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The duration of the pandemic has undoubtedly affected the be-
haviour of people and has triggered fear in many people, because 

people perceive an increase in the risk of getting sick, especially 
after the number of infected people increased or a family member 
became ill or died from being infected by COVID- 19.1,2 Fear is de-
fined as an unpleasant emotional state caused by the perception of 
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The prevalence of COVID- 19 has a social and economic impact on peo-
ple, leaving them distressed and fearful of getting infected.

To determine the variables attributable to the fear of contracting 
COVID- 19.

This is a quantitative study based on an online cross- sectional self- 

from middle-  and high- income levels, was selected.
Estimations were obtained using a probit regression model with 

marginal effects.
Fear prevailed mainly in women. It has a positive relationship with variables 

such as chronic illnesses, infectious family or relatives, reduction in economic activ-
ity and perception of bad government response to a pandemic. Fear has a negative 
relationship with knowledge about COVID- 19, education level and ageing. Moreover, 
those who consider socioeconomic impact less important than health care do not 
fear a COVID- 19 infection.

The socioeconomic and health aspects help predict fears. 
Thus, the government should prioritize these variables in implementing policies. The 
government's credibility and communication systems can also reduce fears of con-
tracting COVID- 19.

-
viduals and some members of our interest groups were consulted in the design stage 

independent individuals volunteered to read and comment on the draft manuscript.

Chile, health care, pandemic, perception, probit model
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menacing stimulus.  Therefore, the longer the pandemic lasts, the 
greater the fears that people may face, affecting their socioeco-
nomic well- being  and mental health.  However, in some cases, the 
longer it takes to find a solution to the pandemic, the more people 
will not be inclined to take adequate measures to avoid contagious 
behaviour (social distancing, washing hands and quarantine compli-
ance), because they are motivated to act not only for health- care 
issues but also for social and economic reasons (income generation, 
human relationships or simply contempt with authority). This situ-
ation is evident when we observe the second and third pandemic 
wave around many countries in the globe where people have not 
received enough health care.

Comparing the pandemic situation a month and a half after the 

the existing situation when we realized this study (19 July 2020), the 

10 while the cases and deaths have increased by 
11

12 The number of un-
-

ployment level in Chile between 2010 and 2020.  Moreover, from 

people has increased significantly. Specifically, the number of in-

residential properties, saturation of the health- care system, quality 
of government response, loss of employment, financial loss, number 
of infected people, trust in people and/or institutions are some of 
the factors that may strongly influence people's well- being and their 
fears of contracting the disease.
when there was no certainty about a vaccine and its characteristics. 
The media coverage may continue to provide information about con-
tagious and perished people.

The health economics literature is primarily concerned with de-
termining the willingness to pay for a vaccine and determining in-
dividuals' preferences for a vaccine under different modalities of 
effectiveness and side- effects. The preferences and the willingness 
to pay for a vaccine could express an individual´s fears of getting 
infected.1,8,18- 21

Torales, O'Higgins, Castaldelli- Maia and Ventriglio  mentioned 
that the pandemic generates stress, anxiety, depression, insomnia, 
anger and fear globally. For example, home confinement causes a 
negative psychological impact, affecting the emotional state be-
cause of depression and anxiety.22 The authors added that collec-
tive concerns could affect individual daily behaviours, reducing 
the effectiveness of COVID- 19 strategies and control. Debiec and 
Olsson  mentioned that fear responses could be learned, directly 
or indirectly, by social transmission. Thus, fear contagion may often 
happen automatically and unconsciously, making it complicated to 

control.  This can be even more difficult to manage as the number 
of cases of COVID- 19 increases, and the media provides information 
about infected and dead people.

However, governments sometimes instil fear in people to raise 
health awareness of COVID- 19, to change intentions and to motivate 
them to be vigilant during the pandemic.  In addition, govern-
ment's response and credibility can affect the acceptability of vac-
cination.
Rancic,27 the quality of governance determines health- care system 
performance. However, vaccine rejection may decrease depending 
on the severity of COVID- 19 infections. It can also decrease if peo-
ple are aware of vaccination benefits or have family members in-
fected with the virus. 1,2

Clark, Davila, Regis and Kraus28 show that trust in the govern-
ment has a low influence on individual decisions to take other pre-
ventive actions (mask- wearing, social distancing, hand washing and 
staying at home) to reduce the probability of getting infected with 

29 
found that fear is caused by health anxiety, regular media use, so-
cial media use and risk for loved ones. People's fear is triggered not 
only by COVID- 19 infections but also by the consequences of the 
pandemic, such as employment loss, income loss and affected social 
relationships.  
people from both low- income and middle- income countries are wor-
ried about their jobs.

Few studies have explored the main factors that explain the 
fears of people during the current pandemic. This study aimed to 
analyse the main factors influencing people's fear of being infected 
with COVID- 19 to implement appropriate policies aimed at reducing 
people's fears during the COVID- 19. These factors will be helpful 

and Crabbe,
2019 indicates that it is possible that other coronavirus diseases may 
occur again in the future.

|
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The data were collected through an online self- administered ques-
tionnaire distributed to various social media platforms between 10 

participants aged between 18 and 90 years, mainly in the middle-  
and higher income levels. The questionnaire was validated by ex-
perts and other select individuals through a focus group and a pilot 
survey.

Furthermore, we asked for the opinions of a small focus group of 
COVID- 19 survivors and some members of our interest group in the 
design stage of the study. This helped to refine the survey questions 

volunteered to read and comment on the drafted manuscript.
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health- care system. Most respondents belong to middle- income and 

The questionnaire included three main parts: the first part had 
20 questions related to knowledge about the pandemic, individuals’ 
perception and fear of their risk of infection, economic and social 
impacts, and information on medical conditions (chronic diseases, if 

not).
The second part of the questionnaire had questions about the 

willingness to pay for vaccines and reasons for rejecting them. 
Finally, the third part had ten questions about sociodemographic 
data and children's education and performance under the pandemic. 
However, the data obtained from the second and third part ques-
tions about willingness to pay and child education were not consid-
ered in this study. However, it has been used for other publications, 
where the questionnaire is available as supplementary material on 
Cerda et al. 1

We notified the respondents that there is no monetary compen-
sation, the survey is voluntary, and they could stop participating at 
any time. They were also informed that the data would be gener-
alized: no. individual data and no record of their identities will be 

|

The estimation method consisted of a probit model, expressed as:

where the standardized normal cumulative distribution probability 
function is represented as:

where xi represents the matrix of explanatory variables for the indi-
vidual i, β represents the vector of coefficients, and t denotes the nor-
mal standardized distribution. The estimation of the parameters was 
carried out through the maximum- likelihood method. The estimated 
marginal effect of an independent variable x is the partial derivative, 
with respect to x, of the prediction function. The model was estimated 

|
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showed more fear of contracting the virus after the first and a half 
months since the pandemic hit Chile. Women's fear surpassed that 

yielded the same results to that of women and men proportions. 

fears than those from other income- level groups. Respondents with 

|

Several estimations were considered, including various explanatory 
variables such as the perception of government communication 
response, the perception of general government response, adapt-
ability to remote work, age, gender, the perception that the socio-
economic impact is more important than health care, the perception 
of bad government response, the perception of own risk aversion, 
the existence of chronic diseases, family or relatives with COVID- 19 
and education level. Table 2 presents the description of the statisti-
cally significant variables.

The result of the marginal probit model explaining the increase 

a positive relationship with variables such as existing chronic sick-
ness, infected family, reduction in economic activity and perception 
of bad government response to the pandemic. In contrast, fear has 
a negative relationship with the knowledge about COVID- 19, educa-
tion level and age. Moreover, those who regard the socioeconomic 
impact as less important than health care have less fear of contract-
ing COVID- 19.

|

Within the first one and a half months that the pandemic hit Chile, 

disease. People who fear a COVID- 19 infection can exceed this 
percentage.

affected by the COVID- 19 pandemic ; that is, women may be more 
afraid of contracting the virus.

Our study corroborates other studies that mention that the 
worries and fear of getting COVID- 19 are influenced not only by 
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18- 29

Female

Male

No response

Education

Preliminary school

High school

Technical

Undergraduate degree

Monthly income (US dollars)

90 (17.0)

Type of health system

Public

Private

Other

Explanatory variable description

I consider myself a risk lover 11 (2.1)

Socioeconomic impact is more 
important than health care

Bad government response 110 (20.7) 110 (20.7)

Reduced economic activity 88 (20.7)

COVID- 19 knowledge level is 
good

90 (17.0)

I have a chronic sickness

No

Family or relative with COVID- 19

No
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the potential health impact but also socioeconomic effects and 
social vulnerability.  Our study shows that the reduction in 
economic activity and perception of bad governmental response 
to the pandemic increases the fear. This result is consistent with 
Jakovljevic, Sugahara, Timofeyev and Rancic,27 with respect to 

think that the socioeconomic impact is less important than health 
care.

The existence of chronic sickness and family infectivity is also 
a predictor of fear in our study. This finding is consistent with 
other studies,  which found that increased fear was related 
to perceived risk for loved ones and health anxiety, fear of be-
coming infected and fear of getting in contact with contaminated 
objects. The impact of having family members ill with symptom-
atic COVID- 19 affects the perception of the severity of the dis-
ease in individuals, generating greater fear of being infected due 
to its impacts not only on health but also on their socioeconomic 
environment.

We also found that fear is inversely proportional to age: it de-
creases when age increases. Despite adult people being reported to 
be at a higher risk, we found that they are less fearful of contracting 
the disease than young people.  Some authors propose health liter-
acy interventions in older people to promote healthy behaviours.  
However, we suggest that this attention to literacy should be given 

to young people because they tend to be more fearful than adult 
people. 2

well- informed people about COVID- 19 experience less fear. The 
result emphasizes the importance of education and information for 
public health policy. The government should make efforts to equip 
people with knowledge about COVID- 19. It should provide infor-
mation on how to combat the virus to the less- educated and young 
individuals.

fears, governments must respond according to socioeconomic and 
health needs. They should also implement a good and credible com-
munication system of the health situation and performance to com-
bat the pandemic.
Schuch, Sordi and Kessler,  it is also necessary to implement public 

-
plaining fear are determined by the temporal context of the pan-
demic; therefore, they could change over time.

|

The results of this cross- sectional study suggest that people who 
are more fearful of contracting COVID- 19 are women, those with 

Probit regression reporting marginal effect

= =

=

I have chronic sickness

Family or relative with COVID- 19

Reduce economic activity

I consider myself a risk lover

COVID- 19 knowledge level is good

Socioeconomic impact less important than health care

Education

Perception of bad government response

Wald chi2(9) =
Prob >chi2 = 0.0000
Pseudo- R2 =

=

N =

P- value< P- value < P- value <0.01.
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chronic illnesses, infectious families, those with loss of economic ac-
tivity and those who perceive a bad governmental response to the 
pandemic. In comparison, fear decreased with the knowledge about 
the pandemic, education level and age. Therefore, governments 
should prioritize these variables: health, social and economic policy 
implementation.

Some limitations of our study are that our sample includes a high 
proportion of people with relatively high educational levels, and the 
convenience sampling system. The online data collection method 

is that the results about the variables explaining fear are determined 
by the temporal context of the pandemic; therefore, they could 
change over time. Therefore, studying the determinants of temporal 
changes in the fears faced by individuals due to the pandemic is an 
interesting line of research to develop.

to this manuscript.

-

modelled estimation, and wrote, reviewed and edited the manuscript.

The data sets that support this study's findings are available from 
the corresponding author upon reasonable request.
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