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Towards understanding the “How” and “Why”: A call to arms for the study of the 

socio-cultural dimensions of COVID-19 

 

The virus COVID-19 has spread globally to over 100 countries with over 100,000 confirmed 

and likely many more unreported cases, presenting a severe challenge to global health and 

wealth. While passenger flows in airports have taken the steepest drop since WWII and 

Europe’s largest regional airline has gone bankrupt, the international stock markets are in 

turmoil and, arguably, the global stock of human and health capital (1) is in free fall with 

employees being sick or working from home and conferences and trade shows being 

cancelled on a massive scale. 

 

Past pandemics and epidemics such as the 1918-20 Spanish flu as well as the 2018 Kivu 

Ebola outbreak hit those with low economic, social, and cultural capital such as members of 

the working class first and hardest. Globalization with the ensuing mobility and 

cosmopolitanism seem to profoundly have changed this pattern. The first COVID-19 cases in 

Denmark were the direct result of the more resourceful travelling for either work (e.g. to 

conferences) or leisure (e.g. winter holidays in Northern Italy). A simple look at the numbers 

(https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1GOqLozQqXsf_ntHJ9aodpHHd09I6ZLn_srluZkh_

EEY/) reveals that the spread of COVID-19 exhibits a systematic bias towards the richer, 

better networked, and higher educated populations: out of the 30 countries with the most 

confirmed Corona cases on a per capita basis, 23 are among the top-30 according to GDP, 25 

among the top-30 according to average household income, 18 out of 25 listed among the top-

30 connected economies, and 16 out of 22 listed among the top-30 in the PISA assessment of 

educational performance. 

 

COVID-19 has become a priority topic for the European elites, which are affected directly – 

from the football celebrity Thomas Kahlenberg, who got 77 fans quarantined by attending a 

football match while being infected with COVID-19, to the leader of the Italian Democratic 

party Nicola Zingaretti, who publicly acknowledged that he tested positively for COVID-19 

in an attempt to solidarize with the thousands of Italians affected by the virus rather than 

assuming a sick role to escape from the requirements of the social system (2). Despite high-

profile outings and the role of the economic, social, and cultural elites in spreading COVID-

19 on a global basis, it would be a mistake to confound this with the less resourceful being 

less at risk with this pandemic as demonstrated by the case of quarantined Icelandic citizens 

returning from Northern Italy directly to work, endangering other citizens of the small island 

nation. 

 

Statistics from the Chinese Center for Disease Control and Prevention suggest that health 

inequality plays a major role also with COVID-19, with the elderly and the weak suffering 

(http://weekly.chinacdc.cn/en/article/id/e53946e2-c6c4-41e9-9a9b-fea8db1a8f51) from both 

the highest hospitalization as well as the highest case fatality rates. In contrast, the case 

fatality rates are relatively low in affected high-income countries such as Switzerland, 

Singapore, and Germany. And even when focusing only one the situation in one country, in 

case that the hospitalization rate exceeds the capacity of the country’s health system, the 

more resourceful citizens are more likely to receive adequate treatment through e.g. private 

health insurances and private hospitals while the less resourceful and vulnerable citizens’ 

mortality risk increases, independently of whether they are in need of hospitalization due to 

COVID-19 or due to completely unrelated reasons. 
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To understand how the virus spreads and how different populations deal with it, a socio-

cultural perspective beyond simple demographics such as gender, age, and income seems 

potentially fruitful. Let us reflect on why Italy is being hit so hard by COVID-19, boasting 

the second-highest number of confirmed COVID-19 infections after China. Social 

embeddedness and cultural backgrounds and their influence on everyday health practices (3) 

provide Despite having the second-oldest population of the planet, Italy still boasts a 

comparably high level of family cohesion and consequent informal care performed by family 

members. Despite a growth in the formal care sector, caring for your sick family members at 

home is still deeply culturally embedded in Italy (4). In addition to the family vector, like in 

the German state of North Rhine-Westphalia, the cultural institution of carnival provided a 

fertile ground for spreading COVID-19 in Northern Italy. These rather unique socio-cultural 

factors together with international winter tourism provide a rather compelling explanation of 

why 16 million people have been quarantined. 

 

So, while we all are indistinguishable dots on Johns Hopkins’ COVID-19 dashboard, when 

we try to understand pandemics or to build AI models 

(https://www.thelancet.com/journals/landig/article/PIIS2589-7500(20)30054-6/fulltext) to 

predict their impact, it is important to remember that humans are social beings with their 

particular sets of personal beliefs and cultural backgrounds. Recognizing health as not only a 

biomedical but also a socio-culturally constructed entity is a prerequisite to establishing an 

interdisciplinary dialogue for a better understanding of the current as well as similar future 

outbreaks. 
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