event in April for the Ave T Pedestrian 

Bridge.  The event featured a “pre-event” run, walk, bike and bus ride to 

feature the different modes of transportation available along the City’s 

Multimodal Corridor. The City partnered with the WH Chamber to lead the 

run, Building a Healthier Polk/Polk Vision for the Walk, the Winter Haven Bike 

Shop for the bike ride and the WHAT System for the bus 

ride.  Out of the 200+ people at the event, approximately half 

arrived via an alternative method of transportation (not by car). 
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Strategy 3: Assess clinical practices in addressing body mass index Strategy 3: Assess clinical practices in addressing body mass index 

(BMI).(BMI).  

This strategy is working to increase primary care physicians who assess body mass index and This strategy is working to increase primary care physicians who assess body mass index and 

provide education to patients on achieving and maintaining a healthy weight.provide education to patients on achieving and maintaining a healthy weight.  

Progress: 

In 2013, primary care providers were surveyed to determine if they were 

documenting patient BMI and providing counseling.  Although the response rate 

was high, the Strategy workgroup members felt that  

additional information from primary care providers was needed to define 

obstacles to patients achieving a healthy weight.   

In 2014, members conducted interviews with 28 primary care providers, 

including physicians and ARNPs, to assess providers’ opinions about their 

practice experiences and perceptions of patients’ challenges with  

obesity.  Responses were recorded, analyzed and compiled into an Executive 

Summary.  This summary can be found in Appendix A of the report.  
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Strategy 4:  Support the use of evidencedStrategy 4:  Support the use of evidenced--based employee health based employee health 

promotion/wellness programs to promote healthy behaviors.promotion/wellness programs to promote healthy behaviors.  

This group, led by the Polk Wellness Professionals Network, is working to increase wellness This group, led by the Polk Wellness Professionals Network, is working to increase wellness 

programming in the workplace.programming in the workplace.  

Progress: 

An electronic survey was distributed in 2013 to businesses throughout Polk County to assess worksite 

wellness efforts.  25 of those businesses requested additional assistance in developing wellness 

programs.  

In 2014: 

 Members met with eighteen of the twenty five businesses that asked for further assistance.  Many 

are considering starting a program while others are utilizing resources to continue developing 

current programs.   

 A Polk Wellness Professionals Resource book was created and made available to all business 

owners for health and wellness contacts and services. 

 Polk Wellness Professionals launched a website that includes the Resource Book and Lunch and 

Learn list for local businesses.  

www.polkwellnessprofessionals.org  
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Strategy 5:  Support college wellness programs that address Strategy 5:  Support college wellness programs that address 

unhealthy dietary patterns and inadequate physical activity.unhealthy dietary patterns and inadequate physical activity.  

This strategy is working with higher education institutions in Polk to build healthy This strategy is working with higher education institutions in Polk to build healthy   

habits in our uphabits in our up--andand--coming workforce.coming workforce.  

Progress:  

In 2013, 6 of 7 institutions contacted completed a survey.  Five institutions stated they would be interested in 

collaborating with other universities/institutions on wellness programs and resources.   

In 2014, an action plan was established to provide an opportunity to engage with local health and wellness 

resource organizations in 2015.  Additionally, institutions of higher education will be invited to join the Polk 

Wellness Professionals to be integrated into an established organization focused on health and wellness. 
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Strategy 6:  Raise awareness through an onStrategy 6:  Raise awareness through an on--going  communitygoing  community--wide wide 

campaign that supports the Initiative’s activities and progress campaign that supports the Initiative’s activities and progress 

towards the goal.towards the goal.  

Progress:  

Hosted Polk Vision L.E.A.D. Discussion for 2014 Kickoff.  Developed a YouTube channel, 2013 highlights 

video and poster.  Promoted the Healthiest Weight Community Champions: Polk County and Cities of Winter 

Haven and Lakeland.  Developed partnership with PGTV to host healthy habits tips on “Polk County Today”.  

Three proclamations (Board of County Commissioners, City of Lakeland and City of Winter Haven) were 

made in support of the Initiative.  Partnered with Central Florida Health News for an ongoing column. 

This strategy hosted 5 meetings to orient community members on how they can align resources and interests 

with the Building a Healthier Polk Initiative.   

Other media appearances include: 

 2 TV interviews 

 1 TV Story on Channel 8 ABC 

 5 Newspaper articles 

 5 Appearances on PGTV  

 2 Appearances on LGNTV  

 Facebook followers: 302 

 Twitter Followers: 400 
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Alignment 

 

 Florida Department of Health in Polk County included Building a Healthier Polk as its focus on obesity 

in its 2013-2016 Agency Strategic Plan. 

 Lakeland Regional Health Systems included Building a Healthier Polk as its focus on obesity in the 

2014 Community Benefits Plan. 

 Surgeon General’s Healthiest Weight Florida Initiative: University of Florida Institute of Food and 

Agricultural Sciences provided a walking garden tour of the Polk County Extension’s demonstration 

gardens to highlight locally grown food on Food Day.  After the tour, attendees learned about the 

Healthiest Weight Florida Initiative, Polk County’s historical connection to agriculture and enjoyed a 

healthy snack. 

 Action for Healthy Kids recognized the Polk County School Board with a Silver Level Florida Healthy 

School District designation 
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Marcia Andresen, Board of County Commissioners  

Kelly Andrews, Florida Southern College 

Cauney Bamberg, Watson Clinic Foundation 

Sandy Bates, United States Health Foundation 

Paula Blackwelder, Team Beach Body 

Penny Borgia, United Way of Central Florida 

Judy E. Buss, Health Columnist, Nutritional Cooking Instructor 

Lisa Callahan, Lakeland Regional Health Medical Group 

Ermelinda Centeno, Central Florida Health Care 

Ulyee Choe, Florida Department of Health 

Sheryl Cooper, Florida Department of Health 

Deanne DeForest, BodySong Wellness 

Kim Eubanks, Polk Health Care Plan 

Megan Fain, Florida Blue 

Carol Fox, Lakeland Regional Health Medical Group 

Whitney Fung, UF/IFAS Extension/ Polk Health Care Plan 

Peggy Garrett, Watson Clinic Foundation 

Beth Geohagan, BeFly Bike Tours 

Daniel Haight, Lakeland Regional Health Medical Group 

Schatzie Haines, Lanier UpShaw 

Linda Hawbaker, Florida Department of Health 

Carol Hughes, Grace Wellness 

Joy Jackson, Florida Department of Health 

Corlis Johnson, My Natures Delight 

Jenna Kaczmarski, Polk County School Board 

Audrey Kelley, Polk County School Board 

Susan Kistler, Nutritionist  

Collette Lawson, The Health Councils, Inc. 

Diane Longstreet, Keiser University 

Colleen Mangan, Florida Department of Health 

Paula McGhee, Polk Health Care Plan 

Karen Moore, Peace River Center 

Andy Orrell, Board of County Commissioners 

Andy Palmer, City of Winter Haven 

Rick Perez, City of Lakeland 

Emily Plank, InnerAct Alliance 

Debbie Prescott, Florida Prosperity Partnership 

Ryan Reis, Keiser University - Lakeland 

Chris Richard, Rich Kids Project 

Sara Roberts, Polk Vision 

Garrett Robinson, Vemma 

Lauren Shinholster, Safe Routes to School 

Laurel Smith, Polk State College 

Patty Strickland, Lakeland Regional Health Medical Group 

Stefania Sweet, Florida Department of Health 

Brenda Taguri, Polk County School Board 

Michele Taylor, Let’s Move Health and Fitness, Inc. 

Cathy Thornhill, Chat & Chew 

Nat West, Community Member 

Beverly Williams-Kerr, Chat & Chew/Florence Villa 

Tom Wodrich, Board of County Commissioners  

Kathleen Wright, Polk County School Board 

Suzanne Wright, Florida Department of Health 

Debbie Zimmerman, Polk County School Board 

Thank you to these members who participated in the 2014 workplan year! 
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