Transcript – “Building Community Driven Research”
[Intro music]
Speaker 1
Welcome to The Bridge, Your Health, Your Voice, the official podcast to the University of Maryland, Baltimore School of Pharmacy Patients Program. The Patients Program is the bridge between the community and researchers. This partnership is created to help researchers listen to the community's voice in order to build a bridge to an effective learning healthcare community. Here's your host, Paris Barnes.
Paris Barnes
And today we had two phenomenal women from Maryland who are going to be joining us on the podcast. I'm so excited about this. I've researched them extensively, and this is going to be a fun conversation. So first, I'm going to introduce you to Delana Watkins. Delana Watkins is the mastermind behind the Women's Wellness Lounge, which was created in 2011. She recognized the need for BIPOC women and girls to have a healthy lifestyle and equity and access and dependable health care. So she became the bridge for that in her community. I'm going to read off a list of accomplishments for her. So as I read them down, drop an emoji or something like that in the in the comments, because this woman is a beast and I want to be like her when I grow up. So Delaina Watkins is a board-certified nurse. She's a bestselling author. a national TV show and podcast host. She created the Sugarless Living Program to help women and families decrease their consumption of refined sugars. She is an electrifying public speaker, and she's a dedicated servant and service provider for women's wellness. So welcome, Delaina. I'm also going to introduce you to Brittany Harris. Brittany Harris is the senior engagement specialist for the Patience Program. She is a passionate advocate for community engagement, youth development, and social change. With over 10 years of experience and service in various community-based organizations, Brittany has dedicated her life to empowering marginalized communities and amplifying their voices. Now, let me read off the list for Brittany, too, and y'all drop an emoji inside the comments for her, too. Brittany is the founder of Many Hats One Crown. She serves as the United Way Popleton Advisory Board in West Baltimore, the Learning Heroes Family Advisory Board. She was the mastermind behind the implementation of the Patients Going National Initiative, and as a result, we are a national program. She's a key facilitator in the Patients Professors Academy, and above all, she's my work bestie. So drop an emoji inside the comments for me for these two women. So welcome. All right, I'm going to start off with the icebreaker just to kind of get us in the mood, the chat and kind of calm us down. So I'll ask Brittany first. Brittany, if you had a theme song, what would it be?
Brittany Harris
I would say I'm every woman. I'm every woman.
Paris Barnes
I see it. I see it.
Brittany Harris
Because I encompass so many different skills, and I feel like in such a short time, I've lived many lives that overlap with the lives of the women I encounter every day. So I think that would be my song. And maybe a bit TMI. I listened to that song as I delivered my song.
Paris Barnes
That's beautiful. How empowering is that? That's beautiful. What about you, Delayna?
Delayna Watkins
I don't know. I dance around with this. Cause a lot of times when I'm like being introduced, they always say, well, do you have a theme song? I don't know, but there's one that definitely sticks with me a lot of times and it's this girl is on fire. And I go back to it and I'm gonna go with something else. And funny thing or not, like this is a side note. Today, I actually put out a thing that says 2026 is coming in hot, like on fire. So I guess I must have to stick with that. So this girl is on fire. I'm always challenging myself with that.
Paris Barnes
I love it. I love it. As far as I'm concerned, that's your song. So that works. That's your theme song.
Brittany Harris
A manifestation.
Paris Barnes
I'm going to start off with the first question for Delayna. Can you explain a little bit about your organization in detail just in case our listeners don't know anything about it?
Delayna Watkins
Sure, absolutely. So again, we are here in Baltimore City. I'm actually here right now in downtown on what we call Healthy Howard Row in the Women's Wellness Lounge. So coming out of COVID, we looked for a space and I really wanted to curate a space here in the city. that was geared towards providing culturally responsive and safe spaces for women. And so we ended up here in the wellness lounge. And the key word there is a safe space. So what does that look like? That looks like women coming in to this space here that does not look like a clinic. It doesn't look like a health care office. It looks like come in here, come sit down in our living room so that they can access care across the lifespan and feel safe, seen and heard. Our primary focus, Paris, is on providing sexual and reproductive health education, chronic disease prevention, like you mentioned, our sugarless living program, and then, of course, community based like wellness programs that's really meant to meet women where they are.
Paris Barnes
That's beautiful. And I just want to give a shameless plug. Congratulations to you for recently receiving an award. We got an e-mail, and it was really exciting that you received the Baltimore City Health Impact Legacy Award. So what does this recognition mean to you personally and your mission at the Women's Wellness Lounge?
Delayna Watkins
Right. So for me, and thank you for bringing that up, because it really was something again, when you're doing the work, right, and bringing knows this because I say it all the time. I don't need that pat on the back. I don't need that like recognition. But it was a personal boost for me that shows that people see the work that you do. And so that does mean a lot. It was incredibly affirming, honestly, for me, that so much of that community work that happens quietly, kind of behind the scenes, was recognized and felt. And so it helped me to really, like, pause in the moment and truly honor, like, the long hours, you know, building the trust in the city. Because as I said, we came to the city. It wasn't like I'm from the city. I didn't have these relationships built. So that meant boots on the around and really showing them our commitment to consistently show up for the women and families in our city. So it, you know, receiving that award was really validating for our mission.
Paris Barnes
So you said something in that response that's going to kind of commandeer me over to Brittany's thing, but you said trust in the community. And that is literally one of the pillars of the Patience Program. So, Brittany, I want to ask you, what does it mean to be working with Delaina Watkins? And if you want to, you can give us a little bit of background on the work that you do with her in the Patience Program.
Brittany Harris
Well, I'm going to kind of do it in a two-part. My role here within the Patience Program as the Senior Community Engagement Specialist is about building relationships. and cultivating trust and making sure that our research is truly community-centered, not just in theory, but deeply rooted in practice. And in leading our engagement strategy for our national expansion, it took a lot of connecting, deeply connecting and identifying and vetting new partners, right, and managing what those relationships would look like. Sometimes on the fly, you know, maybe they had an idea, our partners had an idea of what our relationship would look like. But as an engagement specialist with the Patients Program, I had to figure out what was the mission alignment and how do we develop trust. And as it connects to Ms. Delana Watkins, it was fairly easy. She was introduced to the patients program through one of our long-term community partners, Ms. Barbara Palmer, who used to serve on our steering committee. So it was kind of an easy win. I remember connecting with Delana a few years ago and coming down to the wellness lounge and really being just feeling warmth, you know, and feeling that safety and not, I said, oh my goodness, you provide, you know, potentially like clinically aligned or medical, medical based practices, uh, or services here. Um, and she said, absolutely, you know, and I'm like, I would love to walk into a space like this and feel at home and feel seen and feel heard. Um, Ironically, when I was there, I had a meeting to take and she opened up her office to me and gave me her office space. And that was her first time. I mean, that was the first time meeting me and she was just incredible. But as we worked to expand the patience program and we looked at all of these different programs and relationships across the United States, and utilizing our rigorous process in surveying and having constant discussions about who would best represent us, who aligns with our mission, who aligns with the priorities of our research directors, it was an easy win for us. It was an easy connection for us. And I I believe that Delayna Watkins and the Women's Wellness Lounge truly, truly reflects our program's mission. And I hope that we just continue to grow together.
Delayna Watkins
Absolutely. And, you know, just as you were sharing about that, Brittany, it took me back to that moment when you walked in and the response that you gave is truly at the core of our mission and the core of what we want to do. Before I even explain to you what we did here in the lounge, you verbally stated, what do you do? I like it here. I feel safe here. I feel, and what do you do again? And so the rawness of what you experience when you walk through those doors, again, validated where we are and what we're doing is truly welcoming in the community. And then I forgot about that little part about you taking a meeting and going in my office to take care of me for the first time. But again, that just shows all about, you know, community and just being here and not that we're a space only solely about wellness. We do have women that come here sometimes just to, um, have to fellowship to sit and work and, you know, kind of do masterminds around various things that we're all aiming to do in the community. So again, thank you for sharing that. And thank you for again, really laying out what this partnership with the patients program is going to do and has begun to do even for how we interpret the work that we're doing.
Paris Barnes
So in saying that, I really wonder, how did you come up with the idea for Women's Wellness Lounge and kind of what made you get to the point where you knew what you produced was something that was comfortable? So I know we do a lot of research and we go with our communities and we listen. But how did you get to the point where you said, OK, this space looks good. I know my people are going to be proud of it.
Delayna Watkins
What was the process for that? You throw something against the wall and see what sticks. So since 2011, that's what I was doing, like kind of going out and just seeing if, you know, workshops was it or just doing presentations in the space where women were, doing women's circles. So it was a combination of all of that. And then finally just saying, okay, I know they need a little bit of this. I know they want some of this. Let me package it and put it into this space. So sitting still with the idea, sitting still with, what the vision was all about during COVID. COVID sat me down. And so this space was readily available, and I came and I said, This is where the vision, all that I've been doing since 2011 is going to come together. And so it was taking just bits and pieces of what I knew the community needed. I now know that it's called lived experience. At the time, it was just me realizing that women need a safe space, women need to understand the information, and the place to get the information, to be able to meet them where they are and not just to kind of get it on the fly, feel comfortable. So honestly, Paris, it was just taking little bits since 2011 of what I saw. Now, remember, I started this in 2011. I went from the bed side to the boardroom and then to my own business. I call it the three B's. And so I took little bits of all of those interactions, all of those experiences that not only I was able to partake in, but that I listened. So I heard what it was that women, and again, I'm talking particularly women of color what I saw that they needed. And so we're talking over a decade of really just seeing what I knew needed to happen. On the surface, there were other programs that I think made the attempt, other programs that sort of just scratched the surface. I've ripped the band-aid off and said, this is what we need to do. This is, we're getting immersive with this, culturally responsive. It would not be legacy and it would not be generational if we don't make the changes that's necessary and get real and raw with it, right? Stop just halfway talking about stuff. Stop just mentioning it. Stop getting 30-second sound bites and let's really talk about the issues and then tackle them in real time.
Paris Barnes
That's profound because it started from something just an idea, and it blew up into this thing that we recognize that we need it. And that process in general takes a lot of faith. It takes a lot of will. It takes a desire to want to do the work. And you just have to be authentic with it. There's no way possible that you can create something like what you created trying to fake it. Because it just wouldn't come off well for the community. You know what I mean? We wouldn't trust you. It just, it would come off so inauthentic and it would come off like a cold coffee bar rather than a safe space for women. Correct. So I think that's so brilliant that it was such a process. But through the process, you were very intentional about exactly what you wanted to do. You wrote it out, you made it plain and you said, bop, bop, bop, bop. This is what we're doing because this is what we need and we're going to push it through. I loved it.
Delayna Watkins
Yeah. And it doesn't happen overnight. Like this, what Brittany shared, that was, she just said it was a few years ago. So we got here and it takes time. And this is what I always say to people, if you're committed, be committed and locked into the process. It doesn't happen overnight. And so again, if you stay committed truly to the mission and what it is, you're going to have moments where something, an idea that you thought totally went to the right. But that doesn't mean that was the end of that idea or that story. It means that it's going to be picked up at some other point, some other time, and maybe it just wasn't the time for it. And so even in our conversation that I had with Brittany, I had no idea where that conversation was going to go, but I knew that she needed to hear what the mission was of the Women's Wellness Lounge. She had already decided This is what I want for, you know, this. At the time, did I have any idea, fast forward two years later, that we will be partnering with the Patience Program on a national initiative? Absolutely not. I just knew that I had to continue the work so that when the timing was right, we would be ready.
Paris Barnes
That's amazing. So Brittany, knowing that and all the insight that you took with you to make this partnership happen, what does partnering with the Women's Wellness Lounge look like for the Patience Program?
Brittany Harris
That is an excellent question. As Delana just stated, I did, when I first met her, when I walked into her space, she has captivating energy. I can feel the authenticity and the passion in her drive and what drives her. But partnering with Delana, Watkins and the Women's Wellness Lounge and its brand itself represents a powerful opportunity for the patient's program to deepen its connection with black women and other underserved communities through a lens of trust based off of the relationships that Delana has built healing and also culturally responsive care from a community engaged perspective It means meeting people where they are, not just physically, but emotionally and again, culturally. The trusted platform that Delana has built that's rooted in advocacy and health education, holistic well-being is what we need. And by collaborating with her, the Patients Program can co-create research and engagement strategy, not just strategies, projects and things that would reflect real-world experiences and health priorities and all of the nuanced needs of women who are often overlooked in traditional research spaces. But it also speaks, rings true to our bi-directional learning. It creates an opportunity for that, that we don't just bring academic expertise. We listen. We learn from the community, but we also adapt. But the ability for the Patience Program and for us to adapt is by aligning ourselves with an incredible organization and individuals such as Delaina. who brings and allow, brings and allows us to focus more on lived experiences and the wellness practices and patient voices and research and bring it, make it more relevant. and truly patient and truly people-centered.
Delayna Watkins
I want to just kind of piggyback on that, because, I think even when you came here, Brittany, and don't laugh, I talked about how data, I know, that data has to drive a lot of, you know, what we do when we're talking about translating this right into a national thing. But I just want to say like, Partnering here, it's almost like that weight is lifted, right? We can do this community engaged research, but really partnering with the patients program, it's going to help us translate that lived experience data and that data into action, really, without losing the humanity behind the numbers, right? So it's really going to allow us to advocate more effectively and to design programs that are both evidence-based and culturally grounded. So that's what I see this elevation of partnering with the patients program is going to do. You know, I know that there is importance in data, but I also know for me, it's like I just need to be out here locking arms and listening to these women. understanding their lived experiences. But being able to partner with the patients program is going to help me translate that so I don't have to so much really worry about that piece of it because I'm still, where I connect with them is so heart-centered and it's around something different. But I know and I realize and I respect that data is important. So Yeah, Brittany, don't laugh. I know, I ain't your data girl, but I know how to get the women together. I know how to translate those, you know, lived experiences and I know the importance of it. So yes, that, you know, partnering with the patients program is going to help me to elevate that.
Paris Barnes
But you are the data girl, okay? So the keys that you're bringing. It's data, honey. You are the data girl. That is qualitative data.
Delayna Watkins
In Paris, it's that one degree shift in thinking, right? I don't think in other people like that. And Brittany's like, oh, yes, what? Yeah, you're the data. Well, I was- That is data.
Brittany Harris
I was totally wrapped up in it. And she said, you know, I don't capture. And I'm like, you know, you have to reimagine. Be innovative about the information that you capture because it's relevant and it is critical to changing the lives of Black women. So I'm, and as soon as I heard that, I thought about one of our research directors, Dr. Jasmine Cooper, who is our qualitative research director, and the two of them connect, and that's where my mind went. I said, this is absolutely phenomenal. Delana Watkins, all the work that she does and her incredible background, and then we have Dr. Cooper, who is absolutely entrenched in changing, doing whatever is necessary to change the lives of Black women. So it just connected for me.
Delayna Watkins
It's like it two forces that kind of came together And then now there's this combustion that happens, right? So there's two formulas. That's one's working on this side and one is working on that side. And they don't realize that when they come together, that it's definitely what's necessary and needed. So yes, you know, again, Brittany bridging me with Dr. Cooper was ruling the secret sauce and what was needed.
Paris Barnes
That's why we're doing it. We have some of the resources that we need. You have some of the resources we need. We work together and we get this thing moving. And yes, shout out to Jasmine Cooper. Like you get the data. You're definitely the data girl, but Jasmine knows how to code it and make it make sense. So it's definitely a dream team, but you are the data girl 100%. I don't ever want you to say that you're not the data girl because that is data and it's valuable and it is something that we use to push what we do. So it's data. Absolutely. Awesome. So you kind of answered this, but this is my last question. You know, as we look ahead, what are your goals for moving ahead? So you did this in Baltimore. It's beautiful, but are you thinking about expanding? Like what are your goals ahead? And yes, I'm speaking your expansion into existence. There you go.
Delayna Watkins
I'm just getting ready to say you already, you spoke it. You spoke the study. So it's the partnership, you know, and I think when I always say try to dream big, And I spoke about this before when I was talking about this partnership when it was first announced. It's being able to create something that can then be reproduced on a national, even a global level, that what we're doing here, we can prove that it works, right? Taking that community wisdom, that research and creating systems change together, and then modeling that and showing the world that equitable, respectful, and impactful care and what collaboration looks like so that other institutions can see themselves partnering with grassroots organizations to having a more community-driven impact. So that's my overarching, big time, you know, kind of take the wings off of it goal for this partnership.
Paris Barnes
Yep. And I know we're going to be along with you for the ride the entire time. So you got us. We have you. So we're excited to see it. All right. So we're about to close out. But before we close out, I just want to ask one more thing for both of you. If you can give the listeners one word to describe your work, where you are right now, where you want to be, what would that one word be?
Delayna Watkins
Let's use legacy. You want to know why? Because I received the Legacy Impact Award. So let's use legacy. Love it.
Paris Barnes
Okay.
Delayna Watkins
Legacy. Come on through Paris.
Paris Barnes
All right, what about you, Brittany?
Brittany Harris
I think that my word would be intentional. That's just the space that I'm in life is that it, at work, in relationship, in any relationship, I want to be intentional. I want to set bold intentions for what relationships do. Not only for me, I usually go into relationships with intention to serve others. It's It's just who I am, and I want to continue to do that.
Paris Barnes
Awesome. Well, thank you both so much for being here with us. This was amazing, and we can't wait to look forward to the work that we're going to do together.
Brittany Harris
Looking forward to it. Thank you so much, Delayna. Thank you, Paris.
[Outro music]
Speaker 1
Thank you for listening to the Bridge Podcast. To learn more about the Patience Program, visit our website at www.patients.umaryland.edu.

