
Health Promotion Programs Not Easily Categorized

Dear Editor:

The article by Gore and Kotari in the January/February issue of
the Canadian Journal of Public Health1 highlighted the difference
between environmental and structural approaches to improving
health and reducing health inequities through an analysis of Farm
to School health promotion initiatives. Unfortunately, the article
implied that structural approaches (i.e., system level policy
changes) are superior to environmental approaches (i.e., making
healthy food available in selected school settings) and left the
impression that the two approaches are mutually exclusive.

Farm to School programs are intentionally designed to impact
the school as an institution and to target structural elements of the
food system. By intentionally linking the school’s food purchasing
to local producers, the approach encourages local economic devel-
opment.2 By adopting a community development approach and
involving parents and others, community engagement and social
connectivity (a determinant of health) is also promoted.3 A well-
functioning school system that incorporates and sustains parent
involvement, especially low-income parents, is a key structural
change that can have a significant impact on children’s health.4

The effort to change both environmental and structural factors
in a community is one of the strengths of the Farm to School
approach and may be mutually reinforcing. Programs at the envi-
ronmental level can set the stage for changes at the structural level.
Experiences with tobacco regulation suggest that changes in social
norms have an interactive relationship with policy change.5 In the
case of Farm to School programs, awareness of food insecurity may
increase advocacy to change the structures that perpetuate
inequities in our society. Never underestimate the number of par-

ents who become concerned when they learn that some of their
children’s playmates go to school hungry or are from families who
have to manage on less than healthy diets. One job of public health
is to bring these inequities to light and create opportunities for dia-
logue to address them as well as build momentum for structural
change.6

While the authors have made a needed case for structural inter-
ventions, the benefits of the Farm to School approach need to be
evaluated against a range of potential outcomes and not just the
access to healthy food for students involved in the program. The
practice of population health work is messy and interventions are
not bounded by conceptual maps.

Ted Bruce, MA, Past President, Public Health Association of 
British Columbia
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