
Breaking the inequality–pandemic cycle
Building true health security in a global age



Inequality 
Within countries across multiple dimensions 
Between countries in access to finance and 

technology

Inequality disables effective pandemic response

Pandemics
Outbreaks are more likely to become pandemics 

Pandemics are longer, deadlier and more 
economically disruptive

Pandemics increase inequality between people 
and between countries

The 
inequality–
pandemic 
cycle



The social 
determinants of 

pandemics

Inequalities in the 
global financial 

architecture

Silos undermine 
effectiveness, 

trust and 
mobilization of 
communities

Unequal access to 
pandemic science 
and technologies

Inequality drivers of the cycle



Inequalities WITHIN 
countries

The social 
determinants of 

pandemics

Silos undermine 
effectiveness, trust 
and mobilization of 

communities



Addressing the social determinants of pandemics

Recommendation to break the 
inequality-pandemic cycle
Invest in the social determinants of 
health and use social protection 
mechanisms to reduce socioeconomic 
and health inequalities and build 
societal resilience in order to prepare 
for, and respond to, pandemics

Inequality in power, 
money and resources; 
racism and structural 
discrimination and 
criminalization

Social 
determinants like 
education and 
housing make 
populations more 
or less healthy and 
resilient

Inequalities in 
the social 
determinants 
enable 
outbreaks to 
thrive and grow 
while 
undermining 
response

Outbreaks hit some 
populations 
disproportionately,  
exacerbating 
socioeconomic 
and health 
inequalities

Pandemic 
responses are 
overly limited to 
healthcare 
systems and miss 
key social, 
economic, and 
political drivers



Multisectoral and community-led responses to increase 
efficacy, trust and inequality-responsiveness

Recommendation to break the 
inequality-pandemic cycle
Build greater trust, equality, and efficiency 
in pandemic response by investing in 
multi-sectoral response and community-
led pandemic infrastructure in partnership 
with government

Health services 
alone often cannot 
reach the most 
vulnerable or 
address the social 
determinants of 
pandemics

Low trust in 
institutions by 
those most 
affected

Insufficient action 
by sectors outside 
health to address 
the inequalities 
fueling the 
pandemic

Strong efforts to 
prevent and fight 
pandemics are 
disabled by  
contexts of high 
and rising 
inequality



BETWEEN country 
inequalities and the impact 
of pandemics

Inequalities in the 
global financial 

architecture

Unequal access to 
pandemic science 
and technologies



Interrupting international economic inequalities

Recommendation to break the 
inequality-pandemic cycle
Remove the debt and financing 
financial barriers in the global 
economic order to allow all countries 
sufficient fiscal capacity to address 
the inequalities driving pandemics

High rates of debt and 
low revenue 
collection among 
some countries

Insufficient fiscal 
space in those 
countries

Inability to 
address the 
social and 
medical 
determinants of 
pandemics in 
some 
countries, 
leaving these 
countries ill 
prepared

When pandemics 
hit, lack of "surge" 
capacity for 
effective and 
equitable 
pandemic 
response.

Lack of capacity in 
some countries 
allows pathogens 
to spread globally



Speeding access to pandemic science and technologies

Recommendation to break the 
inequality-pandemic cycle
Build local and regional production 
alongside a new governance of research & 
development capable of ensuring the 
sharing of technology as public goods 
needed to stop pandemics

Breakthrough 
pandemic science

Limited supply 
of innovative 
medicines, 
vaccines, and 
diagnostics

High prices and 
global 
competition 
over doses

Slow and 
inequitable roll out 
of scientific 
breakthroughs Avoidable spread 

of viruses, variants, 
resistance, and 
mortality



Inequality harms health: pandemics and their social determinants
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