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Objectives

　The purpose of this research project is to investigate how selective high-income nations developed their 
pandemic control policies, and how these policies impacted these nations’ lives and livelihoods. The underlying 
research question that guides this research is,

“When facing an emergent and uncertain pandemic, what are pandemic control policies that can best balance 
saving lives and livelihood that apply to most nations?”

Methods

　All public policy studies are normative. An essential first step of a normative study is to state its ethical and 
other normative assumptions explicitly. Human dignity and self-determination are two fundamental ethical 
principles that guide us in choosing indicators for case studies and comparison. Further, we also include 
contextualized indicators or narratives that may not be common across these six nations. Based on our ethical 
assumption, we identified variables in the two major outcome facets, the economy, and social well-being, subject 
to the availability of data.

Results

　Without implying causal relationships, we summarized major pandemic control policies and key economic 
indicators across these six nations by years, from 2020 to 2022. By the end of 2020, Taiwan was the only nation in 
this group that still enjoy an economic growth of 3.39% while all other nations in this group suffered contractions 
with negative economic growth. All six nations economy bounced back by the end of 2021. Japan has a remarkable 
record of maintaining the lowest unemployment rate throughout the three years. For other social impacts, due to 
limitations of data availability, it is perhaps more helpful to read them in each case study rather than summarizing 
them here.

Conclusion

　A major limitation of this study is the extreme difficulties of disentangling the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic 
from that of control policies. Consequently, we chose the case study as the method of this study. Further, we will 
not attempt to draw causal inferences from our study. Rather, we will present the policies implemented, their 
length of time and intensity, and the selective indicators of social well-being and the economy. 
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　This special issue is a story of how six high-income nations, facing the same unknown new infectious disease, 
operating on very little information initially, choose both similar and various paths to navigate through this 
catastrophe. These stories were told from one or a few researchers’ perspectives. There is never a single story 
that can adequately represent each country’s experience. There are always more stories to be told.

[Key Words] COVID-19 pandemic, comparative pandemic control policies, pandemic control policies’ impacts on 
economies, pandemic control policies’ impacts on societies, Pacific Rim nations

1. Motivation

In their monthly business leaders’ luncheon in May of 2022, Mr. Lin, the founder and CEO of Wistron Corporation 
in Taiwan chatted with Dr. Chang, another business leader and the former Deputy Minister of Health in Taiwan, 
about his concern for the direction of government pandemic control policies and their impacts on industries and 
the economy. At that time, the COVID-19 pandemic already ravaged the world for two and a half years and claimed 
a total of 6.30 million lives around the world.1 
　In August of 2022 when I visited Taiwan, Dr. Chang took me to visit Mr. Lin in his office. During the meeting, 
he expressed his concern about the direction of this COVID-19 pandemic and how government responses are 
impacting Taiwan’s society and economy. He was very interested in seeing an international comparative study to 
compare Taiwan’s pandemic policy responses and impacts with those of other nations. I proposed to conduct a 
comparative study of several Pacific Rim high-income nations’ policies. In October of 2022, I submitted a research 
proposal to Mr. Lin. Upon reviewing the proposal, Mr. Lin decided to fund this study in December of 2022. 
　To further explore the impacts of state pandemic control policies on society and the economy, I initiated and 
co-organized with Professor Lien of the National Chengchi University a national symposium on how the 
government pandemic control policies were impacting Taiwan’s society and the economy in Taipei on December 
19 of 2022. The presentations and discussions from that symposium provided us with stimulating questions to 
consider in this project.
The vital question that motivated this research is 

“When do the costs of pandemic control policies outweigh its benefits?”

　This question will be difficult to find the appropriate answer during the first year of the pandemic in 2020 when 
there was a lack of information about the virus SARS-CoV-2 and the disease COVID-19, and also a lack of effective 
treatment or vaccines. Even during the second year of 2021, despite many nations including Taiwan already 
having vaccines and adequate knowledge and supplies of effective treatment, many nations including Taiwan were 
still struggling to contain this pandemic and minimize casualties. By the early months of 2022, into the third year 
of the COVID-19 pandemic, it was evident that with the vaccines and the populations’ cumulative natural 
immunities, in addition to effective treatment capacities, the world was transitioning into the post-pandemic era. 
This is when the question of weighing the social costs and benefits of government pandemic control measures 
becomes relevant and important. 
　In their study of 24 nations’ representative sample respondents’ attitudes and perceptions of the COVID-19 risk 
and responses, Nisa and Belanger et al. found that most of them were more concerned about economic risks than 
health risks. The survey was conducted between April 10 and May 11, 2020. Even in this early stage of the 
pandemic, most people already expressed their strong concern for livelihoods.2 Findings from this study also 
support the significance of our research question, that people began to weigh the costs and benefits of pandemic 
control policies very early on during the pandemic. In a special issue on COVID-19 of Asian Economic Policy 
Review, Ito and Iwata et al.3 reviewed several papers published in that issue and noticed that Asian countries 
suffered less COVID-19 cases and deaths than other region, while there were debate early on regarding trade-offs 
between COVID-19 control and economic activities.4  There were several international policy comparison studies 
published early on during the pandemic, such as Oxford COVID-19 Government Response Tracker that developed 
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comprehensive indicators and data base to track more than 180 countries’ national policies and their impacts on 
health, economy and society.5 While such database is very helpful for international comparison, given the 
limitations of disentangling impacts of the pandemic versus policy impacts, we have reservations about drawing 
causal implications.

2. Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic brought colossal disruptions in our lives and massive destruction of lives, health, and
livelihoods. Nations have responded to this pandemic at various velocities and intensities, with varied outcomes. 
International comparative pandemic control policies and their impacts on health outcomes have populated the 
literature since the pandemic. While there is also much research evaluating the impacts of the pandemic on 
societies and economies, there is still very little research conducted to evaluate nation-state’s pandemic control 
policies’ impacts on their societies and economies.
　Since 2022, most nations have begun to prepare for transitioning into the post-pandemic era. At the same time, 
there were emerging concerns and inquiries on the costs and benefits of pandemic control policies on societies 
and economies. Those effective pandemic control policies implemented during the early phase of the COVID-19 
pandemic (here on “the pandemic”) in 2020, their utility in year three was questioned. It required a very different 
national response to the pandemic in the early phase when we did not have adequate knowledge about the virus, 
and the disease, nor did we have effective treatment or vaccines, as opposed to the phase when we already had 
effective treatment and vaccines on top of the population cumulative natural immunity. Also, when we learned the 
nature of the Omicron variant and its lineage of subvariants by the beginning of 2022, it changed the way we face 
the pandemic. Consequently, researchers and policymakers began to question and modify control policies. 
　This transition into the post-pandemic era provided us the space (or the luxury) to contemplate and examine 
the impacts of national pandemic policies, beyond the pandemic itself, on our societies and economies.  This 
transitional attitude and thinking motivated this study.
　The purpose of this research project is to investigate how selective nations that have been deemed “highly 
effective” in the pandemic control developed their pandemic control policies, and how these policies impacted 
these nations’ lives and livelihoods. The underlying research question that guides this research is,

“When facing an emergent and uncertain pandemic, what are pandemic control policies that can 
best balance saving lives and livelihood that apply to most nations?”

The Purpose of this Study

　We identify that there are three types of casualties during this COVID-19 pandemic. They are summarized in 
Table 1. 
　The focal point of this research is to address the third type of casualty, the impacts of national COVID-19 
pandemic control policies on populations’ health and socioeconomic well-being.
　In their recent article “Do Pandemic Ever End?” Abi-Rached and Brandt6 argue that a government’s decision to 
end the state of emergency due to a pandemic thus ending all or most control policies is a complex political, 
economic, ethical, and cultural consideration. This is consistent with the motivation of our research; how do we 
weigh the costs and benefits of pandemic control policies? How do societies choose the ‘appropriate’ balance 
between saving lives and livelihood?
　While science may contribute to the decision on when a pandemic ends, such a decision is always a political one. 
Ultimately, it is a value judgment. The key question is who and what process should society establish to make such 
a decision.
　Pandemic control policies may produce “collateral damages” that, while they may reduce the prevalence and 
mortality from COVID-19, they also cause negative outcomes on social well-being. Recognizing this phenomenon, 
the purpose of this study is to review and compare how national pandemic control policies impacted society and 
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the economy. We will explain in detail how we choose the dimensions and variables of social well-being and 
economy, and the method of our study in the next section.

3. Methods of Comparative Case Study

All public policy studies are by nature normative because public policies always generate unevenly distributed
benefits and costs for people who will be affected. There are no objective or scientific methods to decide who 
should bear the costs and who should benefit.7, 8, 9 In the same way, health policy studies are also normative. An 
essential first step of a normative study is to state its ethical and other normative assumptions explicitly. 
　Given that the purpose of this study is to assess and compare national pandemic control policies’ impacts on 
society and the economy, we describe key normative assumptions below.

Key Principles and Normative Assumptions of this Study

　A major limitation of assessing and comparing national pandemic control policies’ impacts on society and the 
economy is the extreme difficulties of disentangling the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic from that of control 
policies. Consequently, we chose the case study as the method of this study. Further, we will not attempt to draw 
causal inferences from our study. Rather, we will present the policies implemented, their length of time and 
intensity, and the selective indicators of social well-being and the economy. While we will discuss these policies 
and outcomes, we will leave it to the readers to decide whether and to what extent they draw their conclusions.
　Given the normative nature of this study, we will describe the key ethical assumptions and the epistemological 
principles that guide us.

A. Ethical Principles
Ethical principles dictate what dimensions and variables we choose to compare in societies and economies.

Human dignity and self-determination are two fundamental ethical principles that guide us. The human dignity 
principle calls for treating every person with respect and equality. That includes every person’s life, health, social 
and economic well-being, and human rights. The self-determination principle calls for respecting the community’s 
right to decide their future and is a vital foundation of democratic governance. Our view of equity will be based on 
the communitarian ethics of distributive justice.

B. Contextualization
Each of these six nations under study is unique. National pandemic control policies were shaped by each

society’s political structure, social institutions, socioeconomic conditions, health system and capacity, social 

Table 1. Three Types of COVID-19 Pandemic Casualties
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norms, etc. Following the ecological framework, all of these structures and factors interact together to shape a 
nation’s social-political milieu that profoundly impacts its pandemic responses by individuals and the state. In our 
study, we will be comparing the same set of social-economic and political indicators when they are available, while 
also accommodating each nation’s unique context and presenting them in this study. Further, our choice of common 
framework and indicators of comparison may not reflect the diversity in the nation’s context. Consequently, we 
also include contextualized indicators or narratives that may not be common across these six nations.

C. Conceptual Framework
The focal point of this study is to assess the impacts of government COVID-19 pandemic control policies on the

economy and social well-being. Although health is not our core subject of assessment, given that the main purpose 
of pandemic control policies is to protect population lives and health, we will include key health indicators as a 
reference. That is, policy assessment in each of these six-nation studies and comparison will be examined through 
the lens of benefits in health versus costs to the economy and social well-being.
　This comprehensive and non-monetary cost-benefit analysis is very complex with two major challenges. The 
first level of challenge is the synergic and bi-directional effects among some of these facets. Figure 1 is a conceptual 
framework of the pandemic control policies’ impacts on the economy and social well-being. In this simplified non-
recursive model, three facets have a two-way relationship that may include both positive and negative effects on 
each other. What we observed as “policy impacts” may include the direct effects of the policy and the synergic 
effects of these three facets. For example, an effective pandemic control policy (especially during the first year of 
the pandemic) will keep the population healthy and safe (with minimal infections and deaths), yet incur harm to 
the economy and social well-being, such as unemployment, loss of income, mental stress, etc. However, these 
losses (costs) may be mitigated by the resulting healthy and safe environment that helps the society to regain its 
social and economic activities. We observed this phenomenon in Taiwan and Singapore during the first year of the 
COVID-19 pandemic. The challenge of the non-recursive model is not limited to the pandemic control policies. 

Figure 1. A Conceptual Framework of Government Pandemic Control Policies' Impacts on the Economy and 
Social Well-Being
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Instead, it is quite common in many public policies.
　The second challenge is a greater one. That is, given the synergic and non-recursive model phenomenon 
discussed above, it is even harder to disentangle the impacts of pandemic control policies from the pandemic itself. 
For example, although a large portion of economic and social activities were curtailed under a state-imposed 
lockdown or restrictions, part of the population may still practice self-imposed restrictions on their economic and/
or social activities without lockdown or state-imposed restrictions because of their fear of infections. Further, 
there might even be a synergic effect of the pandemic and the government’s pandemic control policy. For example, 
a stringent control policy may affect people’s behavior and their social and economic activities even after the 
control policy is lifted. On the other hand, a relaxed control policy may affect people’s perception and attitude 
toward COVID-19 and their social-economic activities accordingly.
　In light of these two major challenges, we will interpret and discuss the case studies and the six-nation 
comparison in a non-deterministic and non-binary way. Non-deterministic because it is not feasible to disentangle 
these synergic effects, and therefore, our interpretation will not result in a binary assessment such as “effective 
vs. ineffective”. This is also the rationale that in this report, we will present the context of each nation, the 
pandemic control policies they implemented, and the observed outcome. While we will suggest key lessons 
learned from this study, it is up to the readers to draw their own conclusions.

D. Criteria, Dimensions, and Indicators
Our non-binary approach to assessment guides us not to develop any scale or criteria of “effective” or “successful”

pandemic control policy. Instead, we will use mostly narrative and sparsely multiple ordinal categories to compare 
or describe a nation’s control policy in relative terms of “effectiveness”, with “highly effective” and “ineffective” as 
two reference points.
　Based on our ethical assumption, we identified variables in the two major outcome facets, the economy, and 
social well-being. While most indicators measuring the economy or social well-being may be positive and objective, 
the choice of which indicators to measure itself is normative. Our selection of these indicators and discussions of 
outcome assessment are also grounded in our ethical foundation of human dignity and self-determination and 
communitarian distributive justice.
　Note that while our ethical assumptions guide the selection of outcome indicators, they are also constrained by 
the availability of data.

E. Economic Indicators
Below is the list of economic indicators we will compare policy impacts whenever they are available.
● income quintiles’ share of national income
● unemployment rate
● distribution of employment rates across industries
● business closures
● economic growth rate
In addition, we will include non-quantitative descriptions of each nation’s unique context. Also, each case study

may include other indicators that are either not available to all 6 nations or are unique to the nation.

F. Social Well-being Indicators
Below is the list of social well-being indicators we will compare policy impacts, whenever they are available for

at least 2 nations of the six nations.
● the length of school closure (including remote learning)
● suicide rate
● homicide rate
● prevalence of mental conditions
● prevalence of domestic violence
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　In addition, we will include non-quantitative descriptions of each nation’s unique context. Also, each case study 
may include other indicators that are either not available to all 6 nations or are unique to the nation.

G. Health Outcome
Due to the inaccuracy of reporting cases and the prevalence of COVID-19 infections, we will focus the health

outcome indicators on mortality and deaths.
● cumulative COVID-19 deaths per million
● annual cumulative COVID-19 deaths per million
● excess deaths during the COVID-19 pandemic

H. Policy Measures
● length and strength of lockdown
● length of border closure
● length and strength of public gathering restrictions
● length and strength of mandatory quarantine and isolation
● length and strength of mandatory COVID-19 tests
● length and strength of mandatory COVID-19 vaccination
● public-financed testing
● public-financed vaccination
● public-financed or subsidies for quarantine and isolation
● Public-financed COVID-19 treatment
● income subsidies due to COVID-19 pandemic
● public financial relief for businesses due to the COVID-19 pandemic

I. Human Rights and Governance
There are very few quantitative indicators available for this facet. Instead, we have to develop categorical

measures to indicate the policy measure, process, and outcome. Further, there is also a much wider variation 
among these six nations in this facet. Below are some examples of categorical measures.
● the length of the state of emergency
● the institution and process of making pandemic control policy
● oversight of pandemic control policy
● legal framework of policies that restrained individuals’ and organizations’ constitutional freedom
● violations of privacy and legal framework

　Figure 2 illustrates how normative values guide the goals of international comparative policy studies. For 
example, our ethical principles of human dignity and self-determination explicitly stated our subjective value in 
conducting this six-nation case studies. When setting the goal of this project, we aimed at maintaining population 
well-being when implementing pandemic control policies to protect population lives and health. Self-determination 
guides us to embrace diversity and contextualization. While the overall goal is to balancing protecting lives and 
livelihoods, we also encourage researchers representing each nation to consider its national and social structures 
and norms, and how the goals may be expressed in each nation. The goals then inform our selection of domains 
and indicators. Because protecting livelihoods is the focus of this project, the domain we choose include economics, 
general social wellbeing, and human rights. Health outcome indicator (COVID-19 deaths per million in each year) 
was provided as a background for readers to understand how each nation accomplished its economic and social 
well-being while protecting its population’s lives. It then directed us to select indicators in each domain, subject 
to the availability of data or information. In addition, by recognizing the contextual differences in social well-being 
and human rights, following the self-determination principle, we also encourage each researcher to include 
indicators that they deemed important to their nation but may not be commonly used or available for other 
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nations. Because those contextual or unique indicators or information are generally not available for other nations, 
they are not presented in a summarized table. Instead, most of them were presented in the narratives of each 
nation’s case study. Finally, this process profoundly influences how we interpret the results of comparison and 
draw lessons. Note that this process and conceptual framework is applicable to almost all international comparative 
policy studies that are inherently normative.

4. Results

For the convenience of readers to understand the general background of these six nations, we provided a
summary of basic information in Table 2. In Table 3 we summarize key pandemic control policies of these countries. 
For health outcome indicators, we highlighted COVID-19 deaths per million and excess deaths in Table 4. I 
summarize key economic indicators for these six countries in Table 5. For social indicators, because most indicators 
were not fully available from all six nations, or were defined and measured differently, I did not provide a summary 
table here. Instead, I encourage readers to read each country’s case study to understand the context and for more 
detailed information.

Figure 2. The normative nature of international comparative policy analysis
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Table 2. Summary of Country Characteristics
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Table 3. Major Pandemic Control Policies



13Asian Pacific Journal of Health Economics and Policy, Volume7, No1.

Table 4. Key Health Outcome Indicators
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　Based on our conceptual framework and ethical principles, I summarized each nation’s performance in Table 6. 
Please note when you read this table that the “strengths” and “weaknesses” are normative and relative to the 
other 5 nations in this study. All information in this table was drawn from individual country case studies.

Table 5. Economic Indicators from 2020 to 2022
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Table 6. Summary of Six Nations’ Comparisons
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5. Discussions

Mr. Lin funded this project with the goal of comparing how international pandemic control policies impacted
each nation’s economy and society. As we began to engage in each country’s study, we realized that it is extremely 
difficult to disentangle the impacts of pandemic control policies from the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic itself. 
This COVID-19 pandemic has had a profound impact on people’s lives in various ways. For different levels of risk 
aversion, people respond to the pandemic differently. For example, in the U.S., there was a wide range of responses 
ranging from the pandemic deniers who never adopted any preventive measure, to those who are at a high level 
of risk aversion that they became nearly completely isolated from society (I have friends who would not meet 
friends indoor even long after the pandemic is over). Without a controlled experiment, it is hard to distinguish 
between the influences of the policy versus the pandemic itself.
　Another layer of complexity for this project is among the countries under comparison, despite they are all high-
income nations, they still have different income, economic structures, populations, areas, and social-political 
systems. For example, Singapore is a city-state that relies very heavily on migrant workers, and is the nation that 
has the highest per capita income which is more than twice that of Japan, South Korea, or Taiwan, and more than 
four times of Chile. The U.S.A. is unique in being the only nation in this group with a very large area and is 
uniquely a federal system, in which its pandemic control policies were mostly decided by the state governments. 
This resulted in nearly one-nation fifty-systems.
　The epistemological challenge and the large variations in policy contexts are the two main rationales that we 
decided not to provide a definitive conclusion regarding how pandemic control policy impacted each country’s 
economy and society. Instead, we leave the interpretation of the results and comparison to the readers. 
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Furthermore, given these challenges and the limitations of this study, we caution the readers not to over-interpret 
the pandemic control policies’ impacts.
　For those readers who are thirst for a more definitive conclusion of this international comparative study, we 
have one suggestion. We can make a strong assumption in comparing three nations, Japan, South Korea, and 
Taiwan. These three countries have very similar economic structures and per capita incomes, similar healthcare 
systems, and similar social-political structures and contexts. We can make the strong assumption that given such 
contextual similarities, what we observed in the difference in economics and social indicators during and after the 
COVID-19 pandemic can be largely attributed to the government policy impacts. Within the epistemological 
limitation mentioned earlier and our strong assumptions, we observed both South Korea and Taiwan were able to 
minimize the negative impacts on their economies, while Japan performed better in minimizing unemployment.

In their article titled “Do Pandemic Ever End?” Abi-Rached and Brandt argued,6

“The declaration of the end of a pandemic… when a government determines that the social, economic, and 
political costs of saving a life exceed the benefits of doing so.”

In other words, every society will face the complex task of assessing the costs and benefits of the pandemic 
control measures. Further, the nature of such assessment is normative rather than positive because the costs and 
benefits are usually not evenly distributed among the population. This pandemic also awakens us that every 
democracy needs to engage in a deep soul-searching to develop a democratic mechanism and institution on how 
to balance saving lives and livelihoods. Further, this pandemic reminded us we need to remedy the poor global 
health governance that allowed COVID-19 to become a pandemic in the first place, and the importance of 
governance at the nation-state level in facing an emergency like the pandemic.

　This special issue includes six nations’ journey through the COVID-19 pandemic. It is a story of how six high-
income nations, facing the same unknown new infectious disease, operating on very little information initially, 
choose both similar and various paths to navigate through this catastrophe. As you read each country’s case study, 
we hope these case studies shed some light on the contexts of pandemic responses. Each of these six case studies 
is also a unique story about when facing an unknown new contagious disease how societies adapt. These stories 
were told from one or a few researchers’ perspectives. They may contribute to representing each country’s 
experience, but there is never a single story that can adequately represent each country’s experience. There are 
always more stories to be told.
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