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INTRODUCTION :
Balancing Saving Lives and Livelihood
— Six Pacific Rim high-income nation studies of the COVID-19
pandemic control policies’ impacts on society and the economy

Chunhuei Chi*"?

Abstract

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.!

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.? 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.? 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.* 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.®* 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 Brandt® 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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Table 1. Three Types of COVID-19 Pandemic Casualties

Types of Casualties Definition
1 Casualtics of the COVID- The di.rect loss:. of lives, health, anq other tangible and
19 Infections 1ntgng1bl§ socioeconomic well-being as a result of COVID-
19 infections
The loss of lives, health, and other tangible and intangible
socioeconomic well-being not due to the infection, but as a
2. Casualties from the result of the COVID-19 pandemic, such as people dying
COVID-19 Pandemic from treatable non-COVID-19 conditions because they did
not seek treatment due to either fear of infection or
healthcare capacity shortage
The loss of lives, health, and other tangible and intangible
socioeconomic well-being as a result of the COVID-19
pandemic control policies, such as deteriorating mental
health and economic loss due to lockdown

3. Casualties from the
COVID-19 Pandemic
Control Policies

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.” 89 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
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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.

Population’s

Lives & Health
* “"-.“
: ~.
Government 1 ( "
I Social
Pandemic i >
Control PoliciesJ : L Well-Being
I -
\ ¥ "'.-

The Economy

—— policy effects, positive & negative
<= ==p synergic effects, positive & negative

Chi C, Balancing Saving Lives and Livelinood, Report of the Six-Nation Comparative Case Study, A research project report
submitted to the project funder Mr. Lin os the Wistron Corporation, Taipei, August 2024.

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

® husiness closures

® cconomic 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.

E 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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Chi C, Balancing Saving Lives and Livelihood, Report of the Six-Nation Comparative Case Study, A research project report
submitted to the project funder Mr. Lin os the Wistron Corporation, Taipei, August 2024.

Figure 2. The normative nature of international comparative policy analysis

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.
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Table 2. Summary of Country Characteristics

Chile Japan Singapore Ii%‘f; Taiwan U.S.A.
Population 19.49 125.70 5.45 51.74 23.57 331.9
(millions)
Area (Km?) 756,096 377,970 734.3 100,339 36,193 9,833,520
GDP per
Capita (USD, $17,250 $33,950 $87,880 $33,150 $32,340 $80,410
2023)!
GDP per

Capita-PPP $29,930 $52,120 $133,110 $56,710 $72,490 $80,410
(USD, 2023)!

Political Full Full Flawed Full Full Flawed
System2 Democracy | Democracy | Democracy | Democracy | Democracy | Democracy
(ranking) (#19) (#16) (#60) (#24) (#10) (#30)
Political
Freedom? Free Free Partly Free Free Free Free
(score out of 94) (96) 47) (83) %4) (83)
100)
Internet
Freedom? NA Free Partly Free | Partly Free Free Free
(score out of o (77 (54) (67) (78) (76)
100)
EII:Z:S%I?O?: Problematic | Problematic Difficult Satisfactory | Satisfactory | Satisfactory
(out of 100) 6%;)9 636.895 4172.88 7(4)‘.;33 753.554 711.522
(ranking)’ (83) (68) (129) (47) (3%5) (45)
Human
Development 0.855 0.925 0.939 0.925 0.926° 0.921
Index, 20217 (42) (19) (12) (19) ’ 21
(rank)
Public-
Private Mix
Universal Universal Universal Universal Universal with
Health Care Healthcare | Healthcare | Healthcare | Healthcare | Healthcare 27.2
System (Multiple (Single (Multiple (Single (Single million
payer) payer) payer) payer) payer) (8.3%)
uninsured
in 20217
zgglgl;‘zﬁg 29% 16% 17.6%
older (2021) (2021) (2022)

Note on sources of data:

1. IMF DATAMAPPER 2023 GDP Per Capita
https://www.imf.org/external/datamapper/NGDPDPC@WEO/OEMDC/ADVEC/WEOWORLD
IMF DATAMAPPER 2023 GDP Per Capita, PPP
https://www.imf.org/external/datamapper/PPPPC@WEO/OEMDC/ADVEC/WEOWORLD

2. Economist Democracy Index 2022
https://pages.ciu.com/rs/753-R1Q-438/images/DI-final-version-

report.pdf?mkt tok=NzUzLVIJUS00MzgAAAGPFtmQLbxIfEalw1tll0OGeyvPImh-
0QdwZchCyXo0j8JGgDIEtA-11DtmaY37sW8AZJzVOSxx2314ySumXmpzgdcBY YxJSYPXwfrrBI52Aa2vvIsw
3. Freedom House World Freedom Index 2023
https://freedomhouse.org/countries/freedom-world/scores

4. Reporters sans Frontiéres World Press Freedom Index 2023
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Table 3. Major Pandemic Control Policies

. . South .
Chile Japan Singapore Korea Taiwan U.S.A.
Outdoor
2020.2-
Request Outdoor: Outdoor: 2022.11.30
Facial bas(}s 2020.04 — 2020.10 — Indoor
mask 2020.3.18 - (indoors) 2022.03.29 | 2022.09 2020.2 - Varies by
asks 2023831 | (MO0 | Indoor: Indoor: 2023.2.19 | states
mandate 25’23 31y | 2020.04— 202010~ | Public
" 2022.08.29 | 2023.01 rationing
2020.2 —
2020.12
14-day: 14-day:
2020.3.25- | 14 days: 14-day: 2020.03- 14-day:
2021.7.14 2020.2- 2020.02- 2021.10 2020 %’_
10-day: 2020.6 2021.08 10-day: 2022'7
2021.7.15- | 10 days: 10-day: 2021.11- 7-da - Not
Isolation 2022.4.13 2020.6- 2021.09 — 2021.12 2022}]'7_ to mandato
7-day: 2022.9 2021.12 7-day: 2022'11 13 Y
2022.4.14- | 7 days: 7-day: 2022.01- 5-da o
2022.9.29 2022.9- 2022.01 — 2023.02 2022y.11 14
5- day: 2023.5 2022.06 5-day: o
2022.9.30 - 2023.05
Started on
2020.3.18,
tzlg?of;oln; Request 14-day:
It de .eilded basis 14-day: 2020.03- Not
on thpe Stop- 14 days: 2020.02- 2021.10 14-day- required,
by-ste P~ 1 2020.2- 2021.08 10-day: 2020 §.19- except
fan tﬁen 2022.1 10-day: 202111 | 500 those
Quarantine l;rom, 7 days: 2021.09 — 2021.12 7. da};' evacuated
2021101 it | 20222 20§1 12 T-day: 2022.7-11 fm"ﬁ :
depended 2022.8 7-day: 2022.01- 02022117 Wuhan in
on a more 5 days: 2022.01 — 2023.02 """ | February
flexible 2022.8- 2022.06 5-day: 2020
2023.5 -2023.05
step-by-step
plan until
2022.10.1
- Sanitary
residencies
Public - Economic | Food during
and the isolation $31.2/day
.Suplpo.rt 501‘ stimulation | period for ,ﬁznlper OnC | for 14 days | None
150 atlm,l programs those who (one time)
quarantine for the most | request it
affected
families
Non-
- Free mandato
public Ty, Non-
. Non- Non- free at
testing . mandatory Mandatory
. mandatory | mandatory, | public
- Maximum h f £ health except the for anyone,
. rice set for except the ree o calt border. within 72
Testing pr border. charge at center L .
private - . Partial hrs. prior to
. No mass public screening . .
testing testin, health clinics and subsidy. entering
- Active £ No mass the border
centers temporary .
search for . testing
screening
cases
centers
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Treatment

- Free
sanitary
residencies
- Costs
depended
on the
insurance
(public
(free) or
private)
-A
mandatory
Covid
insurance
for
employees
was created

Full subsidy
for those
suspected
bya
physician.

Public
financed

Public
financed

Public
financed
during the
state of
emergency

Vaccination

- Public
financed

- Not
mandatory
but with
clear
incentives
to promote
vaccination

Public
financed
Not
mandatory

Public
financed
Not
mandatory

Public
financed
Not
mandatory

Public
financed
Not
mandatory

Note: All information in this table came from the six nation case studies included in this

special issue.

Table 4. Key Health Outcome Indicators

Chile

Japan

Singapore

South
Korea

Taiwan

US.A.

COVID-19
Deaths per
Million
(cumulative
2020.12.31)

847.2

28.2

5.1

17.7

0.3

1,036.3

COVID-19
Deaths per
Million

(cumulative
2021.12.31)

1,995.3

148.4

146.9

108.6

35.6

2,440.2

COVID-19
Deaths per
Million

(cumulative
2022.12.31)

3,222.4

462.1

303.5

621.8

638.4

3,230.5

Cumulative
Excess
Death per
Million
(2022.7.31)

2,786

213

662

828

313

3,419

Note: All data are from Our World In Data

13
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Table 5. Economic Indicators from 2020 to 2022

. . South .

Chile Japan Singapore Korea Taiwan U.S.A.
Economic
Growth Rate -6.15% -4.28 % -3.90 % -0.71% 3.39% -2.77%
YoY (2020)
Economic
Growth Rate 11.74 % 2.14% 8.88 % 4.15% 6.53 % 595%
YoY (2021)
Economic
Growth Rate 2.44 % 1.03 % 3.65% 2.56 % 2.35% 2.06 %
YoY (2022)
g‘(‘)gl(’)‘)ploymem 11.14 % 2.80 % 4.10 % 4.10 % 3.77% 6.70 %
g‘(‘)gq‘)ploymem 9.35 % 2.80 % 3.54 % 3.50 % 3.69 % 3.90 %
g‘(‘)gg‘)ploymem 7.78 % 2.64 % 2.76 % 3.00 % 3.64 % 3.50 %
Unemployment o N o
(2023.7) 2.63 % 3.43 % 3.50 %
Per Capita GDP
(USD 2020) $13,165 $39,987 $61,274 $31,721 $28,549 $63,529
Per Capita GDP
(USD 2021) $16,247 $39,827 $77,710 $34,998 $33,059 $70,219
Per Capita GDP
(USD 2022) $15,356 $33,815 $82,808 $32,255 $32,759 $76,399

Sources

https://www.macrotrends.net/countries/JPN/japan/unemployment-rate
https://www.macrotrends.net/countries/KOR/south-korea/unemployment-rate
https://www.macrotrends.net/countries/SGP/singapore/unemployment-
rate#:~:text=Unemployment%20refers%20t0%20the%20share,a%200.56%25%20decline%20from%20202
0.

https://www.macrotrends.net/countries/CHL/chile/unemployment-rate
https://www.statista.com/statistics/1291714/taiwan-monthly-unemployment-
rate/#:~:text=Monthly%20unemployment%20rate%20in%20Taiwan%20September%202021%2D2023 &te
xt=In%20September%202023%2C%20the%20unemployment,in%202022%20was%203.67%20percent.
https://www.macrotrends.net/countries/CHL/chile/gdp-per-capita
https://www.macrotrends.net/countries/JPN/japan/gdp-per-capita
https://www.macrotrends.net/countries/SGP/singapore/gdp-per-capita
https://www.macrotrends.net/countries/KOR/south-korea/gdp-per-capita

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.
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Table 6. Summary of Six Nations’ Comparisons

Traits Summary

1. Among the first few nations to mass vaccinate its population against
COVID-19.

2. High rate of free testing and for those who decided to buy the tests
maximum prices were set.

3. The integration of public and private healthcare systems, whose
facilities and personnel have been converted into COVID-19 medical
services.

4. The increase in the use of telemedicine.

5. Implemented comprehensive income support for businesses and
targeted vulnerable families.

. 6. Effective mass communication strategy

Chile 7. Quick rebound of economic growth after 2020

1. It has deepened the gap or inequities, for example in education or
other social services, between demand and availability of services.

2. Initially, health authorities focused on ICU beds and ventilators, not
considering the need to provide mental health assistance to both
patients and medical teams and the effect that would have on waiting
lists for other non-COVID-related diseases.

3. Increased inequity in public services including education

4. Experienced the highest unemployment rate in the group.

5. Experienced the second highest cumulative COVID-19 deaths per
million.

Strengths

Weaknesses

1. Relative freedom and privacy were maintained even under the state
of emergency.

2. People’s cooperation and “peer pressure” reinforced the “Soft
Strengths Lockdown” policy.

3. Achieved the lowest unemployment rate among the group

J apan 4. Maintained the second lowest cumulative COVID-19 deaths per
million

1. The government was often unable to grasp the scale of the epidemic
in a timely manner, and this caused a delay in taking proper
countermeasures.

2. Experienced the lowest economic growth rate among the group.

Weaknesses

1. Effective mobilization of health resources that avoided severe
lockdown and minimize social economic impacts.

2. Highly adaptable and responsive to the ever-changing pandemic
conditions and knowledge, resulted in the first nation to plan and
announce the “living with COVID-19” approach in the summer of
2021.

3. Learned from SARS and established framework for controlling
epidemics that facilitated early action and effective responses

4. Early procurement of vaccines

5. Maintained low unemployment rate

6. Quick rebound in economic growths and achieved the highest
economic growth rate in 2022.

7. Maintained the second lowest cumulative COVID-19 deaths per
million by 2022

Singapore Strengths

Weaknesses

1. Effective mobilization of health resources that avoided severe
lockdown and minimize social economic impacts.

2. A major suppliers of COVID-19 testing kits that allow it to perform
South Strengths a large-scale testing while also strengthened its biotechnology industry.
3. Learned from SARS and MERS and established pandemic response
legislative framework prior to the COVID-19 pandemic.

4. Maintained a low cumulative COVID-19 deaths per million

5. Maintained a low unemployment rate

Korea

Weaknesses




16  Asian Pacific Journal of Health Economics and Policy, Volume?7, Nol.

1. Long preparation and the first nation to respond to the COVID-19
before W.H.O. recognized its contagious nature.

2. Highly effective control with no lockdown that minimize social and
economic impacts for the first one and half years resulting in the only
nation in the group with a positive economic growth rate in 2020.

3. Learned from SARS and established pandemic response legislative
Strengths framework prior to the COVID-19 pandemic.

4. The only nation in the group that achieved a positive economic
growth in 2020.

5. Maintained low unemployment rate.

6. Achieved the lowest cumulative COVID-19 deaths per million in
2020 and 2021 and maintained low cumulative COVID-19 deaths per
million in 2022.

1. Slow response in 2022 leads to a substantial surge in COVID-19
mortality and prolonged pandemic-related restrictions, which motivated
the funding and implementation of this project.

Weaknesses 2. Unequal impacts and policy in favor of export-oriented industries
that benefit those industries while domestic service-oriented industries
suffered.

3. Suffered from intense disinformation and misinformation.

1. Early development of vaccines and mass vaccination allowed the
nation to minimize mobility restrictions.

2. Invested a large sum of financial resources to mitigate the economic
Strengths impacts.

3. Early removal of pandemic-related restrictions allowed the society to
resume normal activities early.

4. Maintained low unemployment rates in 2021 and 2022.

1. Social-political division across states resulted in contradictory
pandemic control policies.

2. Slow response during the first few months of the pandemic, coupled
Weaknesses with rampant misinformation and disinformation, leads to very high
COVID-19 fatalities, and resulted in the highest cumulative COVID-19
deaths per million.

3. Suffered from intense disinformation and misinformation

Taiwan

US.A.

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,’

“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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