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Risk of COVID-19 in Rural Communities
 Increase in COVID-19 rates in rural communities
 46 million in the U.S.
 2.2 million in NC (21% of the population)
 Potentially higher risk of severe illness from COVID-19
 Older
 High rates of chronic disease independent of age
 9% higher prevalence of disabilities than urban populations
 1 in 12 adults with 3+ disabilities (24% higher than urban areas)
 Higher burden in communities of color
 Hospitalization admission rates
 Blacks: 28% NC; 41% ENC
 Whites: 54% NC; 52% ENC
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https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/need-extra-precautions/other-at-risk-populations/rural-communities.html#why-higher-risk
https://www.ruralhealthinfo.org/states/north-carolina

https://covid19.ncdhhs.gov/dashboard/hospitalization-demographics
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Presentation Notes
In terms of COVID-19 risk in rural communities…. 2 million of those cases are in NC, representing 21% of our population. Rural communities in the U.S. may have a higher risk of severe COVID-19-related illness based on age, chronic disease and disabilities.  There is a higher burden in communities of color. For instance locally, hospitalization admission rates for Blacks is 28% for the state but 41% in the Eastern NC which is primarily rural, yet for Whites those rates are 54% and 52% respectively.



COVID-19 
Community 
Engaged Risk 
Communication 
(CERC) Project
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Community Engagement in the Faith-Based Organization Network (FBON): 
From Practice to Research

2014 2018 2019 2019 2019 2020 2020
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Unintended Consequences

Council launched a 
5- County 
Ministers’ Alliance 
of over 100 pastors 
as a result of FBON

Partnership evolved 
the Triad Pastors 
Network; joint 
COVID-19 
teleconferences 
launched

Work presented at 
a local rural 
conference and 
accepted for a 
national conference

Funded; press releases, 
presentations, and 
increased funding 
opportunities; WTC  
groomed to be risk 
communication hub for 
the Network
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Presentation Notes
UNC Chapel Hill has a strong history of conducting health research in faith communities. The community-academic partnership for the CERC study evolved from a community engaged approach beginning 6 years ago, where the intent of the Faith-Based Organization Network was to collaboratively identify a set of priorities that increase faith-based organizations’ capacities to promote health themselves.  We have conducted a series of activities, including a cross-county workshop in the Area L Area Health Education Center (AHEC) region, where the engaged partnership between UNC and Word Tabernacle Church began. 
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Purpose
To develop effective, sustainable strategies for 
promoting rapid, remote risk communication 
strategies for novel coronavirus (COVID-19) and 
future public health emergencies, by leveraging 
the power of social connections within rural, 
Black faith communities.

Project Period: July 2020 – June 2021
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Aim 1: 
Identify the drivers of trust and social cohesion 
in rural Black faith communities

Identify

Aim 2: 
Design and test remote COVID-19 risk 
communication strategies for appropriateness, 
acceptability, and effectiveness

Design and 
Test

Aim 3: 
Assemble and disseminate promising strategies 
into intervention packages for scale up

Assemble 
and 

Disseminate

COVID-19 CERC Aims
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Study Frameworks
 Risk Communication and 

Community Engagement 
(RCCE) WHO Guidelines in 
Response to COVID-19
 Systems Mapping
 Human-Centered Design
 RE-AIM Framework

 Reach, Effectiveness, 
Adoption, 
Implementation, and 
Maintenance

Empathize

Define

Ideate

Prototype

Test

HUMAN CENTERED DESIGN

WHO RCCE GUIDELINES

SYSTEMS MAPPING

RE-AIM

https://www.academyforchange.org/systems-maps/

https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/risk-communication-
and-community-engagement-readiness-and-initial-response-for-
novel-coronaviruses
https://www.re-aim.org/about/what-is-re-aim/

https://www.interaction-design.org/literature/article/5-stages-
in-the-design-thinking-process
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We are using a community engaged adaptation of implementation science methods. The World Health Organization’s Risk Communication and Community Engagement COVID-19 guidelines provide structure for appropriately communicating and providing information to the community and minimize the confusion of multiple and mixed messaging during a pandemic.  We are using systems mapping, the RE-AIM framework, and human centered design to structure the way we are and will collaboratively gather information from Word Tabernacle Church leaders and members to understand the social connections, create risk communication packages for high-tech and high-touch members, and deliver, test, and disseminate the information.

We are using systems mapping to develop rich pictures with the WTC congregants to understand the social connections in order to develop the risk communication packages.

Human Centered Design focuses on understanding those who experience the specific issue, and whether the solution designed meets their needs effectively or not. For our CERC Project:
Empathize is UNC’s ability to immerse in the community (as shown in the prior slide on going from practice to research).
Design reflects the questions that drive the work:
Why do we need to design high-tech and high-touch remote risk communication strategies?
Why do social connections matter?
Ideate is our ability to present a myriad of ideas on how to even conduct systems mapping (a traditional in-person approach) in light of COVID
Prototype is the product we are designing, risk communication packages, but also a prototype for implementation science methods in light of COVID, in this rural, Black, faith population
Test, not only the efficacy of the risk communication packages discussed in Aim 2, but also formative research as we conduct the systems mapping work.




CE Activities and Approaches (Aim 1) 
Weekly Team Meetings
 Coordinated Discussions
 UNC Team
 WTC Team
 Co-PIs
 Full Team

 Systems Mapping – Oct-Nov2020
 Rich picture toolkit – WTC social connections
 Rich picture focus groups with sample of members
 Care leaders
 Ministerial leaders
 High-tech 
 High-touch/low-tech
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Toolkit Example: Rich Picture on 
Obtaining Food for Self and Family

Deeply collaborative approach 
in all aspects of project activity, 
through a human centered 
design lens
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CE Adaptations: Systems Mapping (Aim 1) 
 Designed remote data collection strategies
 High-Tech: Electronic toolkit delivery; Zoom communications
 High-Touch: Curbside toolkit delivery and data retrieval; phone calls
 Apprehension to drawing modified to a storytelling group rich picture design (no curbside)

 Focus group-specific orientations by the WTC Team
 Orientation prior to the focus group session (Zoom or phone)
 Purpose of project and value to WTC
 Translation of information in rich picture toolkit
 Trusted messengers: WTC orientation + UNC focus group facilitator

 Planned use of recordings, individual and group rich pictures to create the 
combined map
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Summary and Next Steps
 Summary
 The assets within faith communities are unique and essential for building and 

maintaining trust in rural settings.
 The collaborative relationship that led to the COVID-19 CERC project evolved 

from an effort to jointly build capacity to promote health through faith leaders 
in rural communities.
 Flexibility within a rigorous human centered design approach is important in 

conducting implementation science in this faith setting.
Next Steps
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Dec2020 Create and validate combined map
Jan-Apr2021 Develop and test high-tech high-touch/low-tech communication strategies
May-Jun2021 Package and disseminate findings

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Word Tabernacle Church’s assets, as with other churches are unique and critical for trusted relationships in this rural setting. Researchers need to be willing to take time to allow community-academic partnerships to evolve, again this is essential to building trust but also identifying and building capacity to do the work. Such partnerships should be a priority and a concerted commitment to reducing COVID-19 burden in rural communities. And we hope that this joint relationship with our CERC research study will provide useful, scalable information that supports remote social connections that can promote optimal COVID-19 risk preventing behaviors.  Thank you! 



Thank You!

12

lori_carter-edwards@unc.edu
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