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Abstract : The COVID-19 pandemic has demonstrated both a need for evidence-based and rights-based public health policy
and how challenging it can be to make effective decisions with limited information, evidence, and data. The O’Neill Institute, in
conjunction with several partners, has been working since the beginning of the pandemic to collect, analyze, and distribute
critical data on public health policies enacted in response to COVID-19 around the world in the COVID-19 Law Lab. Well-
designed laws and policies can help build strong health systems, implement necessary measures to combat viral transmission,
enforce actions that promote public health and safety for everyone, and on the individual level have a direct impact on health
outcomes. Poorly designed laws and policies, on the other hand, can fail to achieve the intended results and/or obstruct the
realization of fundamental human rights, further disease spread, or cause unintended collateral harms. When done properly,
laws can provide the foundation that brings clarity to complexity, embrace nuance, and identifies gaps of uncertainty.
However, laws can also shape the societal factors that make disease possible. Law is inseparable from the rest of society, and
COVID-19 has exposed just how much laws and policies intersects all facets of society. In the COVID-19 context, evidence-
based and well-informed law and policy decisions—made at the right time and in the right place—can and have meant the
difference between life or death for many. Having a solid evidentiary base of legal information can promote the understanding
of what works well and where, and it can drive resources and action to where they are needed most. We know that legal
mechanisms can enable nations to reduce inequities and prepare for emerging threats, like novel pathogens that result in
deadly disease outbreaks or antibiotic resistance. The collection and analysis of data on these legal mechanisms is a critical
step towards ensuring that legal interventions and legal landscapes are effectively incorporated into more traditional kinds of
health science data analyses. The COVID-19 Law Labs see a unique opportunity to collect and analyze this kind of non-
traditional data to inform policy using laws and policies from across the globe and across diseases. This global view is critical
to assessing the efficacy of policies in a wide range of cultural, economic, and demographic circumstances. The COVID-19 Law
Lab is not just a collection of legal texts relating to COVID-19; it is a dataset of concise and actionable legal information that
can be used by health researchers, social scientists, academics, human rights advocates, law and policymakers, government
decision-makers, and others for cross-disciplinary quantitative and qualitative analysis to identify best practices from this
outbreak, and previous ones, to be better prepared for potential future public health events.
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