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Today, we face an era of multiple and 
compounding crises that threaten the sta-
bility and well-being of nations and their 
populations. The confluence of the CO-
VID-19 pandemic, violent conflicts, 
and the climate crisis have generated 
what is commonly referred to as the “3 
C’s”.1 This multiple crises scenario, also 
defined as “polycrisis”, presents a com-
plex and interrelated set of challenges, 
particularly for low- and middle-income 
countries (LMICs), which often bear the 
brunt of these crises due to their lack of 
resources and their many vulnerabilities.2 

Consequently, while differing in nature, 

magnitude, and consequences, the 3 C’s - 
along with other ongoing crises - have the 
potential to cause local, national and even 
global economic downturns, increasing 
poverty rates and inequalities, along with 
multiple others worrisome consequences.3 

As summarized in Figure 1, economic 
downturns resulting from the 3C’s can di-
rectly and indirectly affect a wide range of 
health outcomes in LMICs dispropor-
tionally impacting the poorest com-
munities, which are structurally less 
resilient than the average population.4  
Some of the most affected health outcomes 
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include mental health impacts (e.g. de-
pression and suicide), child and maternal 
health risks (e.g. malnutrition, perinatal 
care access), unhealthy behaviours (e.g. 

alcohol and drug abuse), and increased 
poverty-related diseases (e.g. malaria, 
HIV/AIDS).5,6

Therefore, in times of economic uncer-
tainty, and to safeguard the population’s 
health, an equitable preparedness stra-
tegy must prioritize interventions 
that respond to the underlying deter-
minants of health and ensure that the 
most vulnerable members of society 
are protected from suffering econo-
mic shocks. These strategies could be 
based on ensuring the readiness of short-
term mitigation interventions or promo-
ting long-term structural resilience. 

This policy brief focuses mainly on the 
short-term mitigation strategies 
which should be based on two pillars: 
the strengthening of health systems, 

and the expansion of social protec-
tion policies. Ultimately, these interven-
tions will also help enhance the long-term 
structural resilience of the states.8,9   

In this regard, ISGlobal Preparedness, 
Response, Recovery and Resilience 
(PR3)10  model, based on the all-hazards 
perspective, combines the different sta-
ges for an efficient preparedness and res-
ponse framework for public health crises, 
including economic turmoils. The strate-
gies being detailed in this document will 
be of use during the response to other ty-
pes of crises that can have an impact on 
the most vulnerable citizens.

5 Li Y, Couto R de M, Pelissari DM, et al. (2022), Excess tuberculosis cases and deaths following an economic recession in Brazil: an analysis of nationally representative disease 
registry data. Lancet Glob Health; 10: e1463–72.

6 Backhaus I, Hoven H, Di Tecco C, et al. (2022, Apr 4), Economic change, and population health: lessons learnt from an umbrella review on the Great Recession. BMJ 
Open;12(4):e060710.

7 United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), United States Agency for International Development (USAID), World Health Organization (WHO), United States Agency for 
International Development Advancing Nutrition (USAID Advancing Nutrition). (2022), Multi-sectoral Impacts of the COVID-19 Pandemic on Nutrition Outcomes: An Ana-
lytical Framework. New York.

8 Hone T, Mirelman AJ, Rasella D, et al. (2019), Effect of economic recession and impact of health and social protection expenditures on adult mortality: a longitudinal analysis 
of 5565 Brazilian municipalities; Lancet Glob Health, 2019; 7: e1575–83.

9 Rasella D, Basu S, Hone T, et al. (2018), Child morbidity and mortality associated with alternative policy responses to the economic crisis in Brazil: A nationwide microsimulation 
study. PLOS Med, 2018; 15: e1002570.

10 ISGlobal. (2021), How can we be better prepared for the next public health crisis? Lessons learned from the COVID-19 pandemic. https://www.isglobal.org/en/-/how-can-we-
be-better-prepared-for-the-next-public-health-crisis-lessons-learned-from-the-covid-19-pandemic. 

Figure 1. The 3C’s “Polycrisis Era” conceptual framework based on a framework by 
the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF). 7 
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12 Levin-Zamir D, Sorensen K, Su TT, et al. (2021), Health promotion preparedness for health crises - a ‘must’ or ‘nice to have’? Case studies and global lessons learned from the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Glob Health Promot, 2021; 27–37.

13 AbouZahr C, Boerma T. (2005 Sep 22), Health information systems: the foundations of public health. Bull World Health Organ. 2005 Aug;83(8):578-83. 

14 Kickbusch I, Reddy KS. (2015), Global health governance – the next political revolution. Public Health, 2015; 129: 838–42.

The COVID-19 pandemic showed signi-
ficant gaps in health systems around the 
world, particularly in public health and 
primary healthcare. The need for a more 
prepared financing approach to bridge 
the gap between health system invest-
ment needs and the challenge of domes-
tic funding is very clear. In addition, as a 
means to achieve responsive and resilient 
health systems to face future global cri-
ses, it is important to shift “health” from 
a narrow focus on healthcare services to 
a more comprehensive approach that ad-
dresses the importance of primary care, 
the impact of the social determinants of 
health, and the need for a global health 
partnership perspective.

Several key strategies can be implemen-
ted to achieve these goals:

1. Strengthen Primary Health 
Care
Primary care is one of the 
foundations of an effective 

health system. It focuses on pro-
viding accessible, person-centered, and 
holistic care that addresses a wide range of 
health needs, including prevention, early 
detection, treatment, and management of 
common illnesses. Studies suggest that pri-
mary health care (PHC) can have an im-
portant mitigating effect during economic 
crises.8,11 For instance, a study made by Ra-
sella D et al. showed that under a possible 
austerity scenario, ending the Mais Médicos 
programme (MMP) - an intervention to in-
crease primary care doctors in underser-
ved areas in Brazil- would imply an excess 
8.60% in the mortality rates by 2030.11 

2. Emphasize prevention 
and promotion of health 

Implement population-le-
vel interventions to promo-

te healthy behaviors, including enabling 
healthy environments and supporting 
health literacy and awareness programs.12 

3. Strengthen health 
information systems 
Establishing robust health 

information systems is cru-
cial for capturing data on health determi-
nants, health outcomes, and healthcare 
utilization. This enables evidence-infor-
med decision-making, monitoring of po-
pulation health trends, and evaluation of 
interventions crucial to help mitigate the 
effects of economic crises over population 
health. The Health Metrics Network, by the 
World Health Organization (WHO), is a 
global collaboration in the making, inten-
ded to help bring solutions for the resi-
lient maintenance of health information 
systems in those countries most in need.13

4. Strengthen governance 
and leadership
Effective governance and 

leadership are critical for 
driving structural change in 

health systems. LMICs need to esta-
blish robust policies and regulations that 
prioritize primary care, respond to social 
determinants of health, and foster poli-
tical leadership to facilitate the transi-
tion towards a more holistic approach 
to health during economic turmoils. In 
this line, social sciences have approached 
gridlocks in multilateral cooperation as 
potential opportunities for health gover-
nance development. Political leaders can 
use the institutional fragmentation and 
multipolarity found in multilateral coo-
peration to generate an environment of 
continuous learning and feedback, that 
ultimately helps shaping a more compre-
hensive, innovative, and resilient health 
governance system.14

Strengthening Health 
Systems

“Prioritize primary 
healthcare 
services, 
intersectoral 
and international 
collaborations 
focusing on social, 
commercial, and 
environmental 
determinants of 
health, robust 
health information 
systems, and 
effective 
governance is 
vital for building 
healthcare 
systems capable 
of addressing 
global economic 
crises. This will 
ensure equitable 
access, responsive 
services, and 
improved health 
outcomes for all.”

1.
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5. Enhance intersectoral 
and international 
collaborations

Recognizing that health 
outcomes are influenced by fac-

tors beyond healthcare, fostering collabo-
ration among various sectors is essential. 
For example, by bringing together allian-
ces from different local and international 
governments, academia, research institu-
tions, private sector, NGOs, and commu-
nity stakeholders in developing policies 
and programs related to health outcomes 
linked to economic shocks.15

6. Promote financial 
mechanisms that ensure 
the adequacy of funding

On June 2023, three multi-
lateral development banks and the World 
Health Organization (WHO) launched 
the Health Impact Investment Platform 
(HIIP) during the annual Health20 
(H20) Summit.16,17 This platform serves 
as an excellent example of how interna-
tional collaborations can support LMICs 
in developing more responsive and resi-
lient PHC services (via grants and con-
cessional loans), and ultimately, ensure 
LMICs are better prepared to withstand 
future economic crises and safeguard 
their communities. 

15 Arslan A, Golgeci I, Khan Z, et al. (2020), Adaptive learning in cross-sector collaboration during global emergency: conceptual insights in the context of COVID-19 pandemic. 
Multinatl Bus Rev 2020; 29: 21–42.

16 Multilateral development banks and WHO launch new investment platform to strengthen primary health care services. Health Policy Watch. 2023 Jun 23 https://healthpoli-
cy-watch.news/development-banks-unite-to-boost-primary-health-care-financing/

17 H20 Annual Summit. (2023), H20 Annual Summit | News. https://h20annualsummit.com/news/

18 Hillier-Brown F, Thomson K, Mcgowan V, et al. (2019), The effects of social protection policies on health inequalities: Evidence from systematic reviews. Scand J Public Health 
2019; 47: 655–65.

19 Qiu M, Jessani N, Bennett S. (2018), Identifying health policy and systems research priorities for the sustainable development goals: social protection for health. Int J Equity 
Health 2018; 17: 155.

20 ILO. (2021), World Social Protection Report 2020–22: Social protection at the crossroads ‒ in pursuit of a better future International Labour Office – Geneva. (377p.)  
https://www.ilo.org/global/research/global-reports/world-social-security-report/2020-22/lang--en/index.htm 

There is consolidated evidence about the 
impact of social protection interventions 
on enhancing health and mitigating eco-
nomic downturns in the population, es-
pecially among the poorest individuals. 
To ensure social protection funds, gover-
nments should strive to find the optimal 
balance of financing and policy options 
with regard to the preparedness, resi-
lience, and social responsiveness of their 
national contexts.18,19 According to the 
International Labor Organization (ILO), 
options for expanding the funding on so-
cial protection in LMICs include incre-
asing revenue from national taxes and 
social security contributions, improving 
the efficiency and progressivity of the do-
mestic taxation system, and greater inter-

national cooperation on tax matters.20 

In addition, several steps can be conside-
red by the states to ensure the effective 
implementation and response of key so-
cial protection strategies in the event of 
future economic crises:

1. Constant monitoring and assessment 
of national social 

protection mechanisms
Governments should un-

derstand, evaluate, and 
provide the basic services of 

their national social protection system 
according to their context needs. Firstly, 
by ensuring the ongoing social protec-
tion interventions are effectively reaching 
their target population. Secondly, by 

Invest in Social  
Protection  Strategies

“Investing in Social 
Protection system 
preparedness lead 
to improvements 
in maternal and 
child mortality 
reduction, 
provides a front-
line responsive 
tool against 
economic shocks, 
and fosters 
overall health 
and economic 
resilience among 
the population.”

2.
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measuring the real impact and effective-
ness of those interventions.21,22 

2. Building on existing 
social protection 
programs that are 

effective, well-targeted, 
and easily scalable

For instance, cash transfers have been 
demonstrated to be a very successful so-
cial protection strategy in mitigating the 
adverse socioeconomic and health con-

sequences of economic crises.8,9 Particu-
larly during crises, these social assistance 
programs can reach many poor house-
holds who hold informal jobs and will not 
be covered otherwise by its job retention 
schemes. In addition, these cash benefits 
could be made temporarily more gene-
rous to prevent less in-need households 
from an economic shock, as seen below 
in Figure 2. during the strike of the CO-
VID-19 crises.10,20,21

3. Involve local 
governments and non-
state institutions

Any realistic social protec-
tion response should involve local stake-
holders and governments, as well as a 
range of non-state actors, like local and 
international NGOs, to help collect infor-
mation on the real-time unmet needs of 
their population and the effective delivery 
of targeted assistance.20,22

4. Foster gender equality 
structurally to generate 
long-term resilience

In-kind or cash transfers 
targeting women can improve their em-
powerment and decision-making within 
the household. In addition, transfer pro-
grams conditioned to school attendance 
can help in reducing child labor and early 
marriage; in an economic crisis or displa-
cement situation, this could help reduce 
gender-based violence and related health 
outcomes.20,23

21 Gerard F, Imbert C, Orkin K. (2020), Social protection response to the COVID-19 crisis: options for developing countries. Oxford Review of Economic Policy. 2020;36. 
(Supplement_1): S281-S296.

22 Aransiola TJ, Ordoñez JA, Cavalcanti D, et al. (2022), The Comprehensive Health Impact of Cash Transfers, Social Pensions and Primary Care in Brazil: An Integrated Eval-
uation and Forecasting Analysis to Mitigate the Effects of the COVID19-Related Economic Crisis [Internet]. SSRN Preprints with The Lancet. 2022. https://papers.ssrn.com/
sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=4133606

23 R. K. Radhakrishnan, E. E. de Wit, Vandana Gopikumar, et al. (2022), Social Mobility of Rohingya Women in a Small Refugee Camp in Chennai, India: A Case Study. Journal 
of Immigrant & Refugee Studies 0:0, pages 1-14.

Figure 2. Social Protection mitigation strategies during COVID-19 economic crises. 
Examples of 6 LMICs given by ILO 2020-22 report. 20 

COVID-19  
Social 
Protection 
mitigation 
strategies  
in 6 LMICs 

1. Bahrain Doubled its disability pension and access to social 
services for people with disabilities.

2. Jordan Prevented job losses and extended its unemployment 
benefits to workers from crisis affected sectors that lost or 
were at risk of losing their jobs.

3. Mongolia Increased the value of its monthly child and family benefits 
for six months.

4. Somalia The country launched the Baxnaano programme to 
provide cash transfers to 1.2 million people.

5. Thailand Extended its financial protection against health expenses 
to both nationals and legal residents by granting free 
of charge treatment for COVID-19 patients at public and 
private hospitals .

6. Togo Implemented their three-month cash transfer programme 
“Novissi”– via a phone app – to financially protect 
informal workers, reaching over half a million workers 
within a month.

https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=4133606
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=4133606
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5. Consider the adoption 
of digital financial 

services 
As seen with the COVID-19 pandemic, 
an economic crisis calls for a fast and 
effective response from the states to mi-
tigate its effects on the population. Here, 

the challenge of making massive pa-
youts to the target beneficiaries highlight 
the existing disparities in the “payment 
ecosystems” between countries. Advan-
cing on the implementation of digital 
technologies to speed-up cash transfers 
to those most in-need could help make a 
difference in the mitigation of health and 
economic risks.20,24 

24 Rutkowski M, Garcia Mora A, Bull GL, et al. (2020), Responding to crisis with digital payments for social protection: Short-term measures with long-term benefits. World Bank 
Blogs. 2020. https://blogs.worldbank.org/voices/responding-crisis-digital-payments-social-protection-short-term-measures-long-term-benefits

Brazil’s Comprehensive Cash Transfers, Social Pensions, 
and Primary Health Care as a Mitigation Strategy for the Health Im-
pact of Multiple Crises
Over the last years, Brazil implemented some of the world’s largest social protec-
tion programs, including Conditional Cash Transfers (CCT), Social Pensions (SP), and 
Primary Health Care (PHC). Their potential to mitigate the adverse health effects of a 
potential economic crisis resulting from a poly-crisis scenario was evaluated for the 
period 2004-2019. Results showed that consolidated coverages of CCT, PHC, and 
SP were responsible for overall mortality reductions of 6%, 7%, and 8% -respec-
tively. In addition, these programs had even stronger effects on under-five child 
mortality, with a 13%, 10%, and 16% reduction respectively. The study concluded that, 
in a scenario of moderate economic crisis, implementing a mitigation strategy that 
increases the coverage of CCT, PHC, and SP to fully cover the “new poor” could pre-
vent more than 700,000 deaths and 10 million hospitalizations by 2030 if compared 
with baseline scenarios; and more than 1.4 million deaths and 15 million hospitaliza-
tions, if compared with fiscal austerity scenarios. The study strongly encouraged de-
cision-makers to consider mechanisms that allow the expansion of social protection 
interventions during economic downturns and avoid applying fiscal austerity mea-
sures that compromise their coverage and effectivenes.22

Figure 3. Example of mechanisms linking the Social Pension Program, the Cash 
Transfers Bolsa Familia Program, and the Primary Care Family Health Strategy to 
health outcomes. 22 
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Conclusions and 
Recommendations

“In the face of 
the “Polycrisis 
Era”, all countries, 
particularly LMICs, 
should consider 
prioritizing the 
strengthening of 
their healthcare 
and social 
protection 
systems to 
anticipate and 
mitigate the 
adverse health 
consequences 
of future 
economic crises 
in the population, 
especially, among 
those most 
vulnerable.”

3.
The current scenario of poly-crisis and its 
related economic downturns, including 
the potentially incumbent global econo-
mic recession, requires that all countries, 
and in particular LMICs, are prepared 
to strengthen their health systems 
and social protection programs to 
mitigate the adverse health impact of 
economic shocks, especially on their 
most vulnerable individuals.

While during economic crises one of the 
most common political responses, espe-
cially in LMICs, is to introduce measures 
of fiscal austerity to reduce national debt, 
their effects could be extremely detrimen-
tal to the health of the population. There-
fore, austerity policies should be avoided 
or, if not possible, they should be done 
without compromising healthcare and so-
cial protection coverage and interventions 
for the most vulnerable populations.20,22,25  

In particular, to anticipate and minimize 
the adverse effects of economic crises, go-
vernments should consider:

1. Monitor timely and efficient indicators 
of socioeconomic vulnerability in their po-
pulations, particularly, among the poorest.

2. Consolidate the effective coverage of 
social protection interventions. Anticipate 
the occurrence of economic downturns, 
by designing preparedness mechanisms 
that allow the prompt expansion of new 
or already ongoing programs to mitigate 
and cover the “new poor”.

3. Develop social protection strategies that 
combine short-term poverty relief inter-
ventions with education and professional 
training, to promote structural resilience 
among those economically deprived. 

4. Strengthen healthcare system compo-
nents linked to social determinants, preven-
tion, and promotion of health. Particularly, 
interventions targeting the most vulnerable.

5. Achieve and consolidate effective and 
universal coverage of primary health care 
by building adequate financial mecha-
nisms and partnership agreements that 
allow the prompt assistance of increased 
poverty-related diseases, morbidity, and 
mortality during economic shocks.

6. Protect the population, especially the 
most vulnerable, from health-related out-
of-pocket catastrophic costs, by guaran-
teeing free-of-charge economic access to 
essential healthcare services, or by provi-
ding economic assistance if needed (e.g. 
free-of-charge, or very low cost, prescrip-
tion drugs for those most in need).

25 Stubbs T, Kentikelenis A, Gabor D, et al. (2023), The return of austerity imperils global health. BMJ Glob Health 2023; 8: e011620.
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