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ABSTRACT

Introduction: the COVID-19 pandemic, declared by the World Health Organization in March 2020, has unleashed
an unprecedented health crisis that has affected all aspects of human life. Governments around the world
were forced to respond quickly to mitigate the effects of the spread of the virus, implement containment
measures, and support their citizens during this global emergency. This study focuses on analyzing how
governments prioritized their actions in different sectors during the initial phase of the pandemic.
Objective: identify the prioritized sectors in the first government measures implemented globally to confront
the COVID-19 pandemic.

Method: this systematic review adheres to the guidelines established in the PRISMA Statement. From an
exhaustive search in the Scopus database, a total of 97 scientific articles were identified. After a rigorous
evaluation of the inclusion and exclusion criteria, 36 articles were selected that met the specific objectives
of the research.

Results: the analysis of the selected articles revealed that the government measures adopted to confront
the pandemic covered a wide range of human activities. However, an evident prioritization was observed in
three specific sectors during the initial stage of the crisis at a global level: Social sector, health sector and
economic sector.

Conclusions: the analysis of the reviewed literature demonstrates that governments, in their initial response
to COVID-19, focused their efforts mainly on three sectors. This prioritization reflects a comprehensive
strategy that encompassed containment of the virus, protection of health systems, and support for affected
economies and societies.

Keywords: Pandemia; COVID-19; Politicas PUblicas.
RESUMEN

Introduccion: la pandemia del COVID-19, declarada por la Organizacién Mundial de la Salud en marzo
de 2020, ha desatado una crisis sanitaria sin precedentes que ha afectado todos los aspectos de la vida
humana. Los gobiernos de todo el mundo se vieron obligados a responder rapidamente para mitigar los
efectos de la propagacion del virus, implementar medidas de contencion y apoyar a sus ciudadanos durante
esta emergencia global. Este estudio se enfoca en analizar como los gobiernos priorizaron sus acciones en
diferentes sectores durante la fase inicial de la pandemia.
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Objetivo: identificar los sectores priorizados en las primeras medidas gubernamentales implementadas a
nivel global para enfrentar la pandemia del COVID-19.

Método: esta revision sistematica se adhiere a los lineamientos establecidos en la Declaracion PRISMA.
A partir de una busqueda exhaustiva en la base de dato Scopus, se identificaron un total de 97 articulos
cientificos. Tras una rigurosa evaluacion de los criterios de inclusion y exclusion, se seleccionaron 36 articulos
que cumplian con los objetivos especificos de la investigacion.

Resultados: el analisis de los articulos seleccionados revelé que las medidas gubernamentales adoptadas
para enfrentar la pandemia abarcaron una amplia gama de actividades humanas. No obstante, se observo
una priorizacion evidente en tres sectores especificos durante la etapa inicial de la crisis a nivel global:
Sector social, sector sanitario y sector economico.

Conclusiones: el analisis de la literatura revisada demuestra que los gobiernos, en su respuesta inicial al
COVID-19, centraron sus esfuerzos principalmente en tres sectores. Esta priorizacion refleja una estrategia
integral que abarco la contencion del virus, la proteccion de los sistemas de salud y el soporte a las economias
y sociedades afectadas.

Palabras clave: Pandemic; COVID-19; Public Politics.

INTRODUCTION

Throughout its historical trajectory, humanity has experienced notable social adaptations that have allowed
it to guarantee, within communities, its survival and evolution until today. However, this process has not
been without challenges, since humanity has had to overcome extreme and exceptional situations that have
put its own existence at risk.™ A clear example of this was the emergence of the COVID-19 pandemic at the
beginning of 2020, which triggered an unprecedented global crisis that resulted in the loss of 6,8 million
human lives around the world.? This crisis revealed the structural deficiencies and limited response capacity
of many governments when managing a crisis of such magnitude.® Faced with this unexpected situation,
many state administrations were overwhelmed, especially in the field of public health, where hospital systems
were overwhelmed. Furthermore, the crisis spread to other spheres of daily life, acquiring a transversal and
multidimensional character.®

The outbreak of the coronavirus caused a devastating impact on economies and public health systems on
a global scale, significantly altering the quality of life of the population.® It is important to highlight that the
government decisions adopted in this crisis context were marked by a high degree of uncertainty.® However,
government responses to the pandemic in various countries were based on a delicate balance between the
implementation of rigorous policies and the adoption of economic support measures, with the aim of protecting
both public health and economic dynamics.” In this sense, governments implemented various mechanisms to
contain the spread of the virus, including measures such as general immobilization of the population.®® The
suspension of non-essential activities and the implementation of actions in various sectors, covering productive,
economic, social, legal and technological areas.?

METHODS

The research we present has allowed us to carry out an analysis of the scientific evidence regarding
the proposed topic, which leads us to acquire and implement new knowledge. Furthermore, the PRISMA
declaration has become an indispensable step in the process, because it provides a series of checkpoints, which
allows the sequence of the methodology used to be verified. "

In this way, the search for information was limited to the Scopus database with the Boolean formulas:
national AND defense AND covid-19; national AND security AND covid-19; pandemic AND state AND of AND
emergency; national AND defense AND pandemic; national AND security AND pandemic. The time range covered
by the search was from 2020 to 2024. Only systematic review articles published in their final version, in
English and freely accessible, were included. The search returned a total of ninety-seven (97) documents. After
an initial review of the titles and keywords, forty-eight (48) articles were identified directly related to the
research topic. Subsequently, a more detailed review of the abstracts was carried out, selecting thirty-nine (39)
articles. Finally, thirty-six (36) articles were included in the final work, as they met the established selection
criteria and were directly aligned with the research objectives. The detailed analysis of the thirty-six (36)
selected articles revealed the existence of a common pattern in the first measures adopted by the different
governments against the COVID-19 pandemic. These measures focused on three well-defined sectors: Social
sector, health sector and economic sector.
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Figure 1. PRISMA Statement
RESULTS

In line with the stated objectives, this systematic review identified the sectors prioritized in the first measures
adopted by governments globally to confront the COVID-19 pandemic. This information can be very useful for
designing more effective response strategies to future pandemics and other public health emergencies.

The literature search was performed in the Scopus database using a specific Boolean formula. A total of
ninety-seven (97) articles were obtained. After an initial review of the titles, the number was reduced to forty-
eight (48) articles. Subsequently, a more detailed review of the summaries and conclusions was carried out to
select those that fit the research topic. Thirty-nine (39) articles were determined to meet all inclusion criteria.
In the final review phase, three (3) articles were discarded because their content was not directly related to
the research objectives. Thus, the final analysis was based on thirty-six (36) articles.

The analysis of the thirty-six (36) selected articles revealed that the first government measures against
COVID-19 focused on three prioritized sectors: Social sector, health sector and social sector. It is important to
highlight that some articles analyzed addressed the prioritization of one, two or even three sectors, in addition
to including other relevant study elements in their analysis.

In addition to the prioritized sectors, the articles examined in this systematic review addressed a wide
range of topics related to the COVID-19 pandemic that could be the subject of future research. These topics
include, but are not limited to; Food security in the most vulnerable countries, regions and populations'?;
The improvement of public policies; The role of the armed forces®; Governance and health sovereignty®;
Mental health(”; Personal freedoms('32?; Information quality?*?9; Leadership and academic training of rulers®;
Globalism and nationalism@; The declaration of States of Emergency®’), among others.

Items Description

The geographical coverage of the thirty-six (36) articles selected for this systematic review covers a wide
range of countries, with references to sixty-new (69) nations belonging to five (5) continents: Africa, America,
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Asia, Europe, and Oceania. It should be noted that some of these countries are part of five (5) international
communities: the European Union, the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), the Commonwealth of
Independent States (CIS), the BRICS bloc and the African Union.

Regarding the thematic approach, the analysis of the selected articles reveals a wide range of government
measures and responses implemented to confront the COVID-19 pandemic. However, a clear prioritization is
observed in three specific sectors: Seventeen (17) articles focus their analysis on measures adopted in the social
sphere, such as social distancing, mobility restrictions, support for vulnerable groups, among others. Thirteen
(13) articles emphasize the measures implemented in the health sector, including the strengthening of health
systems, increasing hospital capacity, the acquisition of medical equipment, the protection of health workers,
among other measures. Finally, eleven (11) articles highlight the measures adopted to mitigate the economic
impact of the pandemic, such as subsidies, financial assistance programs, tax deferrals, among others.

Table 1. Countries, continents, and communities of countries

Countries Continents Communities of countries
China, Italy, Poland, Taiwan, Brazil, United States, Australia, Canada, Africa, America, Asia, Association of Southeast
Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Spain, Sweden, Thailand, United Europe, Oceania Asian Nations, European
Kingdom, Japan, South Korea, Singapore, Malaysia, India, Indonesia, Union, BRICS,  Andean
Bosnia - Herzegovina, Colombia, Estonia, El Salvador, Ghana, Community, Commonwealth
Switzerland, Mexico, Netherlands, Vietnam, Portugal, Pakistan, of Independent States.

Denmark, South Africa, Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan, Nepal, Sri
Lanka, Peru, Iran, Jordan, Tunisia, Lebanon, Arabia Saudi, Kuwait,
Palestine, Libya, Oman, Egypt, Bahrain, Qatar, Algeria, Sudan, Syria,
Yemen, Morocco, Djibouti, Maldives, Turkey, Zimbabwe, Jordan,
Kosovo, Botswana, Zambia, Ireland, Belgium, Philippines

18
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12

10
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B
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Figure 2. Number of articles in which the prioritized sectors to confront COVID-19 are analyzed

Theoretical bases

In most Western countries, during the last decades the New Public Management (NPM) paradigm has
predominated, which advocates a State with a small bureaucracy, but that exercises strong regulation and
applies firm sanctions to social and economic agents (Roberts, 2020). This paradigm, consolidated since the
“Washington Consensus” in the 1980s, is based on the premise that an efficient government is one that minimizes
its intervention in the economy and maximizes the efficiency of its internal processes.

However, the COVID-19 pandemic has revealed the limitations of this paradigm for dealing with emergency
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situations. NPM, by focusing on efficiency and reducing the size of the State, is not designed to respond to
scenarios in which the life, health and integrity of the population are threatened. Consequently, the measures
adopted by many governments in the context of the pandemic have been reactive and lacking prior planning,
which has generated uncertainty, inefficiencies and, in some cases, serious consequences for public health.@"

Table 2. Main measures adopted by prioritized sectors

Social

Sanitario

Econoémico

Border closure. Restriction on
land, air, and sea transportation.
Social distancing. Immobilization
of the population. Food baskets.
Mandatory social quarantine/
Curfew. Voluntary quarantine.

Acquisition of medical equipment.
Purchase of medicines. Bonus for
the health sector. Implementation
of quarantine centers.
Acquisition of medical ventilators
(respirators). Test kits. Protective

Economic bonds. Suspension of
tax collections. Tax incentives.
Bank loans with state guarantee.
Essential commerce. Austerity
measures in the government.
Reduction in fuel prices.

Remote work / Teleworking. equipment, among others. Low interest loans. Targeted
Closure of public and subsidies. Tax Refunds. Online
private premises. Mandatory transactions. Reduction of
use of  masks. Hygiene working hours. Economic stimulus
recommendations, among for companies, among others.
others.

DISCUSSION

The analysis of the thirty-six (36) articles selected for this systematic review allows us to discuss several
relevant dimensions on the initial government measures in response to COVID-19 and their impact on the
prioritized sectors. Below are the main discussions derived from the findings.

Social sector

The review of the literature showed that measures in the social sector were the most common among the
first government responses. Actions such as border closures, transportation restrictions, social distancing, and
mandatory and voluntary quarantines were implemented in many countries to reduce the spread of the virus.
These measures, although necessary to control the pandemic, also had significant side effects, such as social
isolation, impact on mental health, and economic difficulties for the most vulnerable populations.

Sanitary Sector

The pandemic underscored the urgent need to strengthen health systems. Governments focused on the
acquisition of medical equipment, medications, and the protection of health workers. However, the review
revealed that despite these measures, many health systems were ill-prepared for the magnitude of the crisis.
The lack of advance planning and reliance on administrative efficiency, rather than responsiveness, limited the
effectiveness of these measures in several contexts.

Economic Sector

Economic measures, although essential to mitigate the financial impact of the pandemic, were diverse
and sometimes inconsistent. From subsidies and state-guaranteed loans to tax cuts and economic stimulus,
governments attempted to cushion the economic blow. However, the effectiveness of these measures varied
significantly between countries, depending on the previous strength of their economies and their ability to
implement expansionary fiscal policies without compromising long-term economic stability.

Limitations of the New Public Management (NPM) Paradigm

The pandemic revealed the limitations of the New Public Management (NPM) paradigm, which promotes
the reduction of the size of the State and administrative efficiency. This review confirms that, in the face
of a global health emergency, NPM-based policies were not sufficient. The lack of prior planning and the
tendency to minimize state intervention generated reactive and, in many cases, inefficient responses. This
finding suggests the need to reconsider and adapt public management models to include rapid and effective
response capabilities to health emergencies.

Emerging themes for Future Research

The articles reviewed also highlight several emerging themes that could be the subject of future research.
These include food security, the improvement of public policies, the role of the armed forces in emergencies,
health governance and sovereignty, mental health, personal freedoms, the quality of information, the leadership
and training of rulers, and the tensions between globalism and nationalism. The diversity of these topics

https://doi.org/10.56294/sctconf20241152



Salud, Ciencia y Tecnologia - Serie de Conferencias. 2024; 3:1152 6

reflects the complexity and broad impact of the pandemic, suggesting the need for an interdisciplinary and
global approach to address future crises.

Geographic Variability in Response

The geographical coverage of the articles shows wide variability in the government response worldwide. The
review of the measures adopted in countries on different continents and international communities indicates
that there is no single solution to face pandemics. Cultural, economic, and political differences significantly
influenced how each country handled the crisis. This variability highlights the importance of considering
local contexts when designing global response strategies and the need for international cooperation to share
knowledge and resources.

CONCLUSIONS

The COVID-19 pandemic burst onto the global stage in an abrupt and unprecedented manner, generating
a situation of widespread uncertainty. Many governments were faced with a crisis of unknown magnitude,
without adequate crisis management plans to deal with it. This lack of initial preparation led to government
measures taken in the early stage of the pandemic being largely based on the experiences of other countries
and the limited possibilities of each nation.

Despite the diversity of national contexts and realities, the research identified three sectors as priorities
in the government response to the pandemic: the social sector, the health sector and the economic sector.
These sectors were considered essential to protect public health, guarantee the survival of the population and
mitigate the economic impacts of the crisis. However, within these three identified categories, the intensity
and scope of the measures implemented varied significantly between countries. Factors such as the level of
economic development, the capacity of the health system, and the sociocultural characteristics of each nation
influenced the specificity of the interventions implemented.

The investigation also revealed attention to other relevant aspects. Topics such as food security, the
improvement of public policies, the role of the armed forces, governance and health sovereignty, mental
health, personal freedoms, the quality of information, leadership and the academic training of rulers, globalism
and nationalism, and the declaration of states of emergency were also the subject of analysis and debate.

The experience of the COVID-19 pandemic has made it possible to identify important lessons to improve
the management of future crises. Contingency plans, the strengthening of international cooperation, the
strengthening of public health systems, social and economic resilience, are some of the aspects that must be
considered for further research into a more effective response to future global threats.
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