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“Human behaviour has been critical in shaping the COVID-19 pandemic, and the 

actions of individuals, groups, nation states and international bodies all have a role to 
play in curbing its spread. This means that insights from behavioural, social and 

health sciences are and will continue to be invaluable throughout the course of the 
pandemic”1. 

 
 

Introduction 
 
This Briefing describes key research and proposed actions for the future. Starting 
with the ‘Independent Panel’ co-led by the Rt. Hon Helen Clark (from New Zealand 
and former United Nations Development Programme Administrator ) and 
Ellen Johnson Sirleaf (Former President of Liberia and Africa's first elected female 
head of state; Nobel Peace Laureate) who emphasise the gravity and urgency of 
actions to prevent a pandemic happening again2.  
 
Secondly, we share ‘A scoping review of international policy responses to mental 
health recovery during the COVID-19 pandemic’ which focuses on what countries 
have done and can do to assist the mental health of populations. Thirdly, a recent  
G20 report that focuses on mental health and outlines urgent actions needed, and 
recommends involving Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) and private 
agencies in collaborative efforts. 
 
 

The Independent Panel for Pandemic Preparedness & Response: 
COVID-19: Make it the Last Pandemic 
 
May 2021 

 
Recognising the social and economic crisis precipitated by COVID-19, in May 2020 
the World Health Assembly3 requested the Director-General of WHO to initiate an 
impartial, independent, and comprehensive review of the international health 

 
1 https://www.nature.com/collections/gdjdibibfg 
 
2 https://theindependentpanel.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/COVID-19-Make-it-the-Last-

Pandemic_final.pdf 
 
3 https://apps.who.int/gb/ebwha/pdf_files/WHA73/A73_R1-en.pdf 
 

https://www.nature.com/collections/gdjdibibfg
https://theindependentpanel.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/COVID-19-Make-it-the-Last-Pandemic_final.pdf
https://theindependentpanel.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/COVID-19-Make-it-the-Last-Pandemic_final.pdf
https://apps.who.int/gb/ebwha/pdf_files/WHA73/A73_R1-en.pdf
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response to COVID-19 and of experiences gained and lessons learned from that, 
and to make recommendations to improve capacities for the future.  
 
The Director-General asked H.E. Ellen Johnson Sirleaf and the Rt Hon. Helen Clark 
to convene an independent panel for this purpose and to report to the World Health 
Assembly in May 2021. 
 
“The  Covid pandemic should serve as ‘Chernobyl moment’ for global health reform, 

international experts say.4 

 
This report outlines the key issues and makes it clear what actions need to be done, 
when, and whose responsibility this should be. 
 
The Panel’s recommendations follow from their analysis of what they believe went 
wrong at each stage of the pandemic, in preparedness, surveillance and alert and 
early and sustained response and from our view of the leadership required to 
transform the system.  
 
They recommend a need for:  
 

• Stronger leadership and better coordination at national, regional and 
international level, including a more focused and independent WHO, a 
Pandemic Treaty, and a senior Global Health Threats Council.  

• investment in preparedness now, and not when the next crisis hits, more 
accurate measurement of it, and accountability mechanisms to spur action; 

• an improved system for surveillance and alert at a speed that can combat 
viruses like SARS-CoV-2, and authority given to WHO to publish information 
and to dispatch expert missions immediately;  

• a pre-negotiated platform able to produce vaccines, diagnostics, therapeutics 
and supplies and secure their rapid and equitable delivery as essential global 
common goods;  

• access to financial resources, both for investments in preparedness and to be 
able to inject funds immediately at the onset of a potential pandemic.  

 
“The Panel urged world leaders and heads of international and regional 

organizations to “urgently accept their responsibility to transform 
the way in which the world prepares for and responds to global health threats, 

asking, “If not now, then when?” 
 
The Panel also describes the need for action to be taken to secure the future by : 
elevating political leadership for global health to the highest levels to ensure 
leadership, financing and accountability. This includes creating a new agency: the 
Global Health Threats Council (the Council) focused on  high level political 
leadership and attention to sustainable pandemic prevention, preparedness and 
response 
 
The panel also recommends a renewed focus on and strengthening of the authority 
and financing of WHO. 

 
4 Independent Panel Op. cit. 
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https://theindependentpanel.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/COVID-19-Make-it-the-
Last-Pandemic_final.pdf 
 
 

Health Research Policy and Systems: A scoping review of 
international policy responses to mental health recovery during the 
COVID-19 pandemic 
 
April 2021 
 
The COVID-19 pandemic has affected people’s physical and mental health. 
Quarantine and other lockdown measures have altered people’s daily lives; levels of 
anxiety, depression, substance use, self-harm and suicide ideation have increased.  
 
The social determinants of mental health are well established. Pre-COVID there was 
inequality in the allocation of funding to mental health services, typically receiving 
less funding than physical healthcare; for example 15% in France to 0.05% in the 
US; and, an average of 2% across other countries5. 
 
This commentary assesses how international governments, agencies and 
organisations are responding to the challenge of the mental health impact of COVID-
19 with the aim of informing the ongoing policy and service responses needed in the 
immediate and longer term.  
 
It identifies some of the key themes emerging from the literature, recognises at-risk 
populations and highlights opportunities for innovation within mental health services, 
focusing on the published academic literature, international health ministry websites 
and other relevant international organisations beyond the United Kingdom and 
Ireland. . 
 
Key themes emerging are: 
 
Tackling the social determinants of health through new ways of working 
including: 

• Digital healthcare 

• Building stronger communities 

• Co-production and lived experience 

• Improving data quality and modelling 

• Increasing physical activity 

• Re-evaluating key workers and ‘re-productive work’ 

• Focus on prevention, promotion and help-seeking 
 

 
5 https://health-policy-systems.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12961-020-00652-3 
 
 
 
 

https://theindependentpanel.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/COVID-19-Make-it-the-Last-Pandemic_final.pdf
https://theindependentpanel.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/COVID-19-Make-it-the-Last-Pandemic_final.pdf
https://health-policy-systems.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12961-020-00652-3
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Focusing on at-risk Groups 

• Key at-risk groups include ethnic minorities, people with disabilities, single 
parents, people with pre-existing mental health problems, LGBT+, victims of 
abuse and people living in poverty and unemployment.  

• Ethnic minorities have been disproportionately affected by COVID-19 and are 
at increased risk of death. 

• Many groups had complex health needs prior to the pandemic and COVID-19 
has restricted their access to healthcare and other essential services.  

• There are concerns too that children and young people will have been 
particularly negatively affected; it will be an important priority to restore 
children’s sense of security, emotional stability and opportunities for positive 
development 

 
https://health-policy-systems.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12961-020-
00652-3 
 
 

G20: Addressing mental health needs during the Covid-19 
pandemic and beyond 
 
December 2020 
 

“The importance of addressing psychological distress and mental health 
disturbances in the population cannot be overemphasized. We urge G20 leaders to 
consider incorporating mental health into COVID-19 responses as a major public 

health imperative to ensure recovery, and optimal health and safety of the society”6. 
 
The G20 has concluded that  mental health and psychosocial aspects are typically 
absent in response to pandemics and crises. In this policy brief, they explain the 
impact of ignoring mental health needs during the COVID-19 pandemic and propose 

crucial actions to be immediately considered. They include: 

 
1. Recognizing the need for embedding mental health in Emergency Preparedness 

Response within the health system. 
 
2. In-state mental health support mechanisms for healthcare teams working to 

provide care during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
 

3. Developing an evidence base for mental health during and after pandemics. 
 
https://www.g20-insights.org/policy_briefs/addressing-mental-health-needs-during-
the-covid-19-pandemic-and-beyond/ 
 

 
6 https://www.g20-insights.org/policy_briefs/addressing-mental-health-needs-during-the-covid-19-
pandemic-and-beyond/ 
 

https://health-policy-systems.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12961-020-00652-3
https://health-policy-systems.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12961-020-00652-3
https://www.g20-insights.org/policy_briefs/addressing-mental-health-needs-during-the-covid-19-pandemic-and-beyond/
https://www.g20-insights.org/policy_briefs/addressing-mental-health-needs-during-the-covid-19-pandemic-and-beyond/
https://www.g20-insights.org/policy_briefs/addressing-mental-health-needs-during-the-covid-19-pandemic-and-beyond/
https://www.g20-insights.org/policy_briefs/addressing-mental-health-needs-during-the-covid-19-pandemic-and-beyond/
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