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Awareness about the occurrence of viral infectious (or other) tail risks can influence their socioeconomic inter-

temporal impacts.  We proxy the level of societal experience (awareness) in the face of the COVID-19 outbreak 

by past exposure of a country to epidemics and other catastrophic events. With data for 2020, we show that 

more aware societies suffered a less intense impact of the COVID-19 disease. 
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The pandemic outburst was not a complete surprise 

 

Before the worldwide outburst of Covid-19 at the beginning of 2020, some societies were more aware of the 

possibility of occurrence of such an event, for at least two reasons: First, a big part of the scientific community 

had been warning for nearly one decade about the likely appearance of “disease X” (see Daszah, 2020; de Bolle, 

2021). On the other hand, some societies may have more experience with this sort of events, insofar as they had 

been more affected than others in the past by infectious diseases (e.g. SARS in 2002 or Ebola in 2014) and/or 

other extreme natural events. Such phenomena have become more frequent over the most recent decades 

(Figure 1): societies that have experienced them in a not-so-distant past may be more prepared to identify a new 

episode in an early fashion. A reference literature highlights the importance of individual experiences in shaping 

individuals' behavior and beliefs. For example, in economics, Malmendier and Nagel (2011) show that personal 

experiences of economic fluctuations determine individuals' willingness to take (financial) risk. In turn, the 

epidemiological literature shows that individual awareness is a relevant factor to account for the spreading of an 

epidemic (see e.g. Wang et al., 2020). 

Figure 1. Worldwide biological and other natural, extreme events per year, 1950-2019  

Source: Buesa et al. (2021) based on EM-DAT database: https://www.emdat.be/. 

The link between disaster incidence and prior awareness 

 

In a new study (Buesa, Pe rez and Santaba rbara, 2021), we proxy the level of societal experience (awareness) in 

the face of the COVID-19 outbreak by past exposure of a country to viral outbreaks, and other catastrophic events, 

in order to test to what extent more aware societies suffered a less intense impact of the disease spread. To do so, 

we estimate spatial econometric models linking indicators of awareness and pandemic incidence (both human 

and economic) using a cross-section of around 150 countries across the world. We regress an indicator of the 

incidence of the pandemic on an indicator of awareness and a number of control variables, including a spatial lag. 

Accounting for the proximity among countries is key, given that the health situations of closer geographies are 

likely to be more connected.  

 

https://www.emdat.be/
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To identify the events, we resort to the EM-DAT database, constructed by the Center for Research on the 

Epidemiology of Disasters, with extensive coverage of both natural and technological events. Concentrating on 

events that occurred in the period 2000-2019. Information from EM-DAT is merged with population statistics to 

construct a set of country-specific indicators: the number of epidemic episodes affecting more than 100 people, a 

subset of the latter for outbreaks linked to respiratory diseases (e.g. MERS and SARS), and the number of natural 

disasters affecting more than 0.1% of the country's population. For human incidence of Covid-19, we compute the 

number of deaths per million inhabitants for each country at different reference dates. Regarding economic 

incidence, we focus on economic losses in 2020.  

 

Our specifications also include a number of control variables such as the share of urban population, average 

temperature, household size, gross national income and dummies for continents, large countries and emerging 

economies. Additionally, we control for the effect of policy decisions using the Oxford COVID-19 Government 

Response Tracker from Hale et al. (2020). Ex ante, it is unclear whether more aware countries would be more 

prone to implementing policies in the spirit of those captured by the index, or they resorted to other alternatives 

such as intensive testing and contact tracing. The correlation between our awareness indicators and the 

stringency index is statistically not significantly different from zero in most cases. Anyhow, for our benchmark 

analysis, we include the residuals of the regression of awareness indicators on the stringency index as an 

additional control in the human incidence regressions. 

 

Awareness reduces the Covid-19 toll in human terms 

 

Our main results for human incidence are displayed in Table 1. First and foremost, we find a strong and robust 

negative association between the number of past epidemics and human incidence. The result holds for all the 

empirical specifications shown, and is robust to the inclusion of a number of control variables. Second, the 

statistical significance of the spatial lag indicates that proximity to countries affected by the pandemic has some 

bearing on cases, as expected. Third, countries more affected by Covid-19 put in place more stringent 

containment measures. Fourth, countries in America and Europe were more severely affected by the disease in 

statistically significantly terms than the average, while those in Oceania displayed a significantly lower incidence. 

Finally, even though, on impact, emerging market economies and large countries suffered less, this differential 

effect vanished as the pandemic developed. The aforementioned key findings are robust to the use of alternative 

measures of awareness. 

 

We also provide results on economic incidence. This is a more demanding exercise, as a number of confounding 

factors may be at work, most notably economic and containment policies adopted since the outburst of the 

pandemic, and the heterogeneous economic structure of countries. Results in the most basic regressions for the 

initial impact and the overall output loss in 2020 display a positive and statistically significant coefficient, that is, 

robust to the inclusion of the NPI stringency index. Nevertheless, the inclusion of additional, plausible, control 

variables dissipates this finding, which is evidence of lack of robustness. In addition, when looking at alternative 

awareness indicators we do not find significant correlations. 
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Policy implications 

 

The evidence on a less intense human impact of the COVID-19 (and less so economic impact) in more aware 

societies may provide lessons for policy-makers beyond the current pandemic. If past experience is of value, the 

current pandemic should make societies more resilient against upcoming viral shocks in the future, calling for 

greater preparedness of health systems. In addition, with extensive international travel and trade, prevention 

exceeds the national frontiers, which highlights the key role of multilateral coordination on disease prevention, 

including through international bodies such as the WHO.  ∎  

Table 1. Results of human incidence regressions 
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