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In 2020, health workers have worked tirelessly 
in response to COVID-19. For this year’s Wakley–
Wu Lien Teh Prize,1 we called for essays of the 
experiences of health professionals in China during 
the COVID-19 pandemic and were delighted to 
receive around 63 submissions. Two editors at 
the Lancet Group shortlisted the top essays, which 

were sent anonymously to a voting panel at Peking 
University and Tsinghua University, Beijing, China. 
The submissions touched our hearts. Essays depicted 
the bravery of health workers who left their homes to 
volunteer on the front lines, the professionalism of 
doctors and nurses who triaged patients in clinics and 
cared for the sickest patients in intensive care units, 

Wakley–Wu Lien Teh Prize Essay 2020: passing the baton to 
the next generation of health workers

and decentralised collabora tion, provides greater trans-
parency and accountability, including announcing a 
public national vaccine strategy and monitoring system, 
and develops an effective communications strategy and 
plan. Meanwhile, COVID-19 cases continue to increase 
and too many people are dying unnecessarily in a 
country without timely concerted actions to interrupt 
the high transmission and reduce the burden of deaths 
and illness.
We declare no competing interests.

*Mariam Claeson, Stefan Hanson
mariamclaeson@gmail.com

Results for Development, Washington, DC 20036, USA (MC); Spånga 
Transkulturella Läkarmottagning, Spånga, Sweden (SH) 

1 Our World in Data. Coronavirus pandemic: daily updated research and 
data. 2020. https://ourworldindata.org/grapher/biweekly-covid-deaths?t
ab=chart&time=2020-02-15..latest&country=DNK~FIN~NOR~SWE 
(accessed Dec 20, 2020).

2 Folkhälsomyndigheten. Public Health Agency of Sweden. Antal fall av 
covid-19 i Sverige—data till och med föregående dag publiceras varje 
tisdag-fredag kl. 2020. https://experience.arcgis.com/experience/09f82166
7ce64bf7be6f9f87457ed9aa/page/page_0/ (accessed Dec 20, 2020).

3 Platz.se. Coronavirus i Sverige. Dec 20, 2020. https://platz.se/
coronavirus/#jump-to-total-deaths (accessed Dec 20, 2020).

4 Bjorklund K, Ewing A. The Swedish COVID-19 response is a disaster. 
It shouldn’t be a model for the rest of the world. Time, Oct 14, 2020. 
https://time.com/5899432/sweden-coronovirus-disaster/ (accessed 
Dec 17, 2020).

5 Regeringskansliet. Swedish Government. Förbud mot allmänna 
sammankomster eller offentliga tillställningar med fler än 50 deltagare. 
March 29, 2020. https://www.regeringen.se/artiklar/2020/03/forbud-mot-
allmanna-sammankomster-eller-offentliga-tillstallningar-med-fler-an-50-
deltagare/ (accessed Dec 17, 2020).

6 WHO. Contact tracing in the context of COVID-19, May 10, 2020. 
https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/contact-tracing-in-the-context-
of-covid-19 (accessed Dec 20, 2020).

7 Svenska Dagbladet. Corona virus Sverige. Regioner hinner inte smittspåra i 
tid. Dec 3, 2020. https://www.svd.se/regioner-hinner-inte-smittspara-i-tid 
(accessed Dec 20, 2020). 

8 Folkhälsomyndigheten Public Health Agency of Sweden. COVID-19. 
2020. https://www.folkhalsomyndigheten.se/the-public-health-agency-
of-sweden/communicable-disease-control/covid-19 (accessed 
Dec 16, 2020).

9 Jayaweera M, Perera H, Gunawardana B, Manatunge J. Transmission of 
COVID-19 virus by droplets and aerosols: a critical review on the unresolved 
dichotomy. BMJ 2020; 370: m3223.

Published Online 
January 7, 2021 
https://doi.org/10.1016/ 
S0140-6736(21)00040-4

See Wakley–Wu Lien Teh Prize 
Essay page e3

10 Folkhälsomyndigheten. Public Health Agency of Sweden. General 
guidelines for the public—a summary. 2020. https://www.
folkhalsomyndigheten.se/publicerat-material/publikationsarkiv/g/general-
guidelines-for-the-public-a-summary/ (accessed Dec 16, 2020).

11 Region Stockholm. Hälso-och sjukvårdsförvaltningen. Rekommendation för 
personlig skyddsutrustning och source control för att minska risken för 
smittspridning av covid-19 inom vård och omsorg. Nov 11, 2020. 
https://vardgivarguiden.se/globalassets/kunskapsstod/vardhygien/
smittamne-handlingsprogram-och-riktlinjer/skyddsutrustning---enkelsidor/
anvandning-av-visir-och-munskydd-i-all-vard-och-omsorg-20-12-11.
pdf?fbclid=IwAR1G_J4oQwsmXzDz_-LzWlC_
TIxtc8iDxjW4cY8NWWAMUjVL2RrYX1WBu2E (accessed Dec 17, 2020).

12 Regeringskansliet. Swedish Government. Ytterligare nationella restriktioner 
for att hejda smittspridningen, Dec 18, 2020. https://www.regeringen.se/
artiklar/2020/12/ytterligare-nationella-restriktioner-for-att-hejda-
smittspridning/ (accessed Dec 20, 2020).

13 Aftonbladet. Corona stoppar alkohol på krogen efter 22. Nov 11, 2020. 
https://www.aftonbladet.se/nyheter/a/0KKPX2/corona-stoppar-alkohol-
pa-krogen-efter-22 (accessed Dec 15, 2020).

14 Folkhälsomyndigheten. Allmänna råd ändras för personer som är 70 år och 
äldre. Oct 22, 2020. https://www.folkhalsomyndigheten.se/nyheter-och-
press/nyhetsarkiv/2020/oktober/viktigt-att-alla-tar-ansvar-nar-allmanna-
rad-andras-for-personer-som-ar-70-ar-och-aldre/ (accessed Dec 20, 2020).

15 Rocklöv J, Lundbäck B, Larsson E, Elgh F, Sjödin H, Olsen B. Sverige bör byta 
strategi för att bromsa spridningen av coronavirus. Läkartidningen 2020; 
117: FZ7R.

16 Melin M, Ahlbäck Öberg S, Enander A, et al. The Corona Commission. 
Elderly care during the pandemic. Ministry of Health and Social Affairs, 
summary of SOU 2020:80. Dec 15, 2020. https://www.government.
se/4af26a/contentassets/2b394e1186714875bf29991b4552b374/
summary-of-sou-2020_80-elderly-care-during-the-pandemic.pdf 
(accessed Dec 16, 2020).

17 Royal Swedish Academy of Sciences. Ny rapport om munskydd och 
ventilation från Vetenskapsakademiens expertgrupp om Covid-19. 
Nov 19, 2020. https://www.kva.se/sv/pressrum/pressmeddelanden/
ny-rapport-om-munskydd-och-ventilation-fran-vetenskapsakademiens-
expertgrupp-om-covid-19 (accessed Dec 16, 2020).

18 WHO. Coronavirus (COVID-19) advice to the public. 2020. https://www.
who.int/emergencies/diseases/novel-coronavirus-2019/advice-for-public 
(accessed Dec 16, 2020).

19 Ström M. Fullt på IVA i Stockholm—regionen vädjar om hjälp. 
Lakartidningen, Dec 9, 2020. https://lakartidningen.se/aktuellt/
nyheter/2020/12/nastan-alla-iva-platser-upptagna-i-stockholm/ (accessed 
Dec 16, 2020).

20 Hammarström A, Kwiatkowska M, Nyman L, Hammarström E. 
Felaktig organization grund till tragedin inom äldrevården. 
Läkartidningen, May 20, 2020. https://lakartidningen.se/opinion/
debatt/2020/05/felaktig-organisation-grund-till-tragedin-inom-
aldrevarden/ (accessed Dec 17, 2020).

21 Folkhälsomyndigheten. Start för vaccin mot COVID-19 tidigast 
Januari 2021. Nov 26, 2020. https://www.folkhalsomyndigheten.se/
nyheter-och-press/nyhetsarkiv/2020/november/start-for-vaccinationer-
mot-covid-19-tidigast-i-januari-2021/ (accessed Dec 17, 2020).

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1016/S0140-6736(21)00040-4&domain=pdf


Comment

262 www.thelancet.com   Vol 397   January 23, 2021

the multidisciplinary team work in Fangcang shelter 
hospitals, as well as the dedication of public health 
officials and community health workers who helped to 
control transmission of the virus. We are grateful for 
their heroic contributions and for sharing their stories 
with us. But it was the essay by Qian Wei, a second-year 
medical student at Nanchang University, Nanchang, 
China, that caught our eye. Reflecting on her own 
journey and inner struggles as a young person training 
to be a doctor during this momentous time in history, 
her essay shines a light on the sacrifices made by every 
health worker—and perfectly captures the meaning 
of the oath taken by all health professionals in China 
when they start their medical education. The English 
translation of Qian’s essay is published as an appendix 
to the essay.

Just 400 days before she wrote the essay, Qian 
was a confident and ambitious student who was 
determined to study medicine against her father’s 
wishes. But when the coronavirus started to spread 
across the country and her father repeatedly asked 
her to volunteer in the COVID-19 response, she began 
to discover a “hidden corner” in herself. Qian had a 
series of excuses: she didn’t have enough medical 
training, she was afraid of getting infected, and she 
had online classes to attend. A month went by, and 
the sudden news of her grandfather’s death—from 
a delayed cancer diagnosis because he was afraid 
to seek care at the hospital for fear of COVID-19—
brought another moment of reflection. If she had 
paid more attention to her grandparents’ health, 
would his illness have been diagnosed and treated 
earlier? The series of events made Qian see the fear 
and panic in the “hidden corner” of herself. But then 
she realised that front-line health professionals 
have these feelings too and have managed to 
overcome these emotional struggles to fulfil their 
responsibilities. Dr Yong Tao at Beijing Chaoyang 
Hospital returned to the clinic as soon as he recovered 
from being stabbed by an angry patient.2 Dr Nanshan 

Zhong, in his eighties, was one of the first to go to 
Wuhan and coordinate the epidemic response in 
January. These role models helped Qian understand 
what it means to be a physician—medical training 
is not only about acquiring clinical knowledge, but 
also about cultivating a state of mind that will allow 
her to embrace the sacrifice and love for humanity 
embedded in the oath.

The COVID-19 pandemic has motivated many high-
school students in China to choose medical schools in 
the National College Entrance Examination.3 Public 
health and disease prevention have been given 
more weight in medical education in China with the 
COVID-19 pandemic; for instance, Tsinghua University 
launched its School of Public Health this year.4 The 
pandemic also brought attention to medical humanity 
education so that more medical students come to 
understand that, behind the advanced technologies, 
the core of medicine is humanity and clinical practice 
should be patient-centred.

By selecting Qian’s essay as the winner of the 2020 
Wakley–Wu Lien Teh Prize, we hope to inspire the next 
generation of health workers and encourage reflections 
on the transition and reform of medical education in 
China. We hope you will enjoy reading her beautiful and 
honest writing too.
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