
In 2022, I joined Sandwell as a Senior Research Officer to support capacity in the conduct of high-
quality, public health research. I was an early independent researcher having completed a Masters in
Public Health and Doctor of Philosophy at the University of Wolverhampton. My previous research
had focused on intimate partner violence among pregnant women in sub-Saharan Africa and I
published a paper on ‘Female genital multilation: Nigerian Igbo men’s low acceptance of the practice’. I
had also been involved in an evaluation of the Phoenix Project, a community initiative in collaboration
with The Haven, Wolverhampton Council and the Grand Theatre that serves to support adult female
victims of domestic violence.  

I was seeking to 
re-establish a career 
in research and to 
develop my skills
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To address vaccine hesitancy and inequalities in vaccine uptake
during the COVID-19 pandemic, the UK Government allocated
resources to Local Authorities to implement 'COVID-19 Community
Champions' (CCC) programmes aiming to engage and support high-
risk populations. These initiatives sought to enhance COVID-19
vaccine uptake through tailored, community-based approaches. 

Dr Ngozkia Jane Hemuka is Senior Research and Intelligence Officer
at Sandwell Council. Jane worked as the Embedded Researcher for
the PHIRST Fusion evaluation of Three West Midlands Local
Authorities Covid Community Champion programmes. 

In some evaluations PHIRST can fund an Embedded Researcher role for a defined period that allows
them protected time within their current employment to dedicate to the evaluation. They assist the
PHIRST team to navigate the internal processes of the organisation. They are given the opportunity to
work on all aspects of the research and develop their knowledge and skills.

An opportunity to develop my skills and learn new
ones

When I joined Sandwell, I was seeking to re-establish a career
in research and to develop my skills and to develop in new
areas. I was looking for the opportunity to contribute towards
ground breaking research and to also learn from senior
researchers. When the opportunity came up to join the
PHIRST team as an embedded researcher on a project working
across three West Midlands local authorities I jumped at the
chance. 

The evaluation consisted of a number of different aspects that I played a role in. For instance in the
first phase I supported the PHIRST Fusion researchers with the secondary data collection across the
three local areas. We collected data on the Covid Community Champion activities, such as vaccination
bus locations.

In the second phase, it was my role to identify the Programme Coordinators and COVID Community
Champions to invite to interviews. I also ensured that the consent form and participant information
sheets were completed and co-facilitated the interviews with PHIRST Fusion researchers. 

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10389-021-01680-1
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10389-021-01680-1
https://phirst.nihr.ac.uk/evaluations/an-evaluation-of-three-west-midlands-local-authority-covid-19-community-champions-programmes-delivered-in-support-of-the-national-vaccination-effort/
https://phirst.nihr.ac.uk/evaluations/an-evaluation-of-three-west-midlands-local-authority-covid-19-community-champions-programmes-delivered-in-support-of-the-national-vaccination-effort/
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For the community survey in phase three I was able to identify Gurdwara Smethwick and Asda Walsall
as data collection sites. I was also part of the team that went out there to collect data. You can see
photos from the data collection. 

...I’ve learned from
PHIRST is to make sure
everybody contributes

with the community was also challenging sometimes.
Then there were language barriers and travelling to
navigate. It wasn't easy - but I was glad we did it! 
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Learn more about the PHIRST Fusion
evaluation of three West Midlands local
authority COVID-19 Community
Champions programmes

After the data collection and analysis, I supported writing
the report, focusing on the discussion and the
recommendation sections. I am also contributing
towards writing up academic papers for publication.

There were challenges getting everyone on board with
the evaluation - especially as the Covid Community
Champion project had already been completed and some
key staff had left after COVID. A lot of people have left
and moved forward so it was difficult. Making contact

The team collecting data at ASDA Walsall

I'm very grateful for the team for giving me the
opportunity to contribute in this way and to help my
development. I had a senior member of the PHIRST
Fusion team meeting me on a regular basis, so I had a lot
of advice. The team is quite diverse, we've got quite a lot
of people with different skills and I was able to learn from
them. I was part of PHIRST Fusion team. They treat you
as an expert but they are also always happy to teach you.
The most important thing that I'm going to do that I've
learned from the PHIRST is to make sure that everybody
contributes. This is something powerful or beautiful that
PHIRST Fusion has done. 

I'm doing my UK public health registration and the next step is going through the consultant portfolio
route. That will be very taxing but it’s something I am looking forward to. 
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