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Resources

Community Researcher Examines
North Hartford Health Disparities

Through research and community engagement, Kristen
Cooksey Stowers works to make food environments more
equitable for marginalized populations
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Kristen Cooksey Stowers of the Department of Allied Health Sciences in the College of
Agriculture, Health and Natural Resources joins fellow members of the Community
Action Task Force of the Invest Health Hartford Team for a Gallery Walk presenting her
public health research as part of Thriving Together: Community and Economic
Development for Health and Equity. (Jason Sheldon/UConn Photo)

community’s food retail environment can have a powerful impact on the health

of its residents. An individual’s proximity to stores, restaurants, and vendors,

and the specific food item that are available and affordable at those locations

influence what people decide to purchase and consume. If the food

environment is unhealthy and other barriers exist, such as racial, socioeconomic, and

geographic disadvantages, it can produce diets that lead to health inequities for a

community.

The research of Kristen Cooksey Stowers from the College of Agriculture, Health and

Natural Resources (CAHNR) aims to expose these structural challenges and point towards

opportunities and resources to help communities make changes to their food systems. She
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accomplishes this by leveraging Community-Based Participatory Research (CBPR)

methods to examine the influence of public policy on health outcomes to make food

environments more equitable for marginalized populations.

“I spend time talking to partners to determine which tools we can use to study and validate

their needs, working in partnership with the community,” says Cooksey Stowers, an

assistant professor in the Department of Allied Health Sciences. “We collect data and

interpret it alongside community partners and residents and then make decisions about

how to disseminate our findings.”

Cooksey Stowers employs CBPR to study the root causes of health inequities. The CBPR

methodology ensures community stakeholders are equal partners with researchers. From

grantwriting, research design and implementation to evaluation and dissemination,

everyone works together each step of the way.

CBPR emphasizes building relationships between academic, medical, and community

partners, ensuring a “two-way street” to establish trust and a commitment to achieving

long-term health goals for a community.

“The Gallery Walk for the Invest Health Hartford Team is a great example of what makes

the CBPR approach unique, creating a visual story with community partners to talk about

the research rather than only publishing a paper in a journal read by academics. A part of

this research is being a bridge and translator in the community.”

Led by the United Way, the Invest Health (IH) Hartford Team works to examine, assess,

and improve the neighborhood food environment in North Hartford. As the evaluator on

the IH Hartford team, Cooksey Stowers led a comprehensive food store audit to assess

food swamp exposure in 2020. The audit included a resident survey to examine perceived

food access, shopping habits, and food insecurity amid the Covid-19 pandemic, and a

photovoice project where residents took pictures of their food shopping experiences for

three days with commentary on their vision for solving the inequities.

The research has been instrumental for the Healthy Hartford Hub and the resident-led

Community Action Task force of the Invest Health initiative, that is focused on bringing a

full-service grocery store to North Hartford.
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The results of the food store audit, resident survey, and photovoice project were put on

display as a Gallery Walk in the Hartford City Hall Atrium for Thriving Together:

Community and Economic Development for Health and Equity, an event and working

sessions held in the city in September. Hartford residents, municipal leaders, and other

supporters invited community organizers from Roseville, Calif. and Spartanburg, SC, two

cities also supported by the Invest Health initiative, to share and collaborate on their plans

for improving residents’ health and advancing economic development to create more

equitable communities.

“My community partners wanted to lead with the vision and tell a story that shows value

and strength, taking an assets-based approach and displays resilience. It gives credit to

historically marginalized populations and community in showing strength to overcome

structural racism, while not watering down the fact that there are social injustices and

health inequities,” says Cooksey Stowers.

The Gallery Walk included information collected from the resident surveys and displayed

as direct quotes from residents, images of the community, maps explaining historical

inequities, charts, and other visuals to illustrate the factors behind the widening health

disparities over time and consider how policy, systems, and environments need to change

to enhance community health and well-being.

“Her participation has been catalytic in bringing more residents and organizations to the

table,” says Gina Federico, director of health initiatives and director of the North Hartford

Triple Aim Collaborative Investment of the United Way of Central and Northeastern

Connecticut. “The partnership with UConn through Dr. Cooksey Stowers is driving efforts

to increase food access and engage residents in policy and system change to create a

healthier Hartford.”

As a testament to resident’ resilience, while co-developing the neighborhood food profiles

with Cooksey Stowers, the CATF came up with their own slogan: “To Have Quality of Life,

We Must Have Quality Food.” This is not only the headline for the neighborhood profiles

featuring Cooksey Stowers CBPR results, but also the central message of CATF’s social

media campaign.
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For the last year, Cooksey Stowers and the CATF have been leveraging the data to engage

with policymakers in Hartford involved with a recent North Hartford food desert

resolution that passed in the hopes of bringing a supermarket to the North End and zoning

policy discussions to improve the Arrowhead Gateway project.

“Dr. Cooksey Stowers’ work has created a bridge between community residents, city

officials, academia and business leaders,” says Denis Holter, chair of the North Hartford

resident CATF. “She has helped us to convert kitchen table conversations into policy

recommendations that our elected officials can and will implement. Her advocacy for a

more inclusive public policy development process is bringing significant and lasting social

change to the racial and ethnic groups impacted by the current food swamp conditions in

Hartford and North Hartford in particular.”

Cooksey Stowers’ current CBPR project continues to focus on the Hartford population,

exploring the effects of food swamp environments on young children’s diets. She believes

the obesity increase in minority children is tied to exposure to food swamps, which are

areas with a high proportion of unhealthy food options, such as fast-food restaurants or

convenience stores that typically sell mostly high-fat, high-calorie, heavily processed

foods. She received a five-year $810,000 grant from the National Institutes of Health

(NIH) for the project.

“There is increased interest in equity-related health research,” says Cooksey Stowers.

“There’s a paradigm shift happening to do more CBPR, which is applicable in real world

settings for practical interventions to improve health inequities and improve food

accessibility and security.”

 

The Invest Health Hartford Team receives financial support from the Reinvestment Fund

and Robert Wood Johnson Foundation. The NIH grant is NIH 1K01HL159034-01A1.

Cooksey Stowers work was recognized by the University with a Provost’s Award for

Excellence in Community Engaged Scholarship in the Emerging Faculty Research category

in May.
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