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Recent changes in health care legislation place an 
increased emphasis on prevention, wellness and public 
health. Addressing these efforts requires collaboration 
among hospital leadership, clinicians and the community. 
The Commons Health Hospital Challenge is one such 
example of a successful partnership. 

The mission of the Challenge is to foster cooperation 
among different stakeholders around one shared goal: 
to create a health-promoting environment that extends 
beyond hospital walls. In Duluth, it began as a simple 
conversation between clinicians and hospital administration 
about making the health care setting more conducive 
to the health of all patients, visitors and hospital staff. 
That discussion grew as more support came from the 
community health board and local wellness coordinators. 
Now, numerous regional health care organizations, including 
St. Luke’s Hospital and Essentia Health of Duluth, have 
successfully created healthier clinical environments by 
phasing out on-site sales of sugar-sweetened beverages, 
purchasing 20 percent of their food from local producers, 
and supporting breastfeeding by adopting the World Health 
Organization’s Baby Friendly Guidelines. 

Institutions like these are recognized as trailblazers in 
connecting clinical care and primary prevention, and receive 
the designation of Commons Health Leaders.

Key Insights: 
1.  Clinicians look to hospital administrators for support 

in providing patients the most comprehensive care 

possible. Leadership can reinforce this work by 
implementing food policy changes that are beneficial 
to patient health as well as the bottom line, such as 
gradually phasing out orders for sugar-sweetened 
beverages in hospital cafeterias and vending machines.  

2.  Minnesota has a strong tradition of health care 
innovation. By working collaboratively with partners—
such as foodservice organizations and local farmers—
hospitals and clinics can continue to lead the nation in 
creating communities of health in the clinical setting  
and beyond.

3.  People view health care institutions as models of health 
and wellness. Changes that make these environments 
healthier are supported at the highest level. The 
Minnesota chapter of the American Academy of 
Pediatrics states, “We believe it is easier for providers  
to encourage better nutrition when those choices are 
being modeled by the local clinics and hospitals in which 
we serve.”

Learn more about the Commons Health Hospital Challenge:  
www.commonshealthchallenge.org/hospitalchallenge.html  

SPOTLIGHT: COMMONS HEALTH HOSPITAL CHALLENGE

Hospitals and clinics play an important role in fostering the health of 
patients, employees and communities. Because nearly everyone receives 
some kind of health care service, promoting healthy food access across the 
wide spectrum of health care settings is integral to sustaining the health of 
all Minnesotans. Throughout the state, individuals and groups have been 
creating new ways to bring more healthy foods into health care settings. 
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The following steps, based 
on strategies found in the 
Minnesota Food Charter, 
provide ideas and resources 
for taking action in health care 
settings in your community.

ACTION STEP
Establish an interdisciplinary ‘food team’ at all health care sites 
responsible for developing healthy food plans, supporting healthy eating 
efforts, and eliminating sugar-sweetened beverages from vending 
machines in healthcare settings 

RESOURCE: Ridgeview Medical Center in Waconia has committed to 

increasing the purchase of healthy beverages (including water, 100 percent 

juice and milk) by 20 percent, as part of the Healthier Hospitals Initiative. 

publichealthlawcenter.org/sites/default/files/resources/phlc-fs-building-

blocks-healthy-beverages-2013.pdf

ACTION STEP
Collaborate with local farmers to establish a farmers market or CSA on-
site at health care organizations, and/or develop a “Veggie Rx” initiative 
to encourage consumption of fresh produce by patients, visitors and 
employees.

RESOURCE: The Fruit and Vegetable Prescription Program (FVRx), 

coordinated by the Center for Prevention at Blue Cross and Blue Shield  

of Minnesota, allows physicians at NorthPoint Health and Wellness  

in North Minneapolis to “prescribe” fresh fruits and vegetables  

to patients, redeemable at a nearby farmers market.  

www.centerforpreventionmn.com/what-we-do/our-current-initiatives/fruit-

and-vegetable-prescription-program  

RESOURCE: “Farm Fresh Healthcare Project: How-To Guide”  

noharm-uscanada.org/sites/default/files/documents-files/2724/Farm%20

Fresh%20Healthcare%20Project%20How%20to%20Guide_0.pdf 

ACTION STEP
Organize an on-site emergency food shelf or other hunger relief response 
at a clinic or hospital. 

RESOURCE: Lakewood Health System has created an innovative farmers 

market program for patients experiencing food insecurity.    

issuu.com/brainerd_dispatch/docs/healthwatch 

august_2014/16?e=2172516/8991625

publichealthlawcenter.org/sites/default/files/resources/phlc-fs-buildingblocks-
www.centerforpreventionmn.com/what-we-do/our-current-initiatives/fruit-and-vegetable-prescription-program
noharm-uscanada.org/sites/default/files/documents-files/2724/Farm%20
issuu.com/brainerd_dispatch/docs/healthwatch august_2014/16?e=2172516/8991625
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ACTION STEP
Create a simple food insecurity assessment tool for physicians to 
easily identify food-insecure patients, and facilitate access to food 
assistance programs such as the Supplemental Nutrition Assessment 
Program (SNAP) and local emergency food shelves.  

RESOURCE: Pediatricians from Hennepin County Medical Center 

(HCMC) integrated the “Hunger Vital Sign”, a two-question food 

insecurity screening tool, into their electronic medical record system. 

www.childrenshealthwatch.org/wp-content/uploads/FINAL-Hunger-Vital-

Sign-2-pager1.pdf 

RESOURCE: Read about HCMC’s commitment.  

www.hcmc.org/cs/groups/public/documents/webcontent/

hcmc_p_056246.pdf 

ACTION STEP
Develop contract requirements and purchasing guidelines for vendors, 
foodservice suppliers, and group purchasing organizations that comply 
with healthy food plans and promote sourcing of locally grown foods.  

RESOURCE: Minnesota Academy of Family Physicians (MAFP) “Healthy 

Food in Health Care Foodservice Practices Survey” noharm-uscanada.

org/sites/default/files/documents-files/1045/MAFP_Healthy_Foods_

Survey.pdf  

ACTION STEP
Write a comprehensive food waste policy that includes donating 
excess food to local food shelves, composting programs, or farms  
for livestock feed.   

RESOURCE: In 2012, St. Cloud Hospital created a policy that  

turned leftover food from patient trays and kitchen food prep into 

compost for its on-site garden.  

www.chausa.org/publications/catholic-health-world/article/

april-15-2013/food-waste-processing-turns-garbage-into-fertilizer 

org/sites/default/files/documents-files/1045/MAFP_Healthy_Foods_


mnfoodcharter.com

The Minnesota Food Charter is supported by funding from the US Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention, Center for Prevention at Blue Cross and Blue Shield of Minnesota, and the 
Statewide Health Improvement Program at the Minnesota Department of Health, with leadership 
support from the Healthy Foods, Healthy Lives Institute at the University of Minnesota. 

“I see similarities between the work that we are doing with healthy 
food and the work that we did to create smoke-free places and 
reduce tobacco use....If we can align resources across the state, we 
can change environments.” 

Warren Larson, Director of Public Affairs, Sanford Health, Bemidji, Minnesota

WHAT IS THE
MINNESOTA FOOD CHARTER?

The Food Charter is a guide to planning, decision-making, 
and collaboration for agencies, organizations, policy-makers, 
and public and private entities across the state.

Developed through a broad based public process, the 
Minnesota Food Charter offers a shared blueprint for how 
all Minnesotans can have reliable access to nutritious, 
affordable, safe food in the places they work, learn, live, 
and play. In turn, this access will reduce the risk and cost 
of obesity and diet-related diseases such as diabetes 
and heart disease, conserve state resources, and boost 
economic prosperity. 

In recent decades, diet-related health issues—such 
as obesity, diabetes, and heart disease—have surged, 
presenting costly, long-term challenges to Minnesota’s 
economy. Changes in the way Minnesotans eat—
particularly high calorie, unhealthy foods and beverages—
contribute to growing health care costs and lower worker 
productivity. 

This is not sustainable. 

As a state, we must work together to improve our health 
and support a vibrant economy. To find out more about the 
recommendations outlined in the Minnesota Food Charter, 
visit www.mnfoodcharter.com 

2,500+
PEOPLE OFFERED INPUT
attending events, giving 
interviews, or submitting 
online worksheets

144
FOOD CHARTER EVENTS
were convened across 
the state

90+
INTERVIEWS
and listening sessions
were conducted

400
ONLINE WORKSHEETS
were submitted

27
STEERING COMMITTEE
MEMBERS guided the 
Food Charter's progress. 
9 were Drafting Committee 
members.

NEARLY

4,219
PAGE VIEWS logged on 
an online townhall forum 
with 728 VISITORS

mnfoodcharter.com

