
COVID-19

What were the

most important research priorities? 

Dr Soumya Swaminathan

Chief Scientist

World Health Organization

August 29, 2022



2Two undisputed goals
Two defined challenges for science

FOR THE PANDEMIC
To accelerate innovative research to help contain 
the spread of the virus and provide care for those 
affected.

FOR FUTURE EPIDEMICS
To support the development of global research 
platforms and, to build on the knowledge from the 
current pandemic to do better next time prepare for 
the next epidemic.



Identified knowledge gaps (Feb 2020)



An inclusive multidisciplinary global network
facilitated open global contributions and scientific debate  
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COVID-19 Research and Innovation Collaborative Platform

Over 3,000 researchers from 134 countries 
collaborating on the research priorities defined in the roadmap (40% from LLMICs)

COVID-19 Research and Innovation Collaborative Platform

Over 1,000 Institutions 
a multidisciplinary perspective to implementation of the research roadmap

Disclaimer
The boundaries and names shown and the designations used on this map do not imply the expression of 
any opinion whatsoever on the part of the World Health Organization concerning the legal status of any 
country, territory, city or area or of its authorities, or concerning the delimitation of its frontiers or 
boundaries. Dotted and dashed lines on maps represent approximate border lines for which there may not 
yet be full agreement.  World Health Organization. WHO. 2020. All rights reserved.



An inclusive process involving researchers around the world
Example: Global research & innovation forum 2021

Researchers from 

all around the world

o 5,000 connected via zoom 

plus

o 29,000 unique IP users 

connected via livestream



Research actions Started? When?

1. Mobilize research on rapid point of care diagnostics for use at the community level 02/2020

2. Immediately assess available data to learn what standard of care approaches from China &

elsewhere are the most effective

02/2020

3. Evaluate as fast as possible the effect of adjunctive & supportive therapies 03/2020

4. Optimize use of personal protective equipment & other infection prevention and control measures

in health care and community settings

03/2020

5. Review all evidence available to identify animal host(s), to prevent continued spill over and to better

understand the virus transmissibility, the severity of disease and who is more susceptible to infection

02/2020

6. Accelerate the evaluation of therapeutics & vaccines by using CORE protocols 02/2020

7. Maintain a high degree of communication & interaction among funders so that critical research is

implemented

02/2020

8. Broadly & rapidly share virus materials, clinical samples & data for immediate public health purposes 03/2020

8 immediate research actions accomplished



8Global coordination that powers 
pandemic preparedness and response
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WHO R&D Blueprint for 
epidemics 

Progress across 
disease/pathogen areas



On research with fair and 
equitable access in mind….
o Research should include questions important for public 

health and help reduce uncertainty on issues that will help 
inform public health actions

o Studies whose results will contribute to fair and equitable 
access should be prioritized

o Research agreements should include defined access 
clauses

o Scaling up of manufacturing should be part of initial 
planning

o Issues related to IP and technology transfer should not be 
afterthoughts
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On investments on priorities…

o Coordination of research funders and 
alignment with globally defined priorities 
must continue.

o Reliable global financing to ensure end to end 
approaches should be earmarked with a long-
term outlook. 

o “Access to opportunities” vs capacity 
building

o Building on global platforms rather than on 
“boutique” efforts
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On Clinical trials…
Emerging consensus that platform trials addressing public 
health questions need to become the preferred approach

o Large simple trials can provide reliable estimates on even moderate 
effects

o Provide opportunities to engage existing capacity from all countries

o Trials should become an integral part of response actions, including 
during deployment of vaccines with remaining uncertainties

o The global pool of researchers worldwide must continue to lay the 
foundations for fair and equitable access
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o Continue and expand close collaborations with 
expert groups and partners 

o Promote multi-country platform trials (in and 
outpatients)

o Support global monitoring efforts to address the 
challenges associated with emergence of variants 

o Strengthen areas of identified weaknesses 

o Further consolidate the integration of research 
and innovation, with equity, into the new 
architecture to respond to pandemics

Now is the time to expand the scope, 
update priorities & maintain focus 



Thank you 19

We should thank the hundreds of thousands of patients and 

volunteers and their families who participated in all the studies 

and the thousands of staff and researchers who conducted the 

studies and cared for the study participants. 

We should also acknowledge the critical role of the national 

institutions and research centres across the globe who 

provided critical support in the implementation of priority 

research.


