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YOUR ROLE AS A 

Religious Leader or Faith Community 

IN THE COVID-19 CAMPAIGN TO GROUPS AT RISK 

 

Issues   

Certain groups of people are at greater risk of infection by COVID-19. These include the elderly and those 

with underlying health conditions such as diabetes, asthma, and heart disease. People with disabilities 

or weakened immune systems, and those in nursing homes or long-term care facilities are also at risk. 

People living in crowded spaces with limited sanitation facilities like migrants, those living in poverty or 

in urban settlements, displaced populations and refugees and people affected by humanitarian 

emergencies are also at risk and may not be able to practice the recommended preventive behaviours, 

especially physical distancing. Referred to as groups at risk or facing vulnerabilities, these people often 

bear a higher burden of disease when crises occur.i 

Religious leaders - through their position of trust - can initiate valuable support and safety networks to 

these groups. They can also promote dialogue and action with communities to provide assistance and 

encourage values of solidarity, community and hope. The issues contributing to people’s vulnerabilities 

include: 

• Lack of access to health services and accurate information 

• Higher risk of dying from the virus than other people (for certain groups e.g. the elderly) 

• Higher dependency on family members and caregivers for assistance 

• Separation from family, community, and peer networks  

• Limited capacity to understand and avoid risks  

• Living in crowded households and settlements lacking adequate hygiene and sanitation 

facilities 

• Living in extreme poverty, dependent on the informal economy or daily wages, without the 

resources for survival for long periods of isolation and self-quarantine  

• Often not included in national response plans and marginalised in many ways 

• Affected by multiple factors like other outbreaks of diseases, climate change effects, other 

disasters such as floods, and conflict  

• At risk of violence, abuse, and exploitation  

 

Identifying people in greater risk for Covid-19   

 

While these groups are diverse, what is common is their limited access to support and services and lower 

ability to cope with crisis such as pandemics. Vulnerable or at-risk groups as less prepared or able to plan 

for, cope with, prevent or recover from disasters. For example, children, women, elderly, those living 

with illnesses or in poverty tend to suffer more when emergencies or disasters strike. ii,iii This section 

highlights seven categories of at risk groups and explains key issues affecting each group.   



 

The elderly and those with existing health conditions. People over 65 years of age and those living with 
existing health conditions are at highest risk of contracting COVID-19 and developing severe illness. They 
have weaker immune systems, making recovery more difficult. Elderly people also depend on family or 
community members for their care and often live alone. Social distancing measures and lockdowns will 
affect their care giving and provision of medical and food supplies. The elderly may be less informed 
about the necessary precautions for COVID-19 and might find it difficult to keep themselves updated 
with current information and notices from the government.iv 
 
People living in extreme poverty.v It is difficult, if not impossible, for people living in poverty to take 
preventive measures such as social distancing or self-isolation. Housing conditions and crowded spaces, 
limited access to clean water, hygiene and sanitation, malnutrition and low literacy increases their 
vulnerability and exposure to risk.vi  Poor settlements, especially in urban settings, are often not included 
in emergency response plans, in spite of their potential for rapid spread of diseases.vii Poor families 
depend on the informal economy to survive and will find it difficult to stock up or stay at home and will 
be forced to expose themselves, and their children in particular, to risks for basic survival.viii  
 
Pregnant women and Children. Pregnant women are susceptible to COVID-19 risks and must follow 
safety practices at all time. At this point, we do not know if the virus can be passed on from a mother to 
the baby, but there is no evidence of the disease being passed through breastfeeding.ix Pregnant women 
will also face disruption of ante-natal health care services and visits may be less frequent. Delivery at 
hospitals may also be a matter of concern if healthcare facilities are filled with COVID-19 cases. Post-
delivery, visitors will need to be restricted as far as possible.x Though children are less vulnerable to the 
virus, they are affected by the pandemic because they depend on their adult caregivers for support and 
protection.xi The majority of the world’s children are not attending school and faced with disruption of 
learning, increased violence at home and online,xii and they have limited access to health and nutrition 
as many relied on meals at school.xiii  
 
People with Disabilities. People living with mental or physical disabilities might require special 
assistance to meet their mobility, nutrition, and hygiene needs. They might also need special 
communications strategies and guidance in changing they behaviour to minimize infection risk for 
themselves and for their caregivers. People living with physical or mental disabilities have different 
needs and considerations.   
 
People experiencing discrimination. Often when health crisis occur, minority groups are at higher risk 
of discrimination and stigma.xiv People who are considered “minorities” suffer from discrimination, at 
times resulting in physical violence and social isolation.xv This can affect their capacity to practice 
recommended behaviours or seek care when they are sick. They may also have limited access to services 
and information and may be living in poverty or crowded housing with limited mobility and access to 
water, hygiene, and sanitation.  
 
People experiencing homelessness. Homeless people live and access services in settings where there 
are lots of other people (such as shelters, public bathrooms, soup kitchens and meal services) putting 
them at added risk of infection. Many people who are homeless suffer from existing medical conditions 
and typically have less access to health care.xvi People living on the streets cannot practice preventive 
behaviours like hand washing, social distancing, or disinfecting their surroundings and they lack social 
support and safety networks. 
 
People on the move. Migrant groups, seasonal workers, or internally displaced populations live in 
difficult conditions such as settlements and camps with limited sanitation and hygiene facilities. Their 
living conditions are crowded, and social distancing is not possible. These groups also lack means for 
basic survival, documentation, and status to guarantee their rights including to healthcare, government 



 

schemes, subsidies, and information.xvii People on the move also experience many forms of 
discrimination. xviii    
 
This list highlights some key groups who face greater risk to COVID-19 but there are other groups who 
face similar vulnerabilities, for example people in prisons or health institutions. Also, people living in 
countries affected by humanitarian conflicts or disasters experience similar risks.xix Religious leaders and 
faith communities will need to first identify the vulnerable groups within their communities and then 
adapt the response and support based on their specific needs.   
 
  

WHAT RELIGIOUS LEADERS AND FAITH COMMUNITIES CAN DO   

Given the trust and respect religious leaders and faith communities carry, they are well placed to 

mobilize people to help at risk groups through emotional and spiritual counselling, food, money, shelter, 

or supplies. Religious leaders can clarify doubts and convey accurate information to avoid confusion and 

misinformation. They can also be intermediaries between government and local organizations. These 

are some specific ways to reach out and provide support: 

Identify the most-at-risk 

Religious leaders and faith-communities can help local authorities identify at risk groups. Religious 

leaders, including youth and women leaders, live with and know their communities well. As a result, they 

are the best ones to identify people and groups who are at risk and can reach out to people to offer help.  

• Conduct community mapping with the support of volunteers to identify individuals and families 

at risk.xx  

• Assess their needs as well as capacities and identify community assets, resources, and ways to 

provide support.xxi  

• Organize follow up and monitoring which can also serve as information and counselling 

opportunities. If physical follow-ups are not possible consider telephone and   virtual check-

ins.xxii 

During the Ebola outbreak, local women and religious leaders established Community Watch 

Committees in Sierra Leone to bolster national efforts.xxiii 

 

Adapt and respond to special needs 

Different groups and individuals within these groups will have different needs related to COVID-19. 

These include ways to access COVID-19 information, practice preventive behaviours, such as 

handwashing or social distancing, avail of care and support if affected and receiving emotional and 

mental well-being support. Consider these differences in needs when planning faith led support. 

• Identify communication needs as some of these groups may have difficulty accessing or 

understanding health-related messages. For example the elderly may prefer different channels 

of communication and may not be able to access digital technology or social media.xxiv Those 

with disabilities or speaking different languages (migrants or displaced populations) will need 

tailored messaging in Braille, sign language or local dialects.  

• Listen to and document concerns and needs voiced by members of at-risk groups. Very often 

vulnerable groups are not consulted in local plans and their needs and realities are overlooked. 



 

Seek feedback and understand what is working well and what can be improved to meet their 

needs better and involve at risk groups in response and recovery planning.  

• Engage community level volunteers and advocate with authorities to meet these different 

needs. For some communities, the need may be provision of water and soap for handwashing, 

for others it may be monetary support or food supplies during lockdowns.xxv Advocate for 

supplies, additional support as well as funding for these groups.xxvi 

• Support access to essential services and care and help respond to the needs of at-risk groups 

through volunteer and faith networks.xxvii Periodical check-ins, timely communication during 

emergencies and support to seek health care or social servicesxxviii can be lifesaving. 

The International Network of Engaged Buddhists (INEB) has set up a fundraising initiative that has 

allowed distribution of food during the COVID-19 emergency to people living in extreme poverty, 

for instance in Dalit (Untouchable) village in India.xxix They have also issued a statement advocating 

for policies and resources to address the needs of vulnerable groups, and to call for more 

interethnic and interreligious solidarity.xxx 

 

Approach at risk groups with respect and compassion 

At risk populations tend to be side-lined and discriminated against. It is important for religious leaders 

to promote care and respect for these groups while also practicing and role modelling respectful 

behaviour.  

• Speak out against stigma and discrimination towards at-risk groups based on their differences 

such as age, ethnicity, illness or ability, occupation, or economic status. Promote messages of 

harmony and respect for all human beings. Address the needs of these groups as human beings 

covering physical needs but also emotional and social needs to overcome isolation and 

discrimination.xxxi 

Religious leaders and faith communities are also involved in combatting the pandemic of HIV and we 

can learn lessons from these efforts about how to support people who are stigmatised because of 

illness. In Cambodia, the Buddhist Leadership Initiative (BLI) supports families affected by HIV. 

Trained monks offer group meditation and home visits to families and children affected by the 

disease and to other vulnerable children. The BLI also provides small amounts of money to children 

to help their families cover basic needs including education and health care. The monks provide 

spiritual as well as material aid. xxxii 

• Respect people’s opinions, ways of living and perspectives even if they are different. Accept 

the differences while sharing accurate informationxxxiii and suggesting alternatives to traditional 

rituals and rites of passage that are safe and recommended during a pandemic.xxxiv  

• Promote empathy among your faith group and engage communities to support individuals and 

families at risk. Religious leaders can encourage followers and volunteers to provide support and 

safety networks to those in need.xxxv  

• Address and counter fear because at-risk groups may be targeted by rumours and threats. 

Religious leaders and faith communities can provide correct information that is simple and easy 

to understand while also providing reassurance, unity, hope and courage.xxxvi  

The Hindu Forum of Britain provides advice on how to react to the COVID-19 crisis in a way that 

respects the needs of older adults and other vulnerable groups. They suggest that Mandirs move to 



 

online activities if possible, e.g. through streaming of kirtan, yoga, and other ways to keep connected 

during physical isolation. It also advises people living with older relatives to keep 2 meters distance at 

home and use separate bathrooms if the choice is available. 

 

RELIGIOUS TEACHINGS/SACRED TEXTS  

Islam 

• The Holy Quran says, "My Lord! bestow on them (parents) thy Mercy even as they cherished me 

in childhood" (17:23-24) 

Christian 

• "You shall stand up before the grey head and honour the face of an old man, and you shall fear 

God: I am the Lord (Leviticus 19:32)".  

• “God loves mercy more than anything else as he has this to say, “For I desire mercy, and not sacrifice; and 

the knowledge of God rather than burned offerings.” (Hos 6:6). Charity to the needy is one way of showing 

compassion. If a person assists the destitute and the weak, he is very compassionate. Among the destitute, 

physically weak and the impoverished are victims of HIV and AIDS. [...] Let us help victims of HIV and AIDS 

physically, financially and morally.’  Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahedo Church, Developmental Bible. 

 

Buddhism 

• Bodhisatva Shantideva in Bodhicaryavatara: May I be a protector for those who are without protectors, 
a guide for travelers, and a boat, a bridge, and a ship for those who wish to cross over! May I be a lamp 
for those who seek light, a bed for those who seek rest, and may I be a servant for all beings who desire 
a servant. 

Hinduism 

 

Judaism 

 

Sikhism 

 

Jainism 

 

Baha’i 

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES - OUR TOP RECOMMENDATIONS   

INCLUSION: 



 

• IFRC, OCHA, WHO, How to include marginalized and vulnerable people in risk communication 
and community engagement, 15 Mar 2020 https://reliefweb.int/report/world/covid-19-how-
include-marginalized-and-vulnerable-people-risk-communication-and 

• Regional Risk Communication and Community Engagement (RCCE), Guidance on including 
marginalized groups in risk communication and community engagement 
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/COVID-
19_CommunityEngagement_130320.pdf 

• WHO, Practical Considerations and Recommendations for Religious Leaders and Faith-Based 
Communities. https://www.who.int/publications-detail/practical-considerations-and-recommendations-
for-religious-leaders-and-faith-based-communities-in-the-context-of-covid-19 

 
DISABILITIES: 

• UNICEF, Considerations for Children and Adults with Disabilities. 
https://www.unicef.org/disabilities/files/COVID-
19_response_considerations_for_people_with_disabilities_190320.pdf 

• CDC Guidance on supporting the needs of people with disabilities 
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/need-extra-precautions/people-with-disabilities.html 

• IASC, https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/iasc-reference-group-mental-health-and-psychosocial-
support-emergency-settings/interim-briefing  

• UNICEF, Risk communication and community engagement with adults and child living with 
disabilities https://www.unicef.org/disabilities/files/COVID-
19__engagement_children_and_adults_with_disabilities_final.pdf 

 
OLDER ADULTS: 

• The John A. Hartford Foundation, Coronavirus Disease (COVID-19) Resources for Older Adults, 

Family Caregivers and Health Care Providers. https://www.johnahartford.org/dissemination-

center/view/coronavirus-disease-covid-19-resources-for-older-adults-family-caregivers-and-

health-care-providers 

PEOPLE EXPERIENCING HOMELESSNESS: 
• CDC, Guidance on Homelessness and COVID-19 https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-

ncov/community/homeless-shelters/faqs.html and https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/need-
extra-precautions/homelessness.html 

• OHCHR, Protecting those living in homelessness 
https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/Housing/SR_housing_COVID-19_guidance_homeless.pdf  

 

PREGNANT WOMEN AND CHILDREN: 

• CDC, Guidance on Pregnancy and Breastfeeding during COVID-19. 

https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/need-extra-precautions/pregnancy-

breastfeeding.html?CDC_AA_refVal  

• WHO, Pregnancy and Breastfeeding Q&A. https://www.who.int/news-room/q-a-detail/q-a-on-

covid-19-and-breastfeeding 

• UNICEF, Navigating Pregnancy During the Coronavirus Disease. 
https://www.unicef.org/coronavirus/navigating-pregnancy-during-coronavirus-disease-covid-19-
pandemic 

 

• CDC, Keeping children healthy while school’s out. https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-

ncov/daily-life-coping/children.html 

https://reliefweb.int/report/world/covid-19-how-include-marginalized-and-vulnerable-people-risk-communication-and
https://reliefweb.int/report/world/covid-19-how-include-marginalized-and-vulnerable-people-risk-communication-and
https://www.who.int/publications-detail/practical-considerations-and-recommendations-for-religious-leaders-and-faith-based-communities-in-the-context-of-covid-19
https://www.who.int/publications-detail/practical-considerations-and-recommendations-for-religious-leaders-and-faith-based-communities-in-the-context-of-covid-19
https://www.unicef.org/disabilities/files/COVID-19_response_considerations_for_people_with_disabilities_190320.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/disabilities/files/COVID-19_response_considerations_for_people_with_disabilities_190320.pdf
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/need-extra-precautions/people-with-disabilities.html
https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/iasc-reference-group-mental-health-and-psychosocial-support-emergency-settings/interim-briefing
https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/iasc-reference-group-mental-health-and-psychosocial-support-emergency-settings/interim-briefing
https://www.unicef.org/disabilities/files/COVID-19__engagement_children_and_adults_with_disabilities_final.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/disabilities/files/COVID-19__engagement_children_and_adults_with_disabilities_final.pdf
https://www.johnahartford.org/dissemination-center/view/coronavirus-disease-covid-19-resources-for-older-adults-family-caregivers-and-health-care-providers
https://www.johnahartford.org/dissemination-center/view/coronavirus-disease-covid-19-resources-for-older-adults-family-caregivers-and-health-care-providers
https://www.johnahartford.org/dissemination-center/view/coronavirus-disease-covid-19-resources-for-older-adults-family-caregivers-and-health-care-providers
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/community/homeless-shelters/faqs.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/community/homeless-shelters/faqs.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/need-extra-precautions/homelessness.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/need-extra-precautions/homelessness.html
https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/Housing/SR_housing_COVID-19_guidance_homeless.pdf
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/need-extra-precautions/pregnancy-breastfeeding.html?CDC_AA_refVal
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/need-extra-precautions/pregnancy-breastfeeding.html?CDC_AA_refVal
https://www.who.int/news-room/q-a-detail/q-a-on-covid-19-and-breastfeeding
https://www.who.int/news-room/q-a-detail/q-a-on-covid-19-and-breastfeeding
https://www.unicef.org/coronavirus/navigating-pregnancy-during-coronavirus-disease-covid-19-pandemic
https://www.unicef.org/coronavirus/navigating-pregnancy-during-coronavirus-disease-covid-19-pandemic
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/daily-life-coping/children.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/daily-life-coping/children.html


 

• UNICEF, Coronavirus: Agenda for Action. https://www.unicef.org/coronavirus/agenda-for-

action 

PEOPLE ON THE MOVE: 

• WHO, Interim Guidance Preparedness, Prevention and Control of CoronavirusDdisease (COVID-

19) for Refugees and Migrants in Non-Camp Settings.  

https://data2.unhcr.org/en/documents/details/75819 

• UNHCR, Global COVID Emergency Response. 

http://reporting.unhcr.org/sites/default/files/24042020_UNHCR%20Global%20COVID-

19%20Emergency%20Response.pdf 

• IASC, Interim Guidance on Scaling-up COVID-19 Outbreak in Readiness and Response 

Operations in Camps and Camp-like Settings. 

https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/other/interim-guidance-scaling-covid-19-outbreak-

readiness-and-response-operations-camps-and-camp. 

ENDNOTES  

 

i i https://www.who.int/environmental_health_emergencies/vulnerable_groups/en/  
ii https://www.who.int/environmental_health_emergencies/vulnerable_groups/en/  
iii https://www.ifrc.org/en/what-we-do/disaster-management/about-disasters/what-is-a-disaster/what-is-
vulnerability/  
iv https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/need-extra-precautions/older-adults.html.  
v  https://blogs.worldbank.org/impactevaluations/what-can-low-income-countries-do-provide-relief-poor-and-
vulnerable-during-covid?CID=WBW_AL_BlogNotification_EN_EXT 
vi https://ophi.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/B53_Covid-19_vs3-2_2020_online.pdf   
vii https://www.ids.ac.uk/opinions/the-impact-of-covid-19-in-informal-settlements-are-we-paying-enough-
attention/ and http://blog.gdi.manchester.ac.uk/dealing-with-covid-19-in-the-towns-and-cities-of-the-global-
south/  
viii https://www.savethechildren.net/blog/coronavirus-devastating-blow-children-poverty  
ix https://www.who.int/news-room/q-a-detail/q-a-on-covid-19-and-breastfeeding  
x https://www.unicef.org/coronavirus/navigating-pregnancy-during-coronavirus-disease-covid-19-pandemic  
xi https://unsdg.un.org/resources/policy-brief-impact-covid-19-children  
xii https://www.unicef.org/press-releases/children-increased-risk-harm-online-during-global-covid-19-pandemic  
xiii https://www.unicef.org/press-releases/futures-370-million-children-jeopardy-school-closures-deprive-them-
school-meals 
xiv For instance, https://minorityrights.org/2020/04/29/south-asia-minorities-report/; 
https://minorityrights.org/2020/04/27/statement-covid-19-pandemic-on-persons-with-disabilities-from-
minority-indigenous-communities/ 
xv https://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=25757&LangID=E 
xvi https://endhomelessness.org/resource/fact-sheet-population-at-risk-homelessness-and-the-covid-19-crisis/ 
xvii For example: https://www.kirkonulkomaanapu.fi/en/latest-news/articles/refugees-
coronavirus/?fbclid=IwAR0kyYUiT18NSsu71j9ApFE7xZCAEaFc3nmmGfphocGFpgIJDPVoPD4V2mE 
xviii For instance, https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/democraciaabierta/mujeres-ind%C3%ADgenas-migrantes-
de-venezuela-vulnerabilidad-extrema-ante-la-covid-19-en/ 
xix https://carnegieendowment.org/2020/04/14/coronavirus-in-conflict-zones-sobering-landscape-pub-81518 
xx As advised, for instance by https://pda.pcusa.org/pda/resource/disease-guidance-for-congregations/ 
xxi See, for instance, http://www.bbsi.org.uk/coronavirus/ 

xxii Communication and monitoring strategy examples including phone trees can be found at  
https://www.wheaton.edu/media/humanitarian-disaster-institute/Preparing-Your-Church-for-Coronavirus.pdf p. 
14 
xxiii https://reliefweb.int/report/world/gender-matters-responding-major-disease-outbreaks-ebola  

https://data2.unhcr.org/en/documents/details/75819
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https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/other/interim-guidance-scaling-covid-19-outbreak-readiness-and-response-operations-camps-and-camp
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https://www.kirkonulkomaanapu.fi/en/latest-news/articles/refugees-coronavirus/?fbclid=IwAR0kyYUiT18NSsu71j9ApFE7xZCAEaFc3nmmGfphocGFpgIJDPVoPD4V2mE
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xxiv https://www.wheaton.edu/media/humanitarian-disaster-institute/Preparing-Your-Church-for-Coronavirus.pdf 
p. 14 
xxv Examples: https://jewishtoronto.com/global-seder; http://inebnetwork.org/activity-covid-19-emergency-
relief-fund/; https://www.salvationarmyusa.org/usn/covid19/ 
xxvi Examples: https://www.faithinplaceaction.org/get-involved/take-action/take-action-on-covid-19/; 
https://faithinaction.org/news/protect-migrants-and-refugees-during-the-covid-19-pandemic/ 
xxvii Examples: https://www.helpingneighbours.com/; https://www.safinternational.org/; 
https://jewishtoronto.com/global-seder 
xxviii https://www.hias.org/covid-19-response 
xxix http://inebnetwork.org/activity-covid-19-emergency-relief-fund/ 
xxx http://inebnetwork.org/statement-concerning-the-covid-19-pandemic-from-international-network-of-
engaged-buddhists-ineb/ 
xxxi Example: https://www.lutheranworld.org/news/covid-19-health-and-faith-partnership-promote-factual-
information-and-reduce-fear 

xxxii https://www.unicef.org/about/partnerships/cambodia_61571.html 
xxxiii https://anglicanalliance.org/faith-in-a-time-of-covid-19-coronavirus/ 
xxxiv Examples: https://mcb.org.uk/mcb-updates/coronavirus-guidance-for-mosques-and-madrassas/; 
https://www.sikhcoalition.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/English-Recommendations-for-Gurdwaras-COVID-
19-prevention-1.2.pdf 
xxxv For example: https://www.aspeninstitute.org/blog-posts/inclusive-america-project-response-resources-to-
the-covid-19-pandemic/ 
xxxvi Examples: https://tanenbaum.org/blog/2020/03/social-supporting/; http://ihpemory.org/wp-
content/uploads/2020/03/Pandemic-Hope-Devotional.pdf 
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