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Abstract: We examine the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on a community-based research pro-
ject. This clinical trial investigates whether increased neighborhood greenness lowers the risk of
cardiovascular disease through reduction of air pollution. Facilitating the project involves consider-
able community engagement, and the project relies on successful collaboration across a multidisci-
plinary team. As concerns surrounding SARS-CoV-2 increased, adjustments to our research were
needed. When cases of COVID-19 escalated, clinical trials were halted. In this analysis, we employ
a dialectical approach to examine the competing tensions evidenced in community work during the
pandemic. From the vantage point of dialectical theory, competing feelings can occur simultane-
ously (such as concurrent experiences of dissatisfaction-satisfaction or need for progress-need for
safety) and influence experience. This analysis considers dialectical tensions created by the pan-
demic as well as the means of reconciling some tensions and wrestling with others.
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1. Introduction

In this work, we examine the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on a community-
based research project. This clinical trial investigates whether increased neighborhood
greenness lowers the risk of cardiovascular disease through reduction of air pollution.
Facilitating the project involves considerable community engagement (e.g., an active com-
munity advisory board, participation in neighborhood association meetings, collabora-
tions with schools and other organizations, presentations, health education sessions, to
name but a few activities), and the project relies on successful collaboration across a large,
multidisciplinary research team. As concerns surrounding SARS-CoV-2 increased, adjust-
ments to our research timeline and activities were needed. When cases of COVID-19 es-
calated, many U.S. clinical trials were halted, and the pandemic has had numerous effects
on ongoing health research [1-5]. While some facets of our project have resumed, most
areas involving community work have not returned to face-to-face interaction. These un-
expected events have influenced our work in numerous ways, including having to nego-
tiate our own conflicted feelings and those of our team as we simultaneously strive to
maintain community partnerships and continue facets of the project that can be completed
remotely and/or virtually.

Across the months of halted progress and altered interaction, our research team has
simultaneously experienced both frustration and relief. In this analysis, we employ a dia-
lectical approach to examine the competing tensions evidenced in community research
work during the pandemic. From the vantage point of dialectical theory, competing feel-
ings can occur simultaneously and influence our views and actions. In particular, we ex-
amine concurrent experiences of dissatisfaction-satisfaction, need for progress-need for
safety, desires to engage-needs to separate, and wishes to share updates-uncertainty on
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future specifics. This analysis considers the months our community engagement efforts
have been affected by the COVID-19 pandemic (March 2020-December 2020), the associ-
ated dialectical tensions, and the means of reconciling some tensions and wrestling with
others.

Understanding the effects of the pandemic on our team and on our community part-
ners and partnerships is important both in managing the project currently as well as in
returning to in-person work once that is possible. Through careful analyses of these im-
pacts, we will be better prepared to resume community work. Because interactants have
an array of desires and goals, coexisting influences shape viewpoints in multiple ways [6].
In other words, people sometimes experience concurrent oppositional feelings, such as
liking predictability and longing for novelty. At times, one preference may be stronger
than the other, but overall people want both, instead of one or the other. Relational dia-
lectics theory examines the ways in which these simultaneously occurring dialectical ten-
sions influence interactions and relationships [7-9]. Such dialectical tensions influence a
diverse array of interactions and relationships, such as those in the workplace, with our
friends, with romantic partners, and in families. Often examined dialectical tensions cen-
ter in competing wants for predictability-novelty, integration-separation, and openness-
closedness [10] and are evidenced through communication [11]. Via communication, we
signal to others our expectations and wants, though this messaging is not always clear
and, from the perspective of relational dialectics theory, can be imbued with opposing
viewpoints [11].

Such dialectical tensions are normal and commonplace in our relationships and, alt-
hough they may cause individual discomfort or relational conflict, are not inherently neg-
ative [11]. Given that such tensions regularly occur in our lives and relationships, it is not
surprising that they would be frequent in times of rapid change and uncertainty, such as
during a public health crisis. The COVID-19 pandemic is one such crisis that both perpet-
uated and highlighted oppositional views. For example, while needing to remain physi-
cally distant, there were many urges to seek social support by gathering together. In this
analysis, we discuss dialectical tensions experienced by our research team regarding com-
munity engagement initiatives. Below we discuss these tensions, how they have influ-
enced our team and work, and how we are addressing and seeking to resolve these com-
peting wants.

2. Pandemic Dialectal Tensions

As touched on above, one set of opposing tensions that we dealt with was the need
to separate-desire to engage. Although public health recommendations (as well as our
university and funding partners) called for a halt to in-person gatherings, we still wanted
to engage with our community members and work together. Thus, we had to balance our
want to connect with the greater demands for preserving public health and become com-
fortable with some level of discomfort in this area.

In a related vein, we addressed a competing tension of the need for progress-need
for safety. Deep commitment to the community and the project propelled us to want to
continue achieving goals; however, we simultaneously recognized that pausing many fac-
ets of the work was needed to try to ensure the safety of community partners and our
team members. We addressed this tension by continuing our previous types of virtual
engagement as well as devising additional ones. For example, beyond regular newsletters
and social media posts, we began hosting periodic virtual Community Conversations
about areas of the research and shared more information via infographics.

We also grappled with wishes to share updates-uncertainty on future specifics. The
multiyear project had a specific timeline for its various components and this information
had been widely shared. Once clinical trials were halted, the original timeline was no
longer possible to achieve. When we received inquiries from community members, we
wanted to provide accurate updates but simultaneously were not sure when the full pro-
ject could be recommenced. Additionally, rather than waiting for questions, we wanted
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to share information regarding when facets of the project would begin again; however,
we hesitated to provide details until information was clear because we wanted to avoid
needing to alter them again if possible.

An additional dialectic was a combined feeling of dissatisfaction-satisfaction. Across
the months, feelings of dissatisfaction and satisfaction have been inextricably linked for
our team. We are dissatisfied to have so much on hold, to be unclear when we can return
to the fieldwork, and to be unable to share detailed information; at the same time, we are
satisfied with how we have dealt with the issues to date, the methods of pursuing new
ways of maintaining connection with the community, and the overall response from and
engagement of community partners.

3. Reconciling and Wrestling

Since the COVID-19 pandemic altered our research plans, relationships within our
team and with community partners have experienced challenges. Although disruptive in
many ways, these challenges also have presented opportunities for reflection and growth.
In some cases, we have been able to temporarily reconcile tensions by acknowledging
them and discussing them openly; in others, we have devised strategies to overcome neg-
ative effects. For example, we have incorporated additional virtual meetings and events
to our ongoing work, which preserves some of the community dialogue and engagement.
These shifts have encouraged more creativity and more dialogue, which have helped re-
lationships to grow. The shifts also have foregrounded the importance of human connec-
tion, reinforcing people’s desires to connect with others and to build relationships. At
times, we still wrestle with how best to navigate some of the dialectical tensions. For ex-
ample, although we can share some information about future plans, we do not know when
returning to all parts of the work will possible; thus, we are still grappling with certainty-
uncertainty dimensions and must repeatedly address this tension.

4. Conclusions

Addressing the COVID-19 pandemic has presented many challenges and required
an array of adjustments. The pandemic’s effects on clinical trials will reverberate for years
to come. Community-based research endeavors, which rely on relationships with com-
munity members and organizations, encountered even greater hurdles. Some of the hur-
dles can be surmounted with creativity and effective communication. Others require on-
going attention and continued adaptations to effectively address. Once we are able to fully
resume face-to-face work in the community, we hope that the benefits of wrestling with
these dialectical tensions will be evident in stronger team relationships and increased un-
derstanding as well as deepened trust and partnership with the community.
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