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HOW SHOULD WE THINK ABOUT RISK?

Source: https://www.gannawarra.vic.gov.au/News-Media/Wear-a-mask-and-help-stop-the-spread-of-COVID-19; https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2021/08/delta-variant-pandemic-risk-safety/619798/

•Risk of transmission? 
illness? hospitalization?

•Risk of death?
•Risk of severe permanently 
disabling injury or 
accidental? or untimely? 
death

•Severity x Likelihood = Risk
•Uncertainty or volatility

https://www.gannawarra.vic.gov.au/News-Media/Wear-a-mask-and-help-stop-the-spread-of-COVID-19
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WHOM DO WE TRUST FOR INFORMATION REGARDING HEALTH AND SAFETY RISK?
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THE IDEA OF A WARNING IS FUNDAMENTAL TO THEORIES OF RISK COMMUNICATION

•The effectiveness of warnings depends on 
some underlying assumptions about the 
target person
• Target is risk averse
• Target is rational
• Target has the ability to competently assess 

and choose to act
•Except for some populations (Smokers? 
Teens? Children?)

•What happens when these conditions 
don’t apply? 
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ALL SIGNS WERE THAT THE COVID PANDEMIC WOULD LEAD TO INCREASED 
PUBLIC CONCERN AND RISK AVERSIVENESS

Source: Source Vincent T. Covello(1992) Risk Communication: An Emerging Area of Health. Communication Research, Annals of the International Communication Association, 15:1, 359-373, DOI: 10.1080/23808985.1992.11678816; https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/vaccines/facts.html

However …
• The idea that the “weak” get sick 

(elderly, compromised, socially 
marginal) caused relief rather 
than empathy or horror

• Americans apparently resigned 
themselves to 1,000,000+ deaths 
without demanding fundamental 
systemic changes

• Individual perspectives on their 
own susceptibility and obligation 
to their neighbors appears to be 
partly driven by identity
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DISEASE CAUSED BY THE SARS-COV-2 VIRUS MAY BE CONTRASTED WITH THE 
EFFECTS OF THE COVID PANDEMIC …

Source: https://www.chicagotribune.com/coronavirus/ct-viz-coronavirus-how-it-was-drawn-20200403-ka4t4zyab5ejpcp5y7ukn2mb4u-story.html; There have been 7m-13m excess deaths worldwide during the pandemic https://www.economist.com/briefing/2021/05/15/there-have-been-7m-13m-excess-deaths-worldwide-
during-the-pandemic; CORONA image created by Alyssa Eckert and Dan Higgins of the CDC

Nature made the virus, but the pandemic was man-made

https://www.chicagotribune.com/coronavirus/ct-viz-coronavirus-how-it-was-drawn-20200403-ka4t4zyab5ejpcp5y7ukn2mb4u-story.html
https://www.economist.com/briefing/2021/05/15/there-have-been-7m-13m-excess-deaths-worldwide-during-the-pandemic
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BIOLOGY OF SARS-COV-2 IS WELL UNDERSTOOD IN CONTRAST TO 
THE PUBLIC HEALTH, SOCIAL AND BEHAVIORAL CONSEQUENCES OF THE COVID PANDEMIC

Source: Figure is from Funk CD, Laferrière C and Ardakani A (2020) A Snapshot of the Global Race for Vaccines Targeting SARS-CoV-2 and the COVID-19 Pandemic. Front. Pharmacol. 11:937. doi: 10.3389/fphar.2020.00937 https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fphar.2020.00937/full

https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fphar.2020.00937/full
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SARS-COV-2 IMPACTS THE CENTRAL NERVOUS SYSTEM (CNS), BUT DATA ARE STILL 
FORTHCOMING ON THE LONG-TERM CNS IMPACTS LET ALONE BEHAVIORAL CHANGE

Source:  Taking a Closer Look at COVID-19’s Effects on the Brain Posted on January 14th, 2021 by Dr. Francis Collins https://directorsblog.nih.gov/2021/01/14/taking-a-closer-look-at-the-effects-of-covid-19-on-the-brain/

Whether there are any 
longer term behavioral 

impacts is still in 
question.

“… The first of these symptoms 
might be the loss of smell and 
taste, while some people also 
may later battle headaches, 
debilitating fatigue, and trouble 
thinking clearly, sometimes 
referred to as “brain fog.”

https://directorsblog.nih.gov/author/collinsfs/
https://directorsblog.nih.gov/2021/01/14/taking-a-closer-look-at-the-effects-of-covid-19-on-the-brain/
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THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC HOWEVER HAS HEIGHTENED GLOBAL PERIL AND 
UNCERTAINTY CONTRIBUTING TO A RISE IN FEAR-BASED RISK TAKING

Source: Cox, J., Greenwald, D. L., & Ludvigson, S. C. (2020). What Explains the COVID-19 Stock Market? (No. w27784). National Bureau of Economic Research. ; Image of market ids from  https://www.statista.com/chart/20939/year-to-date-performance-of-major-us-stock-market-indices/

“ The findings … point to a 
major role for fluctuations 
in effective risk aversion 
or sentiment in driving 
stock market volatility 
between February and 
April of 2020.”



Ga
vi

n 
Hu

nt
le

y-
Fe

nn
er

 ©
 2

02
2

10

THE RISK OF HOUSEHOLD INJURY INCREASED IN 2020

Source: Cox, J., Greenwald, D. L., & Ludvigson, S. C. (2020). What Explains the COVID-19 Stock Market? (No. w27784). National Bureau of Economic Research. ; Image of market ids from  https://www.statista.com/chart/20939/year-to-date-performance-of-major-us-stock-market-indices/; Cohen J S, Donnelly K, Patel S J, et al. 
Firearms Injuries Involving Young Children in the United States During the COVID-19 Pandemic. Pediatrics. 2021;148(1):e2020042697 

Risk-taking or 
Exposure? More 
people were at 

home longer

Firearms
Falls

Medical ingestions

“28% of households 
reported a home injury 
or ingestion during the 
pandemic ...”

https://www.statista.com/chart/20939/year-to-date-performance-of-major-us-stock-market-indices/
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CIGARETTE SALES INCREASED IN 2020 FOR THE FIRST TIME IN TWO DECADES

Sources: “That Cloud of Smoke Is Not a Mirage” https://www.nytimes.com/2022/01/12/style/smoking-cigarettes-comeback.html “FTC Report Finds Annual Cigarette Sales Increased for the First Time in 20 Years” https://www.ftc.gov/news-events/press-releases/2021/10/ftc-report-finds-annual-cigarette-sales-increased-first-
time-20; https://www.acpjournals.org/doi/full/10.7326/M21-3350 Changes in Cigarette Sales in the United States During the COVID-19 Pandemic

https://www.nytimes.com/2022/01/12/style/smoking-cigarettes-comeback.html
https://www.ftc.gov/news-events/press-releases/2021/10/ftc-report-finds-annual-cigarette-sales-increased-first-time-20
https://www.acpjournals.org/doi/full/10.7326/M21-3350
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LESS TRAFFIC BUT MORE FATALITIES IN 2020 AS EJECTION RISK INCREASED

Source: Office of Behavioral Safety Research. (2021, June). Update to special reports on traffic safety during the COVID-19 public health emergency: Fourth quarter data (Report No. DOT HS 813 135). National Highway Traffic Safety Administration.
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THESE SOCIAL AND BEHAVIORAL PANDEMIC EFFECTS MAY BE TEMPORARY

•Stock market is apparently recovered.
•Driver behavior is changing as people go back to work.
•Children went back to school … somewhat. 
•Alcohol and tobacco or nicotine use? 
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UNCERTAINTY DROVE SHORT-TERM BEHAVIOR, BUT YEARS INTO THE PANDEMIC 
MISINFORMATION CONTINUES TO AFFECT US – VACCINE EXAMPLE

Source Vincent T. Covello(1992) Risk Communication: An Emerging Area of Health. Communication Research, Annals of the International Communication Association, 15:1, 359-373, DOI: 10.1080/23808985.1992.11678816; https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-
ncov/vaccines/facts.html
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THE LONGER TERMS IMPACTS OF SARS-COV-2 ON THE CNS AND THE PANDEMIC 
EXPERIENCE IN THE USA AND BEYOND ARE TBD

Source: https://www.chicagotribune.com/coronavirus/ct-viz-coronavirus-how-it-was-drawn-20200403-ka4t4zyab5ejpcp5y7ukn2mb4u-story.html; There have been 7m-13m excess deaths worldwide during the pandemic https://www.economist.com/briefing/2021/05/15/there-have-been-7m-13m-excess-deaths-worldwide-
during-the-pandemic

Absent significant changes in 
state and federal regulation 
and an investment in public 
health on the scale of the fight 
against lead there will be 
significant long term negative 
societal impacts of the 
pandemic and endemic virus.

https://www.chicagotribune.com/coronavirus/ct-viz-coronavirus-how-it-was-drawn-20200403-ka4t4zyab5ejpcp5y7ukn2mb4u-story.html
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LEAD WAS KNOWN AS A POISON IN ANTIQUITY, BUT UNTIL FAIRLY RECENTLY, 
AMERICANS LIVED WITH LEAD AND ITS ENDEMIC SOCIAL CONSEQUENCES

Source: Photos are from The Long, Ugly History of the Politics of Lead Poisonin https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2016-02-09/the-politics-of-lead-poisoning-a-long-ugly-history
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17Source: Lead poisoning in kids: Sources, symptoms and precautions https://www.sacbee.com/news/local/health-and-medicine/article71355742.html

Acute lead poisoning has 
severe health impacts which 
cease as lead levels subside. 

But low persistent blood lead is 
related to poor education 
outcomes and likely connected 
with broader societal impacts 
relating to impulsivity, crime & 
social aggression. 

EXPOSURE TO LEAD CAN CAUSE SIGNIFICANT ILLNESS IN THE IMMEDIATE TERM 
AND NEGATIVE SOCIETAL IMPACTS IN THE LONG TERM

https://www.sacbee.com/news/local/health-and-medicine/article71355742.html
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MOVEMENT TO SUPPORT AND IMPLEMENT AN EFFECTIVE PUBLIC HEALTH 
APPROACH TO LEAD WAS HIGHLY SUCCESSFUL AND IS ONGOING

Source: This Lead is Killing Us https://www.nlm.nih.gov/exhibition/thisleadiskillingus/collection.html; A Science‐based Public Health Approach for Continued Progress in Reducing Lead Exposure https://www.epa.gov/sites/default/files/2017-01/documents/lead_a_public_health_approach_document_final_1-24-17.pdf; 
https://magazine.jhsph.edu/2004/fall/microcosmos/lead_spread.html; https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/flint-s-lead-tainted-water-may-not-cause-permanent-brain-damage/

The Student Organization for Urban Leadership formed in 1964 to combat 
lead poisoning. Members distributed pamphlets, gathered paint samples, 
and collected urine for testing.

Chicago, IL

Flint, MI

https://www.nlm.nih.gov/exhibition/thisleadiskillingus/collection.html
https://www.epa.gov/sites/default/files/2017-01/documents/lead_a_public_health_approach_document_final_1-24-17.pdf
https://magazine.jhsph.edu/2004/fall/microcosmos/lead_spread.html
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WE HAVE NO CHOICE BUT TO LIVE WITH THE VIRUS

Source:   Nature 590, 382-384 (2021) doi: https://doi.org/10.1038/d41586-021-00396-2

“Herd immunity” 
and “Eradication” 
are highly unlikely
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WHAT DOES “LIVING” WITH THE SARS-COV-2 VIRUS (OR SIMILAR) MEAN OVER 
THE LONG TERM? 

Source

•Annual vaccination boosters
•Vaccination requirements for travel
•Increased mask-wearing
•Better global pandemic surveillance?
•Decentralized vaccine development 
and production?

•Increased public health investment 
(surveillance, tracing, testing, 
communication, research)?
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WHAT DOES “LIVING” WITH THE COVID PANDEMIC MEAN ONCE HOSPITALS AND 
EMERGENCY ROOMS ARE “BACK TO NORMAL”? 

Source The Sword of Damocles, 1812 by Richard Westall Ackland Museum, Chapel Hill, North Carolina, United States of America

• Collapsed trust in government, academia, 
media 

• Acceptance of mass death
• Increased sensitivity to identity in self 

protective behavior
• Accepting diminished investment in public 

health? 
• Accommodating to decreased health-care 

worker capacity?
• Muddling through mental health consequences 

of mass death and trauma?

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Damocles
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/en:Richard_Westall
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WE HAVE LEARNED THAT IN A COVID PANDEMIC CONTEXT, A CLINICAL 
PERSPECTIVE MAY BE TOO NARROW (JUST LIKE WITH LEAD)

Source: Op Ed by Aaron Carroll MD “To Fight Covid, We Need to Think Less Like Doctors” https://www.nytimes.com/2022/01/14/opinion/covid-america.html; Smith, C. M. (2005). Origin and uses of primum non nocere—above all, do no harm!. The Journal of Clinical Pharmacology, 45(4), 371-377.

Question Clinical Lens Public Health Lens

What tests and when 
and whom to test?

Top quality professionally 
administered and reserved for 
highest risk persons

Speed and availability for as 
many in every settings

What type of mask? N95 properly fitted Any mask is good but N95 is best

Are masks helpful? I may not be 100% protected Even if I am not 100% protected, 
we’re all somewhat safer

Should I vaccinate my 
child?

Risk/benefit to children is 
unclear

More vaccinated the better plus 
schools

How to proceed given 
uncertain science?

Above all, do no harm. Gather information but do 
something!

https://www.nytimes.com/2022/01/14/opinion/covid-america.html
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AMERICANS HAVE RALLIED FOR PUBLIC HEALTH IN THE PAST, BUT ARE WE 
POSITIONED TO SCALE UP TO SYSTEMIC CHANGE?

Source: Murthy, B. P., Molinari, N. A. M., LeBlanc, T. T., Vagi, S. J., & Avchen, R. N. (2017). Progress in public health emergency preparedness—United States, 2001–2016. American journal of public health, 107(S2), S180-S185. https://www.kff.org/coronavirus-covid-19/issue-brief/public-health-
infrastructure-and-pandemic-preparedness-provisions-in-the-build-back-better-act/

Current proposal is for $20Bn - less than 
half of original plan: “Almost all public 
health and preparedness areas in the 
original [Build Back Better] bill saw 
reductions, and several were eliminated.”
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INVESTING IN PUBLIC HEALTH IN THE UNITED STATES STARTS WITH PEOPLE BUT 
SYSTEMIC AND INSTITUTIONAL CHANGE IS NEEDED AS WELL

• Many nurses driven to quit because 
of what the pandemic has revealed 
about our healthcare system and 
their place in it

• The clinical setting cannot 
compensate for a public health 
failure

Source: See for example “Why Health-Care Workers Are Quitting in Droves” https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2021/11/the-mass-exodus-of-americas-health-care-workers/620713 https://www.cnn.com/2021/02/22/health/black-nurses-mental-health-wellness/index.html/; American Nurses Foundation COVID-19 
Impact Assessment Survey - The First Year https://www.nursingworld.org/practice-policy/work-environment/health-safety/disaster-preparedness/coronavirus/what-you-need-to-know/year-one-covid-19-impact-assessment-survey/

https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2021/11/the-mass-exodus-of-americas-health-care-workers/620713
https://www.cnn.com/2021/02/22/health/black-nurses-mental-health-wellness/index.html/
https://www.nursingworld.org/practice-policy/work-environment/health-safety/disaster-preparedness/coronavirus/what-you-need-to-know/year-one-covid-19-impact-assessment-survey/
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WE HAVE THE CAPACITY TO LEARN AND IMPROVE – UC BERKELEY WORLD AFTER 
COVID PROJECT

Source: How Life Could Get Better (or Worse) After COVID  https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/article/item/how_life_could_get_better_or_worse_after_covid

Whence optimism?
• Re-investment in 

public health
• Investment in 

people (food, 
health, housing, 
social & political 
autonomy)

• Enhancement of 
global cooperation
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