
  

1 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
About SOMOS: 
SOMOS, also known as the Student Organization for Medical Outreach and Sustainability, is an 
undergraduate student-led applied research lab based at William and Mary. We have recently joined 
W&M’s Institute for the Theory and Practice of International Relations (ITPIR) and expect to collaborate 
more closely in the future. 
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Introduction to SOMOS 
SOMOS is an undergraduate student-led applied research group at William and Mary. Our 
research follows the theory of community-based participatory development (CBPR) and 
employs various sociological and data-driven methods to improve collective capacity and health 
outcomes in Esfuerzo del Paraíso, Dominican Republic. SOMOS has partnered with this 
community since 2007, originally working as a medical clinic before pursuing a more sustainable 
and community-based approach. Since then, SOMOS has aligned its research aims to facilitate 
the achievement of the community’s goals and emphasizes the importance of maintaining a 
non-hierarchical relationship with Esfuerzo. The crux of the community-based participatory 
methodology is that researchers and local stakeholders are equal partners and project ideas 
originate at the community-level to ensure that their felt needs are being met and to promote 
self-help and local ownership of the projects. To maintain the integrity of our partnership, 
SOMOS practices “hyper-self-reflexivity,” which stresses that we constantly reflect on our 
presence and impact in Esfuerzo from multiple perspectives and remember that good intentions 
are dangerous without proper theoretical understanding and awareness. 
 

Introduction to Esfuerzo and the Community Map 
Esfuerzo del Paraíso is a marginalized peri-urban community in Santo Domingo Norte with over 
400 residents. Esfuerzo was originally a transitional settlement built on ‘uninhabitable’ land, but 
has since developed into a more permanent locality with almost universal land ownership. There 
is a locally-elected body, the Junta de Vecinos (JdV), which functions similarly to a 
community-level government and is able to lobby the government of Santo Domingo Norte, the 
Ayuntamiento, for improved access to vital resources, infrastructure, and more. SOMOS works 
closely with Esfuerzo’s JdV to identify the community’s felt needs and implement projects to 
meet those needs. 

Early on in SOMOS’s 
partnership with Esfuerzo, 
the community was 
organized into four areas, or 
“block groups,” based on 
social network analysis and 
topology. SOMOS uses GIS 
to create maps to improve 
our understanding of the 
community and ability to 
navigate during our field 
research three times per year.  
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Central Research Question 
Is there an association between SOMOS’s partnership with Esfuerzo del Paraíso and improved 
health outcomes when examined through the mediating variables of collective capacity and 
self-efficacy? 

Collective capacity: the ability of a 
group, the community of Esfuerzo, 
to address shared health concerns. 

Self-efficacy: an individual’s belief 
in their ability to accomplish a 
desired outcome; it is a measure of 
perceived capability. 
 

Research Aims 
Our central research question can be distilled into three key aims which guide our investigation: 

Aim 1, Partnership: To determine how to partner 
with Esfuerzo to most effectively mitigate negative 
health outcomes, especially flood-related issues. 

Aim 2, Collective Capacity and Self-Efficacy: 
To understand the effect of our partnership with 
Esfuerzo on collective capacity and self-efficacy. 

Aim 3, Health Outcomes: To understand the effect 
of increased collective capacity and self-efficacy 
on health outcomes. 
 

Research Methods 
In line with the community-based participatory research (CBPR) methodology, SOMOS 
emphasizes methods of collecting data and working in Esfuerzo which prioritize local 
knowledge, felt needs, and community priorities and ownership. Our methods are designed to (1) 
improve our understanding of Esfuerzo, its residents, social structures, and felt needs, (2) 
measure changes in collective capacity, self-efficacy, and health outcomes, and (3) evaluate our 
impact in Esfuerzo and guide our future research. 

SOMOS members are divided into task groups which specialize in different approaches to 
achieve the above goals: SNA, DTRA, GIS, and Self-Efficacy. Each group consists of 3-4 people 
who are trained to be experts in understanding, applying, and revising their respective methods. 
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Social Network Analysis (SNA) 

The SNA task group measures collective capacity by analyzing networks within the community 
and what they imply about community organization. We follow the assumption that more 
interconnected and inclusive networks are more able to achieve improved health outcomes. 
During our field research, SNA might employ methods like surveying and interviewing 
individuals and organizing large-group community meetings. We then input our data into R or 
another statistical environment to analyze the connectivity of the networks and produce graphics. 

Domains, Tasks, Resources, Activities (DTRA) 

The DTRA task group measures collective capacity by analyzing the different dimensions of 
existing community structures, such as how community tasks/roles are delegated and completed 
or how resources are individually or communally possessed. This method was adapted by 
SOMOS to measure sustainable community development from Bosworth and Kreps’ 1986 
post-disaster relief research design. During our field research, DTRA involves transcribing all 
verbal interactions with community members and other notable details, like body language and 
the local environment. We then read these transcripts and, using a coding rubric we have 
developed in coordination with MANOS (our sister organization which operates in Nicaragua), 
we quantify the written data and track changes over time. 

Geospatial Information Systems (GIS) 

The GIS task group records changes in the physical landscape of Esfuerzo (e.g. houses and 
roads) during field research and by utilizing satellite imagery to create maps in ArcGIS and other 
mapping software. These maps and data have been used to navigate the community, evaluate 
flood risk, supply a geospatial dimension to SNA data, and more. 

Self-Efficacy 

The Self-Efficacy task group is the newest group, designed to specifically track and measure 
changes in community members’ self-efficacy. It uses survey and interviewing methods. 

How SOMOS Uses Protocols 

SOMOS writes “protocols” to (1) guide our research efforts and everyday functioning and (2) 
log our thoughts, decision-making processes, and applied theory for reference in the future. In 
other words, protocols vary from topics of how to facilitate class discussions to managing bank 
account funds to guiding our field research in Esfuerzo. Protocols which guide our field research 
are called “trip protocols.” Trip protocols originate from community-identified felt needs and 
project ideas and are often follow-ups to our recent work in Esfuerzo. They outline the methods 
that SOMOS will follow to advance projects while in the community. Trip protocols are like 
short-term projects which ultimately connect back to SOMOS’s long-term “Research Protocol,” 
the master document which explains our central research question, aims, research methods, and 
organizational structure.  
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Summer 2018 Trip Protocols and Results 
This summer, we prepared four trip protocols: JdV Inclusivity, Road, Health, and Electrification. 
 

JdV Inclusivity Protocol 

The Junta de Vecinos (JdV), the government-recognized locally-elected community group in 
Esfuerzo del Paraíso, has a long history of fluctuating capacity and involvement from the rest of 
the community. In March, the JdV identified as having strong collective capacity, but after a 
series of hardships, their capacity and morale had dwindled low over the past few months. 
SOMOS wrote the JdV Inclusivity Protocol to plan how we would facilitate the improvement of 
collective capacity by encouraging sustainable, effective, and inclusive organization and 
communication in Esfuerzo. SOMOS hypothesizes that raised capacity will fortify the 
community’s ability to complete projects which improve health outcomes. 

Our primary methods to accomplish this task were interviewing (random selection and JdV 
member-specific) and facilitating large group community meetings. Specifically, we planned to 
use Social Network Analysis to discuss communication and inclusivity among JdV members. 
Mapping out who talks to who about project tasks would illustrate the strengths and weaknesses 
of the JdV’s communication network and how it could be improved. 

Results: 

In Esfuerzo, we spoke with community members to learn more about why the JdV had weakened 
and how we could facilitate its reorganization and fortification of communication pathways. The 
drop in morale and participation had come after the president of the JdV left Esfuerzo and other 
key members became too busy with work to regularly assemble. JdV reorganization was a 
community-generated idea and our SNA maps helped illustrate the importance of strong 
communication networks so that even when a few key members are removed, the network can 
still stand. We interviewed every JdV member on who they spoke to about project tasks and then 
generated a series of SNA maps depicting what would happen to communication pathways at 
that moment if a few key individuals were removed. At a JdV meeting, the members discussed 
how they would strive to be more inclusive and equitable with communication and delegating 
tasks, and created a WhatsApp group chat to facilitate communication when work schedules and 
weather impede in-person conversation. The maps below show how the JdV’s network would be 
affected if one, then two, then three key members left (names were removed for confidentiality). 
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Road Protocol 

Esfuerzo has for several years identified the need for a new paved road through the center of the 
community. Community members state that the road will improve access to services (e.g. trash 
removal and delivery of clean water), mitigate the consequences of flooding (e.g. transportation 
difficulty and puddles where mosquitoes breed), and reduce health concerns caused by the 
current dirt road (e.g. respiratory problems and sanitation). The road project began as a 
community effort and SOMOS supports its construction because of its potential to both directly 
and indirectly improve health outcomes. The Ayuntamiento of Santo Domingo Norte (ASDN), 
the local government, promised to build this road in January 2018, but construction has still not 
begun. Because it  is an expensive infrastructure project, the community is dependent on the 
Ayuntamiento; SOMOS continues its role as a facilitator and consultant for Esfuerzo. 

We wrote the Road Protocol to outline ways we could support the community with the road 
project, including (1) assisting the JdV in advocating for the construction of the road at the 
Ayuntamiento and (2) organizing JdV meetings to discuss how the road will be sustainably 
maintained once it is built.  

Results: 

While progress on the road project continues to stall, many steps were taken to at least fortify the 
JdVs ability to lobby the Ayuntamiento and improve communication with the Ayuntamiento’s 
Office of Public Works. For the third trip in a row, we accompanied JdV members to speak with 
the Office of Public Works about completing the road project. Again, we were unable to meet 
with them and instead found ourselves speaking with the Vice-Mayor, who promised to hold the 
Ayuntamiento accountable to its promise; in the past, we have spoken with the Mayor and 
Regional Secretary-General. It is possible that the Vice-Mayor met with us because the JdV 
members were planning a protest. 

The JdV members continues to go 
to the Ayuntamiento even when 
SOMOS is not there and they will 
have a meeting with the Head 
Engineer of the Office of Public 
Works on August 21, 2018. At 
this meeting, the JdV members 
representing Esfuerzo hope to 
clear up confusion about when the 
road project will start and finish 
(it had been rescheduled) and 
establish more consistent and 
reliable communication with the 
Ayuntamiento.  
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Health Protocol 

In March 2018, several of community members expressed interest in the formation of a health 
group, or “Comite de Salud” (CdS), to directly address health concerns in the community; 
though, ideas for specific projects that the CdS could complete were still in the brainstorming 
phase (e.g. treating children for lice or coordinating health courses provided by INFOTEP, a 
government-sponsored local organization for vocational training). SOMOS supports the creation 
of a CdS because it could encourage involvement from community members not currently 
involved in the JdV and will directly advance our long-term goal of improving health outcomes 
in Esfuerzo. For August Trip, SOMOS wrote the Health Protocol to plan how we could support 
the creation of a CdS. We had three main goals and prepared three methods to achieve them: 

 

Results: 

With the current state of the JdV being poor and in need of reorganization, several community 
members (JdV and non-JdV members) were interested in designing and participating in a CdS to 
lead health projects. The main health project identified was increasing access to desirable 
nursing, first aid, and other health skills courses provided by INFOTEP. When we followed up 
on the previously-proposed idea of treating lice, there was less interest and the members said that 
everyone knows household remedies to treat lice; though, some parents plan to speak with the 
local school principal to limit the spread of lice at school. All of the members of the proposed 
CdS are women and they posited that the CdS actually be a women’s group which operates 
similarly to the JdV, but is exclusive to women and is more engaged with specifically 
health-related projects. The newly-formed women’s group plans to collaborate with INFOTEP to 
ensure that their desired courses are offered in Esfuerzo soon. 

 

8 
 



Electrification Protocol 

Another project that community members identified was electrification. Access to electricity in 
Esfuerzo is unreliable and inconsistent. In March, we learned that the JdV had gone ahead and 
coordinated the purchase of a transformer, with many community members splitting the cost. 
This was an encouraging example of the community working together to address a shared 
problem without any support from SOMOS. The community members had also made trips to a 
Centro de Electricidad (CdE) to ask for help in installing the transformer. However, SOMOS 
learned that the CdE was reluctant to help because they were unsure if everyone in Esfuerzo pays 
for their electricity. We support the electrification project because it can mobilize and increase 
collective capacity to complete projects which indirectly improve health outcomes. However, we 
were worried about the project’s legality and how Esfuerzo’s residents obtain electricity. 

We wrote the Electrification Protocol to improve our understanding of electricity in Esfuerzo, the 
goals of the community for the project, and whether the effort would be sustainable. Doing so, 
SOMOS would be better able to decide its level of involvement with the project moving forward. 

Results: 

In Esfuerzo, we quickly learned about new developments in electrification outside of the JdV-led 
project. With the JdV being temporarily paralyzed by the absence of several key members, a few 
non-JdV community members took matters into their own hands and organized the purchase of 
another transformer, again splitting the costs. Though, lack of technical and legal knowledge 
postponed the installation of the transformer and installing it without government permission 
would have been illegal. The non-JdV members had not known this, but the JdV members did; 
hence, further illustrating the importance and timeliness of the JdV Inclusivity Protocol. Even 
though the independent electrification project could have been problematic, it demonstrated 
collective capacity and the JdV and non-JdV members plan to work together on future 
electrification projects. They have reached out to a local organization, SODECO, in hope of 
procuring the necessary expertise and equipment, and are writing a letter to the appropriate 
government officials to ensure the legality of the project. After our interviews with several 
community members and a large group meeting with the JdV, it is clear that transparency and 
legality are highly-valued aspects of the project and SOMOS will continue to support it. 
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Conclusion 
Despite its somber beginning with the JdV in need of reorganization and community morale at a 
recent low, SOMOS’s August Trip to Esfuerzo was effective at carrying out all four trip 
protocols, facilitating the revitalization of the JdV, and identifying tangible goals to work toward. 
Moving forward, we plan to continue to strengthen our partnership with the community of 
Esfuerzo del Paraíso and broaden our understanding and application of CBPR. Several new 
project ideas were identified, but following the wisdom of one JdV member, we will strive to 
work with the community to accomplish the projects we have already started before stretching 
our limited resources to new engagements. 

As for limitations of SOMOS’s efforts, there are a notable few. First, trying to realize a perfectly 
equal partnership with Esfuerzo is extremely difficult so we must always reflect on our actions 
and intentions in our pursuit of an ideal community-based partnership for development. Second, 
since we cannot always be in the community, we must do a better job of remaining in contact 
with JdV members and other key individuals throughout the year; hopefully, the new WhatsApp 
group chat - to which a few SOMOS members fluent in Spanish were added - will aid in this 
endeavor. Third, we cannot control the weather and torrential rain is common in Esfuerzo, a 
place which also experiences heavy flooding. On our trip, weather strained our ability to 
accomplish our goals, cancelling several community meetings we had scheduled, but we were 
thankfully able to complete all of our objectives on a partly cloudy final day in the community. 
Finally, as an undergraduate student-led organization, SOMOS is limited in subject matter 
knowledge, resources, and timespan of membership. Each member has at most 3.5 years in 
SOMOS, so we must strive to quickly and effectively integrate new members while also trying to 
maintain and preserve the wisdom and contributions of graduated members. 
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