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Introduction

➔ What are the principles of Risk Communication 
and Community Engagement (RCCE)?

➔ What are examples of RCCE for COVID-19 in 
West and Central Africa?

➔ Where can I access resources to help me 
design an RCCE plan?

➔ Where can I access resources to support RCCE 
activities in my country or region?
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Learning Objectives

● Explain RCCE principles

● Cite examples of COVID-19 RCCE in West and Central 

Africa

● Access resources to help you design a RCCE plan

● Access resources to support RCCE for COVID-19 in your 

country or region
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What is RCCE?
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Yenna is a project officer, working at an 
international organization in West and 
Central Africa. As part of her community 
engagement activities, she has 
partnered with a civil society 
organization. Musa, on the right, is the 
leader of this organization. 
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"The situation is challenging. Someone 

from the community is in the hospital 

being treated for COVID-19, and some 

people said that they don’t want the 

person to return to the community. 

Others who are showing symptoms 

refuse to go to the hospital because they 

are afraid of not being able to return 

home. I also observed that people aren’t 

wearing masks, and when I asked 

someone, they said that if you wear a 

mask people will think you are sick.”

- Musa explaining to Yenna
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3 observations about
community activities

High awareness 
but people still 

prefer 
traditional 

healers

Work with 
local 

authorities

Trust in 
community 

leaders
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● Can you identify a similar situation 
in your country?

● What actions would you say could 
be taken to promote more 
engagement with the COVID-19 
response?
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Getting started with RCCE
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What is the difference between Risk 
Communication and Community Engagement?

Risk Communication is an exchange 

of information in real-time between 

experts or leaders and the 

community facing a threat. In the 

case of COVID-19, this threat is to 

their health, economic and social 

well-being.

Community Engagement is a mutual 

partnership between response teams 

and the communities facing the 

threat. The aim is that the 

community has ownership of the way 

the threat is controlled and managed, 

and effectively participates in the 

response.
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COVID-19 and RCCE

In the next slides you will learn how to 

apply these practices through a 

communication strategy based on

three points: build trust, listen and 

reiterate.

BEST PRACTICES

Positive behaviours

Information

Engagement

Feedback and complaint 
mechanisms
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Build trust.
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In times of crisis, people 
usually make decisions based 
on trust. Therefore, trust in 
individuals and organizations is 
the biggest factor in 
communicating risk. It is not 
enough to transmit a message, 
the person needs to accept it 
with full confidence.
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Listen.
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“People need to be listened to, to 

express themselves, and not to be 

judged on their behaviour – even if 

they can sometimes be irrational. If 

people do not feel they are listened 

to and actively participate in the 

decision-making procedures, they 

will be less likely to take the advice 

of someone they don’t know. It’s not 

possible to establish trust in that 

kind of situation.”

- Yenna explaining to Musa
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Promote dialogue around key messages and communications,
ensuring that communities can express themselves. This will help to
understand what are the behaviour drivers (causes) and adapt the
key messages and solutions along the way. Remember that changing
behaviour is not easy for anyone.
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Reiterate.
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Understand where your 
audience gets trusted 
information

Certain groups of the community might 
trust different people. For instance, 
women might trust religious leaders or 
other women from the community. A 
rapid assessment can help you identify 
the most trusted sources and channels 
of communication..
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WRAPPING UP

➔ To build trust, we work with local partners and volunteers, people who our audience already knows. 
These partners and volunteers, together with the community, help design and promote information.

➔ We listen to our communities so we can better know them, their concerns and needs, how they get 
information and who they trust the most. We do this through community dialogue sessions, like the one 
Musa attended, and other tools including focus groups, rapid assessements, surveys.

➔ We use this understanding to help shape our messages and the format in which they are shared..

➔ And we use mixed-media and diversified communication approaches, especially two-way 
communication, to reiterate messages and promote dialogue, with the help of key influencers. For 
example, the same message may be shared on a poster, on social media, on an interactive radio 
programme, in a video, or through community or religious leaders, all targeting the same audience
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Communication
methods
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ConsistencyHow to 
communicate

Two-Way 
Communication
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● Adapt to the local language, but maintain precise technical information according to the 
national or governamental languages

● Research! Discover how different groups in the community like to communicate, 
whether it is using a smartphone, radio, bluetooth music transfers, TV… And learn how 
to use it to reach more people!

● Try to  work with religious and community leaders and other key actors (women’s 
groups, youth leaders) to involve them in the response

ADAPTED COMMUNICATION
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Gender Equality and Accessibility

Be aware of the barriers some people, 
such as women and people with 
disabilities, may face in using certain 
communication channels, meaning they 
may be excluded from receiving 
important information.  Yenna: A recent 
report suggests that women are 
excluded from information sharing on 
COVID-19 and high-level decision-
making processes at national and 
regional levels. Women generally have 
less access to traditional information 
channels, and broadcasts usually 
happen at times when women are doing 
domestic labour.
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What do we need to 
communicate about COVID-
19?

Update 
information 
regularly

Prevention 
measures

Where to go 
for more 
information

Support 
Services 
Available
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Best Practice

Based on learning during the Ebola 

crisis, there are several recommended 

best practices to guide RCCE for 

COVID-19:

● Adaptation to audience  

● Community mobilizers in their 

communities  

● Constantly improve information 

● Involve community leaders
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Break
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Combatting stigmatization 
and rumours in West and 

Central Africa
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Stigmatization leads to social 

rejection or marginalization of a 

person or group of people. In times 

of epidemics, this may mean that 

people are labelled or discriminated 

against because of an apparent link 

to the disease. The fear of 

stigmatization pushes people to hide 

the disease to avoid discrimination, 

as we are also seeing in communities 

where there is reluctance to wear 

masks or visit medical professionals.
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What we have seen globally with 
COVID-19 is that it initially provoked 
social stigmatization and discriminatory 
behaviour against people of certain 
ethnic origins as well as against people 
who may have been in contact with the 
virus, such as frontline workers.
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Avoid criminalizing 

terminology

The use of criminalizing 
terminology gives the 
impression that people with 
the disease have done 
something wrong. This can 
impact on the control of the 
epidemic by increasing stigma, 
reducing empathy and 
potentially decreasing 
participation in screening, 
testing and quarantine.

Criminalizing terms

"This is a virus from 
China"

"He is a suspected case"

"They spread the virus"

"She transmitted the 
virus"

"He infected his family"

Appropriate terms

"People who may have 
COVID-19"

"Some people have 
contracted the virus"

"Anyone can contract 
the disease"
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Fighting Stigma

Stigma can be compounded by 
fear of the unknown about the 
disease. A tip from past health 
crises shows that bringing the 
voices and stories of local 
people who have recovered 
from the disease helps reduce 
fear of the unknown.

Do

Qualify persons as 
"persons who can have” 

COVID-19.

Say that people have 
“contracted the virus” 

(and say that everyone 
can contract the virus).

Bring the voices and 
stories of local people 
who have recovered 

from COVID-19.

Don’t

Associate places or 
ethnic backgrounds 

with the disease.

Qualify persons possibly 
affected by COVID-19 as 

“suspect cases".

Talking about people 
"spreading" or 

"transmitting the virus" 
or "infecting others".
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Combatting rumours in 
West and Central Africa

Rumour 1
It can’t be transmitted in 

areas with hot and humid 

climates

Rumour 2
It can be prevented by 

bathing in hot water

Rumour 3
It can be prevented by 

eating garlic

Rumour 4
Vaccines are not 

safe and come with 

a microchip
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3 steps             
for combatting 
rumours

Verifying 
the 
information

Discovering 
the 
rumours

Engaging 
the 
community
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Exercise

Discuss each situation in the 
“rumour” table and present what 

could be the potential 
consequences of it for the 

individuals or the communities.

35

Rumour Potential Consequence

a) Drink bleach to prevent 

spread of COVID-19

b) Clinics will make your infection 

worse

c) This is a biological weapon made 

by community X against 

community Y

d) You don’t have to follow social 

distancing as long as you have not 

traveled out of the country or been 

in contact with someone who has
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Do

Communicate accurate information 
regularly

Listen and answer questions

Address and dispel rumours quickly

Ensure government, medical 
professionals, community leaders and 

other partners are aware of rumours and 
how to respond, and have access to 

trusted and updated sources of 
information

Encourage people not share information 
that they are not 100% sure is true

Don’t

Ignore rumours 

Spread non-confirmed information 
(through social media, face-to-face 

dialogue)

Leave questions unanswered (if you don’t 
know, be honest but assure that you will 

get the information available and get back 
to the communities)

Tip

You will find several 
downloadable materials on 

the website created by WHO 
for COVID-19 Mythbusters.
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https://www.who.int/emergencies/diseases/novel-coronavirus-2019/advice-for-public/myth-busters


Learning from Practice
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Examples of RCCE in West and 
Central Africa
Cameroon 

38



Examples of RCCE in West and 
Central Africa

Democratic Republic of Congo 
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Examples of RCCE in West and 
Central Africa

Ghana 
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Examples of RCCE in West and 
Central Africa

Niger 
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Examples of RCCE in West and 
Central Africa

Nigeria
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Examples of RCCE in West and 
Central Africa

Sierra Leone
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Examples of RCCE in West and 
Central Africa
Regional Level
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Resources for COVID-19 RCCE in 
West and Central Africa
At the start of the pandemic, 

the RCCE pillar response 

group in West and Central 

Africa developed an online 

library of community 

engagement tools for the 

region. The website is                     

CoronaWestAfrica.info
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Safety during 
RCCE activities

How to conduct RCCE 
safely?

● Adapt outreach
● Think digital

46



RCCE in 
complex 
settings

Physical distancing

Religious gatherings

Public gatherings

Handwashing

Transport

Isolation of cases

Burial practices
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Always use the term physical 
distancing (not social 
distancing).
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Developing an RCCE 

Action Plan

1. Assess and Collect  
2. Coordinate   
3. Define   
4. Identify key audiences and 

influencers    
5. Develop RCCE strategy  
6. Implement  
7. Monitor
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Risk communication messages and 
community engagement approaches 
need to be adapted to acknowledge and 
address the challenges these 
communities face, or they risk causing 
frustration and the outright rejection of 
humanitarian response efforts.
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Links and Finalization
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Resources for RCCE in West 
and Central Africa

Design a 
RCCE plan

Ready-made 
tools for West 
and Central 
Africa

RCCE in 
complex 
settings and 
other 
community 
engagement 
resources

WHO 
Question & 
Answers Hub 
on COVID-19

WHO 
Mythbusting
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https://www.who.int/emergencies/diseases/novel-coronavirus-2019/advice-for-public/myth-busters
https://www.who.int/publications/m/item/who-covid-19-preparedness-and-response-progress-report---1-february-to-30-june-2020
https://coronawestafrica.info/category/language/english/
https://coronawestafrica.info/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/Community_Led_Solutions_COVID-19_Africa_Interagency_Guidance-Note_FINAL_03072020.pdf
https://www.who.int/emergencies/diseases/novel-coronavirus-2019/question-and-answers-hub


RECAP

1. Firstly, build trust and involve people the community trusts, such as local 
volunteers and community leaders, for the implementation of risk communication 
and community engagement activities.

2. Use two-way communication and ensure that people are listened to and 
answers are given.

3. Make sure communities participate in the discussion of the plan, the activities, 
the development of feedback mechanisms, and are engaged in the response.  

4. Use mixed communication channels (mass media and face-to-face  approaches), 
and reiterate messages, using different influencers for different targeted groups. 
Include information about prevention and symptoms in all activities, as well as 
available services and issues related to the wider impact of COVID-19 (child 
protection, continuity of health services, GBV).
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5. Work with community members to create communications specific to your 
audience, based on what their needs are and what is learned through listening,  
observing, assessments/research. Use simple language, use local language.

6. Combat stigmatization by improving understanding of the disease. If appropriate, 
share stories of people who have recovered. Be mindful of language to not 
associate blame with COVID-19. Indicate that anyone is at risk of contracting the 
disease.

7. Identify and dispel rumours quickly, with the help of local authorities and 
community and religious leaders and other key influencers.

8. Apply local physical distancing guidelines and preventative measures to all 
RCCE activities.

9. Ensure activities, content, community feedback and concerns are channeled 
through your national approval and coordination mechanisms.
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This content for this course has been developed 

by The Regional Working Group for Risk 

Communication and Community Engagement in 

West and Central Africa.

Content :

Mia Barrett (IOM)

Mariana Palavra (UNICEF)

Adama Diallo (Institut Bioforce)

Design:

João Pedro Silveira Martins

Thaís Mesquita

Thank you for 
following this 

training!

55


