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A Bird’s-Eye View

A few months ago, I watched a documentary 
that presented a unique perspective on the world 
by attaching high-definition cameras onto the 
bodies of birds. As they swept across the sky, the 
familiar trappings of ground-level life—highways, 
neighborhoods, buildings, streams, mountains 
and oceans—looked completely different. Soil 
was bridged to sky. Near was bridged to far. 
From a bird’s-eye view, it was all part of a grander, 
connected whole.

Risa Lavizzo-Mourey, MD, MBA
President and Chief Executive Officer

This made me think about the new vision that 
we at the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation 
(RWJF) have been working over the past year 
to refine. It calls for us, as a nation, to strive 
together to build a Culture of Health enabling all 
in our diverse society to lead healthier lives, now 
and for generations to come. What, I thought, is 
the bird’s-eye view of this? What does a Culture 
of Health look like on a grand scale? What new 
bridges must our Foundation help build to make 
a Culture of Health part of the grander whole of 
what it means to be an American? 

This year’s President’s Message takes a closer 
look at our new vision—how we intend to help 
build a national movement to achieve it, and 
how building a Culture of Health will require us 
to think and work differently.
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They would see a population whose health can 
be unduly and unequally influenced by income, 
education, ethnicity, and where a person lives. 
They would see a disjointed system of health 
care that does not systematically extend beyond 
the walls of medical offices to the places where 
people live, learn, work, and play. 

Yet, the birds would also see a nation  
dotted with points of promise.

They’d see the growing number of communities 
planting the seeds of a Culture of Health, leading 
the way in demonstrating what is possible. 
They’d see bright spots such as post-Katrina 
New Orleans, where public officials, schools, 
businesses, and community members joined 
forces to create a recovery plan that included 
a focus on nutrition, physical fitness, and equal 
access to quality health care for everyone. The 
state of Pennsylvania, where Gov. Tom Corbett 
signed a transportation bill that dedicates 
millions of dollars to bicycle and pedestrian 
projects, with an eye toward addressing 
obesity by making it easier to remain active. 
And Canton, Ohio, where community leaders, 

faith-based organizations, businesses, social 
workers, health care leaders, and residents of 
a struggling neighborhood called the “northeast 
quadrant” have worked together to revitalize the 
area with housing, health, employment, educa-
tion, and security at top of mind. 

Today most people consider good health and 
healthy living as activities that are consciously 
chosen, or something that only those who 
are already fit can fully achieve. But imagine 
a culture that empowers everyone to live 
the healthiest lives that they can, even when 
they are dealing with chronic illness or other 
constraints. Imagine a health care system that 
couples treatment with care, and considers the 
life needs of patients, families, and caregivers, 
inside and outside the clinic.

If those birds with cameras flew over America 
today, they would not see a flourishing Culture of 
Health. Instead, they would see a nation that has 
for too long mistakenly defined being healthy as 
simply not needing to seek health care. 



A nation dotted with 
points of promise.
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Seeing a Culture of Health from a bird’s-eye 
view means taking in the bigger picture of 
what defi nes health in America—how health 
will always be linked to health care, but also 
extends to work, family, and community life; 
how health equity is connected to opportunity; 
and how we, as a nation, must balance the 
costs, benefi ts, and effectiveness of treatment 
and prevention to provide our people with care 
of the highest possible value. It means focusing 
on the grander whole of what being healthy and 
staying healthy means. And it requires an under-
standing of a dynamic new world of Big Data, 
social networking, and creative innovation that 
is both cross-disciplinary and interprofessional. 

We believe that striving toward a Culture 
of Health will help us realize our mission 
to improve health and health care for all 
Americans. Still, we know that building this 
vision of a Culture of Health will take time. 
It will take fortitude. It will take collabora-
tion. And we certainly cannot do it alone. 
Nonetheless, we fi rmly believe the vision is 
within America’s reach, and we intend to use 
our Foundation’s infl uence and reputation to 
help our nation get there. To do that we must 
disrupt the status quo and catalyze a national 
movement that will: 

•  Cultivate a shared vision of a Culture of Health;

•  Build demand for it among all Americans; and

•  Discover and invest in solutions. 

We see these actions as interdependent, each 
reinforcing and building upon the other to trans-
form how our nation views and values health. 
As always, RWJF is committed to realizing this 
bold transformation through the pursuit of solu-
tions that are evidence-based, measurable, and 
equitable. And we will keep pursuing the vision 
of a healthier America until it is achieved. 
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Good health fl ourishes across 
geographic, demographic and social 
sectors.

No one is excluded. 

Attaining the best health possible is 
valued by our entire society. 

Health care is effi cient and 
equitable. 

Individuals and families have the means 
and the opportunity to make choices 
that lead to the healthiest lives possible.

The economy is less burdened by 
excessive and unwarranted health 
care spending. 

Business, government, individuals, and 
organizations work together to foster 
healthy communities and lifestyles.

The health of the population guides 
public and private decision-making.

Everyone has access to affordable, 
quality health care because it is 
essential to maintain, or reclaim, health.

Americans understand that we are 
all in this together.

It may mean having easy and affordable access to health care. 
It may mean creating neighborhoods where moms can feel 
comfortable letting their kids walk to school, play outside, and go to 
a nearby grocery store stocked with fresh and healthy choices. It may 
mean providing an older adult with the helping hands she needs to 
remain in her home. Or it may mean living in a community where 
policymakers, civic leaders, educators, employers, and residents 
work together to make the health of their entire community a priority. 

There is no single defi nition, which means when America ultimately 
achieves a Culture of Health it will be as multifaceted as the 
population it serves. We believe an American Culture of Health 
is one in which:

What does Culture of Health mean to you? 
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Adjusting Our Lens
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It is rare to recognize the beginning of great change 
while you are living it because it does not present 
itself as spectacular. It trickles in. Carried and 
cultivated by everyday people. Our job is to find 
the earliest and strongest examples of a Culture of 
Health, share the lessons they have to offer, and 
serve to link together the leaders of change so they 
can join forces and build small victories into a 
national movement. 

To best achieve this, we are making some 
adjustments in how we approach what we 
do. RWJF will continue to focus on issues 
we believe are key to the well-being of all 
Americans. But within our organization we 
will no longer divide our efforts into the silos 
of health and health care. All that we do will 
serve one goal—building a Culture of Health. 

We will work in tandem with others to trans-
form what it means to be a healthy nation. 
We will amplify the voices calling for change. 
We will connect those who are willing to 
carry the banner and shine a spotlight of 
support on advancements that have already 
been made. We will build on many of our 
signature initiatives, focus our direct invest-
ments on a few new priorities, and update 
our approach to some of our best-known 
initiatives and leadership programs.

Healthy Weight for All Children 
RWJF remains committed to reversing the 
childhood obesity epidemic in America. In 2007, 
the Foundation announced it would dedicate 
$500 million to this goal, and after years of 
disheartening news, we have started to see 
signs of progress. The relentless rise in child-
hood obesity rates has abated, and according to 
the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 
the rate among young children from low-income 
families has declined in 18 states and one 
U.S. territory. From Kearney, Neb., to the U.S. 
Virgin Islands, local efforts are making inroads. 
Effective strategies in these locations include 
offering healthier food in schools and child-care 
centers, posting nutrition information in chain 
restaurants, opening supermarkets in under-
served neighborhoods, and designing safe and 
accessible streets, parks, walkways, and bike 
trails for children and adults to use.

Moving forward, the Foundation will shift its 
focus on the childhood obesity issue to stress 
the importance of achieving a healthy weight 
for all of our nation’s children, especially in poor 
communities and those of color, and we will 
strengthen the growing grassroots demand to 
make the healthy choice the easy choice for 
all Americans.
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Health Care Coverage
For decades, RWJF has worked to improve 
access to affordable, high-quality coverage for 
all Americans, and we will continue to do so. 
Despite the frustrating problems incurred during 
the launch of the federal health care exchange 
website, the implementation of the Affordable 
Care Act has created new opportunities for 
tens of millions to acquire health insurance. 
As Americans adjust to the new offerings, 
we will maintain our objective to ensure that 
all who are eligible for coverage know what 
benefi ts are available to them and how they 
can make the most of them. 

Cost, Quality, and Value
RWJF will continue to seek the highest value 
for each dollar spent to keep Americans healthy 
both inside and outside of health care clinics 
and organizations. Getting the most for our 
dollar as a nation means building a better 
understanding of how the cost and price of 
care relates to health outcomes. It means care-
fully implementing strategies to reduce wasteful 
spending, while at the same time maintaining 
or increasing quality. It also means stressing 
both the economic and human value of other 
factors that infl uence our nation’s health—
education, housing, transportation, clean air 
and water—as well as the built environment 
and public/business policies that encourage 
healthy living. 

Going forward, RWJF will continue looking for 
innovative ways to improve the quality of the 
public health and health care systems. We will 
persist in supporting the creation of tools and 
strategies to achieve the highest quality care at 
the most affordable cost for both the practitioner 
and the patient. We will help build links between 
health care practices and community services 
through programs like Health Leads, which 
enables doctors and other health care providers 

to “prescribe” basic resources like food and 
heat just as they do medication to make sure 
patients can stay healthy between medical 
visits. And we will encourage approaches that 
make stronger connections between treatment 
and the factors outside of health care that infl u-
ence how long and well Americans live. 

Healthy Places and Practices
If being healthy and staying healthy is to become 
a core American value, we must foster individual 
and community actions that promote good 
health from the start of life until its end. We must 
support efforts that reinforce a Culture of Health, 
and we must spread the word about efforts that 
are succeeding. 

Last year, we introduced the RWJF Roadmaps 
to Health Prize, honoring communities that have 
placed a priority on the health of their citizens. 
Some of the communities are urban. Others 
are rural. Some are affl uent. Others are strug-
gling. But they all have one thing in common: 
In each of these places community leaders, 
individuals, business, government and educa-
tors have forged powerful partnerships to inspire 
people to live healthier lives. This year there are 
12 fi nalists for the 2014 award—which we now 
call the RWJF Culture of Health Prize. Stretching 
from Alaska to Georgia, with Texas, Iowa, and 
the Taos Pueblo Indian reservation in between, 
these communities are building a Culture of 
Health in their own backyards. Our goal is to use 
the visibility of this award to bring national atten-
tion to their strategies, and create enthusiasm 
for other communities to follow suit. 
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The Philadelphia Story 
For more than a decade the City of Philadelphia has been working 
to fi ght childhood obesity in schools, neighborhoods, shops, 
restaurants and public spaces. By working together, educators, 
parents, and policymakers have started to tip the scales downward. 
A particular point of pride is that Philadelphia is the only American 
city reporting signifi cant declines for African American boys and 
Latina girls. How did they do it?

By getting schools, policymakers, communities 
and business to work across sectors toward a 
common goal. 

Specifi c efforts included a program begun 
in 1999 providing nutritional education to all 
public school families eligible for the federal 
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program. 
That was followed in 2004 with a move that 
made Philadelphia one of the fi rst cities in the 
nation to remove all sodas and sugar-sweetened 
beverages from public school vending machines.

In 2006, the school district implemented a 
district-wide wellness policy that included 
guidelines on school meals, physical activity 
and nutritional education. And three years 
later—in a bold move that underscored their 
commitment—Philadelphia schools banned 
deep fryers from all school kitchens.

But addressing the issue inside the schools 
wasn’t enough. So the city created fi nancing 
incentives to attract new grocery stores to 
lower-income neighborhoods, and in 2010 
required all chain restaurants to post calorie 
information on menus and menu boards. 

By working together, Philadelphians have 
shown what people can accomplish when 
they share a desire to build a Culture of Health. 

9
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Cooling Hot Spots 
Working as a family physician in Camden, N.J., a city grappling with 
a raft of urban challenges, Dr. Jeffrey Brenner saw what many other 
health care providers saw—a health care delivery system in which 
a small number of patients cycled in and out of the hospital at high 
rates, resulting in ever-increasing health care costs. 

By using hospital discharge data to map health 
care “hot spots” and identify “super-utilizers,” 
Brenner determined that 20 percent of patients 
who commonly used the city’s medical facili-
ties accounted for 90 percent of costs. One 
patient had visited the emergency department 
113 times in one year. 

Then Brenner asked: What if providers could use 
this same data to cool those hot spots? What if 
providers sought out sick people and took care 
of them before they required hospitalization?

To give it a try, Brenner established the Camden 
Coalition of Healthcare Providers, a group 
of medical practitioners, social workers, and 
community organizations that provides coor-
dinated care for people who, according to the 
hot spot and super-utilizer data, need the most 
intervention. Coalition members visit patients’ 
homes, keep up with them through regular 
phone calls, help them get their prescriptions 
fi lled, and fi nd housing and food resources if 
the patients are in need.

What the Coalition discovered is that by 
addressing the social and personal issues of 
patients in the hot spots, they could head off 
medical issues that could cost millions of dollars 
to address. Their efforts resulted in a 40 percent 
reduction in emergency department visits and 
a 50 percent decrease in hospital costs.

Last year, Brenner was named a MacArthur 
Foundation Fellow and awarded the so-called 
“genius grant” for “working to improve the 
human condition.” Today, 10 communities 
across the country are using Brenner’s model 
to track hot spots and establish coordinated 
care programs tailored to their particular needs. 

10
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The RWJF Culture of Health Prize grew out of the 
annual County Health Rankings (the Rankings) 
which measure 25 vital health factors, including 
high school graduation rates, obesity, smoking, 
unemployment, access to healthy foods, the 
quality of air and water, income, and teen births 
in every county in America. The annual Rankings 
provide a revealing snapshot of how health is 
infl uenced by everyday surroundings, behaviors 
and environmental circumstances. They should 
serve as a starting point for change. That is why 
RWJF provides tools to understand the data, 
and strategies that communities can use to 
move from education to action. Going forward, 
we intend to add to the Rankings by developing 
a health gap index that will highlight the often 
wide and disturbing gaps between positive and 
negative health factors in counties that are just 
miles apart. 

Mahatma Gandhi once remarked that “the 
culture of a nation resides in the hearts and in 
the soul of its people.” In that spirit, RWJF will 
continue to bring together communities and 
networks of interested individuals through real 
and virtual meetings to share experiences and 
to learn from one another, encouraging the 
growth of micro-movements championing a 
Culture of Health. 

Equal Opportunity
If we are to achieve a Culture of Health that 
benefi ts our entire nation, we must ensure that 
all in our society—regardless of where they 
live, how much money they make, or where 
they come from—have the opportunity to make 
the most of their health. In the past, RWJF 
has endeavored to acknowledge the issue of 
equal opportunity in all the programs we have 
supported. But we have come to believe that 
we must make a more defi ned commitment, 
and take a more coordinated approach, to 
minimize the barriers that continue to compro-
mise the health of so many in our society. 

Personal responsibility plays an important role 
in getting and staying healthy. But too many 
Americans still do not have access to an equal 
measure of choices and opportunities to pursue 

healthy lifestyles. Research shows some will die 
20 years earlier than others who live just a few 
miles away because of differences in educa-
tion, employment, housing, safety, community 
development, and access to quality health care. 
RWJF will join with other foundations, organiza-
tions, and businesses that have long worked to 
increase opportunities in education, housing, 
and community development to make the fruits 
of good health available to all. 

In 2013, we established Forward Promise, a 
$9.5 million initiative focused on promoting 
opportunities for the health and success of 
middle school and high school-aged boys and 
young men of color. And we have formed an 
alliance with 25 other philanthropies to expand 
the potential for boys and young men of color 
to grow up safe and healthy, obtain a good 
education, and fi nd lasting and meaningful 
employment. Taking the long view, RWJF will 
continue to delve more deeply into the causes 
of the unacceptable gaps in opportunity for 
good health and identify additional areas that 
we believe call for immediate attention. 

Violence Prevention
We cannot call ourselves a healthy nation if we 
continue to be a violent one. RWJF is proud to 
have supported several initiatives dealing with 
domestic and community violence. But we must 
do more. 

Violence is a serious health issue that can alter 
and compromise the strength of a community 
and damage the lives of individuals forever. For 
those reasons, we have chosen to increase our 
work in violence prevention by determining how 
health is diminished by all forms of violence—
child abuse, bullying, post-traumatic stress, 
domestic abuse, street violence—and how the 
cycle can be broken. This is an area where we 
will come together with organizations such as 
Blue Shield of California Foundation and others 
that are already established in the fi eld. 
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No Fry Zone 
Inside Oak Hill Missionary Baptist Church in Hernando, Miss., a sign 
declares the kitchen is a “No Fry Zone.” That means no fried chicken 
at pot lucks. No fried okra, or fried fi sh, either. Never mind that fried 
chicken had been a tradition at church suppers for generations. 
For this small congregation of 100, a new day has dawned: One 
that, because of Pastor Michael Minor’s inspiration, is focused on 
healthy living. 

Minor, who became pastor in 1996, says he was 
struck by the serious toll the obesity epidemic 
was having on the members of his small 
community. “It was so bad,” he told Reuters, 
“I was having a funeral every weekend.” Minor 
decided he needed to do something, and 
banning fried chicken from church gatherings 
was it. It was a symbolic move, a stake in the 
ground, announcing the congregation’s commit-
ment to make a positive change.

Now, church dinners offer healthy fare. There’s 
a walking track that circles the church, and 
thanks to a donation from the American Heart 
Association, there is a machine inside the 
church that allows parishioners to monitor 
their blood pressure. The best part is that the 

congregation’s efforts have paid off. Minor says 
church members have lost weight, and even 
more important, they’ve embraced healthy 
practices at home. Now, groups of Oak Hill 
Missionary Church members are spreading the 
good news of good health. They’ve teamed up 
with local health professionals to form teams of 
“health ambassadors” that check on their neigh-
bors in this rural area of Northwest Mississippi. 

12
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A Good Business Decision 
As every small business owner in America knows, every penny 
counts. That’s why Tom and Janey Jacobson, who own a Segway 
tour business in Sarasota, Fla., worried about the $850 premium 
payments they had to pay each month for health insurance. That 
monthly bill, Tom says, “was the single biggest cost of running my 
business.” It fact, he says, it was bigger than his house payment. 

“We were turned down over and over” because 
of pre-existing medical conditions, Tom says. 
So, they joined a corporate group plan. But the 
plan’s prices climbed each year, and Tom and 
Janey were forced to opt for less coverage to 
keep their budget under control. Eventually, 
their plan called for a $10,000 deductible and 
provided 50 percent hospitalization coverage. 
“It wasn’t insurance, it was just a discount,” 
Tom says. “And we were paying $10,000 a 
year for it.” Tom and Janey worried that they 
were never going to be able to save enough for 
retirement, and if either of them ended up in the 
hospital it could bankrupt them.

The Affordable Care Act changed everything. 
Tom says he was waiting for the federal website 
to launch, and attempted to go online six days 
after it opened. Like many others, he ran into 
diffi culties. “But fi nally, I saw a toll-free number,” 
he says, that connected him with somebody 
who walked him through the process.

Now, Tom and Janey qualify for a $1,032 
subsidy that reduces their monthly premium 
to $46. They are enrolled in a plan that requires 
a $1,000 deductible, and covers 90 percent of 
out-of-pocket hospitalization costs. Signing 
up through the federal health exchange is one 
of the best business decisions they’ve made, 
Tom says.

Today, “we can wake up knowing that if we 
have a major health issue we won’t go into 
bankruptcy,” Tom says. To stay as healthy as he 
can, Tom walks two miles a day on a treadmill, 
and has lost 35 pounds over the past few years.

 “We tell everyone, you have to try to get on this 
site. What you fi nd might really surprise you.” 
In early January, Tom was ready to put his new 
insurance to use. He made an appointment for 
a physical exam.

13
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We Are All in This Together
Building a Culture of Health means recognizing 
that while Americans’ economic, geographic, 
or social circumstances may differ, we all 
aspire to lead the best lives that we can. For 
the Foundation, it also means informing the 
dialogue and building demand for health by 
pursuing new partnerships, creating new 
networks to build momentum, and standing on 
the shoulders of others also striving to make 
America a healthier nation. Examples include:

• The Healthy Weight Commitment Foundation, 
an organization made up of 16 major food and 
beverage companies that pledged to remove 
1.5 trillion calories from the marketplace by 
2015. Acting together, the group not only met 
the challenge early but exceeded it, selling 
6.4 trillion fewer calories in 2012 than they 
did in 2007. 

• The state of Oklahoma, where policymakers 
put partisan politics aside to create a state-
wide program providing pre-kindergarten 
classes to every 4-year-old for free.

• Habitat for Humanity, revitalizing neighbor-
hoods across America with an eye toward 
providing shelter while also building commu-
nity gardens, health support systems for older 
adults, and strong community coalitions.

• The California Endowment and its 10-year 
Building Healthy Communities program, 
promoting health across the state using inno-
vative programs, including a unique museum 
exhibit targeted to children. 

21st-Century Leaders 
Since RWJF’s founding more than 40 years 
ago, the Foundation has placed a high premium 
on fostering great leadership and supporting 
strong professional development. We take great 
pride in our legacy of identifying leaders with 
the potential to transform our nation’s health, 
and providing them the support to realize 
their promise. We remain deeply committed to 
investing in the development of health innova-
tors. And we intend to tailor our programs to 
better meet tomorrow’s demands for effective 
leadership. They must create strong connec-
tions between, and across, disciplines and 
professions. They must encourage networking. 
They must refl ect the rich diversity of our nation. 
And they must be committed to a vision of 
building a Culture of Health. This year, we will 
start the process of restructuring and refocusing 
many of our human capital programs with these 
goals in mind, and we will introduce a new 
RWJF Leadership Network. 

Fueled by social media—the RWJF Leadership 
Network will create a dynamic professional 
space where practitioners, scholars, policy-
makers, community activists and thousands 
of others connected to RWJF can exchange 
ideas, promote research, collaborate on initia-
tives, and learn. It will underscore the power 
of collaboration, and it will call for action. 
There is an African proverb that teaches “it 
takes many hands to cover the sky.” Building a 
national Culture of Health will, indeed, take many 
hands and the RWJF Leadership Network will 
encourage everyone involved to walk toward 
success together. 
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Health on Display
At the California Museum in Sacramento, health has become a 
cultural artifact. It’s the star of an exhibit called “Health Happens 
Here,” featuring kid-friendly arcade type games, videos, and displays 
designed to teach how health reaches far beyond the doctor’s offi ce.

It’s not unusual to see visitors playing a game 
called “Stop the Glop,” that challenges them 
to pick from a variety of food choices to create 
an appealing and nutritious school lunch. Once 
their tray is set, kids can push a button to see 
if their selections meet the suggested calorie 
count and include the important food groups. 

Other games, “Stop the Drop,” “Fight the 
Blight,” and “Peace Keeper,” introduce kids to 
the connection between health and high school 
graduation, the built environment, and violence 

prevention. Smart choices earn points, and at 
the end of the exhibit, visitors can convert their 
points into cash donations to one of 10 orga-
nizations helping to build a Culture of Health 
in California.
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What Will Success Look Like? 

RWJF has a reputation for rigorous evaluation 
of our work. So how will we measure our nation’s 
movement toward a Culture of Health? 

Over the next few months, and with your help, 
we will translate the abstract concept of a 
Culture of Health into a set of tangible measure-
ments that will help us all track our nation’s 
progress toward the goal. The measurements 
will focus on the key elements of a Culture of 
Health such as personal behavior, norms, values, 
institutions, and systems, and they will reflect 
where communities are performing well, and 
where they need more help. When this process 
is complete, we expect to have a useful tool 
that will not only help us assess our work, but 
also will serve to garner trust, galvanize support, 
and inspire others to help lift America to a level 
of health that a great nation deserves. 

There is a Crow Indian proverb that declares 
you already possess everything necessary 
to succeed. We are optimistic that America 
can and will achieve a Culture of Health if, 
together, we make it a national priority. RWJF 
is committed to working with you to reach this 
goal, and we welcome you to the journey.

Risa Lavizzo-Mourey, MD, MBA 
President & Chief Executive Officer



Photography by:
Lynsey Addario, Robert Durrell (Courtesy of the California Museum), 
Jordan Gantz, Getty Images, Martin Griff, Lynn Johnson, Ed Kashi, 
Matt Moyer and William Widmer



Building a Culture of Health18

www.rwjf.org


