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Abstract

The Division of Nutrition, Physical Activity and Obesity (DNPAO) at the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC)
funded the Physical Activity Policy Research and Evaluation Network (PAPREN) from 2019-2024 to address critical knowledge
and translation gaps related to physical activity policy research, with an emphasis on supporting and advancing research and
practice on the Guide to Community Preventive Services Task Force’s recommendations to advance physical activity related to
community design and parks and green spaces. During the 2019-2024 period, PAPREN grew to include over 1,000 members
from sectors such as public health, social and behavioral sciences, transportation, planning, and parks and recreation. PAPREN
also included academics, practitioners, and government employees. Using an adapted version of CDC’s Science Impact
Framework (SIF), we evaluated PAPREN’s influence on five domains: creating awareness, catalyzing action, disseminating
science, effecting change and shaping the future using network tracking activities and a member survey (n=95). Results indicated
that PAPREN is having an impact in creating awareness through its communications and presentations infrastructure, catalyzing
action through projects and other initiatives led by its topic-focused Work Groups, disseminating science by helping members
stay informed about the field and disseminating resources and shaping the future by informing members’ work and shaping the
next generation of researchers. An area for growth relates to affecting change by fostering more opportunities for networking and
promoting professional development. PAPREN can serve as a model for other collaborative, multi-sectoral networks designed to
increase applied research and to use research findings to inform practice.
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Across the United States and globally, physical
inactivity is a prominent risk factor for obesity, common
chronic health conditions, infectious diseases and mental
health conditions such as depression and anxiety
(Warburton & Bredin, 2017; Chastin et al., 2020; Firth et
al., 2020). Despite recent progress in increasing physical
activity, most Americans do not meet recommended levels
of physical activity (Watson et al., 2021; Abildso et al.,
2023; Saint-Maurice et al., 2021; Whitfield et al., 2019;
Whitfield et al., 2021). Thus, there remains a critical need
for public health strategies that increase physical activity.

Research has established that community design can
support equitable physical activity by providing
opportunities to walk, cycle, roll, and play through access
to build environment features such as safe streets and
sidewalks as well as trails, greenways, and parks. The
Community Preventive Services Task Force (CPSTF)
recommends two evidence-based environmental
approaches to promote physical activity, (a) built
environment strategies that combine new or improved
pedestrian, bicycle, or transit transportation systems (i.e.,
activity-friendly routes) with land use components (i.e.,
connecting everyday destinations) (Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention, 2017) and (b) park, trail, and
greenway infrastructure interventions combined with
additional interventions, such as structured programs or
community awareness (Guide to Community Preventive
Services, 2023). Active People, Healthy NationS™, a
national initiative led by the Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention (CDC) to help 27 million Americans
become more physically active by 2027 includes
implementation of these CPSTF recommendations among
the strategies for increasing physical activity (Fulton et al.,
2018).

A broad range of transportation (e.g., bicycle and
pedestrian infrastructure) and land use (e.g. mixed use
development) interventions, as well as availability of parks
and greenspace infrastructure (e.g., trails) can make
communities more supportive of physical activity (Young
et al., 2020). Achieving these environmental changes
typically requires the adoption and implementation of
policies (e.g., Complete Streets, zoning reforms).
However, the adoption and implementation of such
environmental changes and associated policies has been
variable. For example, a 2021 national survey of
municipalities found that prevalence of 15 activity-
supportive policy and community design supports ranged
from 20.9% (block size zoning codes) to 86.0% (park
maintenance policies) (Webber et al., 2023). There is a
need for applied research to further the understanding of
effective strategies to support the implementation of
policies and associated systems changes required to achieve
improvements in the built environment across a range of
communities (Young et al., 2020).

Since 2004, CDC’s Division of Nutrition, Physical
Activity and Obesity (DNPAO) has supported a thematic
network focused specifically on building the scientific
evidence base related to physical activity policy in five-year
cycles through the Special Interest Project mechanism of

the Prevention Research Centers program
(www.cdc.gov/prevention-research-centers). The network
has served as a virtual convening space, with periodic in-
person interaction, for all interested in physical activity
policy research and practice and provided opportunities for
learning, networking, and collaborative projects. The
network structure and focus areas have evolved over time in
response to advances in the state of the science and
DNPAO priorities (Manteiga et al., 2017;Lemon et al.,
2021; Pollack et al., 2016).

The Physical Activity Policy Research and Evaluation
Network (PAPREN)

From 2019-2024, DNPAO funded the latest iteration of
the network, PAPREN, which added “evaluation” (Lemon
etal., 2021). PAPREN is a free network and all who sign up
are considered network members. PAPREN seeks to
address critical knowledge and translation gaps related to
physical activity policy strategies (e.g., Complete Streets).
PAPREN is a research affiliate of DNPAQ’s Active People,
Healthy Nation®™ initiative, which aims to get 27 million
more people active by 2027 by working collaboratively to
build active communities through the implementation of
evidence-based interventions across multiple sectors and
settings. PAPREN specifically prioritizes research focused
on community design and physical activity, practice-
identified knowledge and implementation gaps, and health
equity to address and build on the recommendations of the
Community Preventive Services Task Force, (Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention, 2017; Guide to
Community Preventive Services, 2023). As such, PAPREN
emphasized expanding its membership beyond public
health and academia to include members from sectors such
as transportation, land use planning, and parks and
greenspace, among others, and engaging practitioners,
advocates and government employees. PAPREN conducts
activities designed to grow professional capacity and
collaboration among multi-sector researchers and
practitioners, build new applied research evidence, and
create tools to support translation of research to practice.

In the 2019-2024 cycle, PAPREN consisted of a
Coordinating Center co-located at the University of
Massachusetts Chan Medical School and the University of
Illinois Chicago School of Public Health (see organizational
structure in Figure 1). The Coordinating Center was
responsible for the overall strategic direction and day-to-
day coordination of PAPREN’s network-wide activities.
The Coordinating Center was supported by an Executive
Committee comprised of 3 DNPAO scientific advisors and
a 5-person External Advisory Committee. The
Coordinating Center supported network communications,
including a website and monthly newsletter, the PAPREN
Post, and network-wide events, including a bi-monthly
Grand Rounds speaker series that included scientific and
practice-based leaders presenting their cutting-edge work
and bi-monthly network meetings that featured brief
presentations on methodological advancements and
provided opportunities for the Coordinating Center,
DNPAO, Active People Healthy Nation partners and other
members to showcase events, products, accomplishments
and upcoming opportunities.
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Figure 1. PAPREN organizational structure, 2019-2024.
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Over the five-year cycle, PAPREN supported six Work were supported by fellows, typically trainees or junior
Groups. Work Groups supported PAPREN’s goals by faculty, who supported Work Group logistics and led or
leading small, collaborative research and translational participated on projects.

projects that help build the evidence-base. They also
provided a convening space for members interested in the
Work Group topics and built awareness hosting
presentations from practitioners and researchers on relevant
initiatives and topics. Four Work Groups focused on
community design and physical activity in specific areas.
These included: Health Equity, Parks and Greenspace,
Rural Active Living, and Transportation Policy and
Planning. In addition, PAPREN co-supported a Business
and Industry Work Group with the National Physical
Activity Plan Business and Industry Sector, and a School
Wellness Work Group with PAPREN’s sister network, the
Nutrition and Obesity Policy Research and Evaluation
Network (NOPREN) (Vasquez et al., 2023). Work Group
topics were selected through a combination of DNPAO and
member priorities. Work Groups were led by co-chairs
along with the Executive Committee, who together
comprised the PAPREN Steering Committee. Work Groups

Evaluation of PAPREN is essential to understand the
network’s impact, identify gaps and make improvements to
better serve the network’s members and the broader field of
physical activity policy research and practice. The CDC’s
Scientific Impact Framework (SIF) provides guidance on
how knowledge generated from scientific findings can be
used to influence public health, beyond peer-reviewed
publications. SIF includes five inter-related domains of
impact (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention):
creating awareness, catalyzing action, disseminating
science, effecting change, and shaping the future. These
domains were adapted to be appropriate for evaluating the
impact of the network on its members and the field of
physical activity policy and practice more broadly. The
purpose of this study is to evaluate impact of the 2019-2024
cycle of PAPREN using an adapted version of the CDC’s
SIF (see Table 1).
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Table 1. PAPREN activities and accomplishments by Science Impact Framework (SIF) domains, 2019-2024.

SIF Domain

Definition

Activities and Accomplishments

Creating Awareness

Providing PAPREN members with
opportunities to learn about cutting-
edge topics, resources and
opportunities (e.g., educational, grants)
relevant to physical activity policy.

51 newsletters, open rate range=32%-78%

19 Grand Rounds held, average attendance=94

19 Network meetings held, average attendance=95
138 Work Group speaker presentations

Catalyzing Action

Conducting projects that address
practice-informed research gaps.

25 projects conducted

Disseminating Science

Sharing PAPREN-generated research
through multiple formats for scientific
and non-scientific audiences and
keeping members abreast of new
scientific findings related to physical
activity policy.

26 manuscripts published or in press
40 presentations
10 research briefs or other products

work of PAPREN members and
providing opportunities for new

Effecting Change Fostering opportunities for members N/A
for networking and professional
development.
Shaping the Future Influencing future directions of the 19 fellows

investigators.

Methods

Evaluation Design

A mixed methods approach was used to evaluate
PAPREN for the 2019-2024 cycle. The two methods used
included comprehensive tracking of PAPREN activities and
a survey of members. This evaluation was determined not
to be human subjects research by the UMass Chan Medical
School Institutional Review Board.

Tracking

All PAPREN activities were systematically tracked in a
database developed and maintained by the PAPREN
Coordinating Center team over the five-year funding
period. Metrics included membership enrollment,
communications, speaker events, projects and products
generated from them and PAPREN fellows. Data was
routinely entered into the database and reviewed by the
Executive Committee for data quality. Total numbers of
activities in each category were aggregated across the five-
year cycle and classified according to SIF domain using
frequency distributions.

Member survey

A web-based annual survey of PAPREN members was
conducted between May and August 2024. The survey was
conducted online using REDCap (Harris et al., 2019; Harris
et al., 2009). An invitation to participate was sent to all
individuals on the PAPREN membership list and described
the purpose of the evaluation, which was to summarize
members’ experiences in the network and to inform future
network activities. Reminder emails were sent biweekly for
8 weeks. Results were summarized using descriptive
frequency distributions.

All survey items, including those associated with the
SIF, were developed by the PAPREN Coordinating Center
team members. The survey assessed respondent

background characteristics, including professional
affiliation, discipline trained in, and number of years
participated in the Network. The survey also included
questions that aligned with the five SIF domains. The items
in the creating awareness domain asked about specific
PAPREN activities. For these questions, participants were
first asked if they were familiar with (i.e., PAPREN
communications) or had ever participated in (i.e., speaker
events) the activity. For those who reported yes, a follow-
up question asked participants to rate the usefulness
(PAPREN communications) or their satisfaction (speaker
events) with the activity. The items in the catalyzing action
domain asked about participation in PAPREN Work
Groups, and for those who participated, their satisfaction
with the Work Group. The items in the disseminating
science domain asked respondents to rate the extent to
which PAPREN helps them stay on top of what’s going on
in the field and the extent to which PAPREN disseminates
information about new resources in the field. The effecting
change domain items asked about the extent to which
PAPREN helps them network with colleagues and provides
professional development opportunities. The item in the
shaping the future domain assessed the extent to which
PAPREN informs future directions of work. Ratings for all
questions were on a five-point scale with response options
ranging from not at all to extremely. The not at all and to a
little extent responses were combined because of small cell
sizes. Frequency distributions were generated for each
item.

Results

PAPREN Membership and Survey Respondent
Characteristics

During the 2019-2024 cycle of the network,

membership increased from 215 to 1,044 total members, as
shown in Figure 2. Of these, 46% worked in academia,
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16% in government and 38% in other sectors, as indicated
by email domains. Members represent all 50 US states, the

Figure 2. PAPREN membership growth, 2019-2024 funding cycle.
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Table 2 presents the characteristics of the survey
respondents. Ninety-five individuals fully or partially
completed the evaluation survey (~9.1 % response rate).
Seventy-seven of the respondents answered the question
about the sector that they are employed in and 73 answered
the question about their disciplinary training. Of these,
49.4% worked in academia, 23.4% worked in government

District of Columbia, 1 Tribal nation and 17 countries
outside of the US.

1044
935

and the remaining 27.2% in other sectors. The most
common disciplines trained in included public health
(60.3%), behavioral or social sciences (41.1%) and
kinesiology (23.3%). Notably, 19.2% of the respondents
were trained in parks, recreation, or leisure studies,
planning, or transportation.

Table 2. Characteristics of PAPREN members who completed the 2024 evaluation survey (n=95).

%
Current sector/role (n=77%)
Academic 49.4%
Advocate 5.2%
Government official or employee 23.4%
Practitioner, non-government 7.8%
Student 7.8%
Other 6.5%
Field or discipline hold degree (n=73%)
Behavioral or social sciences 41.1%
Kinesiology 23.3%
Parks, recreation or leisure studies 11.0%
Planning 6.8%
Public health, including epidemiology 60.3%
Transportation 1.4%
Other 26.0%
Years involved with PAPREN (and prior network
iterations) (n=76%)
<1 10.5%
1-4 57.9%
5-10 21.1%
11+ 10.5%

*The overall survey sample size was n=95. The number of responses varies for items noted with an * in cases where there was

missing data to that particular response option.
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Evaluation Results by SIF Domain

Table 1 describes PAPREN activities according to SIF
domain, with Table 3 presenting results of the survey by
SIF domain. PAPREN activities and survey results are
summarized below by SIF domain.

Table 3. PAPREN member survey results by Science Impact Framework domains, 2024 (n=95).

%
Creating Awareness
Familiar with the PAPREN Post newsletter (n=79%)
Yes 86.1%
No 13.9%
How useful is the PAPREN Post newsletter (among those who were familiar
with it and read it) (n=63%*)
Extremely 17.5%
Very 52.4%
Somewhat 27.0%
A little/Not at all 3.2%
Ever visited the PAPREN website (n=78*)
Yes 87.2%
No 12.8%
How useful is the PAPREN website (among those who visited it) (n=65%*)
Extremely 16.9%
Very 44.6%
Somewhat 27.7%
A little/Not at all 10.7%
Attended Grand Rounds presentation (n=69%*)
Yes 89.9%
No 10.1%
How satistied with PAPREN Grand Rounds (among those who definitely
attended or were unsure) (n=74*)
Extremely 33.8%
Very 51.4%
Somewhat 14.9%
A little/Not at all 0.0%
Attended PAPREN Network Meeting (n=71%)
Yes 91.5%
No 8.5%
How satistied with PAPREN Network Meeting (among those who definitely
attended or were unsure) (n=73%)
Extremely 38.4%
Very 39.7%
Somewhat 19.2%
A little/Not at all 2.8%
Catalyzing Action
Member of a PAPREN Work Group (n=81%)
Yes 72.8%
No 27.2%
How satisfied with PAPREN Work Group (among those who were members)
(n=58%)
Extremely 46.6%
Very 37.9%
Somewhat 13.8%
A little/Not at all 1.7%
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Disseminating Science

To what extent does PAPREN help you stay on top of what’s going on in the

field of physical activity policy research? (n=94*)
Extremely 37.2%
Very 43.6%
Somewhat 13.8%
A little/Not at all 5.3%

To what extent does PAPREN disseminate information about new resources

in the field?
Extremely 37.9%
Very 42.1%
Somewhat 14.7%
A little/Not at all 5.3%

Effecting Change

To what extent does PAPREN help you network with colleagues (n=93%*)
Extremely 29.0%
Very 30.1%
Somewhat 33.3%
A little/Not at all 7.5%

To what extent does PAPREN provide you with professional development

opportunities (n=94%*)
Extremely 23.4%
Very 41.5%
Somewhat 25.5%
A little/Not at all 9.6%

Shaping the Future

To what extent does PAPREN inform future directions of your work?

(n=94%)
Extremely 18.1%
Very 38.3%
Somewhat 34.0%
A little/Not at all 9.6%

*The overall survey sample size was n=95. The number of responses varies for items noted with an * in cases where there was
missing data to that particular response option in addition to any skip patterns note

Creating Awareness

PAPREN produced 51 newsletters and held 176
speaker events during the 2019-2024 cycle. Most survey
respondents were familiar with the newsletter (86.1%), had
visited the website (87.2%) and had attended a Grand
Rounds (89.9%) and Network (91.5%) speaker event. Of
those who indicated engagement with/participation in each
of these, the majority found the newsletter (69.9%) and
website (61.5%) to be extremely or very useful and were
extremely or very satisfied with the Grand Rounds (85.2%)
and Network (78.1%) speaker events.

Catalyzing Action

The six PAPREN Work Groups led 25 projects.
Projects covered topics such as healthy community design,
displacement and equity strategies in the US; rural
comprehensive planning; equity in physical activity
research; recommendations for keeping parks open during
the pandemic and active transportation provisions like safe
slow streets interventions in municipal COVID orders
(Serrano et al., 2023; Charron et al., 2021; John et al.,
2023; Slater et al, 2020; Dean et al., 2023). Among survey
respondents, 72.8% were members of a Work Group. Of
these, 84.5% indicated being extremely or very satisfied
with the Work Group.

Disseminating Science

PAPREN projects generated 26 manuscripts, 40
presentations, and 10 practitioner-focused products, with
several more that will be finalized in the near future. The
products were generated for use by audiences at multiple
levels from local to international. Dissemination channels
included conference presentations and invited
presentations, the PAPREN newsletter and social media,
and inclusion in the partner newsletters and
communications. The majority of survey respondents
reported that PAPREN helps them stay on top of what’s
going on in the field (80.8% extremely or very), and that
PAPREN disseminates information about new resources in
the field (80.0% extremely or very).

Effecting Change

The majority of respondents rated the extent to which
PAPREN helps network with colleagues (59.1%) and
provides professional development opportunities (64.9%)
as extremely or very.

Shaping the Future

The majority of respondents (56.4%) rated as extremely
or very the extent to which PAPREN informs future
directions of their work.
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Discussion

This mixed methods evaluation demonstrates the
important role that PAPREN has played in supporting the
field of physical activity policy research. PAPREN has
accomplished its goals of serving as a convening space,
supporting professional capacity building and collaborative
opportunities among members that included both
practitioners and researchers, and generating new research
evidence and associated tools to support translation of
research to practice in the physical activity policy and
evaluation research and practice field.

PAPREN utilizes the thematic network approach
developed by the CDC and its Prevention Research Centers
program. Other thematic networks have focused on topics
such as cancer prevention and control, nutrition and obesity
and epilepsy management, and evaluations have found
these networks to be impactful in serving as a convening
space and leading important research on their topics of
focus (Lemon et al., 2021; Sajatovic et al., 2017; Vasquez
et al., 2023; White et al., 2019). While each of these
networks differs somewhat in its structure and function,
they each bring together a broad array of members and add
to their respective fields through innovative research. The
results of this evaluation indicate that PAPREN’s approach
to the thematic network model is an innovative, effective
approach for bringing together individuals from research
and practice across multiple sectors who are committed to
accomplishing similar goals. Similarly, we found that
CDC’s SIF provides a useful framework for network
evaluation.

From 2019 to 2024, PAPREN membership increased
approximately four-fold. Participation of members who are
not academic researchers, from government staff and from
disciplines responsible for transportation, land use and
parks, trails and greenway infrastructure were priorities for
the 2019-2024 funding cycle. Partnering with practice-
focused agencies was key to accomplishing this increasing
in membership. The PAPREN Executive Committee
worked closely with organizational members of DNPAQO’s
Active People Healthy Nation initiative and other
organizations to outreach about PAPREN to their
members/audiences. Example outreach methods included
informational flyers distributed through their listservs,
presentations made to their members, and guest blog posts.
The proportion of members from academia decreased from
55.35% at the beginning of the cycle to 49.4% at the end.
There was also a notable increase in members representing
government (7.44% to 23.4%); ~19% of survey
respondents were trained in parks, recreation, or leisure
studies, planning, or transportation. A large body of
research has demonstrated the critical influence of the built
environment, including transportation, land use design and
parks and greenspace on physical activity. (Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention, 2017; Guide to

Community Preventive Services, 2023; Young et al., 2020).

As the focus of physical activity policy work shifts to
implementation of evidence-based recommendations and
best practices, the role of cross-sector partners becomes

even more crucial. PAPREN has made notable progress in
serving as a convening space across these sectors.

Results of this evaluation indicate that PAPREN has
been more successful in making impact in three SIF
domains: creating awareness, catalyzing action, and
dissemination science. Collectively, these are more
proximal impacts and can be mapped more immediately
onto PAPREN activities. PAPREN communications and
presentations are designed to create awareness of
contemporary topics in the field. PAPREN Work Groups
are charged with catalyzing action through the conduct of
practice-relevant research projects and disseminating
findings broadly in multiple formats to potential users and
other interest holders, including practitioners, CDC staff
and researchers.

The evaluation also identified room for improvement,
particularly in the SIF domain of effecting change. We
operationalized effecting change as fostering opportunities
for members for networking and professional development.
PAPREN hosted networking gatherings at the annual
Active Live Conference. However, as a national, largely
virtual network, and due to the COVID-19 pandemic,
facilitating networking opportunities was a challenge. The
primary opportunity for professional development offered
by PAPREN is through participation in Work Group
projects and the development of associated products. This
is particularly valuable for members given that Work
Group members are not compensated for their participation.
However, opportunities for networking are limited given
that the Work Groups are unfunded, and we also recognize
that participation can be time-intensive and of greater value
to academic members. In the next cycle, we will work with
PAPREN members to identify feasible yet valuable
opportunities for professional development for non-
academic members.

Regarding the extent to which PAPREN influences the
future direction of members’ work, more than half
indicated “extremely or very”, one-third indicated
“somewhat”, and less than 10% indicated “a little” or “not
at all”. Given that PAPREN seeks to engage members
whose work is aligned with the network’s goals, this more
modest response is not surprising. In fact, even shaping
future directions “somewhat”, presumably by exposing
members to the latest evidence and resources and practice-
based successes that can inform their work, may be viewed
as a positive. PAPREN also supported 19 fellows during
the 2019-2024 cycle. They included master’s students,
doctoral candidates and post-doctoral fellows, in programs
ranging from public health to parks, recreation and tourism
management to civil engineering. Fellows typically served
one-year terms, and all received a stipend in recognition of
their work. In the final years of the cycle, they received
travel support to attend the Active Living
Conference. Qualitative feedback indicates that the fellows
benefited from networking and professional development
opportunities provided by their experiences in Work
Groups and PAPREN’s support of their attendance at the
Active Living Conference.
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This evaluation has limitations. The survey response
rate was low, and respondents may differ in important ways
from non-respondents. In particular, respondents may be
more involved in network activities than non-respondents.
There was also missing data on individual survey
questions. The evaluation also did not capture in-depth
information on members’ experiences because of the
tracking and survey methods that were used. Additional
resources to support qualitative methods that capture in-
depth information on members’ experiences and
preferences would have enhanced this evaluation. We were
similarly unable to systematically track activities that align
with the effecting change SIF domain from PAPREN
members.

This evaluation assessed how PAPREN has played an
important role as a convening space for professionals
focused on promoting physical activity through policy-
based approaches and cross-sector partners with
complementary goals, especially related to community
design. We observed that PAPREN has established a cross-
sector network and provided opportunities for learning,
networking and collaboration. PAPREN has also played an
important role in advancing physical activity research,
bringing together members from varied perspectives to
collaborate on issues grounded in real world practice.
Opportunities for growth include further promoting
professional development and networking. The next cycle
of PAPREN (2024-2029) will build from these results and
continue to support the field of physical activity policy,
guided by the SIF. Ongoing evaluation of PAPREN will be
necessary to continue to demonstrate the network’s
effectiveness. PAPREN can serve as a model for other
networks designed to increase applied research and to use
research findings to inform practice.
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