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With the outbreak of the coronavirus and its rapid spread, many countries around
the world were caught off guard and immediately declared a state of emergency,
taking actions to combat and contain the virus. Some countries, such as China,
managed to achieve relative control over the virus, while others, despite adopting
the management approaches of successful countries, were unable to contain
COVID-19 in practice. An important point is that variables such as the type of
political regime and the structure of government did not necessarily have a direct
or decisive relationship with how countries responded to this crisis. Both
democratic and authoritarian countries have shown almost similar reactions. The
present study conducts a comparative analysis of COVID-19 crisis management
in China and South Korea—as representatives of authoritarian and democratic
countries—and also the Islamic Republic of Iran. In this regard, the question is
why, despite the nearly similar responses of different countries to the COVID 19
crisis, some—such as China and South Korea with differing governmental
structures—were successful, while others, such as Iran, were unsuccessful? It
appears that, regardless of the type of regime or political structure in different
countries, effective crisis management requires the presence of urgency,
decisiveness, and organizational coherence under a unified central authority
throughout the various stages of the crisis. These variables, when accompanied
by the variable of social capital, lead to success in controlling the COVID 19
crisis. The experiences of successful countries such as China and South Korea
confirm these points. The research method of the present study is descriptive
comparative.
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Introduction

1) Introduction: The COVID-19 pandemic was one of the most significant public health
crises of the contemporary era, confronting governments with time pressure, informational
uncertainty, disruption of social and economic activities, and the need for extensive
coordination among various institutions. Differences in the management of this crisis across
countries demonstrated that success in containing the pandemic cannot be explained solely on
the basis of the type of political system, whether authoritarian or democratic. China, with an
authoritarian political structure, and South Korea, with a democratic political structure, despite
their fundamental political differences, employed some similar mechanisms, including rapid
response, control measures, extensive case identification and tracing, resource mobilization,
institutional coordination, and the use of technology, and achieved more effective outcomes;
whereas Iran faced greater difficulties in controlling the crisis. The significance of this issue
lies in the fact that identifying the factors underlying differences in countries’ performance can
contribute to a better understanding of the capacities required for managing future crises. The
main research question is: Why, despite the relatively similar responses of different countries
to the COVID-19 crisis, did China and South Korea perform more successfully than Iran? The
research hypothesis is that effective crisis management, regardless of the type of political
system, depends on the urgency of response, decisiveness in decision-making, organizational
coherence, information centralization, inter-institutional coordination, and social participation,
while social capital, by strengthening trust and cooperation between the state and society,
enhances the effectiveness of these components.

2) Objective: The main objective of this study is to comparatively examine the patterns of
COVID-19 crisis management in China, South Korea, and the Islamic Republic of Iran and to
identify the factors contributing to differences in their performance in containing the pandemic.
The study seeks to determine to what extent the type of political system was a determining
factor in crisis management and to what extent differences in countries’ performance can be
attributed to managerial, institutional, and social capacities. Accordingly, the study focuses on
factors such as pre-crisis preparedness, urgency of response, decisiveness of measures,
organizational coherence, inter-institutional coordination, information centralization,
transparency, use of technology, economic support, and social capital in order to explain the
more effective patterns of crisis management in the three countries.

3) Method: This study adopts a qualitative approach and employs a descriptive-comparative
method to compare COVID-19 crisis management in China, South Korea, and Iran across three
stages: pre-crisis, during the crisis, and post-crisis. The research data were collected through
library research using books, academic articles, reports, documents, and Persian- and English-
language online sources. The theoretical framework is based on “realist crisis management,”
which, by emphasizing the concepts of security, survival, increased state intervention under
conditions of threat, and the necessity of maintaining order, highlights factors such as urgency,
decisiveness, and organizational coherence in analyzing countries’ performance. Social capital
is also examined as a complementary variable in explaining societal cooperation and public
trust. The study therefore evaluates crisis-management performance through the interaction
between state capacity and societal cooperation.

4) Findings: The findings show that China and South Korea, despite their fundamental
differences in political structure, performed more effectively than Iran in the main components
of crisis management. China, through rapid identification of the threat, extensive quarantine
measures, restrictions on mobility, centralized mobilization of human and medical resources,
rapid expansion of hospital capacity, use of digital technologies, and coordination among
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government institutions, succeeded in limiting the chain of transmission within a relatively
short period. In China, centralized command and the government’s implementation capacity
enabled decisions to be executed rapidly; however, restrictions on the free flow of information
during the initial stages constituted an important weakness of this model. South Korea, without
imposing nationwide lockdowns and relying instead on extensive testing, case tracing, the use
of location data, government—private-sector cooperation, transparent communication, and
public participation, was also able to control the crisis effectively. In contrast, during the pre-
crisis stage, Iran faced inadequate preparedness, delays in identifying and officially announcing
the disease, and insufficient preventive action. During the crisis itself, although measures such
as screening, mobility restrictions, closure of educational institutions, the use of military and
law-enforcement capacities, and the expansion of medical services were implemented, lack of
coordination among responsible institutions, policy fluctuations, tensions between health and
economic considerations, resource constraints, and declining public trust reduced the
effectiveness of these measures. The findings further indicate that social capital in China and
South Korea facilitated greater public compliance with control policies, whereas lower levels
of public trust in Iran made policy implementation more difficult.

5) Conclusion: The results demonstrate that differences in the success of COVID-19 crisis
management in the three countries cannot be directly attributed to authoritarianism or
democracy. China and South Korea demonstrate that political systems with fundamentally
different structures can employ decisive, restrictive, and interventionist measures under crisis
conditions, while a more determining factor is the state’s capacity to translate decisions into
rapid, coordinated, and implementable action. Based on the realist crisis-management
framework, when confronted with a threat, an expansion of the state’s role, centralized resource
mobilization, and rapid and decisive decision-making are necessary; however, these measures
are more effective when accompanied by prior preparedness, organizational coherence,
information integration, and social cooperation. China illustrates the importance of centralized
mobilization capacity and rapid implementation of decisions, whereas South Korea
demonstrates that decisiveness in crisis management can also be achieved within a democratic
system while being accompanied by transparency, social participation, and adherence to legal
frameworks. In contrast, Iran’s experience indicates that delayed initial response, weak
institutional coordination, fragmented information, policy fluctuations, and declining public
trust can limit the effectiveness of crisis management even when state intervention increases.
Thus, social capital constitutes the link between state capacity and societal cooperation:
decisiveness without trust may generate resistance and reduce compliance, while trust without
implementation capacity may result in policies lacking effective enforcement. Accordingly,
improving crisis management in Iran requires strengthening a unified command authority,
establishing an integrated information system, enhancing prior preparedness, ensuring
transparency, improving inter-institutional coordination, supporting vulnerable groups, and
rebuilding public trust.
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