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Executive Summary
Project goal
North Westminster’s ethnic minority
communities 1 have been disproportionately
affected by the COVID-19 pandemic. This
project sought to understand their views about the
Government’s response and future steps, including
vaccination and Track and Trace schemes.

Method
The survey was conducted at four sites in North
Westminster. It was designed to allow for
maximum engagement from communities which
may seem hard to reach. Residents of elderly care
homes also completed the survey.

Results and conclusions
A total of 312 people took part in the survey with
a mean age of 48.7 (SD=16.4). The survey
yielded important findings regarding how people’s
living circumstances affect their COVID-19 risk
as well as their willingness to participate in Track
and Trace or vaccination programmes.

High levels of worklessness
High numbers of respondents reported living
alone and not being in work. Among those who
did work, many were in semi-skilled roles, with
high levels of contact with others, or were
keyworkers, implying that they would be at higher
risk of contracting COVID. As well as this
increased risk of infection, the impact on mental
health must not be ignored – as 70 participants
said theirs had deteriorated since the coronavirus
pandemic began.

Looking ahead, government bodies will need to start
to understand the lived realities of our ethnic
minority communities, and tailor their advice and
guidance. Policymakers and front-line service
providers will need to consider approaches to
protecting ethnic minorities from COVID-19 as well
as re-establishing trust.

62% reluctant to vaccinate,
only 44% would Track and Trace
A concerning finding is that only 38% of
respondents stated that they would have a
vaccination against COVID-19, and only 44%
would engage with Track and Trace. The reasons
for their reluctance centre around a lack of
information, and feelings of mistrust in the
Government.

Following Cabinet Office guidelines, we use the term
‘ethnic minority communities’ to refer to people from all
ethnic groups except the White British group.

PPE for distribution at Maida Hill Market

1
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Origins: the need to support and engage
our most vulnerable communities
This report records the findings of a COVID-19
Assertive Outreach project by Support When It
Matters Enterprise CIC (SWIM) in north
Westminster. SWIM is a social enterprise with a
mission to empower citizens in seldom heard
groups to improve their health, well-being and life
chances.
A previous SWIM project in Hackney highlighted
the need to understand further the COVID-19
perspectives of people from ethnic minority
communities. These communities have been
disproportionately affected by the virus, with
higher infection and mortality rates than people
from White British backgrounds 2.
Public Health England has conducted statistical
analysis of data; however, the reasons for the
disparity in infection and mortality rates are still
unclear, and there have only been limited attempts
to understand the people’s views.
The current context of the Black Lives Matter
movement highlights the importance of giving
ethnic minority communities a voice. The urgency

of this need led SWIM to design this project. The
aim was to gain understanding of how the
Government can provide effective support for
people from ethnic minority backgrounds,
particularly when considering future steps such as
vaccination and Track and Trace schemes.

conversation and engaged managers of elderly care
homes who distributed the survey to residents.

Response: outreach to offer PPE and
capture community views on COVID-19

 Protective measures they have taken; and

SWIM’s response to the perceived lack of support
and engagement was to design a series of
COVID-19 focused Assertive Outreach events
pilot to:
 Support these communities by issuing a
Personal Protective Equipment pack; and
 Record their experience of the pandemic and
view on the response of statutory services in a
short survey on their COVID-19 experience.

Methodology
This survey was conducted at four sites in North
Westminster (detailed in Table 1). It was
designed to be succinct and easy to complete on
an iPad or on paper to encourage broad
engagement. Researchers engaged passers-by in a

Interviewees were asked about:
 Their views on important topics such as the
Government’s response to COVID-19;
 Their willingness to agree to take part in a
Track and Trace scheme and accept a
vaccination when it becomes available.
Participants were also asked whether they would
be happy to provide their contact details and
postcode for future research. The data was
summarised descriptively, and the open questions
were subjected to content analysis.
During the Assertive Outreach events, it became
apparent to our researchers that White British
people were interested in taking part. Their desire to
be involved highlighted both the lack of engagement
from the Government with local communities, and
the importance of outreach projects in gathering
information to help authorities start re-building trust
with all their communities.

Public Health England. Beyond the Data : Understanding
the impact of COVID-19 on BAME groups About Public
Health England. 2020;69
2
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Table 1 Profiles of the demographic and outreach site characteristics of SWIM’s four north Westminster events
Site

Location

Population

Other observations

1

Church Street Market
August 1, 1300-1700

Mostly North African
people, Muslims, families,
women

Relaxed environment, minimal social
distancing, little mask wearing, crowding
around stalls

2

Dart Street residential
area, West Kilburn
August 4, 1300-1700

People who appeared to be
home-based, settled
population

Site was in front of a local convenience
store – a community hub with steady
stream of people and good participation

3

Maida Hill Market
August 8, 1300-1700

Older Caribbean, north
African people and white
British mix, high footfall
around market and shops

Meeting point for community, evidence
of high alcohol/drug consumption and
mental health needs

4

Benson Pharmacy
276 Harrow Rd,
August 12, 1300-1700

Significant numbers of nonEnglish speaking people
from local housing estate

Pharmacy dispensed opiate substitutes,
giving us an opportunity to speak to a
hard-to-reach group of people
recovering from drug dependency

Church Street Market

COVID-19 Assertive Outreach Research Report:
Perspectives from Ethnic Minority Communities in North Westminster

Maida Hill Market

Page 5
September 2020

Maida Hill Market

Dart Street

Benson Pharmacy, Harrow Road

Prepared for Peter Merrifield, Chief Executive
Support When It Matters Enterprise CIC

COVID-19 Assertive Outreach Research Report:
Perspectives from Ethnic Minority Communities in North Westminster
Survey outcomes
Reaction and engagement levels
A total of 312 people took part in the survey with a
mean age of 48.7 (SD=16.4).
The researchers noted excellent levels of engagement:
people were keen to express their opinions as the
conversations unfolded. Of the 312 citizens who
completed surveys:
 291 or 93% agreed to have their information used
for research purposes to improve services; and
 177 or 58% agreed to be contacted again.
Overall, the data from the events highlight the
willingness of the citizens from ethnic minority
communities to share their views, and offer valuable
contributions, as long as they are approached in a
culturally sensitive manner.

Responses to survey questions
Table 2 overleaf summarises the demographic details of
the people who the SWIM outreach team surveyed and
the responses to their questions.

COVID-19 Assertive Outreach Research Report:
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Table 2 Survey responses (totals < 312 reflect absence of response to some questions from participants)
Question
Gender

Ethnic
background

How many
people live in
your household?

Does your job
involve contact
with other
people?

Describe
your job

Response

Frequency

%

Male

138

44.24%

Female

174

55.76%

Total

312

100%

White

19

7%

Mixed or multiple ethnic groups

12

4%

Asian, Asian Scottish or Asian British

60

21%

African

52

18%

Caribbean or Black

65

22%

Other ethnic group

51

17%

British

31

11%

Total

290

100%

Only me

119

38%

Me and 1 other

57

18%

Me and 2 others

42

13%

Me and 3-5 others

76

24%

Me and 6+

18

6%

Total

312

100%

Don’t work

186

60%

No

16

5%

Not many (1-5 people)

30

10%

Some (6-20 people)

6

2%

Many (20+ people)

74

24%

Total

312

100%

Semi-skilled

23

37%

Skilled

13

21%

Keyworker

26

42%

Total

62

100%
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Question
Has COVID
affected your
health and
wellbeing?

Response

Frequency

%

Not at all

152

50%

A little

82

27%

A lot

60

19%

Very much

13

4%

Total

307

100%
3%

Have you done
anything extra to
protect yourself
from COVID-19?

No

9

Yes

303

97%

Total

312

100%

Will you have the
vaccination to
protect against
COVID-19 when
it is available?

No

132

43%

Yes

117

38%

Not sure

58

19%

Total

307

100%

Has your GP
given you extra
information
about the risk of
COVID-19?

No

188

60%

Yes

109

35%

Not sure

15

5%

Total

312

100%

No – very unhappy

53

17%

No – government response is not ok

67

22%

Not happy or unhappy with response

45

15%

Yes – Government response is ok

85

27%

Yes – very happy

57

18%

Total

307

100%

Yes

135

44%

No

146

48%

Not sure

26

8%

Total

307

100%

Are you happy
with the
Government’s
response to
COVID-19?
Are you happy to
take part in the
Government’s
Track and Trace
scheme?
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Responses to discussion questions
Health and wellbeing: tell us more about how you
have been affected
The most common way in which participants had
been affected was a deterioration in mental health
(n=70), such as anxiety, stress and depression.
The main reasons for this were not being able to
see family and friends, worrying about the safety
of others, staying inside, boredom, financial
worries, childcare concerns and uncertainty about
the future. Some people spoke about their poor
physical health (n=15) causing additional
difficulties. A lack of physical exercise, and too
much engagement with the media were cited as
having a negative impact on health and wellbeing.
What would you like to see the Government do
to protect people from ethnic minority
communities from COVID-19?
The most popular response was to take
precautionary measures (n=77), particularly in the
form of providing free PPE (n=30). A number of
participants felt that the rules, such as social
distancing and mask-wearing, should be stricter
(n=17). Fifty participants said they wanted more
information and advice, some specifying that this
should be translated into other languages and
targeted towards ethnic minority communities.

Many participants suggested forms of support
which would be useful for ethnic minority
communities (n=32), such as financial and
housing support, community initiatives and
support for keyworkers.
A number of participants also suggested research,
testing and better healthcare would benefit their
communities (n=26). Some people expressed a
mistrust of the Government (n=26), that they
have not been telling the truth and that they could
have done better in managing the pandemic.
Tackling inequality and discrimination was
deemed to be important (n=14) and some felt
that ethnic minority communities have been
blamed for the spread of COVID-19. Participants
also said it would be useful if the Government
made efforts to understand the lived reality of the
local communities (n=9).
Why are you not happy with the Government’s
response to COVID-19?

Vaccination – if not or not sure, why?
The most common reason for not wanting to have
the vaccine was that people felt they did not know
enough about what was in it (n=36). Many
participants said they did not trust the
Government, or that the vaccine would be safe
(n=29), or that it had been tested sufficiently yet
(n=10). Some felt it would be too difficult to get
access to (n=7) because they were too old, or they
never go to the doctor. Some also said they would
prefer to use home remedies or that they felt they
would be protected by God (n=7).
Track and trace – if not or not sure, why?
The most common reason for not wanting to take
part was that people do not trust the scheme
(n=12), they were concerned about data
protection (n=8) and they did not want to be
tracked (n=7).

Many participants said they felt the Government’s
response was too slow (n=29), that they were not
happy with the amount/quality of information
that was provided (n=14) and that the lack of
restrictions (lockdown eased too soon, borders
open too early) has been a problem (n=11).

SWIM survey and support team, Maida Hill Market

COVID-19 Assertive Outreach Research Report:
Perspectives from Ethnic Minority Communities in North Westminster

Page 8
September 2020

Prepared for Peter Merrifield, Chief Executive
Support When It Matters Enterprise CIC

COVID-19 Assertive Outreach Research Report:
Perspectives from Ethnic Minority Communities in North Westminster
An independent view from
COVIDENCE UK
To gain an independent perspective on the impact
of the COVID-19 Assertive Outreach events in
north Westminster, SWIM invited Hayley Holt
from Queen Mary’s University to observe the first
event at Church Street Market on August 1.
Hayley is the Principal Investigator with
COVIDENCE UK, a national longitudinal
cohort study launched to ascertain why people
from ethnic minority communities are at increased
risk of COVID-19.
A major early focus for COVIDENCE UK will
be to determine the underlying reasons for ethnic
differences in outcome: can they be explained by
socio-economic factors and differing prevalence of
underlying conditions such as diabetes and heart
disease, or is something else such as vitamin D
deficiency to blame?
Ethnic minorities are currently under-represented
in the Queen Mary’s study – just 4% of its
participants are Asian or Black, compared to 14%
nationally – which made the SWIM outreach
event attractive as an opportunity to gain more
insight about the target cohort.

“I attended SWIM’s COVID-19 Assertive Outreach
event on Church Street to gain a more
comprehensive understanding of the public’s thoughts
and concerns with regards to research investigating
the disproportionate effect of COVID-19 on people
from ethnic minority communities.
Positive response and willingness to talk
I witnessed an overwhelmingly positive public
response in terms of public interest to the event.
People were very willing to discuss their experiences
of the pandemic thus far, and what impact it has had
on their communities. The major criticism expressed
was that the government had a slow initial response
to the pandemic, resulting in public confusion as to
the severity of the situation at hand and spreading of
the virus that could have been reduced by
implementing a national lockdown sooner.
Inundated with data, but not
in an easily understandable form
When I asked specifically ethnic minority communities
being at increased risk of COVID-19 responses
indicated that people were aware of such a disparity
but did not know of any resources or advice relevant
to their communities that would allow them to
modify this risk. In fact, people felt inundated with
information but felt that was not streamlined or easily
understandable for people whose first language is not
English.
With regard to participation in research, many
explained that they had not come across any
opportunities to participate in research. To rectify
this, most wished they could receive a one-sheet brief
delivered to their homes detailing the current health
and safety recommendations/ requirements that

COVID-19 Assertive Outreach Research Report:
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would also include opportunities to assist in the
research effort. This could be printed in English but
should include a QR code taking them to a website
with translations of the information.
Acceptance of Track and Trace,
but hesitant about COVID-19 vaccination
Many of people I spoke to seemed tolerant of the
Track and Trace scheme, those opposed were
concerned about how their data would be used and
stored. However, many expressed hesitation about a
possible COVID-19 vaccination, stating they would
need to “wait and see”. The overarching concern
seemed to be that there are still many unanswered
questions involving a vaccination (i.e. how long
immunity from a vaccine will last, what other
components will the vaccine contain, are there any
side effects). In addition, there has been significant
spreading of anti-vax rhetoric that is confusing people
as to the safety of the vaccine.
Overall, people seemed willing to participate in
research but expressed that these opportunities have
not reached the audience effectively and that they
were difficult to understand for non-native English
speakers. Many seemed tolerant of Track and Trace,
though public opinion towards widespread
vaccination was mixed. I believe this can be improved
through a vaccine education scheme, especially if that
information comes directly from GP clinics.”
Hayley Holt
Principal Investigator
COVIDENCE UK Study Team
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Conclusions and implications
High numbers of respondents reported living
alone, and many said they did not work. Among
those who do, many are in semi-skilled roles, with
high levels of contact with others, or are
keyworkers, implying that they would be at higher
risk of contracting COVID. As well as this
increased risk of infection, the impact on mental
health must not be ignored, as 70 participants said
theirs had deteriorated during the global crisis.
These findings highlight the pressing need to
communicate relevant, accessible information to
ethnic minority communities.
A concerning finding is that only 38% of
respondents stated that they would have the
vaccination. This is a stark comparison to a survey
with older adults, and those with respiratory
conditions, where 86% said they would have the
COVID vaccination 3.

In the current project, only 44% said they would
engage with the Track and Trace scheme. It seems
that the reasons for not wanting to have the
vaccine or take part in Track and Trace centre
around a lack of information, and feelings of
mistrust in the Government.
Looking ahead, it is essential that the Government
starts to understand the lived realities of these
communities, and tailors their advice and
guidance. There is a need to consider new
approaches to protecting the ethnic minority
communities from COVID-19 and to reestablishing trust in the Government’s strategy.

Lessons learned
On the evidence of SWIM’s four COVID-19
Assertive Outreach events, the on-street “engage,
support, interview and report” approach works
well. It has addressed an urgent need for direct
action and engagement – particularly older people

Williams L, Gallant AJ, Rasmussen S, Nicholls LAB,
Cogan N, Deakin K, et al. Towards intervention
development to increase the uptake of COVID-19
vaccination among those at high risk: outlining evidencebased and theoretically informed future intervention
content. medRxiv [Internet]. 2020;2020.06.16.20132480

older people of African, Caribbean and Asian
heritage, who are not as connected to digital
media and are feeling isolated and ill-informed.
During the project, the SWIM team became
aware of areas for consideration on future
projects. There was a language barrier for a
number of potential participants, meaning that the
true range of views was not captured. In future
projects, translating the survey and/or interpreters
will mean these groups can participate fully.
The accessibility of the survey was another
consideration. SWIM will think about ways of
promoting the survey to a wider audience,
possibly through social media, emails and ethnic
minority networks within communities. SWIM
will also continue to engage with local service
managers, e.g. in care homes, to make sure that
more difficult-to-reach groups can participate.

3
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Next steps

Reduce reluctance to be vaccinated

Investigate the digital divide

The COVID-19 Assertive Outreach events had
excellent engagement rates, showing that people
from ethnic minority communities are keen to
express views and participate when approached in
a culturally sensitive manner. We suggest
Westminster City Council builds on the rapport
established by this outreach work with its citizens
from ethnic minority communities to address the
following issues that arose from the survey.

Suggested actions

Suggested actions

 In-person outreach and online presentation
to ethnic minority communities on future
vaccination programme benefits and safety

Assertive outreach to gather data on the inequality
of access to digital devices and its potential effect
on future Test and Trace programmes if it is not
addressed.

Motivating greater ethnic minority
participation in Test and Trace

 Reduce the ‘fear of the unknown’ among
older people from ethnic minority
communities through social media /
outreach campaign to encourage participation
in COVID-19 research (e.g. blood plasma
donation, clinical trials)

Motivate participation in Test and Trace

Research other morbidities prevalent
among ethnic minority communities

Suggested actions

Suggested actions

 In-person outreach and online presentations
on Test and Trace to ethnic minority
communities in collaboration with through
voluntary sector groups, faith representatives,
business leaders and young people

Further targeted outreach work to identify gaps in
service provision for health issues known to affect
people disproportionately from African,
Caribbean and Asian backgrounds, such as:

 Direct contact with ethnic minority-owned
businesses in north Westminster to
encourage them to display the QR codes that
help the Test and Trace app work
 Social media campaign to encourage the use
of any future Test and Trace app akin to
#DownloadThursday organised by Newham
on September 3, 2020.
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SWIM’s on-street researchers noted that many
people they spoke to set their mobile devices to
operate in their first language, rather than English.
This finding indicates that:
 Work needs to be done to provide Test and
Trace and other health-related apps in a
variety of languages;
 Advice in a largely pictorial format will be
more effective in conveying key health
message than text-based communications in
English.

Benefits of further action
Using the information gained first hand from its
ethnic minority communities, Westminster City
Council and other statutory services will be better
equipped to improve care, reduce inequalities and
create better outcomes for all the citizens it serves.

Diabetes
High cholesterol
Hypertension
Smoking cessation
Sight and hearing loss
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Further information

SWIM COVID-19 Assertive Outreach team

For more details on the COVID-19 Assertive
Outreach programme and other engagement and
research work SWIM conducts around London,
please contact:

Peter Merrifield, Chief Executive
Support When It Matters (SWIM) Enterprise CIC

24B Newick Road
Hackney E5 0RR
Phone: 07557 260174
Email: peter.m@swimenterprises.com
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