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FEATURE INTERVIEW

A Discussion with Joseph A. Curtatone,
Mayor of Somerville, MA
Mark Leiserson

Joseph Curtatone is currently serving his fourth-term as mayor of Somerville, 
MA. During his tenure, Somerville has become nationally-renowned for its 
Shape Up Somerville program, an initiative aimed at reducing the prevalence of 
obesity within the city. In addition, Mayor Curtatone’s leadership in Somer-
ville earned him the (now former) presidency of the Massachusetts Mayor’s 
Association, and has won praise from the Boston Globe Magazine which 
claimed Somerville to be “the best-run city in Massachusetts.”

Could you briefly explain what Shape Up Somerville is?
-

When did the program begin and what were major dates of 
its expansion?

-

Shape Up Somerville

You mentioned how Shape Up Somerville is closely linked to 
the environment. When I was researching the program, I 
was really struck by how a lot of the initiatives are similar to 
those seen in energy demand-side management programs. 
Do you think that the campaign to reduce obesity and the 
campaign to reduce energy consumption are linked?

-

-

Why has Shape Up 
Somerville been so 
effective in Somer-
ville, and why has 
it garnered so much 
national attention?

-

-

So it’s as much an attitude change as it is policy change?

You’ve had a chance to speak with many other municipal 
executives as the former President of the Massachusetts 
Mayors’ Association. Do you believe it’s possible for other 
similar-sized municipalities to adopt the same programs 
and achieve similar results?

-
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Looking at the broader role of government in health policy, it 
seems that the federal government is under significant pres-
sure to pass large and broad legislation addressing health 
issues. However, it seems that Shape Up Somerville has taken 
a gradual approach, adding new programs as it has pro-
gressed. So, I was wondering if you could comment on what 
you think government’s responsibility is in helping individ-
uals make healthy choices or adopt a healthy lifestyle?

What do you believe the role of federal government is in 
terms of health care policy? Is it restricted to providing 
financial backing and national campaigns to help states and 
localities?

Do you believe that the federal government overextended its 
jurisdiction with the passage of the health care overhaul?

-

On a personal level, does the issue of healthy living have a 

particular resonance for you?

-

-

-

Was the issue of healthy living then part of your motivation 
to run for public office in 2004?

-

Shape Up Somerville began by targeting 1st-3rd graders, but 
you’ve expanded it. Could you explain some of the differ-
ent challenges of targeting obesity on a community-level 
compared to targeting it in a specific age group in public 
schools?

-

-

-

How do you measure success in combatting obesity on a 
community-level?
Jaime Corliss, Director of Shape Up Somerville: 

Shape Up Somerville -
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Is sustaining the progress you’ve achieved so far a major 
concern of yours?

-

You’ve mentioned a few times that there is no technical solu-
tion, or single policy, that will reverse the rise of obesity. 
Could you comment on what you believe the role of techni-
cal solutions, such as banning trans fats in restaurants, is in 
combatting obesity?

-

We ran an article in the Fall 2010issue of TuftScope about 
the benefits and costs of implementing a soda tax. Do you 
support a tax on soda? Do you believe it would have a dispro-
portionate affect on lower income individuals?

-

What initiatives does Shape Up Somerville have in the works? 
What isn’t in the works? 

-

Jaime Corliss

-
-

Could you comment on how Tufts students could get 
involved in the program and help make a difference?

-

Shape 
Up Somerville -

Shape Up Somerville

Shape Up Somerville
-

Do you think that there’s a need for a Shape Up Somerville 
type program at Tufts itself?

Shape Up Somerville


