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RISK FACTORS FOR SEVERE 
ILLNESS FROM COVID-19



▪ Hospitalization

▪ Intensive care

▪ A ventilator to help one breathe

▪ Or one may even die

Severe illness can cause



Medical Conditions that 
increase risk for severe illness

◼Cancer

◼Chronic kidney disease

◼Chronic lung diseases

◼Dementia and other neurological 

conditions

◼Diabetes (type 1 or type 2)

◼Down syndrome
(Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2021)



Medical Conditions, cont’d

◼Heart Conditions

◼HIV

◼Immunocompromised state

◼Liver disease

◼Overweight and obesity
– (body mass index [BMI] of 40 or higher)

◼Pregnancy



Medical Conditions, cont’d

◼Sickle cell disease and 

thalassemia

◼Smoking, current or former

◼Solid organ or blood stem cell 

transplant

◼Stroke or cerebrovascular 

disease

◼Substance use disorders



Chronic Illness

◼Prolonged illness lasting >1yr

◼Cure is not complete, may require 

monitoring and prolonged treatment

◼ Limits activity, may cause disability

◼Those responsible for the leading 

causes of death are mostly preventable 

through lifestyle changes



Other risk factors for severe 
illness from COVID-19

◼Older age

◼Systemic health and social inequities

– Discrimination

– Healthcare access and use

– Occupation

– Educational, income and wealth 

gaps

– Housing

◼Social Determinants of Health



Care and treatment

◼With adequate precautions, continue 

with routine testing and medical 

appointments

– How to keep chronic conditions 

under control

– How to screen for early diagnosis

◼Most routine medical procedures or 

screenings can be performed before 

or after getting a COVID-19 vaccine. 



Care and treatment

◼Continue taking your prescribed 

medications as directed

◼ Emergencies are still emergencies

◼ Stay connected to resources and 

support communities

◼Check all sources and keep up to date



Care and treatment

◼Maintain physical activity

◼Cope with emotions

◼Continue protective measures

– Handwashing or hand sanitizer

– Masks

– Physical distancing

– Reopening communities doesn’t 

mean the virus is gone.



CANCER



Blood cancers vs solid tumors

◼People with blood cancers 

– higher risk of prolonged infection and 

death from COVID-19 

– often have abnormal or depleted 

levels of immune cells that produce 

antibodies against viruses.

(National Cancer Institute, 2021)



Cancer treatment and 
COVID-19 vaccine

“If you recently received cancer 

treatment that suppresses the 

immune system—such as 

chemotherapy, a stem cell or bone 

marrow transplant, or cell therapy—

your doctor may suggest that you wait 

until your immune system has 

recovered before being vaccinated”
(National Cancer Institute, 2021)



COVID-19 vaccine and Breast 
Cancer Screening

◼ May have a false positive mammogram

– May cause temporary swelling of the lymph 

nodes in the armpit 

❖may be mistaken for a sign of breast 

cancer 

– several oncology groups 

❖before being vaccinated or 

❖wait 4‒6 weeks after completing COVID-

19 vaccination before getting a 

mammogram 
(Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2021) (National Cancer Institute, 2021) 



CHRONIC KIDNEY DISEASE



◼Autoimmune diseases

– Body attacked by its own immune 

system 

◼Dialysis 

– can have weaker immune systems, 

making it harder to fight infections.

◼Kidney transplant 

– need to take anti-rejection medicines 

(also known as immunosuppressive 

medicines



Causes of Kidney disease

◼Two leading causes in the US

– High blood pressure

– Diabetes

◼Glomerulonephritis

– Damaged to kidney’s filtering 

system

❖Possible causes - inherited, 

infection, unknown



Other causes of kidney 
disease

◼Infections

◼Kidney stones

◼Polycystic kidney disease

◼Overuse of some OTC pain killers

◼Taking some illegal drugs, like 

heroin



Signs and symptoms

◼ nausea, vomiting, weakness, fatigue, 

confusion, difficulty concentrating and 

loss of appetite

◼ diagnosed by blood and urine tests.

◼End stage kidney disease 

– about 90% of kidney function has 

been lost

National Kidney Foundation, 2020)



CHRONIC LUNG DISEASE



Types of Chronic Lung Disease

◼COPD (chronic obstructive pulmonary 

disease)

– including emphysema and 

– chronic bronchitis 

◼Asthma 

– moderate-to-severe



Types of Chronic Lung Disease

◼ Interstitial lung disease 

– Damaged or scarred lung tissue

– including idiopathic pulmonary 

fibrosis

◼Cystic fibrosis

– With and without lung or other solid 

organ transplant

◼Pulmonary hypertension



DIABETES AND 
CARDIOVASCULAR
DISEASE



Diabetes & Heart Disease: The 
Numbers You Need to Know

(American Diabetes Association and American Heart Association, 2020)



Diabetes & Heart Disease: The 
Numbers You Need to Know

(American Diabetes Association and American Heart Association, 2020)
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Risk Factors

◼Age (over 45 yo)

◼Race/ethnicity

◼Family history

◼Obesity

◼Gestational DM

◼ Impaired 

glucose 

tolerance/pre-

diabetes

◼Physically 

inactive

◼Polycystic ovary 

syndrome



Symptoms of Diabetes

◼ Polyuria (excessive 

secretion of urine)

◼ Polydipsia 

(excessive or 

abnormal thirst)

◼ Unexplained weight 

loss

◼ Extreme hunger

◼ Sudden vision 

changes

◼ Tingling or 
numbness in hands 
or feet

◼ Fatigue 

◼ Very dry skin

◼ Sores that are slow 
to heal

◼ More infections 
than usual



Complications of Diabetes

• People with diabetes and pre-diabetes are at 

greater risk of (CVD) cardiovascular disease, 

kidney failure and blindness

• Controlling Blood Pressure is as important as 

controlling Blood Glucose levels in preventing 

CVD and stroke

•Blood Pressure Guidelines for those with      

diabetes:  Less than 130/80 mmHg

• Taking an aspirin a day (81 mg) can reduce 

risk for heart attack (CVD) and stroke

Stroke: 2-6x

Retinopathy: 25x 

End-Stage 
Kidney 

Disease: 17x

Heart 
Disease:

2-4x
Foot/Leg  

Amputations:
15x-40X



Diabetes and COVID-19

◼More likely to have serious 

complications from COVID-19. 

◼ In general, people with diabetes are 

more likely to have more severe 

symptoms and complications when 

infected with any virus.



Diabetes and COVID-19

◼Viral infections 

– increase inflammation, or internal 

swelling, in people with diabetes.

❖ This can also be caused by 

above-target blood sugars, and

–could contribute to more severe 

complications.



What is cardiovascular disease?

◼Plaques that rupture cause blood clots to 

form. If a blood clot blocks a blood 

vessel that feeds the heart or the brain, 

you could have a heart attack or stroke.

• Cardiovascular 

diseases are diseases 

of the heart and blood 

vessels, including 

stroke.

• Heart and blood vessel 

problems develop when 

arteries that supply the 

heart or brain with blood 

slowly become clogged 

from a buildup of cells, fat 

and cholesterol. This is 

called plaque.



What happens during a 
heart attack?

◼ Heart attacks occur when the blood flow to a part 

of the heart is blocked, usually by a blood clot. If 

the clot cuts off the blood flow completely, the part 

of the heart muscle supplied by that artery begins 

to die.



What happens during a stroke?

When that happens, part of the brain cannot get 
the blood (and oxygen) it needs, so it starts to 
die.

Stroke is a disease that 

affects the arteries leading to 

and within the brain.

A stroke occurs when a 

blood vessel that carries 

oxygen and nutrients to 

the brain is either blocked 

by a clot or bursts.



Warning signs of a stroke

• Sudden numbness or weakness of the face, 

arm or leg, especially on one side of the body

• Sudden confusion, trouble speaking or 

understanding

• Sudden trouble seeing in one or both eyes

• Sudden trouble walking, dizziness, loss of 

balance or coordination

• Sudden, severe headache with no known cause 



Reduce your risk by:

◼Controlling your blood sugar 

◼Controlling your blood 

pressure

◼Controlling blood cholesterol

◼Stopping smoking

◼Becoming physically active

◼Losing excess weight 

Talk to your healthcare provider about what goal you should have for 

each of the controllable risk factors above. 



Let’s Get Moving!

“The distance is nothing; it is only the first step that is difficult.”



SICKLE CELL DISEASE



COVID-19 Symptoms vs ACS

◼COVID Symptoms

– Fever

– Cough

– Shortness of breath

❖NOTE: These together can be a 

sign of Acute Chest Syndrome of 

SCD, as well as the serious 

pneumonia seen in COVID-19. 
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