
Introduction

Ten community-based organizations (CBOs) 
working closely with community of color 

were  funded through a  health equity grant 
initiative. Grantees had to swiftly and 

significantly mobilize to meet pandemic-
related community needs.

Materials

FY21 Progress reports from health equity 
grantees  provided a unique ‘window’ into 
strategies local CBOs  employed during the 

pandemic.
Methodology

Grantee progress reports from FY21 were  
reviewed for key themes related to COVID -

19  challenges, as well as  strategies 
employed to respond to pressing 

community needs.

Results

A wide range of different strategies were 
employed by grantees to engage with local 

residents to respond to  public health 
needs, financial and food insecurity and 

housing instability.

Conclusion

Grantees had to adapt quickly with very 
limited infrastructure but were highly 
responsive to community needs.  This 
important ‘third sector’ role in public health 
emergencies warrants further exploration. 
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While notable advances have taken place in health care, significant health inequities persist for communities of color, which are largely 

attributable to systemic racism and socioeconomic injustices. In 2016, guided by the BWH Community Advisory Committee, Brigham and 

Women’s Hospital’s Center for Community Health and Health Equity (BWH CCHHE) established an innovative health equity grant funding 

opportunity.

The funding prioritized  community-based organizations (CBOs) working closely with communities of color to implement innovative 

approaches addressing health inequities for individuals and families in BWH priority neighborhoods (Dorchester, Jamaica Plain, 

Mattapan, Mission Hill, Roxbury). The main areas of focus for funding were employment opportunities, psychological wellness, culturally 

appropriate services, and community engagement. With the second three-year grant cycle starting in 2019, BWH was able to learn from 

and work with the ten grantees through the COVID-19 pandemic. Grantees (described here)   mobilized to respond to emerging and 

urgent needs of local residents. This required the CBOs to shift and expand support services provided and respond to larger health 

inequities in housing, economic security and food security.  This poster will provide an overview of the work of current grantees, program 

participants, and key observations from grantee efforts reported during the pandemic.



Materials

BWH Health Equity Grants in the Community: Observations and Lessons from COVID-19
Michelle Keenan I BWH Center for Community Health and Health Equity, Christina Citino I UMass Donahue Institute,  Madison Louis I BWH Center for Community 
Health and Health Equity

Health Equity Grantees were required to submit bi-annual progress reports to the external evaluator for the grant 

initiative, the UMass Donahue Institute (UMDI). The progress report templates were developed by UMDI in collaboration 

with staff of the CCHHE with the primary purpose of understanding progress on grant implementation, demographic 

information on community residents served and challenges encountered over the course of the grant. Grantees were also 

asked to report on any changes to planned activities. 

Knowing what a significant impact COVID-19 had on the residents of BWH priority neighborhoods, and most particularly 

on Communities of Color (BWH CHNA 2022), BWH and the UMDI evaluators were interested in understanding the impact 

of COVID-19 on their organizational operations and the community residents with whom they worked.  The grantee 

responses provided a unique and unprecedented ‘window’ into the pandemic impacts and responses for a group of CBOs 

working closely with community residents. 

https://www.brighamandwomens.org/assets/BWH/about-bwh/pdfs/2022-chna-report.pdf
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Health Equity Grantees Progress reports from ten health equity grantees for FY21 were reviewed 

for content on COVID-19 related impacts and responses and key themes were identified. 
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COVID-19 continued to cause grantees not only to shift and explore new ways to support their community, but 

also resulted in grantees having to manage growing health inequities. In order to address the continued impacts of 

COVID-19, grantees engaged in a variety of public health efforts. Specifically: 

 One grantee participated in Boston’s Public Health Commission COVID-19 safety education and vaccine 

education programs and another grantee partnered with Boston University and United Planet students to 

explore vaccination hesitancy among teens and the Haitian Creole speaking population.

 A few grantees organized and distributed information about vaccines and participated in mobile COVID-19 

testing sites by partnering with different health centers.

 One grantee co-led a bilingual awareness campaign in partnership with Greater Boston Latino Network where 

they handed out free masks, sanitizer and bilingual pamphlets with essential COVID-19 and vaccine information.

Common successes included: 

 increasing supports to address mental health services, basic needs) and using mentors to maintain engagement

 providing virtual supports and conducting COVID-19 specific information sessions around vaccinations.

COVID-19 continued to challenge grantees’ ability to recruit participants, recruit and hire staff and maintain 

certain programming. For example, several grantees continued to experience technology access issues or had to 

change start dates for programming due to vaccine mandates. While grantees were more equipped to provide 

their services through a variety of formats (e.g. virtually, hybrid models), their participants continued to struggle 

with the negative impacts of COVID-19 (e.g. housing insecurity, job loss, access to basic needs).
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The information derived from the health equity grantee FY21 progress reports provided a unique insight into the 

mobilization strategies CBOs used to respond to pressing needs of residents during the pandemic. In addition, these 

organizations experienced unprecedented challenges and were compelled to adapt very quickly often with very limited 

infrastructure. The capacity for these organizations to pivot and utilize their networks and relationships to support 

community residents and engage in crucial public health efforts (PPE distribution, dissemination of public health information, 

access to vaccines) was impressive . 

CBOs provide a valuable ‘third sector’ for civil society providing trusted support and services to local communities. The 

information provided by grantees throughout the pandemic provided a key lens into the flexibility and responsiveness of 

these organizations in the context of a public health emergency and warrants further exploration. 



Brigham & Women’s Health Equity Grants in the Community – Investing in Neighborhood Capacity 

Despite notable advances in medical care, significant health inequities persist for communities of color. These inequities are largely attributable to systemic racism and

socioeconomic injustice. In 2016, Brigham and Women’s Hospital (BWH) began funding community organizations leading innovative approaches to decreasing racial

health inequities in BWH priority neighborhoods (Dorchester, Jamaica Plain, Mattapan, Mission Hill, Roxbury).

Overview

Valuable community-led health 

equity efforts are taking place 

in priority communities; Grant 

support can bolster these 

efforts

Community member 

participation and building upon 

community assets is critical to 

effective health equity practice

Advancing racial justice and 

equity are key to addressing 

racial health inequities

Key Principles
Health Equity Grantees

Preparing survivors of 

domestic violence for entry 

or re-entry into the job 

market

Alternatives for 

Community & 

Environment

Organizing community 

around equitable 

community development

All Dorchester 

Sports & 

Leadership 

Providing access to 

healthy foods

College Bound 

Dorchester 

Empowering Core Influencers 

to facilitate lasting community 

change 

Health Education 

Action Research & 

Technology

Supporting home health 

aides through 

networking

Mattapan Food 

& Fitness 

Coalition 

Building positive 

intergenerational and 

advocacy experiences among 

Edgewater residents

Mothers for 

Justice & Equality Sociedad LatinaMissionSAFE

Unitarian 

Universalist Urban 

Ministry

St. Stephen’s Youth 

Programs

Engaging high-risk youth 

in positive youth 

development

Supporting economic stability 

and mobility among young 

women who are or recently 

were incarcerated

Creating career 

pathways for Latinx 

youth

Providing social and 

emotional support for 

youth during out-of-

school-time

Areas of Focus

Psychological 

wellness

Culturally 

appropriate 

services

Community 

engagement

Employment 

opportunities


