
DEMOCRACY AND HEALTH

Preparing democracies for pandemics
Tackling inequalities is essential for justice, security, and preparedness
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The coronavirus pandemic is not an advertisement
for the health effects of democracy. Several
democracies—such as New Zealand, South Korea,
Germany, and Uruguay—acted quickly to contain
SARS-CoV-2, yetmanyothers—includingBrazil, India,
the UK, and the US—struggled to respond. As of
October 2020, nine of the 10 nations with the highest
cumulative cases of covid-19 were democracies.1

Health challenges
The mixed performance of democracies represents a
departure from their success in confronting other
health challenges, relative to other forms of
governments. Over the past 25 years, many studies
identified links between democracy and lower death
rates in infants and children younger than 5 years,
and with longer life expectancy at birth.2 Recent
research found that democracy is associated with
longer adult life expectancy at age 15 and lower
mortality from causes such as cardiovascular disease
and transport injuries, which are less well targeted
by foreign aid and depend on a robust healthcare
infrastructure.3

Indeed, BMJ’s new collection on democracy and
health includes a study that concludes that countries
in which democracy is being eroded have made less
progress onuniversal health coverage andhadhigher
out-of-pocket spending per head than would have
occurred without this autocratisation.4

The standard explanation for the health effects of
democracies is that regular, free, and fair elections
offer governments a greater incentive than
autocracies to provide health promoting resources
and services to the wider population.5 Yet, a survey
of voters in India, the UK, and the US finds that
respondents did not blame their governments for the
spread of covid-19, even though most considered the
government somewhat responsible for health
generally.6

Another explanation for the linkbetweendemocracy
and health is greater freedom of expression.
Democracies are more open to feedback from a broad
range of interest groups, more protective of media
freedom, and probably more willing to use that
feedback to extend and improve effective essential
health services. Yet,Wilson andWisongye found that
social media disinformation campaigns exploit the
openness of democracies, erode their health benefits,
and contribute to increasing vaccine hesitancy and
declining vaccination rates.7Similar disinformation
campaigns have targeted lockdowns, mask wearing,
and other non-pharmaceutical interventions in this
pandemic.8

In a period of scientific uncertainty about a novel
virus, strategies had to be implemented with speed
andadapted, sometimes several times. Fewcountries
hadplannedor prepared the public for the possibility
of an extended restriction of personal freedoms in a
pandemic. Governments and leaders that have been
unable to encourage public trust and social solidarity
have struggled. As Prah Ruger notes, a responsive
government elected by a free and fair process is not
enough in a pandemic: “Just structures that foster
security and express care and compassion are
essential.”9

Social solidarity
But the issues go beyond individual freedom to social
solidarity. As the pandemic highlights societal
inequalities, questions of legitimacy and lack of trust
arise in relation to a political system that allows such
disparities to fester over decades. Wealthy countries
like Switzerland, Germany, and the Nordic welfare
states have provided for their citizens, keeping
unemployment and poverty at bay, unlike countries
inwhich social protectionshavenever recovered from
austerity measures after the 2008 financial crisis.10

Democracy remains thepreferred formof government
worldwide, but measures are needed to better
“pandemic proof” this political system.11 In some
countries, concern is increasing about parliaments
being sidelined indecisionmaking.12 Easier and safer
channels for voting, whether by mail or online, are
aprerequisite for accountability of democratic leaders
in a pandemic.13 14

Most seriously, the pandemic is an entry point for
autocratic governments to change lawsand introduce
restrictions. Populism and nationalism feed off the
threat of the virus and question the reliability of
science and information.

Little empirical support exists for a single
characteristic of government or society—whether
women leaders, populism, more equal economies,
or universal health coverage—ensuring better
performance in a future pandemic.15 16 German
Chancellor Angela Merkel, in her television address
on 19 March 2020, emphasised that she spoke as the
head of a democracy in which citizens “do not live
by coercion, but by shared knowledge and
participation.”17

This vision of democracy works in a crisis only if it is
promoted in normal times. Freedom, democratic
constitutionalism, and a democratic way of life do
not come without effort. The pandemic reminds us
that personal responsibility and private initiative
thrive only if we mutually recognise each other as
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free and equal and protect each other against existential risks.18

Sustained investment
Government trust and social protections require sustained
investment in civil society, scientific literacy, public education on
the role of science in policy making, and adequate representation
of public health specialists and regulators in decision making.
Corporate standards on disinformation must be established to
promote adequate self-regulation by social media companies. If
these investments are first made during a pandemic, it will be too
late.

As Dhatt and colleagues argue, the need for representative
participation in health decision making extends to global health
generally.19 Bolstering access to primary health coverage and social
safety protections will achieve better, more equitable outcomes in
future pandemics.20 21 The health of vulnerable and marginalised
groups must be regularly monitored and reported transparently.

The most important lessons from this pandemic are less about the
coronavirus itself but what it has revealed about the political
systems that have responded to it. Democratic government must
begin the hard task of responding to those lessons before the next
pandemic threat arises, which it inevitably will.
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