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Project Overview 
Student name:  Magdalena Martinez 
Department: Anthropology 
Organization: CEPROSI (Centro de Promocion y Salud Integral) 
Location: La Paz, Bolivia 
Mentor: Prof. Katherine Lemons, McGill University 
Fellowship Duration: June 2nd to August 16th 2015 
  

About the McBurney Fellowship Program 
Through McGill’s Institute for Health and Social Policy, the McBurney Fellowship Program 
supports students in international service programs related to health and social policy in Latin 
America. McBurney Fellows serve abroad in organizations working to meet the basic needs of 
local populations. One key aspect of this fellowship is its mandate to make a significant 
contribution to improving the health and social conditions of poor and marginalized populations 
through the delivery of concrete and measurable interventions. Students and their mentors 
identify issues, make connections with local organizations, and develop a strategy for the 
fellowship. The views expressed in this document are the opinions of the fellow, and do not 
necessarily reflect the opinions of the IHSP. 
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SUPPORTING A BOLIVIAN 

INITIATIVE TO PROMOTE 

HEALTHY EATING HABITS 

Fellowship’s Rationale and Objectives  
I participated in the third year of an ongoing project implemented by Développpement et Paix 
with the La Paz organization Centro de Promoción y Salud Integral (CEPROSI). This internship 
focuses on health, more specifically on nutrition, by working with indigenous women through 
women’s centers in El Alto. The CEPROSI is a non-profit social organization founded in 1986 by Dr. 
Ana Maria Vargas and Licenciado Gaston Lobaton, situated in La Paz, Bolivia. Dr. Vargas is the 
coordinator and Lic. Lobaton is the director.  CEPROSI works with the concept of integral health, 
which means that health is both physical and mental, thus integrating medicine, nutrition, 
psychology, and social well-being into the definition of a healthy person. This concept can be 
related to the broader movement of Latin American “el buen vivir.” CEPROSI has implemented 
various activities with the indigenous rural populations who have migrated to the suburban areas 
of La Paz. For instance, it provides quality health services and contributes to the improvement of 
access to these services. It has done so by disseminating health-related knowledge and 
strengthening grassroots organizations, mainly composed of indigenous women.  

This project is part of Québec sans frontières (QSF), which was created in 1995 by the government 
of Quebec to allow young Quebecois adults to live an experience of international solidarity in Latin 
America, francophone Africa, francophone Asia, and the West Indies. This initiative, in 
collaboration with multiple organizations from Quebec, also contributes to supporting local 
development in the countries visited. As a bilateral exchange program, it also welcomes interns 
from receiving countries and offers international interns a similar opportunity in Quebec-based 
organizations. A QSF program includes a 75-day internship, eight months of pre-departure 
preparation, and a post-internship project. There were seven interns working in La Paz this 
summer at 13 women’s centers. All interns worked at CEPROSI in the morning and conducted 
workshops at women’s centers in the afternoon. Representatives of women’s centers meet once 
a month at CEPROSI to discuss their activities. These centers are affiliated with the CEPROSI to 
gain support for activities, such as having a knitting or cooking teacher. They are also able to 
coordinate their efforts to conduct bigger activities or participate at conferences or contests by 
being connected through CEPROSI. 

Objectives  
The main goals of my project were to promote healthy eating habits, to reinforce women’s centers 
and women’s power to act on issues related to food safety, and to improve access to healthy food. 
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This required individual initiative to present a personal project and group work with a team of 
Quebecois interns and Bolivian workers. The specific objectives were: 

 to raise awareness on the nutritive values of certain foods, on nutritious and economical 
alternatives, and on food hygiene;  

 to develop a relationship with community agents and increase the visibility of women’s 
centers’ small food shops;  

 to promote community gardens;  

 to document the change in eating habits in the community. 

Background/context  
Bolivian eating habits may vary from one city or region to another, but there are some recurring 
patterns. The most important meal of the day is lunch, which is mainly composed of 
carbohydrates, such as rice and potatoes, and sometimes meat. Outside of this main meal, most 
people eat snacks, such as bread and tea, or a small meal. The consumption of vegetables and 
fruits, as well as of whole grains and calcium sources is well below the international guidelines of 
the World Health Organization. Moreover, fast food and "street food," foods containing high 
amounts of fat, are very popular. 

The influence on Bolivians’ health caused by a change in eating habits has been observed for a 
number of years. For instance, as women enter the work market, families have less time to cook 
balanced meals and opt for fast food. This change has contributed to the rise of weight-related 
chronic illnesses in Bolivia, such as diabetes, hypertension, cancer and anemia, and the Bolivian 
government has taken action to raise awareness. For example, the Ministry of Health has 
produced educational material on healthy eating. As for the CEPROSI, the organization has 
created a campaign called -"En accion por una buena alimentacion, Mujeres movilizadas contra 
el cancer" (Taking action for healthier habits; women mobilized against cancer). This is mainly an 
awareness-raising project on prevention of cervical cancer through a better nutrition.  

Activities  
The group of seven interns decided collectively to visit all the centers each week, thus, dividing 
the group in three. I worked at the CEPROSI in the mornings on the projects to be presented at 
the women’s centers and met with the women in the afternoon.  During each week’s visit to the 
centers, all interns presented workshops and conducted a routine of exercises with music. 

The first section of the internship focused on the use of the Body Mass Index (BMI) as a tool to 
raise awareness on weight issues that are related to important health conditions. We started 
weighting and measuring women at their centers to calculate their BMI. We provided them with 
personalized cards with their measurements and information on the ways to improve their health. 
Furthermore, we held a workshop with the health representatives of each center to explain the 
procedure of BMI measuring and to propose follow up sessions in each center. Together with the 
health representatives, we created an ideal healthy eating plate that we would insert at the back 
of a BMI disk. This disk was meant to facilitate the calculation of the BMI. The main objective of 
these activities was to promote “vigilancia comunitaria nutricional” (community nutritional 
vigilance), with the goal of taking care of people in our community by sharing information and 
taking account of local and personal situations.  
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Each week, we tried to innovate with a new activity on the theme of nutrition. We created a 
question wheel game with six categories: physical activity and water, body image, infant nutrition, 
nutrients, healthy eating, and nutrition-related illnesses. This game allowed the active 
participation of women and created a space for dialogue. Two games were on the consumption 
of sugar and salt. Each of the games had a participative section, where women had to guess the 
amount of sugar or salt that popular foods contained, and an informative section on the 
consequences of their use. Finally, we worked with the centers to choose interesting recipes to 
cook and enjoy together at the meetings.  

Throughout the internship there were several events that brought many women’s centers 
together, providing an avenue for information exchange and motivation. At these events, 
members of the municipal government and professionals were present. As interns, we worked to 
produce material to show at the events, such as healthy messages on food, water and the benefit 
of an active lifestyle. The first event was a soccer and volleyball competition, where each women’s 
center competed as a team. We decorated the soccer field with messages about good nutrition, 
and we distributed cups with messages that incentivized them to drink more water. The second 
event presented childhood games and had as objective the valorization of the knowledge held by 
women. In addition to these playful meetings, we helped organize two community apthapis 
(potlucks) that required more organization and input from the women’s centers. Each women’s 
center had to present a healthy meal to share with the others and an explanation on why this 
specific meal was balanced. We helped create more messages and signs that represented each 
center and their meal. At one of the two apthapis, women brought their own artisanal creations 
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to show and sell. We also held a discussion board on the link between nutrition and cervical 
cancer, with the participation of a doctor and four nutritionists.  

Throughout the internship, we created three informative documents to distribute to women’s 
centers. The first one, written by Dr. Vargas, was on water consumption. The second document, 
created by an intern, was on the benefits of physical activities and provided some simple 
exercises. Finally, I collaborated with two interns to create an informative document celebrating 
health eating habits, drawing on traditional foods and customs.  

Finally, we created a binder to give to the health representatives of each center with all of this 
information and with extra documents, such as pamphlets from the federal government on 
breast-feeding and infant nutrition. We held a meeting with them to discuss future action to be 
done in centers and how to use the material provided.  

Challenges and successes 
Throughout the fellowship, I often questioned the possibility of reaching our objectives and being 
able to hold all activities. Although some dates, events, and objectives changed, the overall 
calendar that was handed to us at the start of the internship reflects well the work that we have 
accomplished. I can even say that we have done more than expected.  
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One of the most important accomplishments was to strengthen the role of the health 
representatives at the women’s centers. These representatives are responsible of informing other 
women of the information received in workshops and at the CEPROSI, but we found this was often 
not happening in practice. The representatives did not always have a clear interest for health or 
a clear notion of what their function was. Our objective was to try to motivate the health 
representatives throughout our internship so they could continue our work afterward. This was 
done through building a friendship relationship with the health representatives and ensuring they 
would attend all events related to health, such as conferences, aphtapis, and meetings. To ensure 
the continuity of our work, we held two workshops with these women. One at the beginning, 
where we introduced each other, and one at the end, where we exchanged ideas on what could 
be done next and handed over all the material we prepared for each center. By the end, many 
showed interest in learning more and in passing on their knowledge to other women. 

Questions raised  

What ‘worked’ during your fellowship?  What didn’t? Why? Did your fellowship raise any 
questions? 

From the beginning, we decided to interact with women, rather than conduct classroom 
presentations. We would sit next to them, learn to knit, and talk about our lives, forming 
friendships. Afterwards, we would conduct our interactive workshops. I liked to sit next to a small 
group of women, rather than talk to the whole group. This was certainly the biggest 
accomplishment of the internship and what came out most in feedback given by women and by 
CEPROSI’s staff. Women confessed that this had been a very special internship, as in previous 
years interns would give presentations but would not develop friendships. They also said that they 
could see how much we cared about them and felt proud that we were interested in learning 
from them as well.  
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This fellowship raised innumerous questions, especially in the field. The first weeks, I was 
questioning the utility of my presence in the organization and in the women’s centers. This was 
because we were getting to know the workplace and the community and our tasks were very 
simple. Our relationship with the women was very basic and they were not very responsive to us. 
I asked myself if they were as interested in getting to know each other and learning as I was. 
Although I learned that there was a cultural and social difference that could explain the way they 
interacted, even as our tasks became more complex, this questioning remained throughout the 
internship. What am I doing here? Am I useful? Who really benefits from this internship?  

Training and Mentoring 

Training/mentoring on site  
The first week on the field, the CEPROSI scheduled three meetings. The first one was an exchange 
between interns and the staff, where everyone was introduced, and we discussed expectations 
of our work. The second one was a general presentation on the history and the objectives of the 
organization and the third was a formal meeting to discuss the specific objectives and activities of 
our internship. 

The following week, we received a workshop, given by a nutritionist, on the nutritional issues 
faced by the community and the tools that we would use in the context of the campaign on 
nutritional surveillance.  

Whereas no other formal training session was presented, help was available on a needs-based 
basis and required us to ask questions. This was a problem, as some information was known only 
at the very end that could have been useful at the beginning.  

What did you learn?   
This internship was fruitful in terms of lessons learned that came as much from the work with the 
CEPROSI as from the interaction with women at the women’s centers. 

Firstly, I developed values related to work but also to my personal life. Flexibility was essential in 
all spheres of the project, work, community interactions, and my relationship with the family I 
was staying with. For instance, the work objectives and the activities could change at any moment, 
even after all the work was done. It was important to learn this, in order to be able to create a 
project that could easily be modified 
without starting the work over and wasting 
material and time. Flexibility also meant 
knowing my limits and adapting to that 
reality. For instance, my host mother told 
me about her son’s refusal to eat properly. 
Thus, I tried to help out by creating a game 
that would give him points each time he ate 
his meal. This seemed to work at first, but 
soon turned him against me. What had 
been a friendly relationship became a 
disciplinary one. I shared my sadness with 
another intern, who studies in nutrition, 
and she gave me useful information that I 
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could pass to the mother. This allowed me to give the authority back to the mother and regain 
my friendly relationship with her son. In the end, I learned that in two and a half months you 
cannot change everything and trying to change things fast can do more harm than good. I applied 
this to my work with the women. It was a slow process of raising awareness, which needed to 
take the time in order to create real change.  

An important learning experience was to work next to Dr. Ana Maria Vargas and Lic. Gaston 
Lovaton, the director of CEPROSI. The energy and generosity that they employed at work every 
day was an inspiration for me to engage in community work with the same attitude. Through 
getting to know the staff, I learned that this organization worked like a family.  

Community Implications and Further Work 
What was your contribution to the delivery of health and/or social services for poor or 
marginalized groups? Short and long-term (potential) impact.  Who benefitted?  How?  

One thing that came out in the feedback from women was their gratefulness to see us caring 
about marginalized people in La Paz. In the short term, this was of benefit to them because 
their motivation and self-esteem were enhanced through our exchanges. It was also a benefit 
to the CEPROSI, who could accomplish more work with our presence.  

In the long term, the impacts are less clear. I believe our work might have motivated some 
women to create a lifestyle change or to adopt more healthy habits. The health representatives 
might have strengthened their roles and provide more information to the other women. The 
material we created could be used to raise awareness. 

The nutritional health issues experienced by community members are many. Women are 
conscious of the illnesses that they or their family members have and they are worried. 
However, they lack the time or the money to visit a specialist to get the information needed. 
Thus, our presence was appreciated as we provided free useful information. I could see this 
during my last day of visits, when a woman who barely engaged with me came to me and asked 
me for specific information for her sister who was overweight. Many women were shy to talk 
about their issues openly but they expressed their gratitude at the very end of the internship. 
For people outside of the community, such as the CEPROSI and even the government, 
improving the health condition of women is crucial to the development of healthy citizens.  

The policy action needed in this particular situation has to come from the government, the 
educational system, and the community organizations. Some of this is already happening but 
is not enough to create an overall change. There needs to be more education on the impacts 
of an unbalanced diet and on the ways to improve this diet. Many times, people do not know 
that what they eat is unhealthy because it has been in the tradition for many decades. Raising 
awareness needs to happen at school, in the news, and  at the governmental level.  

Program evaluation   
What did you value most about the fellowship?   

Experiencing the field of international solidarity was a great eye-opener to what I want to do in 
the future. I learned a lot about how this particular field works and met a network of amazing 
people. 
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I believe that this was a unique opportunity! I was able to work with amazing people and learn so 
much. It was also incredible to exchange with the other fellows and have direct information on 
what they were doing.  

Any advice for future fellows?   

It is important to take seriously the reflections that are asked from us and the work that we do. 

It is also important to be conscious of the little time that we have in the field. To take advantage 
of every moment and good planning are essential, but it is also important to know the limits of 
time and to be flexible to unexpected events. Sickness is often one of these unexpected but 
devastating moments, as much for our schedule as for our motivation.  

The interaction with other fellows was a great experience for me. Many times, I would find 
similarities in the challenges faced or inspiration on how to deal with certain situations. It would 
help me relativize my experience and understand better my place in the internship. I would often 
read the other fellow’s reflections in the traffic of my ride home after a long day of work. I not 
only enjoyed learning about other’s projects and experiences, but it motivated me to share what 
was happening to me. Getting some feedback from Denise was also an acknowledgement of the 
experience I was living.  

This project will be continued next year with a new group of interns. It is not yet clear what the 
exact project will be next year. I strongly recommend other fellows participate in this program 
because of the great learning experience of working with this population.  

To be prepared for a similar fellowship, a fellow needs to understand the challenges faced by the 
community in order to understand the difficulties they face to create change.   

  


