
As the impacts of COVID-19 spread
across the globe, many of those who
work in international aid and community
development are being called on to
support the response. This may mean
you are working in an area where you
have little expertise or experience. Many
of your partners – whether in national or
local government agencies or
community organisations – may also be
new to this. To help you navigate this, we
have pulled together an initial list of
some key lessons - drawn from past
experience - as well as some links to
further information.
 
This document is not aimed at specialists
in humanitarian response, who will
already be very familiar with these
lessons. Instead, it provides some
starting points for people who have
never been involved in a response of this
kind as well as for their partners.
 
We welcome your feedback on these
lessons. At the end of this document
you'll also find some suggestions for
other information guides we could
develop. Please let us know if you’d find
these useful.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1. Get the basics right
 
A core principle for those who work in
both development and humanitarian
response is ‘do no harm’. This means
being aware that what you do can have
negative effects - on people’s safety,
security, dignity and rights, the local
economy, the environment, or on people's
social and political relationships or
livelihoods - and taking steps to avoid
this. Another fundamental principle is
that aid should build local capacity, not
undermine it. This means recognising
that local leaders and organisations
understand best what is needed and that
whatever you do should build on and
support what they are doing.
 
These two principles are reflected in the
principles and Code of Conduct
developed by the International Red Cross
and Red Crescent Movement. Another
good reference is the Sphere Handbook,
which includes the Humanitarian Charter,
the Protection Principles, and the Core
Humanitarian Standard. Sphere has also
produced some guidelines and resources
on applying these standards to the
COVID-19 response, as have CHS Alliance
and ALNAP. 
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https://www.ifrc.org/en/who-we-are/vision-and-mission/the-seven-fundamental-principles/
https://www.icrc.org/en/doc/resources/documents/publication/p1067.htm
https://spherestandards.org/handbook-2018/
https://spherestandards.org/humanitarian-standards/humanitarian-charter/
https://corehumanitarianstandard.org/the-standard
https://spherestandards.org/coronavirus/
https://www.chsalliance.org/get-support/article/covid-19-and-the-chs/
https://covid19.alnap.org/
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2. Reach out to other responders and
find ways to work together
 
Coordination and communication are
even more important in a crisis, when
things are changing quickly, as is building
trust with new partners. National
governments are responsible for leading
the response to COVID-19. Some already
have systems and plans in place, which
you should support wherever possible. If
you already work with national
government ministries, ask them how
best you can support them. If you work at
the local level, reach out to local
governments to see how you can
contribute.
 
NGOs and community organisations are
often able to respond quickly or reach
more vulnerable populations so get in
touch with them to find out their
priorities. Think about supporting existing
coalitions. There are good examples of
working with the private sector in
emergencies – like this example from
Papua New Guinea – as well as guiding
principles for collaboration.
 
3. Talk to people about their priorities
and get feedback
 
As in all development work, listening to
people – whether in local communities or
partners in government agencies - is the
best way to find out their priorities and
ensure what you’re doing supports their
efforts. Make sure you reach out
specifically to women, people with
disabilities and other groups, so what you
do takes into account everyone's views.
People in different cultures may respond
to trauma and stress differently and have
different ways of looking after each other,
so listen carefully and be culturally
sensitive.
 
The Communicating with Disaster
Affected Communities (CDAC) Network
has developed a COVID-19 resource portal
with information on communication and
community engagement as well as other
materials, information, guidance, tools
and templates on communications in
humanitarian contexts.

4. Find out the risks and what skills
and resources are already available
 
As well as understanding people's
priorities, you need to understand what
the most important risks are and what
things might make it more difficult for
people, communities or organisations to
respond to the crisis. Is the community a
long way from a health clinic? Do people
depend on selling things at the market
for their income? But even more
important is understanding what
capacities people and organisations
already that you can support and build
on. Are there groups or organisations
which can help spread information or
distribute supplies or food? Do people in
the community have particular skills
which might be useful? The Humanitarian
Practice Network has produced some
guidelines on Vulnerability and Capacity
Analysis/Assessment which includes links
to other toolkits and resources.
 
5. Pay particular attention to those
who are already more vulnerable
 
People who are already vulnerable often
face additional risks in emergency
situations. Women and children can be
more vulnerable to abuse or violence and
more likely to be forced into situations
where they are exploited. Women,
children, older people, people with
disabilities, LGBTQI, people with chronic
illness, migrants, ethnic and religious
minorities, and indigenous people face
unique challenges in adapting to a crisis
situation and returning to normal life.
 
A good resource is the International
Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent
Societies’ minimum standards for
protection, gender and inclusion in
emergencies. For specific information on
gender and disability issues related to
COVID-19, see the UNFPA's Gender-Based
Violence Area of Responsibility's guidance
and resources and the World Health
Organisation's information on disability
considerations during the COVID-19
outbreak.
 
 

https://policy-practice.oxfam.org.uk/publications/building-trust-in-diverse-teams-the-toolkit-for-emergency-response-115413
https://devpolicy.org/pivoting-to-respond-to-covid-19-early-thoughts-from-the-philippines-20200327/
https://humanitarianadvisorygroup.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/Extractives-and-emergencies-the-PNG-earthquake-response.pdf
https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/system/files/legacy_files/World%20Economic%20Forum%20-%20OCHA%20Guiding%20Principles%20for%20Public-Private%20Collaboration%20in%20Humanitarian%20Action.pdf
http://www.cdacnetwork.org/i/20200316224410-9m4ud/
https://goodpracticereview.org/9/project-planning/vulnerability-and-capacity-assessment/
https://media.ifrc.org/ifrc/document/minimum-standards-protection-gender-inclusion-emergencies/
https://gbvaor.net/sites/default/files/2020-03/GBV%20AOR%20COVID%20Resources_0.docx
https://www.who.int/who-documents-detail/disability-considerations-during-the-covid-19-outbreak
https://www.who.int/who-documents-detail/disability-considerations-during-the-covid-19-outbreak
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6. Gather information, share it and use
it to learn how to do things better
 
Things can change quickly in
emergencies and communications can be
more difficult. Having good information is
critical for decision-making. This includes
information about the different needs
and impacts on women, children, the
elderly and people with disabilities. Think
about the information you need and how
to get it in a way that keeps everyone safe
and healthy e.g using mobile phones or
social media. Share what information you
have with others and ask them to share
with you. Your partners may be focused
on responding and might not be able to
provide you with information in the same
way they did before. Real time evaluation
and other approaches to evaluating
humanitarian action can help improve
ongoing response efforts or identify
lessons. Getting feedback from
communities is critical for accountability.
 
7.  Expect that things will change and
be prepared to adapt
 
Crises are disruptive. They require us to
quickly understand what’s going on and
adjust what we’re doing. This can make
us feel uncomfortable, but being flexible
is important. Responding effectively
means working together to make sense of
the situation - including the politics - and
being adaptive.
 
In emergencies, money, supplies or
people have to get where they’re needed
quickly. This might mean you need to
look at your budget or staff to work out
what and who can be used to support the
response. Resources also need to be
managed effectively, efficiently and
ethically.
 
8. Look after yourself and your staff
 
Your staff may well be under additional
stress. If you are a manager, make sure
you touch base with your team regularly.
Being as clear as you can with your staff
about what they should be doing will
help them feel reassured.

KonTerra Group has some resources on
managing stress and anxiety, self-care
during isolation and supporting staff
during this time. The World Health
Organisation has also produced
guidelines on mental health and
psychosocial considerations during the
COVID-19 outbreak.
 
If your staff are being asked to do things
they haven’t done before, or take on more
responsibility, make sure you support
them to do this. There are some good
online training options available (provided
you have a relatively good internet
connection), including Building a Better
Response, an introduction to the
fundamentals of humanitarian action and
online courses on the Sphere standards
for humanitarian action.
 
9. Understand that emergencies and
development are linked
 
Many of us are thinking about the COVID-
19 pandemic as an emergency and
focusing our response on immediate
needs. But the impact of the pandemic in
many countries is a result of longer-term
development issues, including health
systems that don’t function effectively
and levels of poverty and inequality.
Focusing on the short-term response
means we can overlook the more
complex development challenges that
make it difficult for governments and
communities to respond to events like
this when they happen. 
 
This is why the Global Humanitarian
Summit commitments to action called
for a new way of working that
acknowledges and supports local
leadership and builds longer term
resilience, such as this example from the
Pacific. A learning stream on this topic is
being developed by the International
Association of Professionals in
Humanitarian Practice.

https://www.dropbox.com/s/ao086yqa6un3mcq/Community%20engagement%20from%20a%20distance%20-%20EN.pdf?dl=0
https://www.alnap.org/help-library/real-time-evaluations-of-humanitarian-action-an-alnap-guide
https://www.betterevaluation.org/en/themes/evaluating-humanitarian-action
http://eprhandbook.actionaid.org/section7/accountability-in-emergencies/
https://www.dlprog.org/publications/research-papers/everyday-political-analysis
https://www.odi.org/publications/16817-adaptive-leadership-coronavirus-response-bridging-science-policy-and-practice
https://konterragroup.net/covid-19/
https://www.who.int/publications-detail/mental-health-and-psychosocial-considerations-during-the-covid-19-outbreak
https://www.buildingabetterresponse.org/
https://kayaconnect.org/course/info.php?id=1104
https://spherestandards.org/online-courses/
https://www.agendaforhumanity.org/sites/default/files/resources/2017/Jul/WHS_commitment_to_Action_8September2016.pdf
https://www.icvanetwork.org/resources/new-way-working-examined-icva-briefing-paper
https://devpolicy.org/covid-19-localisation-and-locally-led-development-a-critical-juncture-20200323/
https://www.forumsec.org/the-framework-for-resilient-development-in-the-pacific/
https://phap.org/learning-stream-nexus


Other resources and links 
 
ALNAP
covid19.alnap.org/
alnap.org/help-library
 
Centre for Humanitarian Leadership 

centreforhumanitarianleadership.org
 
Humanitarian Advisory Group 

humanitarianadvisorygroup.org
 
Humanitarian Practice Network
odihpn.org/
 
Overseas Development Institute (ODI) 
odi.org/our-work/coronavirus
 
Save the Children
resourcecentre.savethechildren.net/keywo
rd/covid-19coronavirus
 
United Nations Office for the
Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs
(UNOCHA)
unocha.org/covid19
 
World Health Organisation
who.int/emergencies/diseases/novel-
coronavirus-2019
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Minimum standards for gender,
inclusion and protection for
organisations and for programming;
Activity and program (re)design in an
emergency: balancing rigour, speed
and risk;
Applying adaptive and politically-savvy
approaches in pandemics;
Pivoting education sector programs:
immediate responses, risks, and
planning for post-emergency;
Remote and rapid monitoring and
evaluation: getting credible, real time
information remotely;
Localisation in emergency contexts:
balancing immediate humanitarian
needs with sustainability;
Economic development and
livelihoods: evidence of the
effectiveness of different responses in
crisis contexts;
Using traditional and social media for
emergency communications: options,
risks, and benefits;
Macro-economic responses to crisis:
options and risks;
Supporting social accountability and
state legitimacy in emergency
contexts: why it matters and lessons on
how to do it.

Further information 
 
Are there topics you’d like more
information on? Let us know which of the
following you would find useful or add
other topics.
 

This guide was prepared by Chris Roche and Elisabeth Jackson from the Institute for
Human Security and Social Change at La Trobe University, with input from Danielle
Campbell, Linda Kelly and Chris Adams. Feedback and suggestions were provided by
Fiona Tarpey (Australian Red Cross), Kate Sutton and Beth Eggleston (Humanitarian
Advisory Group), Lavinia Tyrell, Graham Rady and Leisa Gibson (Abt Associates), Deborah
Rhodes (Leadership Strategies), Xylia Ingham (Health Alliance International) and Lizzie
Adams (The Asia Foundation).
 
For feedback and suggestions please contact: L.Jackson@latrobe.edu.au


