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Viva Views
Dear Project Viva Participants, 

As the parent of two teenagers, I am frequently reminded of the fast pace of 
adolescent development. Not since my kids were in preschool have their bodies, 
knowledge, and social development changed so rapidly, seemingly day by day before 
my eyes! This phase has not only brought to our family new ideas and interests, but 
also many challenges. We are constantly juggling busy schedules of work, school, and 
activit ies, and trying to fit in time for healthy diet, exercise, and (technology-free!) 
togetherness. That?s one of the reasons why I am so excited about the work we are 
doing in Project Viva. As you will see in this issue of Viva Views, we are using 
cutting-edge approaches to studying many aspects of adolescent health at our 
ongoing Mid-Teen Visit. We continue our longstanding focus on understanding how 
modifiable factors, such as diet and environmental chemicals, can have long-term 
influence on the health of both moms and kids. Our hope is by identifying these 
factors, we will inform efforts to prevent conditions that affect so many kids and 
teens nowadays, from ADHD, obesity, and asthma to e-cigarette use and technology 
addiction. We definitely know it is a big effort for you to continue participating in 
Project Viva during such a busy time. We hope you know how important your 
participation is and how much we value and appreciate your contributions, not just 
to the Project Viva study, but to the new national ECHO initiative of which we are 
now a part. 

Thank you!

Dr. Emily Oken

Fall 2019

A Note From The Invest igator

Meet Project  Viva?s partner in improving the 
health of children and young adults across the 

country: ECHO! 

What is ECHO? 

In 2015, the United States National Institutes of 
Health (NIH) launched the Environmental 
Influences on Child Health Outcomes (ECHO) 
Program to improve our understanding of how the 
environment affects child health and development. 
ECHO uses information from 71 ongoing, US-based 
research projects (like Project Viva!) and will 
include more than 50,000 children from diverse 
backgrounds. 

How is Project Viva involved in ECHO?  

The Director of ECHO is Dr. Matt Gillman, Project 
Viva?s founder and former Principal Investigator. In 
the summer of 2016, Matt moved to Washington, 
D.C. to run the ECHO Program. Not only is Viva 
one of the 71 pediatric cohorts receiving funding 
from and contributing data to ECHO, but it is also 
one of the oldest cohorts and helped inform the 
development of ECHO! With knowledge and 
expertise gained from Project Viva, Matt and our 
current Principal Investigator, Dr. Emily Oken, are 
helping to shape components of the ECHO 
program that are being implemented in the other 
cohorts. 
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What does this mean for me as a Project 
Viva part icipant? 

At the Mid-Teen Visit and subsequent Project Viva vis-
its, we will ask for your consent to share data that we 
have already collected about you with ECHO. We will 
also ask for your consent to collect blood, urine, and 
hair samples, specifically for ECHO. If you have already 
completed your Mid- Teen Visit but you didn?t hear 
about ECHO at that time, we will reach out to talk to 
you about ECHO and the opportunity to participate in 
this country-wide program. See the Moving Forward... 
section for more details! 

How will my data be used? 

Similar to Project Viva, the ECHO program looks at 
environmental influences on child health, including 
chemical factors like pollution, societal factors like 
stress, behavioral factors like diet and sleep, and bio-
logical factors like genetics and epigenetics. ECHO in-
vestigates how those environmental and biological 
factors influence five key pediatric outcomes: preg-
nancy complications, upper and lower airway diseases, 
obesity and related diseases, neurodevelopment, and 

positive child health. For example, ECHO will explore 
geospatial data, or where participants live, and how 
their surrounding environment may impact their 
health. One example is a study of how exposure to na-
ture might benefit child health, which is being led by 
investigators here at Harvard Pilgrim.  

Why is ECHO important? 

ECHO?s goal is to answer crucial questions about the 
effects of a broad range of early environmental influ-
ences on child health and development. ECHO is also 
priorit izing positive health, a unique outcome that fo-
cuses on assets that promote a child?s well-being, not 
just whether a child has an illness. The health outcomes 
that ECHO focuses on have a high public health impact. 
ECHO hopes to have as many families as possible par-
ticipate across the US, to provide the best information 
they can about child health outcomes. We have already 
learned so much from your participation in Project 
Viva; teaming up with the other ECHO cohorts will 
help us learn even more. We are excited about the op-
portunity to contribute to ECHO and hope you are 
too! For more informat ion, please refer to the ECHO 
website: http://ECHOchildren.org/  

Food for Thought

When Project Viva began in 1999, a major goal of the 
study was to find ways to improve the health of 
mothers and children by studying diet during 
pregnancy and later in life. Over the ~20 years of the 
study, diet has remained an important aspect of 
Project Viva?s research. Research from Project Viva 
has helped to guide recommendations for fish intake 
during pregnancy and to show some of the health 
effects of consuming sugar-sweetened beverages, like 
soda. 

Diet can be assessed in a variety of ways, and Project 
Viva has made use of a few different tools already. 

During pregnancy, Viva Moms completed a Food 
Frequency Quest ionnaire (FFQ), which asks 
participants to report how often they eat a certain 
food and gives an average, long-term picture of diet. We 
have used these questionnaires to study associations 
of diet during pregnancy with outcomes such as child 
cognition (Oken 2005), child growth and body 
composition (Switkowski 2016) and child risk of 
asthma (Wright 2018). At other t ime points, we 
used Dietary Screeners to get an overview of specific 
foods or food groups and certain dietary behaviors, 
such as how often you eat fruit or drink 
sugar-sweetened beverages. Using this information, 
we have looked at what factors predict eating more 
fruits and vegetables in mid-childhood (Kong 2016). 

At the Mid-Teen Visit , we ask you to complete 
three 24-hour diet  recalls, capturing detailed 
information about everything you consumed in the 
previous day, including how you prepared your foods 
and what brands you chose to eat. 

http://ECHOchildren.org/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/16203250
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/16203250
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/27581477
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/27581477
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=29219619
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=29219619
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/27238899
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/27238899
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24-hour recalls can provide estimates of total intake of 
foods and nutrients and are able to capture aspects of 
the diet such as context and cultural practices. 
However, 24-hour recalls require part icipants to 
complete more than one recall because people 
rarely eat the same thing every day. 

Project Viva is using the ASA24, an online 
platform developed by the National Cancer 
Inst itute, to collect dietary data at the 
Mid-Teen Visit .

More than 5,100 studies are registered to use the 
ASA24, including some of our fellow ECHO cohorts! 
Use of a common data collection platform across 
multiple cohorts may allow researchers to pool data 
more easily and examine diet and its effect on health 
outcomes in communities across the nation. 

Long-term, we will also examine how your diet in 
mid-adolescence relates to later health outcomes, or 
how earlier exposures affected your diet at this point 
in your life.  

We ask each participant to complete three recalls to 
help us get a better picture of your average intake 
over time. We hope to collect 2 weekdays and 1 
weekend day from you because we know your 
behavior can change based on school or work. More 
recalls provide us with bet ter data and reduce the 
error resulting from day-to-day variability in your diet. 

You will receive a personal nutrit ion report  
and complet ing more recalls will help your 
report  better reflect your overall diet. You 
also get Amazon gift  cards for your at-home 
recalls!  

Moving Forward with a 
Longitudinal Cohort  Study, 18+ 
Years Later 
If you have questions or need to schedule any of the 
visits discussed below, please refer to the contact 
information at the end of this newsletter.  

I completed some but not all of the Mid-Teen 
visit  ? how can I complete the rest? 

Blood Draw:  As part of the Mid-Teen Visit, we ask you 
to provide a fasting blood sample. If you did not have 
your blood drawn at your in-person visit, but were 
willing to coordinate a separate time for the blood 
draw, we will contact you to set up a time for you to 
come back to our office or have a phlebotomist come 
to your home.

ECHO Part icipat ion:  As you read about earlier, 
Project Viva has joined with 70 other cohorts to be 
part of the Environmental Influences on Child Health 
Outcomes (ECHO) Program! We are excited about 
this new collaboration, and hope you are too. If you 
didn?t hear about ECHO at your visit, you will hear 
from us shortly to ask if you would like to contribute 
data to ECHO. We will ask you to sign a short consent 
form addendum agreeing to contribute data to ECHO. 
We may also ask Viva Teens to complete a blood draw 
for us to collect one additional tablespoon of blood 
specifically for ECHO. 

ASA24:  If you already completed your Mid-Teen Visit, 
you may remember completing a diet recall during the 
visit. If you completed only 1 of your 3 diet recalls 
within 1 month of your visit, we will ask you to 
complete 3 more to help us collect higher-quality diet 
data from you. And you?ll get Amazon gift cards for 
each additional recall you complete! 

Fitbit : We hope you?ve enjoyed wearing your Fitbit so 
far! If you didn?t wear your Fitbit for a full week, or 
forgot to sync it every day, we may ask you to wear the 
Fitbit for another week of sleep and activity 
monitoring.

DXA: If you completed a home visit, we are interested 
in completing DXA scans with you at our Boston 
office. The appointment is 20-30 minutes long and 
includes one full body scan for Teens, and three scans 
for Moms: full body, hip, and spine. Teens receive a 
printout of their skeleton, and Moms receive the bone 
density results from the hip and spine scans. You also 
receive $20 for travel reimbursement and parking 
validation in our garage! 
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I already completed the Mid-Teen Visit . 
When will I hear from Project Viva again?    
Your Age 19 Quest ionnaire: We will send your next 
annual questionnaire after the Viva Teen?s 19th 
birthday. Both Viva Moms and Viva Teens receive a 
questionnaire to complete; either electronically or 
mailed if we do not have an email address for you. As a 
thank you in advance, Moms and Teens each receive 
$5. Once the questionnaire is completed and 
returned, Moms receive a $15 Amazon e-gift card, 
and Teens receive a $25 Amazon e-gift card as an 
additional thank you! 

I haven?t completed a Mid-Teen Visit  yet 
and/or haven?t heard about the Mid-Teen 
Visit .  
We hope to see you soon! We invite Viva Teens and 
Moms to participate in the Mid-Teen Visit around the 
teen?s 17th birthday. Moms will receive emails and 
phone calls from our staff to schedule. We offer visits 
7 days a week, including weekends, evenings, and 
school vacations.  

I turned 18 years old. Do you st ill want to see 
me for a Mid-Teen visit? 
Absolutely! Our goal is to see all participants during 
the Mid-Teen Visit. We plan to follow Viva Teens for as 
long as we have funding and interest from 
participants. Whether you are 17, 18 or older, we 
want to see you for your visit, and are happy to 
coordinate with your semester breaks, if necessary. 
The only difference? Teens 18 and older sign their 
own consent forms! 

I don?t live in Massachusetts anymore. How 
can I st ill part icipate? 

After almost 20 years, many of our Viva participants 
have moved out of Massachusetts. In fact, nearly 250 
Mom-Teen pairs live in other states, and 23 pairs live 
in other countries!  

Project Viva may travel to you soon! We will travel to 
as many states as possible. Look out for an email or 
phone call about when we plan to be in your area! 

If you live internationally, you will receive our 
Mid-Teen Questionnaires to complete. If we are able 
to travel to you in the future, we will do so.  

If you plan to visit Boston, we would love to see you in 
our office. We will validate your parking at our 
Fenway location, so you could explore the area after 
your visit without paying for parking. Whether at your 
location or ours, we hope to see you soon!      

  

Thank you for reading!
We can by reached by calling 888-888-4742 x44251 or by emailing 

project_viva@harvardpilgrim.org.

Visit us online at https://www.hms.harvard.edu/viva/

Viva participants across the country

https://www.hms.harvard.edu/viva/
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