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A
s the global pandemic entered 
its second year, the UK found 
itself firmly at the wrong end of 
many of international metrics. 

In January, the number of people who died 
with COVID topped 100,000. The economy 
has been seriously damaged. The future 
remains deeply uncertain.

Lessons Learned? 
Britain’s COVID 
Response
The UK has been hit hard by the COVID pandemic. Catherine Haddon 

examines the British government’s response over the past year and 

finds an administration that has often struggled to maintain a clear 

and consistent strategy. 

The past year has seen periods when 
cases and deaths rose rapidly. There have 
been repeated lockdowns, tier systems and 
temporary restrictions. And there has been 
much criticism about what the government 
has got wrong. There will be many chances 
to examine how well prepared the 
government was and the choices it made, 
but already we can draw some conclusions 
– both on what it says about the capability 
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of the current UK government and the wider 
British state, but also what it tells us about 
Boris Johnson as Prime Minister, and the 
strength and weaknesses of his government. 

Many challenges 
COVID has shown the limits of the UK 
state’s resilience in a crisis of this magnitude 
and duration. All public services were in 
some way prepared for a pandemic, but 
preparations were much more focused on 
pandemic influenza, rather than Coronavirus. 
The failures over personal protective 
equipment (PPE) in the early stages came 
about partly because limited stockpiles were 
focused on flu. There was little consideration 
given to the fluid repellent gowns and 
visors necessary to prevent Coronavirus 
transmission. 

COVID also threw up unplanned-for 
challenges, particularly the need for public 
services, like everyone else, to adjust to mass 
social distancing while trying to maintain 
vital services. Cuts to budgets had an impact: 
with GPs and hospitals already struggling to 
meet targets, the pressure of COVID made it 
nigh on impossible to maintain acceptable 
care, leading many to have to reduce 
services and prioritise in the first lockdown. 

The challenges were made harder by 
some of the early mistakes in how central 
government decisions flowed through to 
public services. Some problems resulted 
from poor communication. One of the 
most troubling was how and where the 
fateful decision was made to send elderly 
COVID patients back to care homes; an 
issue an eventual public inquiry is likely to 
focus on. Hospitals also sometimes found 
out about new rules and plans from media 
announcements. Decisions about school 
closures – and reopenings – as well as 
exams, were often made late, amid u-turns 
and poor communication between the 
Department for Education and schools. 

COVID has also tested the government’s 
ability to manage major projects, at scale 
and at high speed. While the threat of a no-
deal Brexit meant that officials and ministers 
had long experience in working across 
departments and thinking through supply 
problems, procurement and coordination, 
government failed to get its test and trace 
system up and running for the crucial early 
months of the crisis. At the beginning of 

April 2020, the Health Secretary announced 
the headline-grabbing commitment to 
manage 100,000 COVID tests a day by the 
end of that month. While this target added 
extra drive, it also distorted efforts to ensure 
test and trace had a clear purpose. As the 
government’s own advisors acknowledged, 
the focus on the target alone meant a 
lot of ‘undirected testing’, which was little 
help in understanding where COVID was 
spreading and what could be done about it. 
The government struggled with a complex 
delivery system, use of private sector labs, 
and the logistics of dealing with all aspects 
of running a comprehensive system. 

Of course, the pandemic response has not 
been the UK government’s alone. COVID has 
also put the UK’s devolved model into sharp 
relief. In the early stages of the crisis, the four 
governments coordinated closely on their 
approach to lockdown regulations, but by the 
summer of 2020 substantial differences were 
appearing: first over opening up, and then 
over locking down again. There are some 
good reasons for divergence – being more 
mindful of local circumstances. But many of 
the differences have been about the overall 
political approach. Scotland and Wales often 
opted for a more cautious approach, staging 
the reopening of pubs and restaurants 
more carefully in the summer, introducing 
‘circuit breaker’ lockdowns last autumn, far 
sooner than in England. The differences 
show up some of the classic problems in 
inter-governmental coordination: in the early 
stages COBR (the UK government’s crisis 
management committee) was used to bring 
ministers from the four nations together, but 
inter-governmental ministerial meetings were 
disbanded in May, with nothing replacing 
them.  

Some successes 
There were also successes that show the 
government working nimbly and proactively. 
The Treasury’s furlough scheme and related 
programmes were developed in just 48 
hours in late March, in the run up to the 
Prime Minister’s announcement for pubs, 
restaurants and other social venues to close, 
and for people to work from home where 
possible. A scheme for the self-employed 
was announced six days later. While there 
were many rough edges, particularly for 
those working for themselves, and ongoing 

COVID has shown 
the limits of the UK 
state’s resilience 
in a crisis of this 
magnitude and 
duration. All public 
services were in 
some way prepared 
for a pandemic, 
but preparations 
were much more 
focused on pandemic 
influenza, rather 
than Coronavirus.

questions about other aspects of economic 
support, the scale and speed of these 
schemes was an enormous success. At the 
heart of it was the clear goal of holding 
job losses at bay, and an overarching 
commitment to do ‘whatever it takes’. It 
showed the agility of the Treasury and the 
boldness of government strategy, after 
having prevaricated on the central question 
of whether to lockdown. 

More recently, government has shown that 
it has learnt the lessons of PPE in its approach 
to vaccine procurement and delivery. This 
was no accident; the vaccination programme 
was a long time in gestation. It involved big 
early commitments – ministers were willing 
to financially back many different vaccine 
developments, sign contracts early and speed 
through, as safely as possible, the approval 
process. Similarly, roll-out of the vaccine, 
overseen by the command and control NHS 
structure, is thus far proving resilient. The 
government also seems to have learnt the 
lessons of test and trace: after some early 
enthusiasm, ministers have largely been 
cautious in how they go about vaccine 
targets. At first sounding very ambitious, their 
milestones now seem likely to be exceeded, 
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at least for the highest priority groups. 
However, they still face challenges ahead, 
including maintaining supply in the face of 
huge international demand, changing course 
if new COVID strains prove resistant to the 
virus and how to think about vaccine roll-out 
diplomatically: the UK cannot vaccinate alone. 

Throughout the COVID response, the 
government also benefited from the 
strengths of some of its support structures, 
particularly access to a premier scientific 
capability, from the hard work of SAGE and 
the many external scientists advising the 
government, to vaccine development and 
genome mapping allowing new variants to 
be quickly identified. The Scientific Advisory 
Group for Emergencies (SAGE) was mobilised 
rapidly in January 2020. Since then, it has 
produced hundreds of reports, improved 
its access to data and stepped up the 
transparency of its work. The government’s 
chief advisors – Chief Medical Officer Chris 
Whitty and Government Chief Scientific 
Advisor Patrick Vallance, as well as several of 
their colleagues – have become household 
names and provided a degree of clarity 
and reassurance in their many appearances 
alongside ministers in press conferences. 
Where the government has struggled is in 
using that advice well, and in incorporating 
it with other considerations, whether 
economic or political pressure to ease 
restrictions sooner. 

Clear and consistent?
But behind these systemic difficulties and 
the rarer successes, the biggest lessons 
have perhaps been about this government 
in particular: how the government takes 
decisions, how it manages the politics and 
how it communicates what it is doing. 
Undoubtedly, COVID has put incredible 
pressure on Boris Johnson’s government. 
Huge decisions had to be taken very rapidly, 
sometimes with little information. The COVID 
response rapidly grew from being primarily 
a public health concern, to one in which 
every government department played a 
role. New, unprecedented policies had to be 
designed from scratch. This was also a new 
government, with many ministers who had 
little prior experience of the role, let alone a 
background in dealing with a crisis of such 
magnitude. Yet it has become increasingly 

clear as the pandemic continues, that the 
government’s difficulties extend beyond 
inexperience. Its manner of making decisions 
has too often suffered from inconsistency, 
glaring failures and, most worryingly, an 
inability to learn from previous mistakes. 

We have seen delays in locking down, 
three times within less than a year, u-turns 
on decisions about whether to close or 
open schools and indecision about how 
to manage restrictions at UK borders, to 
name but a few. Some of these problems 
pose questions about the fundamental 
governance model. While questions will 
rightly be asked of how well prepared the 
civil service was to manage the overall 
response, a highly centralised government 
and huge dependence on the capability of 
the Prime Minister and centre of Whitehall, 

means that mistakes there magnify problems 
elsewhere. At first the Prime Minister seemed 
too slow to take charge – chairing the crisis 
committee COBR only from the beginning 
of March 2020. At other times the Prime 
Minister’s influence has seemed to be at 
the root of some of the delays: resisting 
changing the rules around Christmas, and 
then further lockdown in January to tackle 
the rising cases and new strain of COVID. 

The government often struggled to 
maintain a clear and consistent strategy, with 
Johnson seemingly trying to find a middle 
ground between highly restrictive measures, 
concerns about economic impact, and the 
concerns of those in his party resistant to 
ever-greater restrictions. Politics has played 
a role: Johnson has managed a Cabinet and 
a party somewhat split between those who 
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sit on either side. But problems have been 
made worse by the failure to consistently 
bring together different forms of evidence 
and assess the best course. As restrictions 
were eased in May 2020, the influence of 
the Treasury seemed to be increasing. Eat 
Out to Help Out, which effectively saw the 
government subsidise the cost of restaurant 
meals, was seemingly developed with no 
input from scientific advisors. A scientist 
advising the government later described 
the scheme as ‘epidemiologically illiterate’. 
The fundamental problem was that it 
was part of a much wider push by the 
government to get people back out from 
their homes. At the time, media reports 
suggested the government worried they had 
‘scared’ people too much with the original 
lockdown. Now, with a second wave and 

new, more infectious variants, that worry 
seems highly misplaced. 

The government has also struggled to learn 
lessons. The response of the government over 
Christmas and in the first week of January 
2021, bore all the hallmarks of previous 
missteps: resistance to more restrictions 
despite rising case numbers, and then failing 
to plan for a sudden change of course. 

The road ahead
As Britain enters spring 2021, the 
government is confronted with similar 
questions to those last spring and summer 
as it considers how to leave the current 
lockdown restrictions. This time round it has 
more information and several vaccines being 
rolled out, but it still faces some of the same 
challenges. So, what can Boris Johnson’s 

administration learn from what happened 
last year?

First, it needs to understand the 
situation it is facing and use data well, 
particularly the impact of both vaccines 
and eased restrictions on infection rates, 
but also the effect of new COVID variants 
on both transmission rates and vaccine 
efficacy. Second, it needs a clearer strategy 
compared to last year, but also to think 
how it will react if a changing situation 
forces it to alter that strategy. Third, it again 
needs the tools to support all of this – an 
adequate international quarantine strategy 
to monitor and control new infections into 
the country but also a test and trace system 
that can help control outbreaks. Fourth, 
it needs to communicate all of this far 
more consistently. 2020 saw all manner of 
mixed messaging, with the UK government 
lurching between emphasising the dangers, 
to optimistically encouraging people back 
into work and to pubs and restaurants. 
There is a long way to go in 2021, and the 
government may need the public to accept 
difficult conditions for many months to 
come. People need to understand what the 
risks are and what the government is trying 
to achieve. 

With a lockdown in place, the objectives 
for the government are clearer: roll out the 
vaccine as effectively as possible, reduce 
hospitalisations, deaths and infection 
numbers overall, and start to plan for what 
comes next. But where the government has 
struggled the most is when the objectives 
become more complex. Entering into 
another lockdown easing again brings up 
arguments about how carefully it should 
proceed, what is the right level of risk and 
how much room it should give itself to 
respond to unpredictable developments.

Unlike this time last year, the government 
has a clear advantage: it can draw on plenty 
of lessons about its own management of the 
pandemic to help navigate a way through 
the difficult next few months. The question 
is how good the government has been at 
learning those lessons, and then making 
better choices and decisions than many it 
took in 2020.

Catherine Haddon is a Senior Fellow at the 
Institute for Government. 
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