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Please tell us a bit about your educational background and how you arrived at this point in your career.  

I am a Community Psychologist. Community psychology is all about optimizing the person-environment fit. If we improve 

the environment in which people live, work, and play, then behavior and happiness improve, creating good health. As a 

psychologist we deal with a lot of negative issues, so I liked the idea of studying physical activity. It’s something that can 

be fun to do, such as you have to take a walk but it can be in a beautiful place or you could go dance but it can be with 

someone else and fun at the same time. These things make you feel better immediately, whereas quitting the negative 

behaviors can take a long time and be uncomfortable before you feel the positive impacts. Early in my career, the funding 

focus on the national scene was on obesity, because it had become recognized as a global health burden, so behaviors 

that were related to obesity, such as exercise, physical activity, and healthy eating, became very “in-fashion” with the 

funding agencies. As far as my work with underserved communities, I had always been interested in the Hispanic, Latino 

community, because I grew up in the Southwest—I loved the culture, the dance, the language, the food. My closest 

cultural home is Latino. 

How does your research contribute to the health promotion and disease prevention of the communities you 

serve or research? 

My work is participatory, community engaged science. By partnering with the community, working on things they want to 

work on, using approaches they like, and using intervention strategies they want to do, while of course ensuring scientific 

rigor, you enhance the probability of sustainable change which promotes health and at the same time, can prevent 

disease. I will say that it can be a real challenge to work within the existing structures—that’s part of the maintaining 

scientific rigor. The empirical model that we scientists are trained to follow is based on a tightly controlled environment, 

like a laboratory. Free living humans in the community are kind of like the diametric opposite of the tightly controlled 

laboratory environment. But, that’s where the partnering comes in: Community partners bring their ideas and needs to our 

attention (as researchers), guiding the direction of our projects to improve the health of their community and we explain 

the rules we have to follow to demonstrate that something works and is feasible to do.  

What makes you most enthusiastic about working with the Center for Health Promotion and Disease Prevention?  

The thing that is most important for me is having a place where there are strong scientific colleagues—having access to 

an intellectual brain trust comprised of really, really nice and thoughtful colleagues who are interested in working on 

similar research or similar health challenges in the community. It’s that nexus of bringing together like-minded scientists 

who have diverse technical training that creates innovation. For example, maybe someone who does cancer research 

tags up with someone like me who has a focus on physical activity promotion. Determining how those two areas of 

expertise can synergize into something really cool and new and different is what moves the needle forward. 

Transdisciplinary collaboration is the heart of science and why we do it: to create new solutions to improve the health of 

humanity that work better and are sustainable.   

What advice would you give to early career researchers interested in health promotion and disease prevention?  

Publish, publish, publish! Be extremely persistent and very courageous. As ASU President Crow said you need to be 

willing to take risks. Courage and persistence get your farther in science, and life, than anything else! Work on your writing 

and analytic skills, because you’ll need strong writing and analytic thinking skills to publish, publish and publish some 

more! I also always tell my graduate students you can never take enough statistics courses! You’ll learn something new 

each time.  

What do you like to do in your free time?  

I really love salsa dancing! I also practice the Spanish language and my ukulele in my free time. I have lots of fun chasing 

after my nephews and nieces when I get a chance to see them, which is never often enough. I love traveling and learning 

about new cultures, and taking long walks in beautiful places and swimming. I love to swim. I often joke that I was a 

mermaid in my past life. 



Where are your top five places to travel? This may be the hardest question for you yet! 

That is hard! I really enjoy Spain and southern Europe. Nicaragua holds a special place in my heart. Vietnam is a really 

cool place, great food! Iceland is stunning, and it was as cold as I thought it would be walking on those glaciers! Brrr… But 

beautiful as well. But, of all the destinations that I like to travel to the most, Mexico wins! Viva la raza!   


