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Overview 

A common way to understand inequality is to think about people being in different 

boats on the same sea. But this image doesn’t allow us to understand the 

intersection of different experiences and identities, or how individual or collective 

capacities for resilience may affect the experience of inequality. The Equalities Board 

has always focused on the intersection of ageing and inequality, but also other 

experiences of intersectionality.  

We see this coronavirus crisis as a complex landscape, through which all of us are 

travelling on different roads, and which we are therefore experiencing and meeting in 

different ways. The differences in our journeys are due in part to the nature of the 

landscape, in part to the nature of the road beneath our feet, and in part due to our 

personal capacity for keeping going. Some of us are walking on a smooth road 

through a challenging mountainous area; others are picking their way along a pitted, 

unclear path that is nevertheless flat and direct; others are confidently navigating a 

moderately challenging journey through delightful scenery. You get the picture. 

The coronavirus has pushed the inequality in the UK into the spotlight. The first six 

health workers to die, and the London bus drivers who have died were all Black or 

Asian. Disabled people’s rights were reduced in the Coronavirus Act. People who 

are homeless, overcrowded, or not safe at home were instantly placed in greater 

danger by the lockdown. It is clear that the coronavirus crisis is as much social as 

medical and has laid bare historic inequalities.  

In this brief overview, we look at four key aspects of the Covid-19 crisis, and some of 

the evidence that they have disproportionate impacts for marginalised and minority 

communities. We also highlight some of the creative ways that marginalised 

communities have responded: to defend their rights, take care of themselves and the 

wider community, and raise awareness of the dangers of discrimination. 

https://lgbt.foundation/ambition-for-ageing/publications
https://ageingissues.wordpress.com/2020/04/16/covid-19-bringing-the-social-back-in/
https://ageingissues.wordpress.com/2020/04/16/covid-19-bringing-the-social-back-in/


Unequal risk  

There has been much coverage of the higher rates of deaths among BAME 

communities, and the higher risks of infection and severe disease outcome. Certain 

working conditions carry higher risk of infection. Low-paid customer service and 

manual jobs often cannot be done from home and BAME people are more highly 

represented in these jobs. Jobs in transport are similar. Women and BAME people 

are more likely to be key workers, in caring, cleaning and shopworker roles, and 

therefore at higher risk of infection.  

Higher density living situations increase the risk of catching the virus and BAME 

people are more likely to be living in higher density households, sometimes with 

several generations of one family living together, and in more crowded urban and 

inner city areas. People are also at higher risk of infection in prison, in mental health 

institutions, in homeless accommodation, and in immigration detention. BAME 

communities are more highly represented in all of these places.  

Certain pre-existing health conditions make people more ‘vulnerable’ to more severe 

illness. These conditions include heart disease, high blood pressure, diabetes, auto-

immune disease and lung diseases. Black and South Asian people are more likely to 

experience many of these conditions, due to health inequalities and a complex mix of 

social factors, including poverty. Some people with HIV / AIDS who have a high viral 

load or low CD4 count may be at higher risk. African people and gay and bisexual 

men are more likely to have HIV / AIDS. The LGBT community may also be more 

severely affected, due to higher rates of smoking, cancer or HIV, and barriers to 

healthcare. 

Even among the general population there are higher rates of serious illness because 

GP surgeries are closed and we can’t go out. People who were already struggling to 

access healthcare, either because it is less available to them, or because of historic 

discrimination, are therefore even more at risk of serious illness. This includes LGBT 

people and BAME people. There are also reports that this affects people in care 

homes. Historic cultural barriers may also mean older men are at higher risk.  

Unequal impact of social distancing and lockdown 

Social distancing and lockdown rules affect people in marginalised groups in 

different ways. Poverty has been exacerbated by the lockdown – food banks are 

seeing a 300% increase in  demand, and 1.5 million people have gone a day without 

food since the lockdown began. Incidences of domestic violence have increased – 

women and members of the LGBT community are at higher risk. The imposition of 

lockdown measures have created additional barriers for disabled people – reducing 

access to online shopping for those not categorised as ‘vulnerable’, and increasing 

isolation and exacerbating historic disadvantage for many others.  

Unfair effects of government policy 

People in marginalised and minority communities have also experienced more 

severe “knock-on” effects from the government’s policies to tackle coronavirus. The 

economic impact of the lockdown has been felt more severely by people on zero 

hours contracts, for example in the hospitality sector or other service industries, who 

in turn are more likely to be members of BAME communities, and be those with 

https://www.independent.co.uk/news/business/news/ethnic-minority-equality-employment-insecure-work-tuc-a8866521.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/business/news/ethnic-minority-equality-employment-insecure-work-tuc-a8866521.html
https://www.diabetes.co.uk/south-asian/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/apr/22/racial-inequality-in-britain-found-a-risk-factor-for-covid-19
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/apr/22/why-are-people-from-bame-groups-dying-disproportionately-of-covid-19
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/apr/22/why-are-people-from-bame-groups-dying-disproportionately-of-covid-19
https://charitysowhite.org/covid19-health-inequalities
https://www.tht.org.uk/news/coronavirus-covid-19
https://www.tht.org.uk/news/coronavirus-covid-19
https://www.pinknews.co.uk/2020/03/12/coronavirus-lgbt-population-high-risk-cancer-network-covid-19-world-health-orgaisation/
https://www.pinknews.co.uk/2020/03/12/coronavirus-lgbt-population-high-risk-cancer-network-covid-19-world-health-orgaisation/
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2020/apr/20/coronavirus-racial-inequality-uk-housing-employment-health-bame-covid-19
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2020/apr/20/coronavirus-racial-inequality-uk-housing-employment-health-bame-covid-19
http://www.lgbt.foundation/coronavirus/impact
http://www.lgbt.foundation/coronavirus/impact
https://raceequalityfoundation.org.uk/health-care/coronavirus-information-and-resources/
https://www.manchestereveningnews.co.uk/news/greater-manchester-news/elderly-people-coronavirus-denied-hospital-18038252
https://www.manchestereveningnews.co.uk/news/greater-manchester-news/elderly-people-coronavirus-denied-hospital-18038252
https://theconversation.com/coronavirus-reveals-just-how-deep-macho-stereotypes-run-through-society-134968
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2020/apr/15/britain-coronavirus-crisis-inequality-hungry-domestic-violence
http://www.lgbt.foundation/coronavirus/impact
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2020/apr/27/disabled-people-left-off-coronavirus-vulnerable-list-tell-of-struggles
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2020/apr/27/disabled-people-left-off-coronavirus-vulnerable-list-tell-of-struggles
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2020/apr/29/coronavirus-disabled-people-inequality-pandemic
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2020/apr/20/uk-workers-without-degrees-face-deeper-job-insecurity-amid-coronavirus-pandemic


lower qualifications. Many of these people are ‘younger older’ people, and are likely 

to face greater difficulty in finding new employment.   

The government’s hastily drafted Corona Virus Act 2020  has a number of human 

rights implications for disabled people and those with mental health conditions. The 

Act includes a change to require only one doctor’s decision to detain someone under 

the mental health act, weakening the rights of people with mental health conditions, 

which potentially impacts BAME communities more. The Act also allows for 

‘easements’ to the Care Act 2-14, suspending the duty of local authorities to assess 

disabled adults and meet their care needs, replacing this with the ‘power’ to decide 

on care needs without assessment. At the time of writing eight local authorities had 

‘switched on’ this option. 

Increase in discrimination 

From the early days of the pandemic in the UK, there have been incidents of direct 

discrimination and racism against Chinese people, while long-term discrimination 

against BAME communities is implicated in their higher risks of severe disease 

outcomes from Covid-19 infection. The labelling of older people and people with 

certain underlying health conditions as ‘vulnerable’ is deepening ageism and 

ableism. By ‘othering’ these groups of people it sets them apart from the mainstream 

population and portrays them as lesser members of society. 

Community responses 

Marginalised communities have responded proactively to this multiple assault of the 

virus, the effects of measures to tackle it and government policy, and direct 

discrimination, in diverse creative ways. These responses have had benefits for 

others beyond these communities’ members. 

The disabled community has a history of legal activism to fight discrimination and 

gain legal rights. Disabled people quickly mounted a successful legal campaign to 

change the NICE guidance issued to doctors to use “frailty scores” to decide who 

would be prioritised for intensive and life saving treatment. Building on their history of 

self advocacy, people with learning disabilities have responded to the blanket 

application of advance ‘Do Not Resuscitate’ orders with statements about the value 

of their lives.  

In many areas, the Muslim community responded to the emergency even before the 

statutory sector and mainstream voluntary sector organisations, as was seen after 

the 2015 floods in Rochdale and other places in the north west. This reflects the 

strong bonding capital that can be found in many minority ethnic communities, which 

can enable a community to meet its own needs and then reach out to others.  

The LGBT community is historically experienced in meeting members’ health and 

support needs, famously during the early crisis days of the HIV pandemic. Early in 

the coronavirus pandemic the Queercare mutual aid group’s guidelines were used as 

a model for mutual aid organising across the country. 

There is long experience in BAME communities of monitoring inequality and 

discrimination. A group called Charity So White has been monitoring the inequalities 

affecting BAME people, and quickly began offering practical recommendations for 

https://www.theguardian.com/business/2020/apr/20/uk-workers-without-degrees-face-deeper-job-insecurity-amid-coronavirus-pandemic
https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/03/26/uk-covid-19-law-puts-rights-people-disabilities-risk
https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/03/26/uk-covid-19-law-puts-rights-people-disabilities-risk
https://www.disabilityrightsuk.org/news/2020/april/covid-19-and-rights-disabled-people
https://www.mentalhealth.org.uk/a-to-z/b/black-asian-and-minority-ethnic-bame-communities
https://www.lawgazette.co.uk/news/councils-move-to-ditch-adult-social-care-duties/5104011.article?fbclid=IwAR0ABWFqJ5-AyWE7iEhYuXozvQTLFokN28Q5OpiPvVxFYxn73BsWLEyycXw
https://www.lawgazette.co.uk/news/councils-move-to-ditch-adult-social-care-duties/5104011.article?fbclid=IwAR0ABWFqJ5-AyWE7iEhYuXozvQTLFokN28Q5OpiPvVxFYxn73BsWLEyycXw
https://www.google.com/search?q=coronavirus+racism+uk&rlz=1C1GCEA_enGB798GB798&oq=coronavirus+racism&aqs=chrome.1.69i59l2j0l2j69i60l3.4396j0j4&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8
https://www.google.com/search?q=coronavirus+racism+uk&rlz=1C1GCEA_enGB798GB798&oq=coronavirus+racism&aqs=chrome.1.69i59l2j0l2j69i60l3.4396j0j4&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8
https://metro.co.uk/2020/03/31/coronavirus-deepen-racial-divides-uk-12454718/
https://metro.co.uk/2020/03/31/coronavirus-deepen-racial-divides-uk-12454718/
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2020/mar/19/older-people-widely-demonised-uk-ageism-report
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2020/mar/11/coronavirus-ill-disabled-people
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2020/mar/11/coronavirus-ill-disabled-people
https://www.hja.net/press-releases/nice-amends-covid-19-critical-care-guideline-after-judicial-review-challenge/
https://www.hja.net/press-releases/nice-amends-covid-19-critical-care-guideline-after-judicial-review-challenge/
https://www.bihr.org.uk/blog/the-fight-against-covid-19-whose-life-counts
https://www.bihr.org.uk/blog/the-fight-against-covid-19-whose-life-counts
https://www.civilsociety.co.uk/voices/fadi-itani-how-muslim-charities-are-pulling-together-to-respond-to-the-covid-19-crisis.html
https://www.ambitionforageing.org.uk/resilience
https://www.ambitionforageing.org.uk/resilience
https://www.autostraddle.com/we-have-to-take-care-of-each-other-mutual-aid-for-covid-19-and-beyond/
https://www.autostraddle.com/we-have-to-take-care-of-each-other-mutual-aid-for-covid-19-and-beyond/
https://queercare.network/
https://covidmutualaid.org/resources/
https://covidmutualaid.org/resources/
https://charitysowhite.org/covid19-health-inequalities


the voluntary sector to ensure that the root cause of discrimination and inequality are 

tackled.  

A wider response 

Equalities and human rights organisations have been raising awareness of these 

unequal impacts since the crisis began. They argue that we must both design 

equality and human rights in to Coronavirus response plans and also ensure that any 

emergency powers do not breach human rights. Now the Women and Equalities 

Committee of the UK Parliament has launched an inquiry into these issues. 

https://www.equallyours.org.uk/resources/the-equality-and-human-rights-impacts-of-covid-19/
https://www.equallyours.org.uk/resources/the-equality-and-human-rights-impacts-of-covid-19/
https://www.parliament.uk/business/committees/committees-a-z/commons-select/women-and-equalities-committee/news-parliament-2017/coronavirus-covid-19-inquiry-aunched-19-21-/

