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Abstract In highly urbanized and unequal Latin
America, urban health and health equity research are
essential to effective policymaking. To ensure the
application of relevant and context-specific evidence
to efforts to reduce urban health inequities, urban
health research in Latin America must incorporate
strategic research translation efforts. Beginning in
2017, the Urban Health in Latin America (SALUR-
BAL) project implemented policy-relevant research
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and engaged policymakers and the public to support
the translation of research findings. Over 6 years,
more than 200 researchers across eight countries con-
tributed to SALURBAL’s interdisciplinary network.
This network allowed SALURBAL to adapt research
and engagement activities to local contexts and pri-
orities, thereby maximizing the policy relevance of
research findings and their application to promote
policy action, inform urban interventions, and drive
societal change. SALURBAL achieved significant
visibility and credibility among academic and non-
academic urban health stakeholders, resulting in the
development of evidence and tools to support urban
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policymakers, planners, and policy development
processes across the region. These efforts and their
outcomes reveal important lessons regarding main-
taining flexibility and accounting for local context
in research, ensuring that resources are dedicated to
policy engagement and dissemination activities, and
recognizing that assessing policy impact requires a
nuanced understanding of complex policymaking
processes. These reflections are relevant for promot-
ing urban health and health equity research transla-
tion across the global south and worldwide. This
paper presents SALURBAL'’s strategy for dissemina-
tion and policy translation, highlights innovative ini-
tiatives and their outcomes, discusses lessons learned,
and shares recommendations for future efforts to pro-
mote effective translation of research findings.

Keywords Policy making - Policy engagement -
Research translation - Urban health - Health equity -
Cities - Latin America

Background

Policy decisions impact almost every aspect of urban
life: food choice, sleep quality, air quality, housing, rec-
reation, social interaction, physical activity, safety, access
to employment, and more [1, 2]. As a result, the health
of urban residents and the distribution of health out-
comes across residents are especially relevant domains
for policymaking [3, 4]. This is especially true in Latin
America where, in 2018, 81% of the region’s population
resided in cities. Urbanization has occurred faster than
in other regions, with 90% of the population expected
to live in urban settings by 2050 [5]. This rapid urbani-
zation process has taken place within a highly unequal
environment. With a Gini coefficient of income of nearly
0.5, Latin America is the most unequal region globally,
and a large portion of the region’s population lives in
poverty [6]. These two factors have converged to create
significant planning and environmental challenges with
implications for health, including unmanaged and frag-
mented development [7, 8] urban sprawl [9], residential
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segregation by race and social class [10], a large propor-
tion of the population living in inadequate shelter condi-
tions [11], traffic delays with long commuting times [12],
poor air quality [13], and violence [14, 15].

Latin American policymakers need timely access
to context-specific and relevant evidence to inform
actions to address these challenges, reduce inequities,
and improve health in cities. Yet locally relevant evi-
dence remains scarce due in part to low overall research
output in the region, a byproduct of a lack of training
opportunities and limited funding [16, 17]. Funders
who do support health research in Latin America tend
to be based elsewhere, with priorities that often do not
align with those of policymakers in the region [18,
19]. Even where relevant research exists, researchers
are rarely in a position to dedicate time and resources
to effective dissemination, as funding seldom sup-
ports engagement with policy actors and communities
[17]. Examples of effective dissemination are therefore
scarce and poorly documented [20-22], and little is
known about best practices for translating evidence to
inform policy action in Latin America.

Even when evidence is effectively disseminated,
policymakers may not make use of it. In 2011, a
qualitative study in low- and middle-income countries
revealed barriers to the uptake of health research for
policy and practice, emphasizing limited technical
capacity among policymakers to understand research,
and diverse political influences such as competing
interests, adverse incentives, resource and capacity
deficits, inadequate institutional mechanisms, and
rapid political turnover [23]. More than 10 years later,
a gathering of Latin American academics and policy
stakeholders generated a similar list, indicating that
these challenges remain relevant and that region-wide
solutions for translating urban health research into
policy are still needed [4]. Improved understanding
is required regarding how to effectively structure, dis-
seminate, support, and publicize evidence to over-
come existing challenges.

The Salud Urbana en América Latina (“Urban Health
in Latin America”) (SALURBAL) project was devel-
oped in response to the region’s unique urban chal-
lenges, gaps in region-specific urban health evidence,
and the need for effective dissemination of evidence to
policy actors to improve urban health and reduce urban
health inequities. The project, which emerged from the
Urban Health Network for Latin America and the Carib-
bean, was launched in early 2017 and was implemented



Research Translation to Promote Urban Health in Latin America 1071

by a coalition of research institutions and non-govern-

mental organizations coordinated by Drexel University’s = o

Urban Health Collaborative. SALURBAL’s work was § %

guided by four aims, one of which focused specifically 2 -; %

on engaging with the scientific community, the public, 2 c—: 2

and policymakers to disseminate findings and translate E 5 3 & o _‘2

them into policies and interventions [24]. z E) g ‘:2) g %

This paper presents a description of the implementa- g g % g § TE“ cOT
tion and outcomes of SALURBAL’s research transla- . ES _g g g g g =
tion activities. First, the project’s overall strategy and g E i § g oy E §

approach is described. Next, activities designed to engage & E % % § & %" £ 2

regional and global policy actors are presented. This is 2| 5 ;% 3 E S = g § g

followed by an overview of activities designed to engage ElE£ 228 3%2¢e = g E 3

. .. . 2l s 5 L 2 3 = S S @
local policy actors and decision-makers at the national gl .§° %‘ E £3 é g g %
and sub-national level. Finally, selected evidence of our & I = £ 525 % £ 3 =

reach and impact is presented, followed by a summary of g % S E 2 § g §0 23 5 8

lessons learned and recommendations for future efforts. i ol _OU SR . A=

5 22EE 43
3EE TEE N
SE G $558 =3

SALURBAL’s Research Translation Strategy R E E & g & ?), z

Within the framework of SALURBAL’s aim to = £32 . 23 E - 555

engage the scientific community, the public, and poli- 2 ?g % é g g § s = '5‘3

cymakers to disseminate findings and translate them § g g g § § g 8 g % é

into policies and interventions, the project developed £ 8 g g £ K % 8

four specific objectives: g %0 é % % T‘: g ;;';E 'gfé

3 S5ei 2288 <&
. . 9 525 7% 5525 2@

1. Ensure the relevance of research to high-priority g EX2 =R _5 =) =2 $E
policy issues regionally and globally through the g LEES g3 ‘% s § 83
engagement of stakeholders in research and eval- gﬁ ;b % 5 Té ‘é;o 2 g«S g S ~§’ E
uation processes. |3 Eoé% £ % g £ é g 323 g

2. Disseminate findings broadly to the scientific 21O | = — m
community, the various publics, and policy é 9 g -
actors. 2 = P %

3. Promote new ways of thinking among policy 2 8 § g
actors and other stakeholders about the drivers of Z & 2z ;
urban health and the types of policies and inter- 5 g2 e S
ventions that could improve health and sustain- é §° s §
ability in cities. £ h < g

4. Advocate for and support the translation of g % % §
research findings into policies and interventions. 2 é %ﬂ g

=]z 5 2
As the project entered its first months, the SALUR- g ; E E 8

BAL team developed a strategy outlining three catego- % 2 i § . g

ries of activities (Table 1) to support these objectives. = § % g 2 g

While scientific publications and presentations are vital : z ) %‘ o é _=§

for sharing research findings, this paper focuses on trans- 22 5 S :.%0 E <

lation efforts beyond traditional academic channels. S5 = e o

@ Springer



1072 Slesinski et al.

Development and publication of research articles.
Policy eval studies impl d

P

Compiling and shaning existing evidence

Policy engagement and public dissemination expanded with growing volume of evidence.

1 | J 4 | | | >
2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023
Research question development Locally-focused dissemination and engagement events
partnership building, data compilation, Webinars
selection of policy evaluation studies. Press releases and outreach to journalists media
Data briefs

Digital dissemination (website, social media, blog. email newsletter)
Policy actor engagement in evaluation studies
Policy briefs

Policy-actor engagement and events

107

2017 2018 2019

[ Rescarch publications ][ Translation activities ][ Project phases ]

2020 2021 2022 2023

== Publications

Fig.1 SALURBAL’s policy engagement and dissemination
activities over time. Top: Project phases. Middle: New policy
engagement and dissemination activities were initiated at each

SALURBAL’s research translation strategy was
designed with flexibility to allow shifts over time in
response to project activities and needs (Fig. 1). During
the project’s first two and a half years (2017-2019), the
research team focused on conducting literature reviews
and compiling and harmonizing data [25]. During this
time, policy engagement and dissemination efforts con-
centrated on strategy development, gathering and dissemi-
nating pre-existing evidence through policy briefs, iden-
tifying strategic collaborators, and building partnerships.
Activities included networking and policy dialogue events,
collaborative research design and systems mapping, and
selection of SALURBAL’s six community-engaged policy
evaluation studies (detailed below).

As the amount of evidence produced by SALUR-
BAL increased during the third and fourth years of
the project, the team incorporated additional policy
engagement and dissemination activities, including
press releases, data briefs, blog posts, an email news-
letter, and webinars. During the project’s fourth year,
the growing volume of evidence and results from pol-
icy evaluation studies warranted the implementation
of locally targeted policy dialogue events. Over time,
most existing activities were maintained as new activi-
ties were added, shifting to online platforms through-
out the COVID-19 pandemic as needed.
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phase and continued throughout the entire project. Bottom:
Cumulative number of peer-reviewed publications produced by
the project through May 2023

Policy engagement and dissemination activities were
implemented by team members across all partner insti-
tutions. This work was overseen by the Principal Inves-
tigator and the project’s Executive Committee with input
and guidance from an external Advisory Panel, which
included representatives from global, regional, and local
policy actor organizations. At Drexel University, research
translation work was coordinated and implemented by
a Project Manager, a Communications Specialist, and a
Policy Engagement Specialist. A Policy Working Group
composed of country liaisons maintained relationships
with local policy partners, implemented local in-person
and virtual events, and guided local dissemination efforts.

Because SALURBAL was an international project
focused on Latin American cities producing globally
relevant results, many written materials were pro-
duced in English, Spanish, and Portuguese. Virtual
events were sometimes implemented with simultane-
ous translation or re-recorded in a second language.

Events and Materials Targeting Regional
and Global Policy Actors

SALURBAL engaged with and disseminated research
findings to regional and global policy actors through
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Fig. 2 Highlighted sections from SALURBAL policy briefs. Design and content prioritize clarity, readability, and impact, incorpo-
rating visual elements (including icons) to support rapid interpretation and comprehension

various products and activities. These included pol-
icy and data briefs, a “Knowledge-to-Policy” forum,
community-based systems dynamics workshops,
webinars, and collaborations with regional and global
policy partners.

Policy and Data Briefs

SALURBAL developed policy and data briefs for
policy stakeholders in English, Spanish, and Portu-
guese. All policy briefs and most data briefs included
concrete recommendations for policymakers and
planning officials. Policy and data briefs were dis-
seminated digitally through the project website and
on social media and were distributed at in-person
events and meetings.

SALURBAL’s policy briefs explored how poli-
cies across different urban sectors influence health
and how such policies can be modified to improve
health. Content included (1) examples of policies
from across Latin America, (2) clear descriptions of
links between these policies and health, and (3) rec-
ommendations. Figure 2 highlights selected sections
from policy briefs.

SALURBAL’s data briefs explored data and evidence
for topics selected based on data needs in the region,

emerging project results, and regional policy priorities.
The briefs included (1) an overview of the health topic
and how it connects to regional urban environments; (2)
a summary of SALURBAL’s relevant data and research,
including infographics; and (3) recommendations. Fig-
ure 3 highlights selected sections from data briefs.

A set of guidelines for brief development was
informed by best practices in strategic communica-
tion and researchers’ experiences:

Use simple language and minimize text.

e Use short, to-the-point sentences, which policy-
makers can copy and paste into their presentations.

e Focus on visually engaging content with a lot of
color, graphics, and pictures.

e Create stand-alone visuals and infographics that
can also be used on social media and in presenta-
tions.

e Feature logos from collaborating institutions,
which policymakers can use to reinforce their
arguments for urban policies that promote health.

In total, SALURBAL produced 15 briefs (Supple-
mentary Table 1). Policy briefs covered topics across
many urban sectors including transportation, housing,
and climate change. Data briefs focused on mortality

@ Springer
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Fig. 3 Examples from a SALURBAL data brief, highlighting features that facilitate understanding by non-scientists and policy

actors, such as simple visuals and highlighted key messages

and life expectancy, COVID-19, and race and ethnicity
data. SALURBAL’s briefs often represented opportu-
nities for collaboration with strategic partners. Briefs
were shared with local, regional, and global policy
partners, at events, and through digital channels.

Knowledge-to-Policy Forum

In 2018, SALURBAL hosted a “Knowledge-to-Pol-
icy forum” in Mexico City. This 2-day event engaged
researchers, policymakers, representatives from regional
and national non-governmental organizations, and rep-
resentatives of civil society and regional and interna-
tional cooperation. The goals of the event were to make
regional stakeholders aware of SALURBAL, to connect
these actors to the project in a formal way, and to solicit
their input on how SALURBAL could best support pol-
icy processes to support urban health within the region.
At the time, SALURBAL was finalizing a first set
of cross-sectional data [25] and preliminary descrip-
tive analyses. Through a variety of participatory
activities, the event (a) presented the project’s data
and preliminary analyses while collecting feedback
on how to increase policy relevance, (b) facilitated

@ Springer

identification of options for translating research into
urban policy, and (c) supported dialogue and explo-
ration of opportunities for collaboration between
SALURBAL and regional stakeholders.

Forum participants highlighted research topics
and questions relevant to their work and identified
opportunities for the regional scientific community to
improve research translation. Participants expressed
interest in a range of evidence and data related to
many urban sectors including transportation, security,
and governance. They also provided insight regarding
data and research methods that could generate this
evidence, including within-city and small area stud-
ies, policy and program evaluations, cost-benefit anal-
yses, and the development of relevant frameworks
and indicators. The event reaffirmed the enthusiasm
of diverse international, regional, and national stake-
holders for collaborating with SALURBAL to address
the impacts of multiple sectors on urban health in
Latin America. A report summarizing participants’
recommendations outlined proposed responses,
which were integrated across the project’s work plans.

Although COVID-19 interrupted plans for a sec-
ond in-person forum, SALURBAL continued to
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engage with many of the 2018 Forum participants,
providing updates, receiving feedback, and contribut-
ing to numerous events organized by these actors and
their institutions.

Community-Based System Dynamics Workshops

One of SALURBAL’s research aims was to employ
systems thinking and simulation models to evaluate
links between urban systems and urban health, health
equity, and environmental sustainability in order to
identify promising policies and interventions. One
way in which these models can be developed and
strengthened is through participatory group mod-
eling activities. These activities bring together rep-
resentatives from multiple disciplines and sectors to
develop a shared understanding of specific complex
systems [26]. More than 60 policy stakeholders from
across the region participated in three model build-
ing workshops during 2018 and 2019 in Peru, Guate-
mala, and Brazil [26]. Participants included research-
ers, policymakers, civil society, and private sector
representatives.

Workshops explored links between urban trans-
portation systems, urban food systems, health out-
comes, and health inequities, with participants pro-
viding feedback on research questions and practical
implications. Several participatory approaches were
implemented [26]. The insights generated informed
the selection of research questions for epidemio-
logical studies and the development of agent-based
models of Latin American food [27] and transport
systems to assess the potential impacts of policy
interventions. Published findings have contributed to
the field of community-based system dynamics [26,
28, 29].

Beyond research-focused objectives, workshops
also aimed to (a) put health and health equity on the
agenda of policymakers potentially unaware of how
their work influences health and (b) learn about and
expand the mental models (i.e., cognitive representa-
tions of real dynamic systems) of diverse stakeholders
surrounding transportation, food systems, and health.

Global Research Dissemination Webinars
Beginning in 2020, the SALURBAL team hosted

a series of virtual events to present project find-
ings to policymakers, civil society representatives,

community members, and other researchers across
the region and globally. These live events were held
in English and later recorded in Spanish. Each event
featured two or three project researchers and one
or more external partners discussing the potential
applications of the results presented. For example,
a November 2020 webinar on road safety presented
findings from three SALURBAL studies and included
two discussants representing important academic and
non-academic global organizations. Nearly 400 peo-
ple attended these three events, which are listed in
Supplementary Table 2.

Partnership and Collaboration with Regional and
Global Policy Actors

SALURBAL’s approach to policy engagement
included strategic outreach and partnership building
with regional and global organizations. A description
of SALURBAL’s partnerships is found in Table 2.
The project’s multifaceted efforts to engage with
policy actors through its advisory panel and addi-
tional efforts have allowed SALURBAL to become
a resource for organizations seeking to deepen and
strengthen their urban health activities in the region.
Two prime examples of this are the Pan American
Health Organization (PAHO) and the Inter-American
Development Bank (IADB) (see details in Table 2).
Over the course of the project, PAHO’s Depart-
ment of Social and Environmental Determinants for
Health Equity emerged as a key SALURBAL partner.
Grounded in shared goals surrounding health equity
in Latin American cities, PAHO representatives and
SALURBAL team members began meeting regularly
in 2018. This ongoing collaboration was eventually
formalized with a Memorandum of Understanding
and has fomented numerous opportunities for each
organization to support, inform, and increase visibil-
ity of the other’s work (as described in Table 2).
Another important partner emerged in 2020, when
representatives from the Housing and Urban Devel-
opment Division of the IADB contacted SALUR-
BAL. Seeking to integrate a health focus within their
work, the Division reached out to SALURBAL after
reviewing the project’s policy brief, “Planning health
evaluations of housing and neighborhood interven-
tions.” Several consultations evolved into a partner-
ship between IADB and SALURBAL’s team at Uni-
versidad de los Andes (Colombia), culminating in the
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Table 2 SALURBAL’s contributions to tools and materials that support urban decision-makers and planning professionals

Partner Location/scale

Partnership activities

Pan American Health Organization (PAHO)

World Health Organization (WHO)

Inter-American Development Bank (IADB)

CAF (Development Bank of Latin America)

Regional partner

Regional partner

Regional partner

Participation in SALURBAL advisory panel; co-devel-
opment of a SALURBAL policy brief, “Health in All
Urban Policies”; collaboration on the development of
PAHO-coordinated Healthy Municipalities, Cities, and
Communities criteria; dissemination of SALURBAL
research and data at a Regional Meeting of Mayors for
Healthy Municipalities, Cities, and Communities in the
Region of the Americas

Regional/global partner Participation in SALURBAL advisory panel; contributions

to the Spanish language version of the WHO Sourcebook
directory: Integrating health in urban and territorial
planning

Participation in SALURBAL advisory panel; SALURBAL-
led development of framework, tools, and piloting for
IADB’s integration of health into housing and urban
redevelopment intervention evaluations (led by Universi-
dad de los Andes); SALURBAL participation in develop-
ment of IADB video, “Health and city: Your zipcode
matters more than your genetic code” [30]

Participation in SALURBAL advisory panel; SALURBAL
contribution to the development and dissemination of the
CAF “Guia para Ciudades Mas Saludables” (Guide for
Healthier Cities)

CDP (formerly the Carbon Disclosure Project) Regional/global partner Participation on SALURBAL advisory panel; consultation

on integration of health within CDP Cities Question-
naire; participation in SALURBAL ancillary study on

the health impacts of climate change-related extreme
temperatures in Latin American cities; co-development of
two briefs on greenspace, water security, heat, and health
in cities

C40 Regional/global partner Participation on SALURBAL advisory panel; collaboration

on special policy brief: “Promoting urban health equity in
a post-COVID world: A view from Latin America”

development of a framework and evaluation toolkit
for integrating health into IADB’s housing and urban
development work, and pilot testing of the toolkit
in Colombia and Chile by the SALURBAL teams
in each country. SALURBAL findings were subse-
quently featured in an IADB documentary highlight-
ing the influence of neighborhood environments on
urban health and health equity in Latin America [30].

Engagement Activities Targeting Local Policy
Actors and Communities

SALURBAL engaged with and disseminated research
findings to local policy actors and communities
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through six policy evaluation projects and through
locally focused dissemination efforts and events.

Policy Evaluation Projects

In early 2018, SALURBAL requested proposals for
innovative studies evaluating the health and envi-
ronmental impacts of urban policy interventions in
Latin America that fell within four broad categories:
mobility and emissions control, comprehensive urban
development, social inclusion and reduction of social
inequalities, and the promotion of healthy behaviors.
Six projects were selected and implemented in close
partnership with city governments and communities
in Mexico, Colombia, Peru, Chile, and Brazil. The
policies and interventions evaluated involved many
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aspects of the urban environment: road safety, active
transportation, mass transit, food environments, hous-
ing quality, and urban renewal. Descriptions of these
studies and their community and policy engagement
activities are presented in Table 3.

Dissemination and Engagement Events for Local
Policy Actors

SALURBAL applied two approaches to local out-
reach and dissemination. First, SALURBAL team
meetings, held throughout the region, were accom-
panied by public events engaging local practitioners
and policymakers. These events leveraged country
teams and partner institutions to build project vis-
ibility, connect with local stakeholders, and highlight
project results with relevance to local priorities. Sec-
ond, SALURBAL developed the Didlogos SALUR-
BAL series, led by local team members and designed
to present policy-relevant research results to local
policymakers and community members. Didlogos
were held virtually during the COVID-19 pandemic,
with in-person events resuming in 2023. Each event
was adapted to local contexts and audiences, lever-
aging the strength and connections of SALURBAL
country-based teams and dissemination support from
the central project team. Didlogos were conducted in
local languages and/or with simultaneous translation.
An overview of SALURBAL’s locally focused dis-
semination and engagement events is found in Sup-
plementary Table 3.

One unique Didlogos SALURBAL event,
“Urban transformations, community participation,
and health: Lessons from Brazil, Chile, and Colom-
bia,” was co-hosted by three of SALURBAL’s
country hubs [38]. Research presentations from
each evaluation were followed by commentary and
discussion among community members directly
impacted by the interventions. Policy actors and
decision-makers then reflected on the of the urban
transformation projects. The event was held virtu-
ally and included simultaneous translation between
Spanish and Portuguese. The discussions during
this event allowed for collective interpretation of
preliminary study findings, and an assessment of
lessons learned during the implementation of both
the intervention itself and the evaluation.

Media Outreach, Communication,
and Dissemination

SALURBAL disseminated its research through digi-
tal communications and news media using a website, a
digital newsletter, social media, press releases, and direct
engagement with journalists. A social media and commu-
nications strategy defined target audiences for SALUR-
BAL’s research findings and outlined an approach for con-
necting with each type of audience member. For example,
researchers and representatives from international non-
governmental organizations may be more easily reached
through Twitter and an email newsletter, while local and
national policy actors may prefer to receive information
through policy briefs and events.

Dissemination of each project publication was
informed by each set of findings. For example, publi-
cations containing evidence more directly relevant to
the public and for policy- and decision-making were
distributed through media releases and social media
campaigns, while publications focused on methods
or communicating complex results most relevant to
scientists and academics were disseminated through
SALURBIog posts. All original research papers
developed by SALURBAL were published under
Wellcome Trust’s open access policy, uploaded to the
online publications repository, and shared via Twitter.

SALURBAL’s digital dissemination channels included
a website, an email newsletter, a blog (“SALURBIlog”),
and social media. A description of the information dissemi-
nated through each of these platforms is found in Table 4.

SALURBAL developed media releases for select
publications that aligned with regional policy priori-
ties and had especially significant results. Occasion-
ally, press releases were tailored for specific cities or
countries. Media releases were translated into Span-
ish, Portuguese, or both.

Once finalized, media releases were added to
a journalist-targeted website, which included all
media releases, author biographies and photos, and
a media kit. The SALURBAL Communications Spe-
cialist shared media releases with media contacts at
regional and international outlets. Policy Working
Group members throughout the region shared media
releases with local outlets. In some cases, news arti-
cles derived from these media releases included inter-
views with one or more authors.
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retariat of Mobility (SEMOVI). Data from the city-run
EcoBici program received directly from SEMOVI

Close collaboration with local administrators from Schools
Fe y Alegria N° 3 and N° 37

Engagement and collaboration with the Mexico City Sec-

Community and policy engagement

ing physical activity recommendations; neighborhood

characteristics associated with EcoBici use
(reformulation) or marketing by industry in response to

transport-related physical activity; variations in EcoBici
the law’s implementation

Changes in bicycle ridership and transit mode usage;
user demographics; contribution of EcoBici in meet-
Adolescents’ food choices; implementation of food labe-
ling changes by industry; and changes to ingredients

Health and environmental outcomes measured

infrastructure in response to the COVID-19 pandemic
foods and beverages containing trans-fat or classified as

required to be placed on the packaging of processed
“high” in sodium, sugar, or saturated fats

and Adolescents: Octagon-shaped nutrition warnings

Evaluating the implementation and effects of warning advertising on food labels in Peru: A mixed-methods study | Lima, Peru [35-37]

Effect of new bicycling infrastructure on urban health: A natural experiment in Mexico City | Mexico City, Mexico

Description of policy or intervention evaluated
EcoBici bike share system and expansion of cycling
Law for the Promotion of Healthy Eating for Children

Table 3 (continued)

Reach and Impact of Research Translation
Activities

SALURBAL made efforts to track metrics and capture
case studies related to its reach and impact beyond the
research sector. The project’s reach through digital dis-
semination can be summarized using metrics on views,
visits, and subscribers. Impact on policy and civil soci-
ety is captured through case studies.

While the “real-world” impact of SALURBAL'’s
communications and dissemination activities is difficult
to quantify, the broad reach of the project’s messages
is clear, especially in terms of website visitors (more
than 83,000 unique webpage visits from 170 different
countries) and average monthly Twitter impressions'
(approximately 16,000 impressions per month on aver-
age over the lifespan of the project). The quarterly email
newsletter reached more than 470 subscribers, and the
project’s videos have more than 2700 unique views on
YouTube. More detail on these indicators can be found
in Supplementary Table 4. SALURBAL research has
also been highlighted in high profile media outlets
such as El Pais (Spain), CNN (International), and BBC
Mundo (International) along with national news outlets
in the region like El Espectador (Colombia), La Ter-
cera (Chile), and La Nacion (Argentina).

Team members have identified evidence of SALUR-
BAL’s impact on policymakers and policy processes
through its translation activities. For example, qualita-
tive research conducted with participants who attended
a systems workshop in S@o Paulo, Brazil, found that
the workshop influenced how they thought about
urban policy and promoted systems thinking [39].
Participants reported that the workshop allowed them
to “construct a shared language and understanding of
urban challenges” and to improve their understanding
of how food and transportation systems are intercon-
nected. One year after the workshop, participants also
reported increased capacity for applying systems think-
ing approaches within their own work and noted that
their understanding of healthy urban environments
had expanded significantly. Regarding the impact of
SALURBAL’s policy and data briefs, correspondence
from an Inter-American Development Bank Housing
and Urban Redevelopment Division representative

' The number of times a tweet is included in the timeline of
Twitter users.
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Table 4 Descriptions of SALURBAL’s digital dissemination channels and content

Channel Description

Website

A hub for all information related to the project, including all SALURBAL publications, descriptions of activities,

policy and data briefs, information about upcoming events, recordings, and slides from past events, the SALUR-

Blog, and media releases and other news

Email newsletter A quarterly digest of updates from SALURBAL and other ongoing urban health initiatives in the Latin America
region, including events, publications, policy and data briefs, and media releases and news

SALURBIlog

An online platform for regional and global dialogue and discussion on urban health in Latin America. Contribu-

tors, including SALURBAL researchers, are experts in urban health, urban planning, and urban policy from
across the region. Blog posts include thought pieces and commentaries on recent events or trending topics, and
explanations of SALURBAL research that integrate a policy discussion and policy recommendations

Social media

SALURBAL social media accounts on Twitter, Facebook, Instagram, LinkedIn, and YouTube. Twitter provides

an opportunity to reach a large audience with project updates and simplified explanations of research findings
using threads and by linking to blog posts, data briefs, and more. Instagram is ideal for sharing visual media such
as simple infographics. LinkedIn connects SALURBAL to professional networks, organizations, and initiatives.
YouTube is a platform for sharing recordings of webinars, virtual events, and other videos

expressed that SALURBAL stood out as a useful
resource, with “briefs that illustrate in a very visual and
simple way the health outcomes of urban inequality ...
and provide the ground for evaluating health outcomes
of urban policies” [40].

SALURBAL also directly contributed expertise
and scientific guidance to various policy processes
that were systematically tracked as case studies.
Team members’ engagement in policy processes has
included advocacy related to specific laws, inform-
ing government officials of available evidence as they
design interventions, presenting policy evaluation
results, participating in the development of strategic
plans, and identifying and recognizing urban initia-
tives with relevance to urban health. These case stud-
ies are presented in Table 5.

Challenges and Lessons Learned

Below, we summarize key challenges and lessons
learned during more than 6 years of SALURBAL’s dis-
semination and policy engagement efforts to promote
urban health.

Adapting to the Policy Context

Urban Health Needs a Paradigm Shift

Many regional and global policy actors are una-
ware of the “health in all policies” framework [3]

@ Springer

and do not consider potential health impacts and
opportunities when developing policies and inter-
ventions related to urban planning, transporta-
tion, food systems, housing, and the environment,
as our team observed during many conversa-
tions with multisector stakeholders. Urban health
researchers must contribute to a broader con-
versation about the influence of urban systems
on health and health equity, shifting away from
a sole focus on healthcare provision toward evi-
dence-based policy that promotes health across
all urban sectors.

Researchers—and Research—Need the Flexibility
to Take Advantage of Opportunities as They Arise

Policy windows often open quickly and unexpect-
edly, and researchers must be ready to take advantage
of opportunities as they come and pivot as necessary.
SALURBAL had the flexibility to strategically fund
policy evaluation studies as opportunities emerged in
the region, including opportunities that emerged as a
result of the COVID-19 pandemic [41, 42]. We also
ensured an openness to engage with partners as we
were approached and to share data aligned with their
needs. The infrastructure support available to the
project and the flexibility to reorient as needed was
critical to our success. This type of flexibility is often
lacking in research funding; in the case of SALUR-
BAL, it resulted in part from establishing research
dissemination and policy impact as priorities from
the project’s outset.
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Table 5 Highlighted contributions of SALURBAL to policy development and implementation processes

Policy or initiative

Location/scale/SALURBAL partner

Description

Bill 5504 (Ley de Promocién de Aliment-

SALURBAL team; Guatemala

INCAP Guatemala consultation and advo-

acion Saludable)

COVID-19 pandemic response

Food label law
Peru

Urban Bogota 2022-2035 Plan
Colombia

Housing renovation (Equipo de Reno-
vacion Urbana of the Ministerio de
Vivienda y Urbanismo (MINVU) and
SEREMI V Region.

Co-development of the Premio Ciudad
in Peru

SALURBAL team; Mexico City, Mexico

Food label policy evaluation team; Lima,

TrUST policy evaluation team; Bogota,

RUCAS policy evaluation team; Vifia del
Mar and Santiago, Chile

Lima Cémo Vamos, Lima, Peru

cacy for Bill 5504 (Ley de Promocién
de Alimentacion Saludable, 1aw for the
promotion of healthy eating)

Collaboration with Mexico City govern-
ment to inform efforts to reduce contagion
on mass transportation systems during the
pandemic

Presentation of Lima food labels evaluation
results to Peruvian Ministry of Educa-
tion contributed to their understanding of
the success and impacts of the implemen-
tation of this law

Presentation of TransMiCable evaluation
results to Planning and Mobility public
officials, informing the development of
similar interventions, such as the next
cable car to be implemented in the evalu-
ation’s control group area and will be
inaugurated in 2025. This was integrated
into the Urban Bogot4 2022-2035 plan

Sharing of evaluation results with policy
implementers has led to the introduction
of improvements to the design of the
dwelling intervention in one of the study
sites. Study results have been requested
by implementers as an input for their own
design processes. Housing renovation
implementers also contributed with ideas
for additional evaluation analyses, the
results of which served to highlight and/or
confirm the heterogeneity in the distribu-
tion of habitability problems. Community
leaders have used RUCAS results to back
their demands concerning dwelling-
related health problems

SALURBAL participation in develop-
ment of prize and selection of winners.
The annual prize recognizes Peruvian
municipalities implementing projects, best
practices, and demonstrating leadership
that contributes to urban health and well-
being. Prizes are awarded to municipal
governments, civil society, and citizen
groups or movements

Researchers Need Training in Policy Outreach
and Dissemination, and Policy Actors Need Training
in Research

Academic education often neglects the capacity to
communicate research findings with non-scientists and
non-experts. Urban health researchers must be able

to communicate effectively with the public, journal-
ists, and policy actors to ensure that their policy-rele-
vant research can be used to institute and implement
healthier urban policies and interventions. Likewise,
non-scientists working in urban policy and planning
would benefit from a deeper understanding of what
research can and cannot do. For example, improved

@ Springer
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understanding of the research process, appropriate
interpretations of causality, and the significance of
uncertainty inherent to many research results would
enable urban policy actors to better collaborate with
researchers. Though providing this kind of training is
difficult and is rarely prioritized, SALURBAL was able
to dedicate resources to both capacity building among
our researchers and to creating spaces and materials to
increase policy actors’ access to and understanding of
project findings.

Clear and Simple Communication Is Vital

While dissemination through formal academic channels
requires precise technical terminology and a focus on
methods, dissemination to policy actors and the public
requires simple language and a focus on the interpreta-
tion of results as a basis for action. Creating clear and
simple communication that is also scientifically accu-
rate and does not overstate or gloss over evidence gaps
is difficult and requires staff trained in both public health
research and communications. SALURBAL’s data and
policy briefs were developed with input from commu-
nications and policy professionals, local researchers, and
policy representatives in an effort to achieve this balance.

There Is Demand for Descriptive Data

Over the course of the project, exchanges with policy
actors have repeatedly highlighted an interest in basic
descriptive data, analyses, and maps. In Latin Amer-
ica, capacities for simple data analysis and presenta-
tion can sometimes be weak or lacking, especially in
small- and medium-sized cities. A straightforward
presentation of data such as life expectancy calcula-
tions for urban municipalities can reveal stark inequi-
ties that trigger societal pressure and political will for
change. Funders need to be aware of the value of this
information, as well as the many scientific challenges
involved in generating and communicating it.

Research Funding, Design, and Implementation
Explicitly Dedicate Funding and Human Resources
to Policy Engagement and Dissemination Throughout

the Life Cycle of Policy-Relevant Research Projects

SALURBAL’s mandate for research translation is
unusual. The project’s funding from the Wellcome

@ Springer

Trust’s Our Planet Our Health program included
a focus on developing “a stronger evidence base
about the impact of humans on ecosystems that
will enable individuals and governments to make
informed decisions to safeguard the health of the
population and the planet” [43]. Accordingly, the
project budgeted for and implemented engagement
and dissemination from the start, not only after
research had been conducted. Funding agencies
and projects aiming to produce meaningful pol-
icy impact need to consider the time, effort, and
investment required to cultivate policy partner-
ships and implement successful dissemination and
engagement activities.

Let Local Researchers Guide Dissemination
and Engagement Activities

SALURBAL’s dissemination and policy engage-
ment activities were guided by the project’s Execu-
tive Committee, composed of researchers in Mexico,
Colombia, Chile, Peru, Brazil, and the United States.
Activities were designed and implemented by a Pol-
icy Working Group comprised of representatives
across partner institutions in eight countries. This
group leveraged existing resources and connections
to support dissemination and engagement within local
contexts throughout the region, which would have
been difficult or impossible if implemented solely by
the lead institution. Changing political circumstances
create challenges for engagement, especially in highly
polarized contexts, and only local experts can effec-
tively navigate these complex circumstances.

Engage Policy Actors from a Wide Range of Sectors
from the Beginning and Throughout the Project

Diverse partners contributed to SALURBAL’s
development, including two United Nations institu-
tions [24]. The incipient project also established an
advisory panel including regional policy stakehold-
ers from regional and international development
agencies (including CAF, World Bank Group, and
IADB), non-governmental organizations (includ-
ing World Resources Institute, the International
Society for Urban Health, and Lima Como Vamos),
PAHO, and the WHO. Researchers and advisory
panel members represent a range of sectors includ-
ing urban planning and mobility, health systems,
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air quality and climate, social programs, and aca-
demia. The project engaged community members in
research through its policy evaluation projects. The
project’s Didlogos SALURBAL events engaged local
policy actors and other stakeholders in the inter-
pretation and dissemination of findings. Although
these events created competing time demands and
occasionally highlighted stark differences in opin-
ions and priorities, the inclusion of these voices
increased the relevance, reach, and applicability of
SALURBAL’s research.

Policy Translation Research for the Latin American
Region Remains Lacking

Evidence regarding how and why policymakers
take up and apply urban health research remains
sparse, especially in the global south. SALUR-
BAL’s engagement with local policy and community
actors highlighted a number of specific gaps. Our
team developed and adapted a set of best practices
for stakeholder engagement, but formal research is
required regarding the most impactful strategies for
presenting and leveraging research findings to inform
policy processes. This research should address the
complex institutional and information systems that
influence knowledge translation, as well as key fac-
tors for sustaining long-term relationships between
researchers and decision-makers.

Policy Change Is a Long-Term Effort and Is
Influenced by Many Factors

Policy processes are rarely short or linear, and sig-
nificant change is unlikely to occur within typical
research funding periods. Moreover, documenting the
impact of research during the intermediate stages of
the policy process can be extremely challenging, and
linking a specific policy change to a given study or
initiative is difficult. Funders should have realistic
expectations about how and when the policy process
can be impacted, and researchers should take a broad
approach to evidence translation, acknowledging the
value of long-term, gradual shifts in world views and
paradigms [44]. Recognizing the role of additional
contextual factors is fundamental to identifying win-
dows of opportunity, appropriately adjusting efforts
and activities, and ultimately leveraging scientific evi-
dence for policy change.

Conclusion

The SALURBAL experience demonstrates that a
multi-country collaborative effort to generate and dis-
seminate evidence for action is possible but requires
designated infrastructure, sustained support, and
flexibility. SALURBAL explored a variety of stake-
holder engagement and dissemination strategies to
support the translation of multiple types of urban
health research findings and evidence. Although it is
possible to document policy impact in selected cir-
cumstances, linking SALURBAL actions to specific
policy changes was difficult within the period of the
project. Long-term, sustained efforts that are multi-
faceted and engage diverse policy actors in different
ways are needed. Moreover, changes in public per-
ceptions about the drivers of health and the actions
needed to support health are fundamental to creating
meaningful change. The need for political changes
and ideological shifts must also be recognized and
addressed. Despite these challenges, solid multi-
country research partnerships that leverage lessons
across a region, that promote engagement between
policymakers and scientists, and that are sensitive to
political opportunities can support meaningful policy
change.
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