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BACKGROUND  

First 5 LA is committed to ensuring that children and families throughout Los Angeles County 
thrive where they live, learn, play and work through strategies that improve access to healthy 
food, transportation, parks and open space. This dedication to “Improving Places and 
Spaces” is just one component of First 5 LA’s broader Strategic Plan, Focusing for the 
Future, which lays out a clear path for First 5 LA to strengthen communities, families and 
improve outcomes for children prenatal to age five in Los Angeles County.  
 
To implement its strategic vision, First 5 LA invests in Best Start Communities (BSC), a 
placed-based approach in 14 communities across Los Angeles County to build community 
capacity for cultivating healthy, nurturing and enriching environments for children so that 
they are ready to succeed in school and life. BSC partnerships provide foundational 
infrastructure for current and future work within Los Angeles County to improve policies, 
systems and environments that impact families. Each of the 14 BSC partnerships has its 
own membership and governance body that consists of parents, residents, CBOs, faith-
based organizations, government representatives and other stakeholders. What First 5 LA 
learns in the 14 BSC partnerships helps inform its countywide efforts to ensure better 
outcomes for young children through numerous approaches, including increasing access to 
healthy food. 
 
First 5 LA has established Healthy 
Food Guidelines as a first step in 
promoting nutrition education and 
increased healthy food access for 
Best Start Communities. Informed 
by First 5 LA staff and BSC 
representatives, the Healthy Food 
Guidelines reflect a collective vision 
for healthy food starting at First 5 LA 
meetings, but ultimately expanding 
into broader communities. 
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WHY HEALTHY FOOD? 

Healthy food is an essential component of living a healthy life. Healthy nutrition habits are 
associated with longer life expectancy, lower risk of preventable chronic disease, and even 
improved academic performance1. However, everyone does not have equal access to 
healthy food options. Historical and structural influences such as public and private sector 
divestment from low-income communities of color and land use barriers have contributed 
to a lack of grocery stores, farmers’ markets, and other healthy food retail outlets in particular 
neighborhoods2. These areas are commonly called food deserts3.  
 
Nearly all Best Start Communities are located in food deserts regions. These same 
communities suffer from disproportionate rates of poor nutrition and food-related disease. 
For example, 40% of children in the Antelope Valley, where the Lancaster BSC is located, 
drink at least one sugar-sweetened beverage a day—nearly three times the rate for children 
in the more affluent community of West LA.  Sugar-sweetened beverages, and other 
unhealthy foods, contribute to chronic diseases such as diabetes and heart disease well into 
adulthood. Therefore, it is no surprise that almost 14% of adults in the Antelope Valley have 
been diagnosed with diabetes, compared to only 4.5% of West LA adults. Rates are similarly 
high for hypertension and high cholesterol among communities surrounding all BSCs4. 
 
Through nutrition education, improved healthy food access and lifestyle changes—children, 
families and communities can transform their eating habits and reduce risk of food-related 
disease5. 
 

                                            
1 Florence, M. D., Asbridge, M., & Veugelers, P. J. (2008). Diet quality and academic performance. Journal 
of school health, 78(4), 209-215. 
2 Walker, R. E., Keane, C. R., & Burke, J. G. (2010). Disparities and access to healthy food in the United 
States: A review of food deserts literature. Health & place, 16(5), 876-884. 
3 Cummins, S. (2014). Food deserts. The Wiley Blackwell Encyclopedia of Health, Illness, Behavior, and 
Society. 
4 Source: 2015 Los Angeles County Health Survey; Office of Health Assessment and Epidemiology, Los 
Angeles County Department of Public Health. 
5  Parmer, S. M., Salisbury-Glennon, J., Shannon, D., & Struempler, B. (2009). School gardens: an 
experiential learning approach for a nutrition education program to increase fruit and vegetable knowledge, 
preference, and consumption among second-grade students. Journal of nutrition education and 
behavior, 41(3), 212-217. 
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HEALTHY FOOD GUIDELINES: A PART OF THE SOLUTION 

First 5 LA serves food at close to fifty 
community meetings per month across the 
14 BSCs and at on-site convenings. To 
address the lack of standardized guidelines 
food served at meetings, First 5 LA sought 
to establish Healthy Food Guidelines 
(HFG) which serve as a tool to educate 
participants on nutrition and ensure food 
options at meetings are healthy, cost 
effective and culturally relevant. By working 
with local vendors on implementing the 
HFGs, these guidelines can also help build 
the capacity of local food businesses within 
BSC communities to sell healthier food 
options. 
 
First 5 LA staff and BSC members believe in purchasing healthy, nutritious, local, affordable, 
and culturally relevant foods that meet the diverse taste preferences and dietary needs of all 
community members. They believe food served should honor their commitment as key 
partners in First 5 LA’s strategic vision and should support their own individual desires for a 
healthy diet. This report captures the values and beliefs expressed by contributors and 
provides specific recommendations for how to implement them in a way that has catalytic 
impacts on improving healthy food access in surrounding built environments. This report is 
also complemented by a toolkit that incorporates direct feedback and suggestions from 
engaged participants as well as research on best practices for providing healthy food at 
meeting. Both this report and the toolkit are intended to be resources for BSC members, 
First 5 LA meeting coordinators, and vendors, as well as the broader public. 
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COMMUNITY INSIGHTS: GUIDING VALUES FOR FOOD AT 
FIRST 5 LA 

The Los Angeles Food Policy 
Council (LAFPC) was selected to 
work with BSC representatives and 
First 5 LA staff to develop Healthy 
Food Guidelines (HFG). Input was 
gathered through numerous 
discussions with relevant 
stakeholders, including a half-day 
meeting and focus group with close 
to 30 BSC members and staff.   
 
The themes that emerged from the 
focus group and subsequent discussions include: 

Culturally Relevant Food for All  

Culturally relevant food is a key priority for BSC members. Some recognize cultural relevance 
as an important part of making healthy food more accessible to BSC members. Having 
culturally relevant food prepared in a healthy way can make nutritious options more familiar, 
appealing and more likely to be eaten. Others noted that having culturally diverse food 
options could require an adjustment for some participants as they get exposed to new foods 
they may not have eaten before. Most participants agreed that they wanted the food served 
at BSC meetings to more adequately reflect the cultural diversity of their neighborhoods.  
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“We are very multi-cultured and we need to be comfortable with 

tolerating different foods.” – Best Start Community Member 

 
BSC members value the cultural relevance of food and respect diversity within their 
communities.  

Tasty and Nutritious 

Options  

The taste and nutrition of food was the 
most common, reoccurring theme 
within the discussions. BSC members 
want food that is less processed, and 
has less sugar, carbs, salt, and 
unhealthy fats. They also want healthier 
foods like fruits, vegetables, and grains that taste good and look appealing to eat. Best Start 
Community members believe that healthy food does not need to be bland or tasteless. 
 
  

What does the research say? 
The World Health Organization (WHO) suggests the following guidelines for a 
healthy diet:  

• Include fruits, vegetables, legumes, nuts, and whole grains;  
• Limit the consumption of salt which can contribute to high blood pressure 

and increased risk for heart disease and stroke; 
• Limit the consumption of free sugars, which can lead to obesity, diabetes, 

and tooth decay. Free sugars are all sugars added to foods or drinks by 
the manufacturer, cook or consumer and the sugars naturally present in 
honey, syrups, fruit juices and fruit juice concentrates;  

• Reduce the amount of saturated and trans fat that one consumes. 
 

Figure 1 
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members also shared the importance of recognizing varying dietary needs and preferences. 
Some members may be lactose-intolerant or may struggle with diseases such as 
hypertension and diabetes. Some members may follow a vegan, vegetarian or gluten-free 
diet. All First 5 LA meetings should support the health needs of attendees. Instead, members 
shared that it is sometimes challenging to maintain a healthy diet while attending BSC 
meetings. One member shared that she is trying to eat and live healthier. However, when 
she attended a half day meeting, she ended up having to eat a sandwich that was “mostly 
bread, no vegetables, and just a little ham” because she was hungry after a long meeting. 
Another member shared that she brings her own breakfast to the meetings because the 
breakfast usually provided is not healthy.  
 

 
“Often times we don’t understand [that] people have chronic diseases. 

You’re encouraging them to eat but they can’t because it’s not healthy 

for them.” – Best Start Community Member 

 
BSC members value food that is nutritious, tastes good and meets the diverse 
health and dietary needs of participants.  

Variety and Choice 

Having a variety of food served at meetings is also a priority for BSC members who like 
being able to choose from multiple options for a meal. For example, one member 
appreciated how they could choose between brown rice and white rice at the lunch served 
at the focus group. Members also value having variety across the BSC meetings so the 
same food is not served every time. 
 
BSC members value being able to choose from a variety of foods during meetings 
and between meetings.  

Quality and Fresh Selections 

BSC members are also concerned with the quality of food served at meetings. Two main 
issues repeatedly came up in discussion—whether produce offered at meetings is in season 
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and how food is grown. BSC members want organic, locally grown produce that is seasonal 
and fresh.  
 
BSC members value the quality of food which is reflected in where and how the 
food was grown. 

Healthy Food for Children  

Children are often at BSC meetings and should receive healthy, child-appropriate meals and 
snacks while they are there. Children should not necessarily be served the same meals as 
adults since some options are not child-friendly and may be difficult for them to eat [i.e.: 
large pieces of chicken, spicy foods, etc.]. However, children should not be served junk 
foods, like corndogs and chips, as alternatives either. BSC members want vendors to 
provide healthy and child-appropriate meals and snacks for their kids. BSC members value 
providing children with food that is healthy and child friendly because healthy habits start 
young. Exposing children to nutritious foods early on leads to healthier, more productive 
lives in the future. 
 
BSC members value providing children with food that is healthy and child friendly.  
 

What does the research say? 
 
Balance and portion control are key components of a healthy diet. The US 
Department of Agriculture states that a healthy meal should be comprised of 
fruits, vegetables, grains, and protein. Using its MyPlate tool 
(choosemyplate.gov), half of one’s plate should be fruits and vegetables, while 
grains and protein should each make up about a quarter of the plate. While 
balance and portion size is important, each individual’s diet needs are unique 
based on factors such as height, weight, age, sex, and level of physical activity.  

 

Figure 2 
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Balanced Meal Portions 

Portion control and balance are also important to BSC members.  In order to help members 
eat healthier portions, First 5 LA can serve food using pre-packing the plates, smaller plates, 
offering smaller versions of items, hiring a server, and/or displaying a sample plate with 
healthy portions. Having a healthy balance of food items is important to BSC members as 
well. One member shared that instead of filling up on carbohydrates like rice and bread, half 
of a person’s plate should be fruits and vegetables. 
 
BSC members value having a healthy balance of food portions.  

Education at Meetings  

BSC members repeatedly expressed their desire for health and nutrition education at 
meetings. Meetings can provide an opportunity for them to learn more about nutrition. As 
leaders in their communities, they can then share what they have learned with others. 
Members suggested education ideas such as including recipes and nutritional information 
about the food being served, having cooking demonstrations at meetings and labeling 
healthy food options. 
 

“As parents, we must educate ourselves first and then our children 

have the example to eat salads, fruit, less meat and sugary drinks. We 

are their first teachers.” – Best Start Community Member  

 
 
BSC members value health and nutrition education at meetings to empower 
themselves with knowledge to share with their children, families and communities.  

Inclusive Food Selection Processes 

BSC members are also interested in becoming more involved in the food selection process.  
Members want to have input in which vendors are selected and what food is being served. 
Some recommend collectively creating menus or voting on menus. They also suggest taking 
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turns deciding the menu for each meeting so all cultures and preferences can be 
accommodated.  
 

“Each community can have a vote process to decide what to eat. The 

important thing is we give each other the opportunity to have options 

for what we want to eat.”  – Best Start Community Member  

 
BSC members value being able to participate and contribute to the food selection 
process for meetings. 

Local Vendors That Understand BSC Needs  

BSC members want to work with a 
variety of local vendors who can provide 
healthy options. These vendors should 
understand the health needs and 
preferences of the communities they 
serve. BSC members hope to support 
vendors who are already providing 
healthy food options to the community. 
Members also desire more affordable 
vendors, and more financial resources 
to support the partnerships’ priorities 
for healthy food.  
 
“For healthy foods to take place in our communities, I think it is based 

on the person [vendor] you hire, they need to be well informed.”  

– Best Start Community Member  

 
BSC members value working with local vendors who understand their health 
needs.  
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VISION FOR HEALTHY FOOD IN COMMUNITIES 

Engaging with Best Start Communities to develop Healthy Food Guidelines is the beginning 
of a broader effort to improve healthy food access. Leading by example, First 5 LA and its 
BSCs can use the guidelines to bring their vision for a healthy food system to life, starting 
with their own meetings. Focus group participants can share what they learned through this 
project with their fellow BSC members and continue to become stronger advocates and 
champions for their communities. This is also the beginning of First 5 LA’s effort to use the 
food procurement process to 
shape the larger community 
food system by supporting 
healthy, affordable options in 
local communities.  
 
BSC members also value 
creating a vision for a healthy 
food system in their broader 
community. We heard interest in 
the following topics: 

Institutional Foods  

Multiple BSC members expressed interest in improving the nutrition, quality, and taste of 
food served at local institutions, such as schools. Members shared how the food at schools 
is often packaged, full of preservatives, and regularly wasted.  BSC members also suggested 
getting involved with local government to educate local officials about nutrition and advocate 
for better food for their children.  
 
Though it was not specifically discussed, childcare centers are also institutions where young 
children are served food. To further its goal of improving access to healthy food, First 5 LA 
and its BSC members can advocate for healthy food at childcare centers in addition to 
schools.  
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Institutional procurement policies such as the Good Food Purchasing Program6 
can provide a framework for childcare centers and facilities to not only provide 
nutritious and healthy food but also support a fairer and more sustainable food system.  

Healthy Food Retail Options  

BSC members identified an interest in increasing healthy food retail options, including 
grocery stores, healthy corner stores and farmers’ markets, in their communities. However, 
members represent diverse communities across LA County and have different experiences 
accessing healthy foods in their neighborhoods so there is no one-size-fits all solution. For 
example, while stores in some communities market unhealthy foods like candy and chips in 
the check-out aisles, other stores have a “healthy check-out aisle” where there is no junk 
food displayed. Similarly, some BSC members often travel across multiple cities to access 
their preferred grocery store while others have quality grocery options within walking 
distance of their homes. Other BSC members mentioned that they have access to grocery 
stores in their neighborhoods, but the quality of the food is poor—citing rotting food and the 
presence of vermin. 
 
Everyone deserves access to healthy, quality food options. We must have a diverse 
set of strategies to improve food access in each BSC community. 
 

What does the research say? 
 
Food insecurity is commonly described as being without reliable access to a 
sufficient quantity of affordable, nutritious food. In Los Angeles County, 27.7% of 
households under 300% of the federal poverty line and with children are food 
insecure. To help address some of the financial barriers to food security and 
healthy food access, participants can utilize various federally funded resources 
including CalFresh (California’s SNAP program) and WIC. In LA County where only 
66% of potentially eligible individuals receive the benefit, connecting more 
families to this resource will give them more money to afford healthy food. 
Families can also access other supplemental voucher programs such as Market 

                                            
6 For more information about the Good Food Purchasing Program visit: www.goodfoodcities.org.  
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Match and Fruit and Vegetable Prescription (Rx) that provide $10 to $30 a month 
in produce vouchers.  

 

Figure 3  

Food Security and Affordability   

While BSC members desire healthy and nutritious food options, they also find it difficult to 
balance their busy schedules while prioritizing access to affordable, healthy food. As college 
students busy managing their school loads or parents working 10 to 12-hour shifts, BSC 
members struggle to prioritize health and nutrition over convenience and affordability. They 
sometimes resort to less healthy fast food options because they are cheaper, accessible, 
and more convenient. Affordability is also a barrier to accessing healthier food. Some BSC 
members shared that healthy food options like small markets and farmers’ markets closed 
in their neighborhoods because “the food was too expensive”.  
 
We can help address the root cause of food insecurity—poverty—by supporting 
local businesses and better jobs through Good Food procurement. We can also 
support policies that increase the affordability of healthy food options through 
programs like SNAP and WIC for children and families (see figure 3). 

Nutrition Information and Resources   

BSC members are also interested in making more informed choices about the food they 
cook in their homes and purchase in their communities. Members want to learn how to read 
nutrition labels and how to cook healthy food on an affordable budget. They also want to 
learn about where their food comes from, how it is grown, and the implications of non-
organic and genetically modified foods on health. BSC members are interested in 
connecting with community resources such as the Market Match program at farmers’ 
markets (see figure 3).   
 
BSC members recommend new approaches to educating their communities. Instead of only 
sharing printed materials, members suggest holding workshops and interactive events like 
food demonstrations where they can practice what they learn. Workshops can give 
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participants a chance to ask questions and learn from each other instead of relying solely 
on a fact sheet.  
 
The BSC meetings can help build the capacity of members to be stronger healthy 
food advocates and peer-educators in their communities.  
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HEALTHY FOOD GUIDELINES 

First 5 LA’s Healthy Food Guidelines are more than just a set of nutrition standards for meals. 
They are a comprehensive package of guiding values, implementation tools and 
recommendations to help First 5 LA implement healthy food standards and nutrition 
education at meetings. The guidelines consist of: 
 

Healthy Food Guiding Values: Based on feedback provided by participants, we 
developed the following list of values that First 5 LA can use to guide their meal selection, 
food procurement and nutrition education processes. These values represent key themes 
derived from engagement with BSC members and First 5 LA staff on Healthy Food 
Guidelines and reflect their most important priorities for improving the food served at 
meetings. Each value is accompanied with recommended practices that can assist with 
implementation.  
 

Healthy Food Guidelines Implementation Tools: First 5 LA can work with 
small, local vendors to use these guidelines and tools to develop healthier food options for 
Best Start Community meetings. These tools include resources created directly from 
suggestions provided by BSC members, supplemented with information collected from 
local, national, and international standards for health and nutrition.  
 
Procurement Strategies and Recommendations: In addition to using the 
guidelines and tools shared above, First 5 LA can also implement the following 
recommendations to ensure its procurement process reflects the values of its BSC 
members. This section includes are examples of possible steps First 5 LA can take to 
operationalize each recommendation.  
 
It is our hope that these guidelines not only serve as tools for supporting healthier food at 
First 5 LA meetings, but set a precedent for healthier food access in neighborhoods 
surrounding Best Start Communities. 
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HEALTHY FOOD GUIDING VALUES 

First 5 LA Best Start Communities (BSC) believe in purchasing healthy, nutritious, local, 
affordable, and culturally relevant foods that meet the diverse taste preferences and dietary 
needs of all community members. They believe food served should honor their commitment 
as volunteers and should support their own desires for a healthy diet. The following values 
should guide First 5 LA’s meal selection and food procurement processes to ensure that 
food provided at First 5 LA meetings reflect the priorities of communities they serve. 
 
Each Healthy Food Guiding Value is accompanied with recommended practices that can help 
First 5 LA implement them.    
 
Best Start Communities value:  
 

1. Culturally relevant food that reflects the diversity within their 
communities. 

• Survey BSC participants to collect ideas for culturally-relevant healthy foods to serve;  
• Diversify the vendor pool and the cuisines offered for each BSC. 

2. Food that is nutritious, tastes good and meets the various health 
and dietary needs of BSC members. 

• Survey BSC members to better understand their health and dietary needs; 
• Use herbs, spices, and a diverse array of vegetables to add flavor and color  

3. A variety of food choices at meetings.  

• Provide at least two vegetable options and two grain options for each meal;  
• Rotate the type of cuisines that are served for each meeting within each BSC. 

4. Quality food, which is reflected in where and how the food is 
grown.   

• Request vendors to identify which of the items they use are organic;  
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• Request vendors to spotlight one item (vegetable, fruit, etc.) that is grown locally.  

5. Kids’ meals that are healthy and child-friendly.  

• Work with vendors to develop a child-friendly version of the meal served to adults;  
• Develop a list of child-friendly meal and snack options (unsweetened peanut butter 

and no-sugar added jam sandwiches on whole wheat bread, celery sticks and 
peanut butter, etc.) that First 5 LA can request vendors provide for meetings. (See 
pg. 25). 

6. A healthy balance of food portions.  

• Display a “MyPlate” sign behind the food serving table at every meeting;  
• Create a sample display of the meal served with balanced, healthy portions. 

7. Health and nutrition education at meetings to share with 
communities.  

• Create a flyer spotlighting the health benefits of foods featured in the meal or a 
“fruit/vegetable/grain of the month” and spend 5-10 minutes in the beginning of each 
meeting discussing it;  

• Share community opportunities (i.e. cooking demos, nutrition workshops, etc.) that 
participants can attend to learn more about health and nutrition education.  

8. The ability to participate in and contribute to the food selection 
process for meetings. 

• Issue a survey to participants to collect ideas for healthy menu items; 
• Invite BSC members to recommend local vendors who serve healthy food. 

9. Local vendors who understand their health needs.  

• Send outreach materials to local vendors when vendor pool opens; 
• Provide vendors with Healthy Food Guidelines Toolkit.



 
 

                 
20 

Healthy Food Guidelines Toolkit 

Healthy Food Guidelines (2018) 
 

 
RECOMMENDED FOOD AND BEVERAGE LIMITS 
 
Adapted from American Heart Association Food Procurement Guidelines, these 
recommendations consist of specific limits on the caloric, sugar, sodium, saturated fat and 
trans fat content of food and beverage options served at meetings. 
 

Calorie Limits 
Snack foods, side dishes, desserts, single item foods: <200 kcal/serving 
Entrees: <500 kcal/serving 
Meals: <750 kcal/serving 

Sodium Limits 
Snack foods, side dishes, desserts, single item foods: <230 mg/serving 
Entrees: <480 mg/serving 
Meals: <600 mg/serving 

Saturated Fat Limits 
All foods: <10% saturated fat/ serving 

Trans Fat Limits 
Zero grams trans fat as labeled 

Sugar Limits (For Beverages) 
Water and no calorie beverages are best! 

100% fruit juice: < 180 kcal/12 oz. serving with no added sweeteners 
Low calorie beverages: < 10 kcal/8 oz. serving 
Milk: Non-fat or <1% milk 
Flavored milk: No more than 150 calories/8 oz. 
 
* An entrée would be considered the main part of a meal such as a sandwich, pizza, or burger, whereas a 
meal is a more complete offering intended for breakfast, lunch, or dinner that includes two or more items 
from recommended food groups served in combination (e.g. lean meat + vegetable + fruit + whole grain 
bread). 
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MENU PLANNING AND SERVING GUIDELINES 

FOOD SELECTION 

Instead of → Use 

Juice and sugar-sweetened 
drinks 

→ Spa water with fresh cut fruits (strawberries, 
lemon, mint, cucumber); remove all artificially 
sweetened drinks  

Processed and refined grains 
(white bread, white rice, etc…) 

→ 100% whole and unprocessed grains (wheat 
bread,  brown rice, buckwheat, quinoa, and steel 
cut oats, as well as whole grain varieties of 
breads, pasta, tortillas, and other baked goods)  

Full Fat Meats → Extra lean (total fat ≤ 5%) and lean (total fat ≤ 
10%) meat such as skinless chicken, turkey and 
lean ground beef  

Processed Meats (salami, bacon, 
chorizo, etc.) 

→ Reduced fat and low-sodium alternatives, soy 
alternatives 

Full Fat Dairy Products → Low-fat cheese; low-fat or almond or soy milk  
Sugary Desserts 

 
Meat-only meals and dishes 

 
 

Non-locally grown food 
Same cuisine at every meeting 

→ No-sugar added desserts or fruit 
 

→ Vegetarian/vegan meals upon request and at 
least two vegetable dishes and two whole grain 
dishes for every meal 

→ Locally grown fruits, vegetables and grain 
→ Different caterers with diverse cultural cuisines 
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FOOD PREPARATION 

Instead of  → Use  

Frying foods → Steamed, baked, roasted, 
poached or grilled varieties 

Seasoning food with a lot of salt → Use herbs and spices like 
onions and garlic and other 
traditional spices to flavor 
food 

Large portions for sandwiches or other 
individually portioned menu items 

→ Cut items in half or make 
individual portions in smaller 
sizes 

FOOD SERVING 

• Promote healthy portions: prepackage meals, use a server, provide a sample plate 
with healthy proportions, or use smaller, 10-inch plates 

 
• Serve condiments like sauce and dressing on the side 

 
• Ensure food is visually appealing 

HEALTH EDUCATION (SEE TEMPLATES ON PGS. 24-25) 

• Work with vendors to identify organic items they used in meal and create simple visual 
displays to spotlight 

 
• Work with vendors to identify one locally grown item (vegetable, fruit, grain, etc.) and 

create a visual display to spotlight  
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• Create a visual display to highlight health benefits of some of the ingredients featured 
in the meal. Take 5-10 minutes in the beginning of each meeting to review the benefits 
with members 

 
• Display a “MyPlate” sign on the food serving table at every meeting 

 
• Use signage to indicate which food options are specifically for individuals with diet 

restrictions (vegan, vegetarian, gluten-free) 
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HEALTH EDUCATION TEMPLATES 
This salad is made of 
organic vegetables! 

 
 “Organic” means that these vegetables 

were grown without synthetic 
fertilizers and pesticides. 

 

These colorful carrots aren’t just 
beautiful; they are good for you too. 
 
Yellow carrots are good  
for your eyes.  
 
Purple carrots are high in antioxidants.  
 
Red carrots contain a type of carotene 
that that's believed to guard against 
heart disease and some cancers. 

These delicious Pink Lady Apples 
are local! 

 

                        
Sourced from McGrath Family Farms 

in Ventura County, California 

This delicious veggie wrap 
Is VEGAN 

 
Due to limited quantities of this item, 
please do not select if you are not on 

a vegetarian or vegan diet 

yo          r contain a 
typThis bread is Gluten-Free. A great 

choice for people with celiac disease or 
a gluten-intolerance. 

 

Vegetables 

Fruit

s 
Grains 

Protein 

Water 

A HEALTHY & BALANCED 
FOOD PLATE 
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BALANCE AND PORTION GUIDELINES 

SAMPLE DISPLAY  

 
 
Balance and portion size are essential to maintaining a healthy diet. Every individual’s dietary 
needs vary depending on their age, sex, height, weight, and physical activity level. You 
can take small steps to create a healthier diet starting with making half your plate fruits and 
vegetables and making half of your grains whole grains.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Vegetables 

Fruits 
Grains 

Protein 

Water 

A HEALTHY AND BALANCED FOOD PLATE 

Adapted from the USDA’s MyPlate. For more resources, visit 
choosemyplate.gov 
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SAMPLE MENU ITEMS FOR ADULTS 

BREAKFAST  

• Fruit platter, fruit salad, or whole fruit 
• Oatmeal with toppings served on the side – dried fruit, nuts, spices, brown sugar, 

honey 
• Non-fat, low-fat and/or light varieties of regular or Greek yogurt 
• Whole-grain toast or bagels (small size, if available, or request halves) and assorted 

jams  
• Regular and decaf coffee and selection of teas including some herbal/decaf 
• Fat-free (skim) or low-fat (1%) milk 
• Hard boiled eggs  
• Breakfast burritos using vegetables, scrambled eggs, black beans, and fresh salsa  
• Avoid processed meats such as bacon and sausage  

SNACKS 

• Vegetable platter of bell peppers, carrots, celery, cherry tomatoes, edamame 
• Fresh fruit tray or fruit kabobs 
• Dried fruits (with little or no added sugars) 
• Baked whole-grain pita chips 
• Dips – hummus, salsa, guacamole, nut butter, yogurt and other “light” dips 
• Light popcorn (unsalted or lightly salted)  
• Roasted or raw nuts (unsalted or very lightly salted) – almonds, hazelnuts, peanuts, 

pecans, etc. 
• Fresh ceviche and whole grain tortilla chips 

LUNCH AND DINNER  

• Sandwich halves that use whole grain breads  
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• Entrée size salads with various types of greens, dried fruit, fresh fruit, avocado, nuts, 
seeds, red and yellow peppers, beans, peas, and whole grains such as quinoa  

• Vinaigrette-type dressings (can use balsamic, red wine, cider vinegar or lemon juice) 
• Baked or grilled chicken, fish, or tofu flavored with fresh herbs and spices instead of 

salt 
• Roasted, grilled, or steamed vegetables flavored with fresh herbs and spices instead 

of salt 
• Whole grain side option like quinoa, brown rice, couscous, bulgur, wheat pasta 

BEVERAGES 

• Water, preferably tap water, in pitchers or other types of water dispenser when 
feasible  

• Spa water bar with cucumber, citrus slices, whole strawberries and sparkling water 
• Regular and decaf coffee, hot and iced tea, and herbal tea with low-fat or 2%, soy or 

almond milk  
 

SAMPLE MENU ITEMS FOR CHILDREN 

BREAKFAST 

• Fruit that has been cut into smaller pieces 
• Non-fat, low-fat and/or light varieties of regular or Greek yogurt  
• Whole-oat cereals that are high in fiber and low in added sugars, saturated fat, and 

sodium 
• Hard boiled eggs  
• Avoid processed meats such as bacon and sausage 
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SNACK 

• Fresh sliced fruits and vegetables (apples, celery sticks, peaches) served with low-
sugar or no-sugar added peanut butter  

• Non-fat or low-fat yogurt 
• Low-fat string cheese  
• Unsweetened apple sauce  
• Avoid cookies, candies, and pastries 

LUNCH AND DINNER  

• Unsweetened peanut butter and no-sugar added jam sandwiches on whole wheat 
bread 

• Baked, breaded chicken tenders with side of steamed spinach  
• Children can also be served the same suggested items for adults listed above. 

However, try to follow these guidelines 
o Prepare all ingredients, whether it is grilled chicken, vegetables, or fruit, in bite-

size pieces for easy eating 
o Avoid spicy foods 

BEVERAGES 

• Water or spa water bar with cucumber, citrus slices and whole strawberries 
• low-fat or 2% fat milk, or calcium-fortified almond milk.  
• (From age 1 to 2, offer your child whole milk. After that, switch to reduced-fat milk.) 

 
Source: USDA’s MyPlate; First 5 California 
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HEALTHY MEALS ON A BUDGET 
Eating healthy does not have to cost more. Vendors can use these strategies to help them 
save on costs while still providing healthy and nutritious foods during First 5 LA meetings.  

FRUITS AND VEGETABLES  

• Buy locally sourced, in-season produce. They are usually less expensive and are at 
their peak flavor. For more information on what is in season in the Los Angeles region, 
check out the Los Angeles Times’ Seasonal Produce Guide.  

• Try buying fruits and vegetables canned in water or 100% fruit juice and vegetables 
with “low-sodium” or “no salt added” on the label. These items are just as nutritious, 
and often cost less. 

• If you have the freezer space, buy frozen vegetables without added sauces or butter. 
They are as good for you as fresh and may cost less.  

• Opt for store brands when possible. You will get the same or similar produce for a 
cheaper price. If your grocery store has a membership card, sign up for more savings.  

GRAINS 

• Rice and pasta are budget-friendly grain options. Check ingredient lists and pick the 
items that have a whole grain listed first.  

• “Whole grains” include whole wheat, brown rice, bulgur, buckwheat, oatmeal, whole-
grain cornmeal, whole oats, and whole rye.  

• Buy regular, raw rice, oatmeal, and grits instead of instant varieties to save on cost 
and calories.  
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PROTEINS  

• Protein comes in many forms! Some great low cost choices include beans and peas, 
such as kidney beans, split peas, and lentils. Beans and peas cost far less than many 
other protein foods. 

• When choosing beef, consider chuck or bottom round roast which has less fat and 
is cheaper.  

• Buy meat in larger bulk packages to save money. Freeze portions you might not use 
right away.  

• Eggs are also a great low-cost option for protein that is easy to prepare and  versatile. 
Omelets are great for breakfast while quiches, frittatas and egg salad dishes are great 
for lunch.  

DAIRY 

• Buy larger size or low-fat plain yogurt instead of individual flavored yogurt and provide 
fresh fruit and nuts on the side instead. 
 

 

Source: US Department of Agriculture’s ChooseMyPlate Tips on Every Aisle 
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PROCUREMENT STRATEGIES AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
In addition to using the guidelines and tools shared above, First 5 LA can also implement 
the following recommendations to ensure its procurement and planning process reflects the 
values and priorities of its BSC participants. LAFPC collected some initial feedback for most 
of the recommendations by asking staff to rate each recommendation with ‘low,’ ‘medium,’ 
or ‘high’ prioritization. The most common responses are shared below.  
 
 

 RECOMMENDATION 
PRIORITY 

LEVEL  

Working 

with 

Vendors 

1. Work with vendors to understand BSC values and 
priorities. High 

Convene an annual meeting of all vendors in vendor pool to brief 
them on the Healthy Food Guidelines. 

Low/ 

Medium 

Provide vendors with the Healthy Food Guidelines Toolkit 
(substitution tables, sample menus, etc.) 

High 

Require vendors to sign a Healthy Food pledge to demonstrate 
their commitment to providing healthy foods to First 5 LA  

High 

Working 
with BSCs 

2. Create opportunities for BSC members to weigh 
in on vendor and food selection process. High 

 

Develop a system where BSC participants collectively decide on the 
cuisine served for the month’s meetings or create a schedule where 
each meeting can feature a different cuisine. 

Medium/ 

High 
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Develop a menu committee in each BSC where participants work 
with their Capacity Builders to create healthy menus using the 
Healthy Food Guidelines Toolkit and work with their Program 
Support Coordinators to identify vendors who would be able to 
serve the desired menu.  

Medium/ 

High 

 

Ask for specific recommendations from participants for community 
vendors who serve healthy food during each period when the 
vendor pool is open. 

Medium/ 

High 

3. Issue a vendor survey to all BSCs to identify 
which vendors are meeting needs. 

Issue a survey that will collect feedback on current vendors. How 
well they are providing healthy food options? How is the quality of 
the food?  
This survey can help First 5 LA identify which vendors who are not 
meeting the needs of their communities as well as the ones who 
are. 

Medium/ 

Low 

4. Survey BSC participants to better understand 
their health and dietary needs. 

Issue a survey that asks BSC participants to share about their 
health challenges and dietary needs. For example, participants can 
share if they have diabetes, hypertension, or high cholesterol. They 
can also share if they follow a vegan, vegetarian, or gluten-free 
diet.  

Medium 

5. Address contracting and budget limitations that affect First 5 
LA’s ability to get healthy food. 

High 

Address the insurance coverage requirement that prohibits smaller 
vendors from working with First 5 LA 

High 
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Working 

Within 

First 5 LA 

Increase the price per meal to attract more vendors 
and expand vendor pool High 

Address the limitation of price caps per vendor that limits how 
often vendors can be used 

High 

Address the payment system that may disincentivize smaller 
vendors from working with First 5 LA  

High 
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Additional Recommendations 

1. Food System Education. Create opportunities and spaces where Best Start 
representatives can learn more about the food system and expand upon what they learned 
during the focus group meeting. 

• Use a food justice lens to highlight the equity perspective of creating healthy food 
guidelines and improving the health and nutrition of food at meetings. This project is 
not about regulating individual diets, but about improving community health and the 
food system for all.  

• Individuals can be equipped with health, nutrition, and food system education that 
they can then use to educate their own communities.  

• Organize super market tours and healthy cooking demos. 
• Spotlight chefs at meetings that make healthy dishes. 

2. Communications Campaign. Create communication materials to explain why First 5 LA 
started this project. Include key messages about budgets as well so communities know that 
these changes are not a way to cut costs. Communication materials can also include 
information about First 5 LA’s Built Environment strategies and how Best Start Communities 
can be a part of this work to improve the built environments in their neighborhoods 

• Material should include key messages about the “why” for this project. 
• Visual materials like a video can also be effective in sharing these key messages.  

3. Support Best Start Representatives in Implementation. 
• Start engaging with Capacity Builders and BSC leadership bodies to develop and co-

create strategies to share the Healthy Food Guidelines with other Partnership 
members.  

• Identify a leadership role for representatives to be part of an advisory group/guidance 
body focused on implementing the Healthy Food Guidelines. Their involvement 
should be framed as an opportunity for community leaders to take leadership on 
food. This group can: 

i. Help develop menus; 
ii. Work with Program Support Coordinators to select vendors (from a choice of 

2 or 3 options); 
iii. Sign up to “host” a meeting (with 2 hosts per meeting) and work with Program 

Support Coordinators on food selection. Hosts can also show up early to help 
to set up and provide logistical support for the meetings; 

iv. This “host” role can be newly created or absorbed into another role, rotating 
each month or signing up for multiple months at a time.  
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• Develop opportunities for Partnership members stationed at First 5 LA booths in front 
of grocery stores such as Ralphs, Food 4 Less, Northgate Market where they can 
share information on First 5 LA and options for healthy food.  

4. Use Food Caterer Survey Data to Support the Implementation of the Healthy 
Food Guidelines.
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APPENDIX A 

Our Process for Developing the Healthy Food Guidelines 

The Los Angeles Food Policy Council (LAFPC) was selected to develop Healthy Food 
Guidelines (HFG) and worked with First 5 LA staff to establish the framework for the HFG 
meeting and focus groups. To launch the project, the First 5 LA Communities department 
invited participants from every Best Start Community (BSC) to participate in the half-day 
meeting and focus groups. Each partnership was encouraged to send two participants from 
their community to attend. To build interest among participants, LAFPC provided First 5 LA 
Program Officers with factsheets for each BSC that provided various health statistics such 
as diabetes and food insecurity rates in their neighborhoods.  
  
After three weeks of outreach and recruitment, LAFPC facilitated a half-day event on 
October 13, 2017 that was attended by 20 participants from 10 partnership communities in 
addition to First 5 LA staff. LAFPC started the day with a presentation and discussion on 
nutrition, food access, and the larger food system. Participants were engaged and 
thoughtful about sharing their experiences and perspectives on nutrition and food in their 
communities and some of the barriers they face accessing healthy food. After lunch, the 
representatives along with First 5 LA Program Officers and Program Support Coordinators 
broke out into three smaller groups to discuss in more detail their priorities and 
recommendations for food served at First 5 LA partnership meetings (see Appendix C for 
focus group questions). Each group discussed a range of topics, from what types of food 
they want more/less of, to health and nutrition education needs related to food at meetings.  
 
The feedback and information provided by all participants was aggregated and then coded 
for themes. These themes were then separated into two groups: topics about food served 
at BSC meetings and topics that related to other community-based health interests. These 
themes form the foundation of this report and the guidelines. 
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APPENDIX B 

The following is an abbreviated version of LAFPC’s presentation at the Healthy Food 
Guidelines focus group. Each section includes the discussion questions we asked BSC 
members.  

 

 

 

Best Start Community Health District 

Central Long Beach Long Beach 

Compton-East Compton Compton 

East Los Angeles East Los Angeles 

Lancaster Antelope Valley 

Metro LA Central 

Northeast Valley Community East Valley, San Fernando 

Palmdale Antelope Valley 

Panorama City & Neighbors West Valley 

South El Monte/El Monte El Monte 

South Los Angeles/Broadway-
Manchester 

South 

South Los Angeles/West Athens Inglewood 

Southeast LA County Cities San Antonio 

Watts-Willowbrook Compton 

Wilmington Harbor 
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DIET AND HEALTH 

Health not only relates to diet or nutrition but also the health of communities or the 
environment. The meaning of health is also cultural, shaped by one’s heritage, values, and 
upbringing. While health is clearly more than diet, what we eat impacts our health more than 
most other factors.  
 
We compared some consumption patterns and health outcomes among the Best Start 
Communities, using data on neighborhood-level Health Districts from the Los Angeles 
County Department of Public Health. For each pattern or outcome, we compared the worst 
faring BSC Health District to the best faring Healt 
h District in the county to highlight disparities in health throughout the county. We noted that 
only 10% of adults in the East Los Angeles Health District, which includes the East LA BSC, 
consume five or more servings of fruits and vegetables compared to 22% of adults in Harbor 
Health District, which includes the Wilmington BSC. We also looked at sugar-sweetened 
drink consumption rates. Over 54% of adults and children in the East LA Health District drink 
at least one sugar-sweetened beverage a day—over 3.5 times the rate for children in the 
West Health District, the most affluent district in LA County.   
 
 

Children Who Drink One or More SSB a Day 
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Chronic diseases such as diabetes are heart disease can be preventable through lifestyle 
changes including diet. Almost 14% of adults in the Antelope Valley Health District have 
been diagnosed with diabetes, almost three times the rate of adults in the West Health 
District. Rates are similarly high for hypertension and high cholesterol among BSC Health 
Districts. 

Discussion Questions 

• What is healthy food to you?  
• What food-related health issues does your community deal with?   

BARRIERS TO HEALTH  

 
In addition to individual behaviors, one’s community also greatly impacts their health. 
Communities across Los Angeles face a variety of challenges accessing healthy food. 
Historical and structural influences such as disinvestment from low-income communities 
and land use policies have created communities that lack access to healthy foods like fresh 
fruits and vegetables, largely due to a lack of grocery stores, farmers’ markets, and healthy 
food providers. These areas are commonly called food deserts.  
 
Food desert communities not only lack grocery stores but also gardens and farms, 
neighborhood markets, restaurants, farmers’ markets, and direct-to-consumer farms. A lack 
of access to these various resources has contributed to disparities between communities in 
Los Angeles in healthy food access, nutrition behaviors and food-related health outcomes. 
For example, 20% of residents in South Los Angeles are unable to find fruits and vegetables 
in their neighborhood while only 7.5% of residents in West Los Angeles face the same 
challenge. 
 
In addition to being able to physically access healthy foods through these venues, access 
to healthy food is also determined by other factors such as the food’s affordability, quality, 
and cultural relevance to the community. Transportation and marketing also influence the 
accessibility of healthy food.  

Discussion Questions 
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• Are you able to easily access healthy food in your communities? 
• What challenges do you face in obtaining healthy food? Location? Cost?  

 

HOW FOOD COMES INTO OUR LIVES 

Our food system is not only connected to food access, but also hunger, agriculture, the 
environment, public health, the food industry, and of course community and culture.  
 
As this project is focused on food at meetings and the procurement of food, we focused our 
discussion specifically on how food comes into our lives. The following visual lays out the 
food supply chain. Each level is not only an opportunity to make changes to improve the 
food we consume but also an opportunity to improve the rest of the system and the people, 
animals, and land involved.  
 

FOOD SUPPLY CHAIN 

 
 

 
Figure 4 

    

Agriculture, animal welfare, and environmental health 

Communities 

Food Service Workers 

Distributors and Vendors 

Farmers and Agricultural Workers 
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First 5 LA wants to start thinking about the food vendors provided to the BSCs, which are 
part of the communities at the end of the chain. As part of this food chain, BSCs can use 
their role and purchasing power to shape and create the type of food environment they want 
for themselves and communities, starting with the food served at meetings.  
 
One example of using purchasing power to affect the food chain is the Good Food 
Purchasing Program which was started in Los Angeles and is now a national program. It is 
a comprehensive set of standards that large institutions can use to shape their food 
purchases to reflect their values. The five standards include nutrition, environmental 
sustainability, valued workforce, local economies, and animal welfare. In response to this 
program, companies that participate in this program have begun to change their practices 
such as hiring and buying locally. 
 
First 5 LA also has purchasing power that it can use to affect and improve the food system. 
By deciding what values and priorities First 5 LA and its BSCs want included their guidelines, 
First 5 LA is “voting with its fork” to change the food system and create healthier 
communities  
 

Discussion Questions 

• When you hear about “food systems" or think about “food systems”, what does it 
mean to you? What comes to mind?  

• What are other issues you know about related to food and where it comes from?  
• Who/what else is affected by where food comes from and why do we care?  

 

APPENDIX C  

Focus Group Questions  

• What is your vision for healthy food in your community starting with the BSC 
meetings?  

• What are your top three priorities for healthy food in community and in your meetings? 
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• How does food served at BSC meetings meet your vision? 
• What are your recommendations to improve food at meetings? 
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First 5 LA is a leading early childhood advocate working collaboratively across Los Angeles 
County to ensure that every child enters kindergarten ready to succeed in school and life. 
One of the ways in which we work to meet this goal is Best Start, which focuses on building 
supportive communities where children and families can thrive. 
 
First 5 LA supports Best Start in 14 communities across L.A. County. While these 
communities face critical issues such as poverty, high unemployment and teen birth rates, 
each has a strong network of local leaders and non-profit organizations dedicated to making 
a difference. First 5 LA works in partnership with these networks to promote a common 
vision and collective will throughout each community that will give kids the best start in life. 
	

ABOUT THE LOS ANGELES FOOD POLICY COUNCIL 

MISSION: The Los Angeles Food Policy Council (LAFPC) works to ensure food is healthy, 
affordable, fair and sustainable for all. 
 
VISION: We believe Good Food for All is possible and that all communities deserve 
access to Good Food, grown in a way that respects people and the planet. We work to 
create a local food system rooted in equity and access, support for farmers and food 
workers, environmental stewardship and free from hunger.  
 
HOW WE WORK: To accomplish our vision of Good Food for All, we catalyze, 
coordinate and connect people across the LA region, including government, business and 
community groups working on food. With this extensive “collective impact” network, LAFPC 
cultivates collaboration, aligns communities and makes impact through policy and systems 
change. 
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