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A B S T R A C T

This paper investigates the role of primary healthcare in mitigating the consequences of the COVID-19
pandemic, focusing on the Brazilian Family Health Strategy (ESF) as a case study. ESF is Brazil’s major
primary care initiative, with prior evidence indicating its effectiveness in improving various health outcomes.
The COVID-19 pandemic submitted the Brazilian healthcare system to a rigorous and unprecedented stress
test, whose repercussions are still under study. Using comprehensive administrative microdata from 2016 to
2022 encompassing dimensions related to mortality, healthcare service, supply of family health teams, and
vaccination coverage, our empirical strategy accounts for heterogeneous effects based on program intensity
and pandemic evolution of the 5570 Brazilian municipalities. Our findings reveal that municipalities with
high-intensity of ESF coverage (i.e. stronger primary care) experienced 347.93 (95% CI: 289.04, 406.81) fewer
COVID-19 and cardiorespiratory deaths per million inhabitants throughout the pandemic period, compared to
those in low-intensity ESF areas, despite sharing similar profiles of deaths from respiratory and cardiovascular
causes. Among the channels contributing to this relative performance, high-intensity ESF municipalities were
found to engage in more home-based primary care visits and health promotion activities while maintaining
a similar supply of community health workers. Additionally, they achieved higher vaccination coverage, and
these effects were more pronounced in areas with greater ESF presence, emphasising the importance of primary
care coverage. In conclusion, our findings underscore the relevance of strong primary care in mitigating the
consequences of the pandemic and addressing post-pandemic health challenges.
1. Introduction

The outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic put healthcare systems
under unprecedented strain globally, underscoring the role of primary
healthcare in crisis response and long-term resilience. Amidst challeng-
ing times, understanding the effectiveness of primary care initiatives
becomes crucial, especially considering their impact on mitigating
the consequences of a health crisis. The World Health Organisation
(WHO) encouraged countries to strengthen primary healthcare services
in alignment with their public policies (WHO, 2021, 2023a). The theo-
retical literature on the role of primary healthcare before the pandemic
was focused on understanding the market for healthcare visits (Giuf-
frida and Gravelle, 2001), service utilisation (Atella and Deb, 2008),
and the process of referral to secondary care (Godager et al., 2015).
Amidst the pandemic, the rationale for primary healthcare is rooted in
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its influence on both the production and utilisation of health services
to mitigate the effects of the COVID-19 crisis (Bischof and Kaiser, 2021;
Ride et al., 2023; Hirani and Wüst, 2024). In terms of production,
primary healthcare is expected to contribute to healthcare service
provision by ensuring knowledge and awareness of diseases, healthcare
system readiness, and capacity through resource availability — such as
personal protective equipment, diagnostic tests, and necessary medi-
cal supplies. Regarding utilisation, primary healthcare is expected to
facilitate appropriate patient referrals, optimising healthcare resource
allocation by efficiently triaging patients. An empirical investigation
of its contributions, through enhancing both the production of health
and the efficient supply of healthcare services, not only illuminates its
relevance during the COVID pandemic but also informs strategies for
future crisis management and health system resilience.
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data mining, AI training, and similar technologies. 


