
Dispatches from the Pandemic

The global pandemic is a rare 
opportunity to rally behind women and 
acknowledge our role in bringing the world 
back to normalcy and saving the lives of 
many."

-Wamweru Imaya, Kenya

Shortly after the World Health Organization 
declared COVID-19 a global pandemic, 
World Pulse invited women leaders to 
submit stories, insights, and 
recommendations related to COVID-19. In 
6 months, we received more than 220 
stories from women in 33 countries. Stories 
continue to be shared daily. The following 
are key insights and recommendations 
from grassroots women leaders 
themselves.
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W O M E N  S P O K E  O U T  O N :

In the following pages, you’ll find synthesized recommendations, quotes, and examples 
of actions women are taking in their communities.

Grassroots Women Leaders on the COVID-19 Response
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WOMEN SPOKE OUT ON:
Women tend to bear the brunt of unpaid emotional labor 
and caregiving. During COVID-19, they have been frontline 
responders in their communities, leading the way on 
innovative global solutions. With women juggling so many 
responsibilities, it’s essential to center their voices and 
prioritize their needs. Pregnancy, birthing, and childcare 
are all important conversations regarding women’s
leadership and the roles they fulfill in their communities 
during crises.

RECOMMENDATIONS ON WOMEN’S LEADERSHIP

Support women-led initiatives, decisions, and policy-making in
devising COVID-19 responses.1
Provide women with training focused on improving their economic 
situations and livelihoods.2
Make women first responders during humanitarian emergencies, with 
governments and agencies bringing women’s voices to the table to 
be heard at these crucial moments.3
Support pregnant women in their communities, providing free access 
to sexual and reproductive health services during the pandemic.4
Invest in childcare services, financial support for women balancing 
caregiving and work, and social policies pushing for work flexibility 
and men’s equal caregiving involvement.5
Give visibility to women's caregiving, health care, community 
building, solution-finding, and leadership, which often go unseen.6

Centering women’s 
issues and prioritizing 
their leadership



“Humanitarian responses have traditionally been controlled by 
male-dominated international bodies, leaving little space for women in 
affected communities to lead. As a result, women’s rights and needs are 
rarely prioritized in their response. Women don't just need to be engaged. 
They can lead risk communications and awareness raising with their 
extensive networks in communities and existing outreach strategies." 

- Sharon Baghwan Rolls, Fiji

"In Ghana, the women are the breadwinners for many homes, home incomes 
that form the foundation of the economy. These women are sadly not given 
proper recognition."

- acroghana, Ghana

"While there is a danger of coronavirus everywhere, pregnant women need to 
be a little cautious. This is because the chances of infection in pregnant 
women are higher than normal."

- Dr. Sujata Sanjay, India

A D D I T I O N A L  V O I C E S

Meet Maria, an activist, educator, journalist, and radio producer. 
Maria coordinated an emergency campaign called Mano 
Vuelta in the South Caribbean to complement local food banks’ 
efforts during the pandemic.

Local development associations in each community and other social 
organizations have become the first response in food distribution since the 
beginning of April when distancing became a policy, allowing most to understand 
that people would not be able to go about finding alternative sources of food unless 
organized to do so collectively.” Connect with Maria 

Maria Suarez Toro, Costa Rica
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WOMEN SPOKE OUT ON:

Lockdowns have resulted in survivors being quarantined 
with their perpetrators and reduced access to service 
providers and shelters. With a spike in domestic violence 
cases during COVID-19 and overwhelmed police forces, 
advocates are determining the best ways to support 
survivors.

Address GBV as a human rights violation, creating emergency 
response for victims and spreading awareness that domestic 
violence is illegal and punishable.1
Innovate ways to receive reports of violence during the pandemic, 
such as dedicated hotlines, apps, and coded messages.2
Share resources detailing shelters and support for domestic violence 
survivors, collaborating with other groups to mobilize rapid-relief 
services and offering bystander intervention training.3
Build rescue centers for women survivors and provide financial 
resources for a fresh start.4
Use police vehicles to help survivors move out of their houses to 
shelters, mandate follow-up calls with survivors who have reached 
out to the police in the last 6-10 months, and give police the power to 
make arrests in severe cases, transferring abusers to isolated areas.

5

�e surge in 
gender-based 
violence during 
the pandemic

RECOMMENDATIONS ON GENDER-BASED VIOLENCE



“The COVID-19 pandemic has had a multitude of unintended consequences. 
Domestic violence, which was always widely prevalent, has received special 
attention during this lockdown by various organizations, government bodies, 
and media houses. Research has shown that domestic violence cases rise in 
situations where families are made to spend time together.”

- One Future Collective, India

“Reports of how gender-based violence is on the rise with survivors being 
forced to stay indoors in toxic environments are coming in from all over the 
world. The truth is that home has never been a safe space for some, which 
has been the case for many years. The lockdown has ensured that people 
are to stay indoors unless absolutely necessary. Unsafe homes with the use 
of violence and control can have devastating effects that do not allow the 
survivors room to step out.”

- Kirthi Jayakumar, India

"My greatest concern is for the women and girls who severely undergo 
domestic violence from their husbands and fathers. As we continue to 
propagate for total eradication of domestic violence, these fellow women 
and girls are living a hell on earth during this time of lock-down, bearing in 
mind that the men who normally beat them are with them 24/7. The women 
were getting relief at day break when the husbands would go to work during 
the day. As the women went about their day-to-day chores they would meet 
their friends, share their experiences, console and comfort one another and 
would somehow heal their emotional wounds…”

- Leah Wangui Njuguna, Kenya

A D D I T I O N A L  V O I C E S

Meet Busayo, founder and CEO of Women Inspiration 
Development Center. During COVID-19, Busayo’s organization 
has expanded its advocacy online, offline, and over the radio to 
address sexual and domestic violence.

Women and girls are facing the heat of poverty, misappropriation of funds, 
and bad leadership in developing countries, especially African countries. Serious 
conversations on sexual and domestic violence must start now! Conversations that 
will cut across all walks of life, conversations that will force governments to do 
something concrete on sexual and domestic violence.” Connect with Busayo 

Busayo Obisakin, Nigeria
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WOMEN SPOKE OUT ON:

The pandemic underscored the vital role technology plays 
in education, work, and lockdown survival. Still, while much 
of the world went online, people in poor and rural 
communities have remained isolated. On top of this, 
misinformation and fake news played a detrimental role 
in a year marked by a global pandemic, political 
upheaval, and racial justice uprisings.

Make internet connection available for all, ensuring computers and 
smartphones are more accessible and providing basic digital skills 
training.1
Provide radio services and community awareness programs to reach 
families in remote villages, building tech capacity and infrastructure 
in these areas.

2
Ensure that information is inclusive, factual, and supportive of 
communities at a time of isolation.3
Involve all stakeholders in tech decisions, drawing from small, local 
recommendations.4
For individuals: If you have the opportunity, learn digital skills by 
attending webinars and Zoom conferences on informative topics.5

�e essential role of 
tech, digital skills, and 
reputable information 
during COVID-19

RECOMMENDATIONS ON TECHNOLOGY



“COVID-19 has turned the world upside down and awoken us to embrace 
technology. The responsive measures to prevent and contain COVID-19 
across different countries such as cessation of movement in Kenya, closure 
of offices and other workplaces, and lockdowns in countries such as Uganda 
and South Africa have brought forth the importance of digitizing.”

- Leonida, Kenya

“Technology has played a key role ever since this pandemic started. What if 
we embraced technology? When everything goes back to normal, I have the 
will to empower many women on the importance of embracing technology 
and transforming it.”

- Amonge, Kenya

"Technology brings us together and makes us discover new things during this 
period. Let us continue using technology to sensibilize people and promote 
the best out of it ."

- Tania, Cameroon

A D D I T I O N A L  V O I C E S

Meet Kirthi, creator of the app Saahas which helps survivors of 
violence access support across 196 countries. As violence spiked 
during the pandemic, she added additional trauma resources 
to Saahas and launched a new product: the COVID-GBV
Live Tracker helps governments and policymakers visualize and 
map trends in domestic violence during the pandemic.

We aim to build a comprehensive dataset that speaks to law and policy and 
informs it on ways to frame and implement sensitized approaches to future 
contingencies of the same kind.” Connect with Kirthi 

Kirthi Jayakumar, India
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WOMEN SPOKE OUT ON:
The pandemic has worsened deep-seated educational 
disparities that disproportionately affect poor and rural 
communities. School closures and a shift to online 
education have left marginalized students behind. As a 
result, many countries have witnessed an increase in early 
marriages, teen pregnancies, prostitution, and 
gender-based violence. COVID-19 has also underscored 
the importance of children’s access to mental health 
resources.

Provide access to technology and skills training for students who lack 
access.1
Prioritize safely reopening schools to lessen the impact of COVID-19 
on poor and rural communities.2
Ensure adolescent girls are not left behind by offering gender 
sensitive programming.3
Invest in childcare to enable women’s return to work, providing 
children activities and services.4
For parents and teachers: Focus on keeping children safe, acknowl-
edge their experiences during the pandemic, and prioritize their 
well-being rather than their academic achievements.5

How COVID-19 
has intensi�ed 
inequalities in 
education

RECOMMENDATIONS ON EDUCATION



“Some children were able to continue with classes using Zoom, whereas 
children with poor parents will only get access to education once learning 
normalizes. Some children and even college students live in places where 
there is no electricity or internet connection. They may have to travel to the 
nearest shop center.”

- Leonida, Kenya

“While innovative technological learning solutions are emerging, things are 
beginning to take a turn for the worst on the financial front for vulnerable 
communities. Many low-income households in urban and rural India are 
struggling to arrange for finances.”

- Sowswamin, India

“When young children are anxious, they may not express it. While adults may 
have a set of rituals to reclaim balance when we are feeling overwhelmed, 
young children must rely on our sensitivity, and compassion.”

- Nini, Kenya/Australia

A D D I T I O N A L  V O I C E S

Meet Eunice, co-founder of the Centre for Women 
Empowerment in Technology (CWE-Tech), a tech-education 
initiative for girls in rural Kenya. Eunice is ensuring girls have 
access to reproductive health education and advocating for 
access to technology in rural communities.

Community leaders need to cry out to governments and organizations for a 
boost in rural education with well-trained and improved teachers, upgraded learn-
ing environments, and most importantly digital advancement. These communities 
need to connect to the rest of the world and see how education can occur beyond 
the classroom.“ Connect with Eunice 

Eunice Owino, Kenya
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WOMEN SPOKE OUT ON:
COVID-19 has significantly impacted marginalized 
communities. A lack of shelter makes immigrants and 
nomadic tribes susceptible to contracting coronavirus 
and experiencing violence, while the remittances 
immigrants send to their families have been jeopardized 
by work instability. People with disabilities aren’t being 
considered and included in policy-making, resource 
mobilization, and awareness campaigns.

Provide necessary protective measures such as shelter, healthcare, 
and financial support for vulnerable groups during the pandemic.1
Partner with local food banks, supermarkets, and other groups to 
distribute food packages, COVID supplies, and menstrual hygiene kits 
for families who lost their livelihoods.2
Workplaces should protect immigrants’ employment status to help 
ensure remittances.3
Provide access to clean water, soap, sanitizer, toilets, and testing 
centers in rural communities to promote public health and 
well-being during the pandemic.4
Involve people with disabilities in awareness-raising campaigns and 
provide inclusive resources such as transparent face masks for deaf 
or hard-of-hearing people.5

Unique inequities 
a�ecting immigrants, 
people with 
disabilities, and 
nomadic tribes

RECOMMENDATIONS ON INEQUITIES AND INCLUSION



"Nomadic people suffer from extreme stigma, ostracization, and violence. 
When everyone is supposed to ‘stay at home,’ these communities have no 
home. The villagers abuse them if they go inside and the police abuse them 
if they are seen on the roads.”

- Deepa, India

“The highest socio-economic bearing of the coronavirus on sub-Saharan 
African households is interrupted remittances (money transferred by 
Africans in the diaspora to families back home). Like any other disaster, 
women and children shoulder this burden.”

- Wanico, Sub-Saharan Africa

“Being hearing impaired and dependent on lip-reading to communicate, I 
feel people like we have been forgotten in a masked world. Taking off masks 
each time we have to converse to make sure we are heard or hoping 
someone understands to either write while we talk or temporarily take down 
their masks is tasking.”

- Arrey-Echi, Cameroon

A D D I T I O N A L  V O I C E S

Meet Veronica, CEO and Founder of the Community Association 
for Vulnerable Persons (CAVP) and Co-founder of the 
Cameroon Humanitarian Women Network. Amid a humanitarian 
crisis, Veronica has trained women with disabilities to make 
soap, sanitize crutches, and stay safe during the pandemic.

Women and girls with disabilities face challenges practicing the preventive 
measures put in place by WHO and the government of Cameroon. We have a 
lifestyle of touching or gripping places or persons to gain stability. How then can we 
maintain social distancing? We live on low income, how can we afford soap, 
sanitizers, and masks?” Connect with Veronica

Ndi Veronica Ngum, Cameroon
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WOMEN SPOKE OUT ON:
During the pandemic, health systems have prioritized 
treating patients and containing this highly contagious 
virus. As a result, other urgent health matters for women 
and girls such as sexual and reproductive health, cancer 
screenings, and mental health have been deprioritized. 
COVID-19’s uncertainty, lockdowns, and restrictive 
measures have also spotlighted the importance of 
mental health and access to preventive care.

Ensure health care systems are in place for those who need 
immunizations, prenatal, neonatal care, and family planning services 
during the pandemic.1
Make menstrual health hygiene kits and sexual and reproductive 
services a government priority.2
Mental health needs to be addressed through public and social 
policy, with free public mental health services as an end goal.3
Create virtual spaces for people to process mental health challenges 
through dialogue and meditation.4
For individuals: Practice self-care, build community, brainstorm 
indoor activities, maintain cleanliness, practice social distancing, and 
stick to a nutritious diet. 5

�e intersection of 
reproductive and 
mental health with 
COVID-19

RECOMMENDATIONS ON HEALTH CARE



“COVID- 19 can be regarded as an example of how much a crisis can 
negatively affect the reproductive health of women and girls. There was 
panic buying at the lockdown announcement, which frankly was a luxury 
that only a certain group of people could afford. This led to an inevitable 
scarcity, impacting the prices of everyday items like sanitary pads.”

- Raquel, Nigeria

“In times of a crisis, existing mental health problems can flare up. It 
undermines the peace of mind necessary for robust mental health and 
compounds challenges. In Nepal, psychological stress is arising more from 
response measures such as social distancing, unemployment, economic 
hardships, fear of being quarantined, and fear of being socially excluded 
than from the disease itself.”

- Prakriti, Nepal

“We cannot postpone any longer essential access to sexual and 
reproductive health services. As we are quarantined in our respective homes, 
let us remember and prioritize women whose uteruses too need to be 
protected for the good of the nation.”

- Harriet, Uganda

A D D I T I O N A L  V O I C E S  

Meet Sherna Alexander Benjamin. For years, she has counseled 
women and girls, drawing on her experience as a survivor, 
advocate, and conflict transformation practitioner. In April, she 
launched a weekly Consciousness-raising Peace Circle on 
Zoom to help women practice and prioritize self-care and 
healing during the pandemic.

 Acts of humanity manifested during this time are beautiful. In all this gloom 
and doom, you still see people stepping up to the plate and answering the call. 
There are so many opportunities for reimaging our leadership and restructuring our 
organizations.“ Connect with Sherna 

Sherna Alexander Benjamin, Trinidad and Tobago
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If you have specific research needs or would like to be connected 
with women leaders who are available for interview or to speak at 

events and conferences, email editor@worldpulse.com. 
A coded grid of all 220+ submissions is available by request. 




