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Abstract: With the spread of the coronavirus to almost every country on the globe, several 

types of strategies have been developed to deal with the consequences of the Covid-19 

pandemic. In this sense, this research seeks to analyze how the use of information and 

communication technologies in China helped to mitigate the impacts of the pandemic. Among 

the findings, it is noted that by combining a broad digital infrastructure in the country with a 

mobilization of the population to adapt to digital solutions, China has managed to minimize the 

impacts on education. Thus, as the pandemic reveals that its impacts will be increasingly lasting 

in our daily lives, it is important to note the paths of digital transformation in China. 
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Transformação Digital para lidar com a pandemia na China: o caso da educação a 

distância 

 

Resumo: Com a disseminação do coronavírus para quase todos os países do mundo, vários 

tipos de estratégias foram desenvolvidas para lidar com as consequências da pandemia Covid-

19. Nesse sentido, esta pesquisa busca analisar como o uso de tecnologias de informação e 

comunicação na China ajudou a mitigar os impactos da pandemia. Entre os achados, destaca-

se que, ao combinar uma ampla infraestrutura digital no país com uma mobilização da 

população para se adaptar às soluções digitais, a China tem conseguido minimizar os impactos 

na educação. Assim, como a pandemia revela que seus impactos serão cada vez mais 

duradouros em nosso cotidiano, é importante observar os caminhos da transformação digital na 

China. 
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Introduction 

 

The rapid spread of the coronavirus around the world created several challenges for 

governments, making them deal with unusual situations in their daily lives to contain the spread 

of the virus. Among the measures taken, the circulation restrictions for the population stand out, 

for example, the measures of social isolation and the suspension of travelIV. 

In addition to the concern about the disease and its impact on the health system, public 

managers have also been apprehensive about the slowdown in economic activity, both during 

and after the pandemic. Such concerns revolve around the increase in unemployment rates, 

bankruptcy of companies and the strangulation of the production chain in this new scenarioV. 

With the spread of the virus to almost all countries, different strategies have been 

adopted to deal with its socioeconomic consequences. However, in many cases the actions are 

recent, which makes it difficult to measure their results, making it necessary to seek initiatives 

that have a certain maturity since their implementation. 

As the first country to show cases of the Coronavirus, China is naturally one of the main 

places to be analyzed when looking for possible ways to deal with the pandemic that has been 

plaguing the world. In addition, China was the first country to effectively control the spread 

internally (World Health Organization [WHO], 2020), while revealing new problems that 

Western countries may experience in the near future. 

The information technologies have gained even more prominence in a scenario in which 

circulation restrictions have been widely adopted and this study intends to observe their impact. 

In the case of China, it is noted that the last decade has promoted an intensification of its digital 

transformation, ranging from messaging applications to exclusively virtual means of payment. 

From this context, this study seeks to analyze the extent to which information and 

communication technology solutions have helped China to deal with this new reality brought 

by the pandemic situation. 

 

 

Theoretical foundation 

 

Crisis management   

 

 Crises and natural disasters often have a catastrophic impact on economic, health and 

infrastructure systems. When the consequences of such events are serious, urgent and crucial 

decisions need to be madeVI. For this, it is necessary to develop contingency plans and planning 

for crisis management. 

Crisis management presents a paradox. On one hand, a very detailed planning of the 

emergency response must be carried out, but on the other hand, the occasion demands 

spontaneous actions, thus managers need to innovate, adapt and improvise. A well-designed 

plan will hardly be able to meet all circumstances arising from the emergencyVII. 

In common situations, the standard planning of a crisis is to assess the characteristics of 

the risk agent and develop a standard operating procedure. However, when the crisis goes 

beyond the country's borders, as in the case of the Covid-19 pandemic, the response cannot be 

static guided, it must change dynamically. An inadequate response in such situations can stem 

from a disconnection between the procedures established by government agencies (bureaucracy) 

and the new rules and procedures necessary for those affectedVIII. 
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Crisis management requires much attention to be paid to communication, especially in 

the information society. An effective response to a crisis situation is directly related to the 

availability of accurate information in real time. In this way, the information collected needs to 

be verified and shared with the pressIX. The management of such information is vital as the 

government must issue recommendations for protection procedures for the population, and it 

must also issue communications that restrict contact with infected individuals, through 

quarantine measures, travel restrictions or isolation of the infected personX. 
 

 

Epidemics and consequences throughout history 

 

The occurrences of outbreaks and epidemics follow the history of mankind, and their 

occurrences have generated profound transformations in societies over the centuries. Table 1 

summarizes some of the main epidemiological events in the history and some developments of 

such events for life in society. 

 
Table 1. Epidemics throughout history 

Epidemic Contamination mode Number of deaths Replies 

Black death (1333 - 

1351) 

Transmitted through the flea of 

contaminated rats. 
50 million 

Improvement of hygiene and 

sanitation conditions in cities. 

Cholera (1817 - 1824) 

 

Ingestion of contaminated 

water and food. 

Hundreds of 

thousands 

Improved sanitary conditions 

and improved personal 

hygiene habits. 

Tuberculosis (1850 - 

1950) 

Transmitted from person to 

person via the airways. 
1 billion 

Research to identify Koch's 

bacillus and develop 

antibiotics. 

Variola (1896 - 1980) 
Transmitted from person to 

person via the airways. 
300 million Vaccine development. 

Spanish flu (1918 - 

1919) 

It spreads through the air, 

through droplets of saliva and 

sneezes 

20 million 
Personal hygiene, education, 

and health practices. 

Yellow Fever (1960 - 

1962) 
Transmitting mosquito bite. 30.000 Vaccine development. 

Ebola (2013 - 2016) 
Contact with animal remains 

contaminated by the virus. 
11.297 

Isolation to reduce the spread 

of the virus and mass testing. 

Sources: WHO (2020), Oswaldo Cruz Foundation (2020) and Snowden (2019). 

 

More recently, in 2020, the COVID-19 virus spreads, first in China and secondly 

affecting Europe, North America and other regions of the world. The World Health 

Organization (WHO) demonstrates in mid-May that the death toll in this COVID-19 pandemic 

has already surpassed the 350,000 mark. 

As the virus spread throughout the world, the containment measures were tightened, 
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especially from the Chinese example. Some of the main measures recommended by WHO to 

reduce the rate of contagion are quarantine, social isolation and closing all non-essential 

businesses. It is believed that such mechanisms will reduce the rate of contagion, which will 

dilute the demand for intensive care unit beds, improving the capacity to care for patients. 

However, such measures have an immediate effect that is extremely harmful to the 

countries' economy. According to the forecast of the International Monetary Fund (IMF, 2020), 

the world GDP should retract up to 6.7% in some regions of the world in 2020. 

This adverse effect of the COVID-19 pandemic has led countries to adopt measures to 

stimulate the economy and social protection, in addition to adopting digital solutions to mitigate 

the impact on daily activities. In the US the government announced a program to inject US $ 2 

trillion into the economy to support unemployed people and companies (United States of 

America [USA], 2020), the European Union approved an anti-crisis investment that reaches US 

$ 1.08 trillion distributed among credit guarantees for companies and aid for the vulnerable 

population (European Comission [EC], 2020). In Brazil, the federal government presented a 

US $ 28.2 billion program to face the crisis, targeting the most vulnerable population and 

maintaining jobsXI. 

 

 

Methodological procedures 

 

 Aiming to carry out a broad analysis, we searched recent scientific articles that deal with 

the actions of Covid-19 in China in the last months. However, due to the short time of this 

situation we also used information brought by media and reports from international 

organizations, such as the World Health Organization (WHO) and the International Monetary 

Fund (IMF). 

 

 

China's actions to deal with the socioeconomic consequences of covid-19 

 

 In this section, the main actions taken by China will be presented, seeking to detail the 

motivations for such actions and how they were implemented. 
 

 

Distance Education  

 

 The academic year 2020 underwent abrupt changes in China in view of the increase in 

cases of people diagnosed with COVID-19, which initially concentrated in Wuhan but later 

started to grow in all parts of the country. Therefore, with the advance of the epidemic, the 

Chinese government decreed the closure of schools on February 17 and started the school year 

through a set of institutionalized digital platforms. 

Thus, the distance learning methodology was applied in order that even at home students 

would not fail to continue their school life. In China more than 200 million students started to 

use digital platforms. With the help of Baidu, Alibaba, Huawei and other technology companies, 

China established its National Platform for Primary and Secondary Schools, which provides 

free educational programs for students of primary and secondary students. More than 1,400 

universities also provide on-line courses for undergraduate and graduate students to study at 
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homeXII. 

From that, it was possible to carry out classes and transmissions for millions of Chinese 

students, in addition to making it possible to organize the collection of didactic support content, 

as well as the storage of the transmissions of classes that can be accessed at any time, whenever 

students feel the need for revision XIII . In addition, content and programming were made 

available by CCTV (state TV channel) for students to accessXIV. 

For the success of the implementation of online educational platforms in China, the 

support of teachers was essential. In this sense, an online training was developed by Chaoxing, 

a famous online education company. Additionally, the teachers learned how to use Dingtalk 

and Tencent Meeting to meet its colleges, discuss with students, and even interview with 

applicants for master programsXV.  

In Dingtalk there are specific spaces for the training of teachers, aiming to facilitate the 

transition from classroom teaching methodology to teaching distance learning. Bearing in mind 

that, it could already be predicted that teachers felt the great impact on their careers, in the sense 

that in addition to being at the center of a serious epidemic, they still needed to learn to work 

without personal contact, but with the great mission to shorten distances and establish a 

pedagogical link, as well as creating an interactive space for their studentsXVI. 

In the spaces directed to training, teachers receive the necessary instructions on the tools 

existing in the portals and their respective functionalities, besides being guided on the need to 

prepare a new work plan. Then, with the appropriate technological support, they began to record 

their classes and develop programmatic content that make up the collection of didactic material 

for their students. So, for elementary school students it was decided that the contents would be 

broadcasted through the state channel. And, for high school students, through the online 

platform consisting of 169 lessons and 12 curricular subjects. 

In relation to higher education, China determined different criteria conducting academic 

activities, which are structured according to the regions most and least affected by the pandemic 

of COVID-19. It was thought that activities could be soon resumed, but with the pandemic 

scenario installed in the country most universities closed their doors until March 2020. It 

required emergency and palliative measures that needed to be determined. Therefore, as in 

school education, universities have adopted distance learning platforms with tutoring available 

to guarantee the continuity of studies, following what the Chinese government's motto “stop 

classes, but don't stop learning says”. 

The schedules for the gradual resumption of academic activities follow, as a 

fundamental criterion, the data found through surveys carried out by the competent health 

agencies, which map the cities where significant falls in the cases of Covid-19 occur. Therefore, 

as already mentioned, the return to activities occurs specifically in each region of the country. 

In eastern China, in the city of Huaian, for example, classes resumed after the relaxation of 

social isolation rules at the end of March 2020, while at universities in Shanxi, Jiang and 

Qinghai provinces (located in the autonomous region of Xinjiang Uygur), which resumed their 

activities at the end of April. 

China's Ministry of Education is emphatic when explaining to society about the 

importance of resuming classes according to the following three steps: resume classes after the 

epidemic situation is basically under control, do not start again before prevention procedures 

and control of universities are in place and do not resume classes when the safety of public 

health teachers and students cannot be guaranteedXVII. 

Therefore, it can be noted that education management in times of the COVID-19 
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pandemic in China was managed locally, identifying the real situation in each region, 

stipulating specific safety criteria for the exercise of activities, which ensured the effectiveness 

of the tactical coping strategy. 

 

 

 E-commerce 

 

The economic consequences of the pandemic were very intense during the peak of the 

disease in China, but even after controlling the outbreak, it is possible to notice physical stores 

average consumption remains 21% lower than it used to be before they exploded into a 

pandemic, as shown in Figure 1. 

 
Figure 1. Average consumption in physical stores from December 2019 to March 2020 

 
Source: Baig et al. (2020) 

 

Besides the notable economic downturn generated by coronavirus pandemic, 

consumption decrease is also encouraged by digital e-commerce solutions experienced during 

social isolation period, varying from digital payments - which were already widely adopted in 

China for logistics solutions - to digital platforms. 

As well as the use of technology has become an important foundation for education 

affordability, it also provided opportunities to circumvent the problems that have risen in 

China's economy. Thus, based on China's experience to deal with the economic consequences 

of the pandemic, Huang, Lin, Wang e Xu (2020) suggest to “thoroughly digitize the economy, 

mobilize private capital and use internet financing to provide targeted credit support to 

SMEs”XVIII. 

 Regarding the digitization of the economy, China has a relative more comfortable 

previous scenario than other countries. According to the World Bank (2017), 80% of adults in 

China have a bank account (compared to 70% in Brazil), and 97% of online retail transactions 

were performed through a smartphone, in 2018XIX. 

As a result, the Chinese government have decided to allow and stimulate technology 
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companies to act as retail banks. Huang et al. (2020), claim that fintech Internet platforms have 

advantages over traditional banks because they are able to perform relatively complete credit 

ratings, specifically for Small and Medium Enterprises (SME) and individual e-commerce 

sellers, through the use of big data; monitoring of debtors in real time; lending without 

geographical restrictions, allowing credit to be provided to SMEs on a larger scale; ability to 

complete online transactions remotely, helping to prevent and control the virus spread. 

Therefore, China recommends that fintech platforms, such as e-commerce platforms, 

digital financing platforms, blockchain platforms and supply chain financing, be encouraged to 

provide loans to SMEs, so they can make better use of digital financial platforms to solve 

financing constraintsXX. Companies such as the digital giant Alibaba Group, through Ant 

Financial and its virtual bank, MYbank, in partnership with financial institutions in China 

already provide financial support to micro and small companies across the country to help 

resume work, as well as efforts to expand production. In addition to loans, interest rate reduction, 

exemption from transaction fees are examples of actions offered by these companies. 

In addition, shopping on virtual channels has accelerated due to travel restrictions and 

consumers' reluctance to engage in face-to-face activities. Furthermore, 74% of Chinese 

consumers made purchases at the peak of the pandemic social isolation and 21% spent moreXXI. 
 

 

Final considerations 

 

Even with the history of pandemics already faced by humanity, the coronavirus has led 

our generation to deal with increasingly challenging situations. In this sense, it is important that 

countries that are still facing the peak of the pandemic learn how regions that are beginning to 

overcome themselves are acting. 

To this end, information and communication technologies are shown to be allies in 

mitigating the consequences generated by the pandemic. Whether through the provision of 

classes in virtual format for students of different levels of education, or by preparing the entire 

production chain for electronic commerce, the solution to this situation goes through a digital 

transformation. 

Naturally, solutions will need to be refined over time, but China's rapid response to 

teacher training and large-scale digital infrastructure availability has facilitated the deployment 

of distance education solutions. 

The same happened in e-commerce: the high degree of adoption of digital payment 

methods, credit facilitated to small businesses by technology companies using artificial 

intelligence solutions and an efficient logistics network made the transition less acute. 

Thus, countries that want to deal with the economic consequences responsibly can 

follow the steps already used by China in the implementation of ICTs. As the virus can become 

endemic and even the most optimistic vaccine projections will still take a significant amount of 

time to be made available across the globe, pursuing digital transformation proves to be a more 

effective and sanitarily responsible solution than those that have been currently adopted in 

Brazil. 
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Notes 
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