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Exploring Tensions within Academic & Community 
Partnerships when using Community Based System 

Dynamics
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1. Participatory approach 
2. Shared perspective and 

shared understanding 
3. Develop modeling 

capabilities
4. Meaningful points of 

intervention
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Community Based System Dynamics



Form the core modeling team
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Problem scoping and 
identification 

Core Modeling team 
planning and capacity 
building 

Phase I

Implement programs and 
policies to improve health

Sustain and evaluate 

Phases
II and III

Group model building 
workshops 

Prioritize strategies 

Catalyzing Communities Intervention Steps 
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COMMUNITY CHANGEMAKERS

-Group facilitator
-Modeler/reflector 
-Recorder
-Researchers

CATALYZING COMMUNITIES TEAM

-Convenor
-Community 

facilitator

CORE MODELING TEAM  

Project Roles



Worcester, MA
● Nutrition Security

Garfield Park (Chicago), IL
• Healthy child weight 
• Perceived gun violence
• Black Culture Wellness

East Aldine (Houston), TX
• Access to healthy food
• Youth physical activity 
• Utilization of the built environment 5

Communities of Focus



3. Model Ownership

2. Defining the reference 
mode & model boundaries

1.  Consistency 
versus adaptability
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● Tension description
● Efforts to respond and 

adapt

Academic & Community Partner Tensions



Academic partners prioritize 
consistency in multi-site 
interventions

Community partners prioritize 
adaptability in the intervention
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Image featuring East Aldine 

Stakeholder Committee
Image featuring Catalyzing 

Communities Learning Collaborative

Tension One Description



Consistency of the intervention may be 

prioritized over adaptability due to:

○ power dynamics 
○ timeline of grant-funded projects
○ IRB Protocols 
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Tension One Description



● Capacity Building
● Shared decision making to 

determine the sequence and 
structure of GMB activities

● Outline clear objectives for 
each meeting

● Customize GMB scripts and 
facilitation manuals 
(Hovmand et al., 2012) 
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Image featuring: Worcester 
Stakeholder Committee 

Efforts to respond and adapt
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● Explicit focus on childhood obesity
● Presenting the reference mode 

● Seeking alignment between academic expertise / research 
focus and community interest

● Eliciting the reference mode and model boundaries

Tension Two description



Co-created a reference mode 
for food insecurity.
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Worcester

Image featuring: Worcester Community

Efforts to respond and adapt



Garfield Park 
Adapted the activity based on 
trends over time to elicit variables 
around what has strengthened or 
weakened Black Culture Wellness 
over several decades
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Efforts to respond and adapt
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Image featuring: Garfield Park
Stakeholder Committee 

Tension Three description
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● Decreased sense of model ownership
● Decreased confidence in communicating model insights

Tension three description



Model refinement with 
changemakers
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Model shareback and refinement with 
stakeholders

Images featuring: Worcester 
Stakeholder Committee 

Efforts to respond and adapt



Co-creation of reports and kumu 
presentations to share the project’s process, 
key insights, and action steps
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Efforts to respond and adapt



● Acknowledgment: power dynamics and tensions
● Relationship and trust building: core modeling team, stakeholders, 

community
● Nature of research: funding, project timelines, product oriented
● It’s worth it!  
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Closing reflections
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