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ABSTRACT
Over the past decade, the Center for Health Promotion and
Health Equity (CHPHE) at the Brown University School of
Public Health has emerged as a national leader in equity-cen-
tered research, education, and community engagement. The
Center’s story began decades earlier, built on pioneering
work in community-based health interventions that would
shape the field of public health in Rhode Island and beyond.

DEEP ROOTS:
THE PAWTUCKET HEART HEALTH PROGRAM
AND EARLY COMMUNITY-BASED RESEARCH

CHPHE's legacy dates back to 1980 with the launch of the
groundbreaking Pawtucket Heart Health Program, a land-
mark cardiovascular disease prevention initiative led by
Thomas Lasater, PhD, and Kim M. Gans, PhD, MPH , LDN.
As one of the first federally funded, community-wide health
promotion studies in the U.S., the project helped define how
public health could be practiced with communities, not just
in them.!1°

From this foundation emerged a growing research group
at the Center for Primary Care and Prevention at Memo-
rial Hospital of Rhode Island, where Drs. Lasater and Gans
continued to collaborate on numerous community-based
intervention studies throughout the 1980s and 1990s. Their
work laid the groundwork for what would become a dedi-
cated research center committed to improving public health
through culturally informed, equity-centered approaches.

BECOMING A CENTER:
FOUNDING CHPHE (2002)

In 2002, the group officially became a center in the Brown
University Program in Public Health, originally named the
Institute for Community Health Promotion (ICHP). It was
founded by Director Dr. Lasater and Deputy Director Dr.
Gans, alongside founding faculty members Catherine Dubg,
EdD, and Patricia Risica, DrPH. This designation recognized
the team’s growing impact in community health research
and set the stage for broader interdisciplinary collaboration
within Brown and the surrounding communities.
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Since its founding, the Center has evolved through several
identity shifts, reflecting its expanding scope and mission:

e ICHP (2002-carly 2010s): Emphasized chronic disease
prevention and health promotion through community-
based interventions.

e Center for Health Equity Research (CHER): Signaled
a growing focus on addressing structural and social
determinants of health disparities.

e Center for Health Promotion and Health Equity (CHPHE,
2020-present): Represents the Center’s current mission,
improving health and advancing equity through
community-engaged research, interdisciplinary
collaboration, and advocacy on multiple levels.

A MILESTONE MOMENT:
INTEGRATING INTO THE SCHOOL
OF PUBLIC HEALTH (2013)

In 2013, when Brown formally launched its School of Public
Health, the Center was already a vital part of its research
and community engagement ecosystem. CHPHE's presence
helped shape the School’s emphasis on population health,
health equity, and applied, interdisciplinary science.

Over the next decade, CHPHE grew into a vibrant hub of
faculty, staff, students, and community partners commit-
ted to addressing the root causes of health inequities, from
racism and poverty to food insecurity and environmental
injustice.

NOTABLE ACHIEVEMENTS FROM 2013-2023

CHPHE has led a diverse portfolio of high-impact research
and community programs. Highlights include:

Structural Discrimination and Health Inequities

Research led by Madina Agénor, ScD, MPH, describes how
structural racism, measured through racially discriminatory
laws and interpersonal discrimination in healthcare settings
contribute to higher rates of premature death and limited
access to preventive services and health insurance among
Black, Latine, and LGBTQ+ communities.'"’> These intersect-
ing barriers underscore the need for structural, community-
driven approaches to health promotion and equity.
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Green Space and Child Health
Results from Project Green Space, led by Diana Grigsby-
Toussaint, PhD, show that access to parks and other green
spaces supports children’s mental health, cognitive devel-
opment, sleep, and physical activity. Using GPS tracking,
parent surveys, memory tasks, and biological markers of
stress, this research is uncovering how environmental expo-
sures—like neighborhood greenery—can promote well-be-
ing, especially among children in historically marginalized
communities.!¢?2

Similarly, another project is exploring how exposure to
greenspace during pregnancy affects birth outcomes. In a
multidisciplinary study bridging public health, medicine,
and geography, one study is investigating how exposure
to greenspace during pregnancy affects birth outcomes. By
exploring different measures of greenspace exposure and
their relation to maternal well-being, this research seeks
to clarify mechanisms and improve environmental health
equity, particularly in vulnerable populations.

Promoting Physical Activity Among

Latinas Through Technology

A study, led by Tanya Benitez, PhD, MSW, found that a cul-
turally tailored, Spanish-language intervention combining
a website and text messaging significantly increased phys-
ical activity among insufficiently active Latinas over 24
months. The enhanced intervention, featuring personalized
text reminders, gamified engagement, and community sup-
port, led to greater long-term gains in moderate-to-vigorous
physical activity than the original version. This approach
offers a scalable model for addressing persistent disparities
in chronic disease prevention through sustained health
promotion.?326

Testing Incentives to Promote Physical Activity

A randomized trial, lead by Lauren Bohlen, PhD, and David
Williams, PhD, is evaluating the effectiveness of insur-
ance-based financial incentives (such as $100-200 reim-
bursements for gym visits) in increasing physical activity.
The study compares gain-framed (rewards earned) and loss-
framed (rewards withheld) incentive structures, with pre-
liminary findings exploring how framing, habit formation,
and anticipated regret influence sustained exercise behavior.
This research informs how health plans and policy can use
behavioral economics to promote physical activity at scale.”

Preventing Stimulant-Involved Overdose Deaths

As fentanyl contamination fuels a deadly “fourth wave” of
the opioid crisis, research led by Jaclyn White Hughto, PhD,
MPH, highlights that over 60% of surveyed stimulant users
unknowingly consumed fentanyl-laced drugs. The Prevent-

fies critical gaps in awareness and intervention, underscoring
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the need for harm reduction tools like fentanyl test strips
and community drug checking. Community-informed strat-
egies from this work are shaping local overdose prevention
efforts and advancing equitable public health responses.?®

Evaluating a Statewide Fruit and Vegetable

Incentive Program

Early evaluation, led by Alison Tovar, PhD, of Eat Well, Be
Well, Rhode Island’s first statewide SNAP fruit incentive
program, found no overall change in fruit and vegetable
intake among participants. However, the program showed
promising effects among individuals with higher baseline
fruit and vegetable consumption. These findings highlight
the importance of refining implementation strategies,
increasing incentive amounts, and expanding outreach and
nutrition education to improve equity and impact among
lower-consuming SNAP recipients.”

Resilience Among African American/Black Adults

Living with HIV

In a collaborative study led by former CHPHE faculty Akilah
Dulin, PhD, and others, researchers used concept mapping
to explore multilevel resilience resources among African
American/Black adults living with HIV in the southern
U.S. The study identified 12 clusters of resilience resources,
ranging from personal strengths to neighborhood conditions,
and found high consistency across different demographic
and environmental contexts. Published in 2020, the study
underscores the importance of culturally and contextually
informed interventions, with the potential to guide future
HIV care strategies that center the lived experiences and
strengths of Black communities.*

Housing, Homeownership, and Health: Dulin's Study

In a compelling examination of long-standing structural
inequalities, Dr. Dulin’s work explored how Black home-
ownership relates to self-rated health, offering nuanced
evidence of disparities in the benefits associated with hous-
ing investment across racial groups. Specifically, findings
revealed that although homeownership generally conferred
better self-rated health, this advantage was smaller, but still
significant, for Black homeowners compared to their White
counterparts.3!

GRANT-FUNDED EXCELLENCE

CHPHE faculty have brought in over $10 million in compet-
itive Centers for Disease Control and Prevention funding,
and Foundations such as the Robert Wood Johnson Foun-
dation among others, and in the past three years, reflecting
both scientific excellence and deep community partnerships.
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CONTINUING IMPACT:

PROGRAMS THAT LAST

CHPHE's long-standing programs remain active and impact-
ful. Other early programs such as SisterTalk, a culturally
tailored weight-control intervention for Black women,
continue to inform health-promotion strategies in diverse
populations.3?

LOOKING AHEAD:
EQUITY AS A PUBLIC HEALTH IMPERATIVE

Now more than two decades since its founding and four
decades since its roots in Pawtucket, CHPHE continues
to grow as a dynamic and collaborative force, grounded in
science, justice, and community. Whether through pioneer-
ing research on greenspace and health, deep partnerships
addressing chronic disease and food insecurity, or empower-
ing communities impacted by HIV, CHPHE’s work remains
at the forefront of efforts to build a healthier, more equitable
future for all.
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