2018 Transforming Local
Government Conference
Case Study Application
Due: September 1, 2017
Email to Ryan Spillers at learning@transformgov.org

Or, Click here to Submit

Application Information
Case Study Title

Refuel Topeka - Increasing participation in summer and afterschool meal programs

Jurisdiction Name

City of Topeka

Jurisdiction Population 127,000
Theme (select one)

_____ Thinking Like a Futurist
_____ Culture Club
_____ What about all this data?

_____ Reinventing Local Government
_____ Community Networking
✔

Rapid Fire Session?
Would you like the application to be considered for our Rapid Fire Session? (Rapid Fire presentations are fastpaced, entertaining, interactive presentations. Each jurisdiction will have five minutes to make their presentations
using 15 PPT slides set on auto-forward primarily containing photos/graphics. Participants will be seated at round
tables to facilitate an energetic idea exchange. A cash bar will be available.)
✔
___
YES

___ NO

Project Leader (primary contact for application correspondence)
Name

Sheena Smith

Title

Senior Grant Writer

Department

Financial Services

Phone

785-368-3053

Email

slsmith@topeka.org

Full mailing address,
including zip code

215 SE 7th Street Topeka, KS 66603-3914

Twitter account

@refueltopeka; @cityoftopeka

List additional presenters’ contact information below:

Nickie Lee
Director of Administrative and Financial Services
Finance Department
nlee@topeka.org
785-368-1653

1.

Presentation title and description of the innovation. 100 word maximum

The City of Topeka received a grant from the National League of Cities to increase
participation in summer and afterschool meal programs. The grant funding was to encourage
cities and elected officials, specifically, to get involved, as it is not typical for cities to do so.
Staff worked with a marketing start up to create Refuel Topeka, a fun and accessible
campaign that encouraged youth 18 and under to eat at meal sites free of charge. The City
energized a coalition to address barriers to participation and the Mayor championed the
effort. Topeka has been recognized for Refuel Topeka in its work to increase participation in
these programs.

2.

When and how was the program, policy or initiative originally conceived in your
jurisdiction? 100 word maximum

Topeka's Mayor thought that the City was uniquely suited to apply for this funding opportunity
to increase participation in summer and afterschool meal programs. At the time, Kansas was
48th in the nation for participation. Seeing a need in Topeka, City staff met with several
organizations and the major school district to determine how to best tackle this issue. The
organizations overwhelmingly expressed support for a marketing and awareness campaign
because they did not have the resources or time to do so. From there, an idea was born.

3.

How exactly is the program or policy innovative? How has your innovation changed
previous processes, products, or services? Explain how the program or initiative
substantially stretched or improved the boundaries of ordinary governmental
operations. 200 word maximum

Historically, the City has not been involved in assisting with meal programs in schools and organizations. When
the grant opportunity presented itself, partners were ecstatic that the City was willing to commit to convening a
coalition and executing a marketing campaign. The marketing campaign itself required City staff to think
outside the box in order to appeal to youth in the community. This resulted in hiring a start up marketing group
that was willing to be flexible throughout the process. This work resulted in a stand alone website where
families could locate their meal site, organizations could sign up to volunteer and a place where the community
could learn about Refuel in through a different lens. One of the key barriers to participation identified was that
there is a stigma associated with participation. Refuel Topeka responded to that sentiment through it's mission
of "food, fun and friends". City staff and partners all pitched in. This resulted in a kickoff event at a community
center with meals for all families, a partnership with Topeka Metro to promote "kids ride free", a PSA, a
comprehensive social media presence and physically reaching 5,000 households in neighborhoods to spread
the word. The effort will continue with more strategies throughout the year.

4.

What individuals or groups are considered the primary initiators of your program? How
does the innovation engage stakeholders or demonstrate high performance teaming?
Were strategic partnerships and/or community networks developed as a result of the
innovation? 200 word maximum

The primary initiator of this program include the Mayor with support from the City Manager.
With their support, the Department of Neighborhood Relations sprung into action, convening
key stakeholders to develop a plan for increasing participation. After holding a focus group to
determine what the primary needs of meal sites were, the City identified an additional need
for a coalition to address issues on an ongoing basis. Partners included USD 501,
Harvesters, United Way, Boys and Girls Club, the County Parks and Recreation, the YWCA,
the Kansas Department of Education and others. A key supporter of this effort was the
Topeka and Shawnee County Public Library. Although they are a new meal site, they serve
the City's population on a daily basis and were ready to promote Refuel Topeka and from the
beginning. Additionally, without the support of USD 501, the primary food provider to meal
sites, this effort would not have been possible. This high performing group showed the power
of teamwork through planning a kickoff event for the entire community, which included meals
from USD 501, activities, informational booths, face painting, carnival games, and the start up
marketing firm that captured it all to provide a foundation for a successful summer for kids to
enjoy "more than a meal".

5.

If a private consultant was used please describe their involvement, identify the
consultant and/or firm and provide contact information. 100 word maximum

The City contracted with Create Uplift, a local startup marketing firm, to brand the meal
program and create www.refueltopeka.com, the Public Service Announcement, and to
maintain social media accounts. Their knowledge of the City, connection to the community
and fresh perspective was invaluable throughout the process of implementing this initiative.
Please contact Tobias Harvey at tobiasaharvey@gmail.com for more information about
Create Uplift and their involvement with Refuel Topeka.

6.

To what extent do you believe your program or policy initiative is potentially replicable
within other jurisdictions and why? To your knowledge, have any other jurisdictions or
organizations established programs or implemented policies modeled specifically on
this project? Please provide verification of the replication. 200 word maximum

Through receiving this opportunity, we have created something that is replicable and
inexpensive to operate. Using grant funds of $35,000, partnerships with the school district
and other organizations, and City staff and resources, we were able to create a unique
program with the sole mission of keeping youth from being hungry while they are out of
school. Even without grant funding, cities could invest a relatively small amount of money to
promote meal sites by leveraging partnerships and support from elected officials. Since we
began this effort, most other grantee cities have focused on using their funding to increase
physical meal sites, while Topeka focused increasing participation through awareness at
existing meal sites for the summer. Other cities have implemented marketing efforts to
increase participation, however, the City of Topeka has been featured by the funder as an
example of how to do this work. NLC asked the City to present on Refuel Topeka regarding
its coordinating marketing campaign, volunteer program and transportation assistance to all
other grantees across the nation. Since Refuel Topeka is in its first year of operation, we
expect more communities will jump on board or ask for assistance as they become more
aware of its successes.

7.

What were the costs? What were the savings? 100 word maximum

The cost of the program was determined by the amount of money received through this grant.
The City received $35,000 to conduct the marketing campaign, create a volunteer program to
assist meal sites with leading activities or serving meals, and to continue meeting with
partners in order to plan events and track progress. The grant allowed the Department of
Neighborhood Relations to hire a part time program coordinator to lead these efforts. In-kind
administrative duties were incorporated into this effort. Savings will be passed on to families
in the City of Topeka, as more participation means they have more discretionary spending.

8.

Please describe the most significant obstacle(s) encountered thus far by your program.
How have they been dealt with? Which ones remain? 200 word maximum

As with any partnership or coalition, there are multiple parties that have decided on a mission
or common goal, but may have different ways of going about achieving results. The State of
Kansas approves meal sites for operation, and they approve sites up to the week of school
ending in some cases. This was challenging as we were developing the website, as we
wanted to publish accurate and timely information. To address this challenge, we obtained a
preliminary list of meal sites from partners and updated the site once the final list was
approved. Additionally, working with the school district (USD 501) throughout this process
has been challenging at times. However, through additional meetings and discussions with
leadership and nutrition staff members, we have been able to provide assistance, distribute
Refuel Topeka post cards to every student prior to school ending for the summer and have
continued discussions to ensure we can maximize participation in these programs.
Additionally, USD 501 only serves afterschool snacks or meals to students that enroll in
enrichment activities, which comprises a small proportion of the student population. To
address this challenge, the City is partnering with Shawnee County to increase the number of
open sites from 1 to 4 at community centers.

9.

What outcomes did this program or policy have? What baseline data did you collect?
How did you measure the change based on the intervention, and why do you believe in
the credibility of this assessment? 200 word maximum

Although participation data is not yet available, the Refuel Topeka marketing campaign
generated partnerships, discussion and buzz among the community in addition to volunteer
participation at meal sites. Measures to track awareness included using Google Analytics, a
commonly used analysis tool, indicated that Topekans are becoming aware of the program
and using services. For example, www.refueltopeka.com, was viewed nearly 2,000 times.
Refuel Topeka's social media platforms reach over 3,000 people and local media coverage
spans the entire City. Stunningly, the Americorps team went to approximately 5,000
households to make residents aware of meal sites closest to their neighborhood and every
single student in USD 501 received a post card directing them to the website for more
information before school was out for summer. There was a strong presence at
community-wide events where hundreds more received information and marketing materials.
The Kansas Department of Education official data for participation will be out in the coming
months will allow the City to determine if participation increased. The City will use it to
determine successes and improvements needed going forward.

10.

Has the program received any press or other media coverage to date? If yes, please
list the sources and briefly describe relevant coverage. 100 word maximum

Refuel Topeka has received extensive coverage by the local media, including featuring the
Mayor on radio and program staff on a local television station. The City issued a press
release on the program and the City Manager included information about Refuel Topeka in
the weekly report that's published on the City's website. The local newspaper did an article on
Refuel Topeka and others on partners. The Topeka and Shawnee County Public Library and
was the subject of an op-ed as a meal site.

11.

Please provide any key references and their contact information who can be
interviewed/called to discuss the innovation and its impact. 100 word maximum

Please contact Monique Glaude (Director, Division of Community Engagement, Department
of Neighborhood Relations, City of Topeka; (785) 368-4470; mglaude@topeka.org) for
implementation of the program.
Please contact Nickie Lee (Director of Financial Services; City of Topeka; (785) 368-1653;
nlee@topeka.org) for leadership's perspective of the program.
Please contact Vicki Buening (Meal Site Coordinator at St. David's Episcopal Church;
vbuening@outlook.com) for her perspective on the coalition and volunteer aspects of the
program.

12.

You’ve been to a lot of conferences. TLG should be a unique experience for everyone.
Describe how your case study presentation will be different than other conference
presentations. 200 word maximum
• How will you make the session creative and unique?
• How do you plan to be both entertaining and educational?
• Include a description of how your session will facilitate group activities and/or interaction.

This session will be creative and unique, and will specifically feature marketing materials
used, and will show the PSA created for Refuel Topeka. We will include sample menus and
have participants do the activities that children get to experience while at meal sites. Keeping
the presentation interactive and focused on the mission of Refuel Topeka (more than a meal)
will be essential to engaging everyone in the room around an overall discussion of food
insecurity and why it is important for cities to step up in addressing a need. Participants will be
asked to brainstorm other ways to address the stigma associated with participation.

13.

Anything else you would like to add? 200 word maximum

The City of Topeka is proud to be a leader and a convener to address hunger in the
community. It is something that has a clear benefit to those that live, work and play. It will also
help Topekans understand that the City sees the value of helping others and would like to
continue to facilitate programs like these in the future.

Click here to Submit

