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Fig 1| Anillustration of steps to achieving successful containment by using public health interventions built on trust and community engagement coupled with

will, health system preparedness, and receptiveness to scientific inputs

Countries need to implement all three categories of public health
interventions comprehensively, with support measures for
increasing capacity and mitigating the socioeconomic repercussions.
Countries successful in containment implemented intensive
population based interventions, such as multiple national or
subnational lockdowns to curb community transmission. They
delivered a range of socioeconomic support to provide safety nets
for affected and vulnerable populations and quickly introduced
measures to identify, trace, and isolate cases in communities and
at borders. To ensure these measures could be delivered
comprehensively and stringently, these countries made efforts to
increase public health capacity and strengthen border control as
the pandemic escalated. Support packages also improved the
effectiveness of case based interventions like isolation. In the US,
for example, provision of food deliveries and additional financial
support to those in isolation was found to enhance compliance.3”
Countries that opted for mitigation or suppression focused on
population based interventions, but they often sidelined or were
hesitant towards case based and border control measures—most of
these countries delayed efforts to increase public health capacity,
suspended contact tracing, and maintained relaxed border control.

Successful containment is underpinned by the public’s trust in
policy makers and the government. Effective community
engagement, achieved through strong community leadership and
coordination, was fundamental to Ebola responses, leading to
increased trust in health authorities.3® “4° During the covid-19
pandemic, New Zealanders trusted and supported the interventions
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implemented by their government, resulting in high compliance
initially, which declined over time owing to fatigue and
complacency.*! To maintain adherence, two way community
engagement through a whole-of-society approach ensures that all
stakeholders understand the rationale for tightening or sustaining
measures. Notably, trust and community engagement are integral
when technology is involved in contact tracing. The US and UK
faced challenges in their populations’ trust in the government’s
data management and privacy regulations, which affected the
uptake of contact tracing applications and thus reduced their
effectiveness.”? 43 By engaging the community and implementing
privacy safeguards, contact tracing applications offer faster tracing
and ringfencing, and is therefore postulated to contribute to
successful containment.*4

Three factors influence strategic choices and the success of
containment. First, strong political will and commitment to tackling
covid-19 prompted immediate actions, multi-sectoral collaboration,
and rapid resource mobilisation through a whole-of-government,
whole-of-society governance approach in successful countries.*>
Second, a country’s response capacity depends on its public health
preparedness.“® The effectiveness of responses depends on the
country having a well maintained public health system to perform
its core functions and manage logistics in emergencies.*” Countries
have been asked to strengthen their preparedness for public health
emergencies by implementing the Global Health Security Agenda
and International Health Regulations.“® But most countries lack
robust preparedness plans and core public health capacities, as
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their public health systems are vastly underfunded and
neglected.”° >° Successful countries drew lessons from past
outbreaks to inform decisions on control measures and adapt their
public health systems quickly.>! The lack thereof, coupled with the
absence of aggressive containment measures, has been documented
to overwhelm health systems, increasing the mortality risks for
patients with covid-19.°° Finally, successful containment is more
likely to be achieved with scientific input. Up to date research
evidence is the foundation for making optimal decisions on control
measures to be implemented or relaxed, but the supply of scientific
evidence does not guarantee its uptake. Hence it is critical to
establish mechanisms to ensure that evidence is incorporated in
policy making. In countries adopting the aggressive containment
strategy, independent expert committees, formed after the
declaration of the pandemic, commonly spearheaded the
formulation of response strategies and took on key advisory roles
in high level policy decision making.

Going forward

As the world proceeds into covid-19 endemicity, aggressive
containment might not be the best way forward. Some, but not all,
countries that permitted controlled spread of the virus (thus
generating higher natural immunity levels) and had robust
vaccination campaigns have been seen to relax public health
interventions and are reopening sooner than countries that used
aggressive containment and have more naive populations that rely
predominantly on the rapid expansion of vaccination coverage.>>>3
Countries that are reopening faster have paid the price in terms of
a higher death toll in the earlier stages.

The containment strategy was arguably intended to provide time
to develop covid-19 treatments and vaccines, to strengthen health
systems, and for informed decision making but not to be a long term
response.3® 54 As we cross the pandemic’s two year mark, a more
sustainable approach that amalgamates acceptable levels of
community transmission and high vaccination rates may be the
best way for countries that have used aggressive containment to
reach a new equilibrium.55 50

Implication of our analysis

Containing community transmission is the optimal strategy for new
emerging infectious hazards and achievable in the absence of
vaccines. Our findings further bolster recent research in favour of
more stringent responses and extends those findings by including
a diverse geographic, sociocultural, and economic sample of
countries to analyse response strategies.?” 3° 3¢ The lessons drawn
from eight countries are useful to guide the development of a
comprehensive response to covid-19 and future pandemics.
Although the development of vaccines has raised the hope of
returning to normal life, relying solely on vaccines to control the
pandemic is uncertain given the inequitable global vaccination
rollout. Implementing the aggressive containment strategy—which
uses public health interventions built on trust and community
engagement coupled with strong political will, health system
preparedness, and receptiveness to scientific inputs—will reduce
the impact on lives and livelihoods, particularly at the earlier stages
of the pandemic. As more countries, including those successful in
containment, transition to covid-19 endemicity, continuing
investments and efforts are needed to reduce inequalities, enhance
health system capacities, and strengthen public health preparedness
in the event of potential emergent strains and waning vaccine
immunities.

Key messages

® Aggressive containment of community transmission is the optimal
strategy in emerging pandemics to save lives and protect the economy
and achievable in the absence of vaccines and treatments

® Successful containment requires countries to take immediate action
in response to emerging outbreaks and clearly define the targets for
relaxing interventions

A comprehensive package of public health interventions needs to be
implemented stringently with support measures for mitigating the
adverse effects and increasing capacity

® Success is underpinned by trust and community engagement and
facilitated by strong political commitment, well prepared public health
systems, and scientific input into policy making

® Aggressive containment might not be sustainable in the long term. A
more sustainable approach which amalgamates acceptable levels of
community transmission and high vaccination rates may be the best
way forward.
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