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From California to Kenya and back again: 
Lessons from a journey in global health 



Outline of talk

• Background & training

• Research in Kenya 

• Unexpected results 

• Dissemination

• Subsequent work 

• Tenure track  Back to 
the UC! 

• Final thoughts & 
discussion 2



Education & career trajectory

Academic Training:

 MPH, Epidemiology, USF

 PhD, Applied Anthropology 
(Bio-Cultural Medical 
Anthropology), USF

 Postdoctoral Fellow, Global 
Public Health, UCSD

Doctoral and postdoctoral research

 Love & risk in Tijuana, Mexico 

GloCal & tenure track positions

 Kisumu, Kenya 

 OSU & UCR
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Mexico-U.S. border
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GloCal Fellowship, 2013-14

Fogarty Fellowship Site: Kisumu, Kenya

Fogarty-Funded Research Project: “Emergent                        
injection drug use & HIV risk in Nyanza, Kenya”

Primary Mentors: Kawango Agot,                                   
Spala Ohaga, Steffanie Strathdee,                                           
Carol Camlin, Karla Wagner

Study design: Interdisciplinary,                                              
reflected needs of the organization                                                 
in Kisumu
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Kisumu, Kenya
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Africa & the global drug trade

• African continent 
always part of global 
trade routes 

• Growing importance of 
East African heroin 
trafficking routes 

• Injection drug use & 
HIV risk in Tanzania & 
Kenya  Global Health 
response 
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Heroin trafficking routes via East Africa



1) To use ethnographic methods to describe the social 
and cultural contexts of injection drug use

2) To conduct surveys to examine injection practices 
& HIV risk behaviors of people who inject drugs 
(n=151)

3) To use in-depth interviews for context & explore 
the role of mobility and migration in the diffusion 
of injection drug use into Kisumu (n=29)
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Specific aims
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Ethnographic fieldwork

Scenes from around Kisumu (bottom left – clockwise): community clean-up days with Impact 
(for good will to communities); a syringe used for injection; a client receives injection help.



Selected sample characteristics, n=151 (n, %)

Female,      
n=24 (%)

Male,      
n=127 (%)

Total,
n=151 (%) P

Age (mean) 26.1 29.3 28.8 .02

Nyanza entire life 23 95.8 62 48.8 85 56.3 <.001

High school education 9 37.5 76 59.8 85 56.3 .04

Steady partner 9 37.5 88 69.3 97 64.2 .003

Kids at home 19 79.2 51 40.2 70 46.4 <.001

HIV+ 10 43.5 17 14.7 27 19.4 .001
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30 day alcohol & drug use, n=151 (%)
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Emergence of injection

• ~ 40% first injected outside of Kisumu

• Social connections, drug supplies 
throughout Kenya …

• Stress, idleness, morale, peers …

• Variety of effects of drugs, “cocaine” ...
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It’s like am covering my eyes, I mean there are bigger problems 
exceeding the drug… - Jabril, 25

“Some of these friends who injected … belonged to the new 
generation. I was sure that I would be like them once I started 
injecting their drugs.” – Seth, 24



Where to share our results?

Who do we want to reach? What do people 
need to know?

• Collaborative (e.g., with Research Assistants)

• Present results back to communities  next steps
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Disseminating results of injection drug use study to IRDO, 2014



Where to share?

Dissemination in Kenya -
• Overview (KEMRI/CDC in Kisumu; 

stakeholders meeting in Nairobi)

• Gender disparities (University of 

Nairobi HIV/STI annual meeting)

• Needle & Syringe Exchange    
(UCSF Semi-annual forum in Kisumu)

Global conferences -
• International Society for the 

Study of Drug Policy, Belgium
• International AIDS conference, 

Durban, South Africa
• Anthropology conferences 



Thoughts from people who inject drugs…

If you people cannot help 
us, then it means 
everything, including this 
town will go down with 
young men who are 
resourceful and their 
resource goes to waste 
because of drug injection. 
How can you people help 
us?  -Jacob, age 29
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We should have a specific place for IDUs. I will go because I feel 
at home with them... However, our group is still hiding. Show 
some love and start by providing some syringe and needles. We 
will make it. - Emily, age 33



Results – from 
sharing research 

• Evidence to national 
policymakers = funding 
for first syringe services 
program in western Kenya

• Increasing recognition                              
of need for services 
MAT clinic in Kisumu 
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“On-the-ground” results in Kisumu
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“everyone knows it’s all about the acronym”

“The Samaritans”

http://aidforaid.org/
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Post-Fellowship research in Kenya 

• Qualitative study of HIV risk with 
female & male sex workers 

• Collaborative research –
substance use & mental health 
among HIV+ patients  

• Social networks: engagement 
& retention in care 

• Capacity building in research 
methods, data analysis, writing, 
local dissemination  new ideas 
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Tenure track career challenges  
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Ohio State University

 University of California, Riverside 
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• UCGHI news 
features

• GloCal Traineeship 
Advisory Committee

• Co-developed & 
taught online 
modules in UCGHI 
Global Mental 
Health course

• Designed & about to 
teach first 
undergraduate 
Global Health  
course at UCR!



Center for Health Disparities Research

HDR@UCR mission: 

Create a rich interdisciplinary, diverse, and 
collaborative environment for health disparities 
research, infusing community-engaged research 
methods into the academic culture … The Center 
aims to move UCR toward national leadership in 
health disparities research, education, and training, 
and to inform the dialogue on health disparities.
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Communities in Action: Pathways to Health Equity. 2017, National Academies of Science

Community Engagement & 
Dissemination Core

Shifting the 
focus from 

research “on” 
to 

research “with” 
communities 
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Final thoughts 

• Your research may not work 
out exactly as planned, but 
that’s OK  learn from the 
unexpected

• Community engagement & 
relationship building is key

• Disseminating your work is 
important – especially to 
communities 

• Practice critical global health 27
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Thank you/asante sana/erokamano!
Contact me: jsyverts@ucr.edu
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