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The Lloyd’s Register Foundation Safety Perceptions Index (SPI) 

provides a comprehensive assessment of worries and 

experiences of risk across 121 countries. The SPI is a unique 

body of work, providing a deeper understanding of citizens’ 

feelings of safety than any other publicly available source. The 

index is produced by the Institute for Economics and Peace 

(IEP) on the basis of data from the World Risk Poll, a global 

survey designed by the Lloyd’s Register Foundation and 

administered by Gallup.

This is the second edition of the SPI. The report analyses two 

iterations of the World Risk Poll, the first conducted in 2019 and 

the second conducted in 2021; providing commentary, trends, 

and insights into these two sets of data. One of the defining 

features of the research is that one survey was administered 

prior to the onset of COVID-19 and the other was administered 

afterwards, allowing for an analysis of the effects of the 

pandemic on perceptions of risk. This report will be useful in 

the decades ahead as it will give insight into likely shifts in 

perceptions of risk for any future pandemics that may occur.

The SPI measures two themes, worry about harm and recent 

experience of serious harm, analysing them across five domains: 

food and water, violent crime, severe weather, mental health, and 

workplace safety. These themes and domains are combined into 

a composite score which reflects perceptions of safety by 

country and region.

The past several years have been characterised by rising feelings 

of uncertainty worldwide. Central to this shift has been the 

COVID-19 pandemic, which disrupted the functioning of social 

institutions as well as patterns of individual and collective 

behaviour in countless ways.1 Multiple studies have shown that 

the pandemic brought about increased levels of fear and anxiety 

across groups.2  

Against this backdrop, there are two central findings of the 
2023 SPI report. The first is that there were two parallel 

developments in people’s perceptions of safety over the last 

several years. On the one hand, the index showed no meaningful 

change in levels of worry and experience of harm in the 

aggregate, with an improvement of less than 0.1 percentage 

points recorded between 2019 and 2021. On the other hand, 

complementary data from the World Risk Poll points to a 

notable rise in generalised and non-specific feelings of fear and 

lack of safety throughout the world, with people becoming more 

fearful overall but less certain about the sources of potential 

threats. 

On this note, the report finds a rise in “ambiguous risk”. This 

refers to people’s sense that risk exists in the world around them 

but that it cannot always be defined. The rise in ambiguous risk 

can be seen in the responses to a World Risk Poll question on 

the greatest perceived threat in people’s daily lives. Between 

2019 and 2021, the largest changes in response rates were for 

those saying that no risk existed in their lives, which fell by half, 

and those saying they did not know what their greatest risk was, 

which nearly doubled. 

The second key finding is that, despite the negligible overall 

change, there were larger shifts in scores for the individual 

domains and the themes within those domains. While it was not 

possible to measure changes in one domain, workplace safety,3  

among the four others, two improved and two deteriorated. The 

mental health domain recorded the largest deterioration, while 

the violent crime domain recorded the largest improvement. 

These results may in part be attributed to COVID-19, as the 

pandemic and ensuing lockdowns affected people’s mental 

wellbeing, while less physical contact and interaction have likely 

led to reductions in violent crime. As COVID-19 only ranked as 

the fourth most commonly cited threat to people’s daily safety, 

these findings suggest that it was the societal experience of the 

pandemic – more than the virus itself – that most impacted 

worries and experiences of risk. 

Both worry and the experience of harm in relation to the food 

and water domain improved. However, these overall 

improvements represent averages across all of the countries 

surveyed and do not fully reflect the deteriorating food security 

and water stresses in certain vulnerable parts of the world. 

Low-income and conflict-ridden countries have recorded 

substantial deteriorations. Global undernourishment rates, for 

example, have been increasing since 2017 and reached over 750 

million people in 2021, with 89 per cent of undernourished 

people residing in sub-Saharan Africa.4 Moreover, the survey was 

completed prior to the Russian invasion of Ukraine, which has 

significantly stressed global food supply chains.

In 2021, more people experienced harm in the severe weather 

domain than in 2019, but levels of worry in the domain 

decreased. This finding aligns with a slight decline between 2019 

and 2021 in concerns about the future impacts of climate 

change, which the World Risk Poll data also showed. These 

developments further suggest that the pandemic shifted 

perceptions of risk and likely displaced worries about perceived 

future threats with ones that were more immediate. 

Nevertheless, the marginal nature of the decline in climate 

concerns,5 even in the face of the immediate worries associated 

with the pandemic, could also be seen as a reflection of the 

effectiveness of global communications strategies to highlight 

the threat posed by climate change.6 

The worst scoring country in the 2023 SPI was Mali, which has 

experienced two recent coups and has been racked by multiple 

violent conflicts. On average, sub-Saharan Africa was the worst 

scoring region in the SPI; all of the five countries with the worst 

scores are located in the region, with four of them currently 

suffering from violent conflict. 

There was less regional concentration in relation to the 

countries that performed best. The five countries with the best 

SPI scores comprise one from the Russia and Eurasia region, 

two from the Middle East and North Africa, and two from 

Europe. Uzbekistan was the best scoring country overall and, on 

average, the Russia and Eurasia region had the best scores of 

any region. This is a noteworthy result, given that countries in 

the Russia and Eurasia region do not typically rank highly in 

other measures of security and development. Their strong SPI 

scores were driven by their low rates of reported experience of 

harm. 
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SPI scores were also closely aligned with levels of peacefulness. 

This was true for both worry and experience. On average, very 

high peace countries recorded the best scores, and scores 

become progressively worse as levels of peace decline. This 

trend holds true across all domains except for mental health. 

Very high peace countries and very low peace countries had the 

highest rates of risk impact related to mental health concerns, 

while the middle peace countries had the lowest. 

Between the two surveys there was a notable 4.2 percentage 

point increase in the number of people stating they felt less safe 

than at an earlier stage of their lives. The country with the 

biggest increase was Myanmar, where 58.7 per cent of the 

population felt this way in 2021, compared to 11.4 per cent in 

2019. Myanmar was followed by Armenia, Vietnam, Nigeria and 

Turkey. 

While the single most common response to the question about 

the greatest risk in people’s lives was “don’t know”, road 

accidents were the most commonly cited specific answer, 

followed by crime and violence and then by non-COVID-related 

health issues. COVID-19 was the fourth most commonly cited 

top risk. Financial and economic concerns were treated as two 

separate categories in the World Risk Poll data, but had they 

been combined, they would have constituted the third most 

commonly cited risk. Moreover, both of these categories 

increased over the two years. 

Although road accidents were rated as the greatest risk, it was 

also the area that had the largest improvement between the two 

surveys, with the percentage of respondents citing it as their 

greatest risk dropping from 17.9 per cent to 12.9 per cent. Many 

factors may have affected this result, including short-term 

trends like less road traffic due to COVID-19 and longer-term 

trends like improved car safety features and better road safety 

regulations.

In contrast to the 2019 World Risk Poll, which only measured 

the experience of harm based on a combined rate of first-hand 

and second-hand experience, the 2021 data provides 

disaggregated rates for the two. As such, in addition to overall 

experience rates, this edition of the SPI includes additional 

analysis on the basis of first-hand experience only.

In all five domains, worry exceeded first-hand experience, with 

the highest difference occurring in the violent crime domain, 

where rates of worry were more than six times higher than 

rates of first-hand experience. This is not necessarily surprising 

as the effects of violent crime can be severe, but also because 

expectations are often inflated by the levels of violence reported 

in news media and presented in entertainment programs. 

Workplace safety was the only domain where the worry rate 

was not more than twice as high as the first-hand experience 

rate; in fact, worry and first-hand experience were basically on 

par for workplace safety, with the worry rate standing at 10.4 

per cent, compared to a first-hand experience rate of 10.3 per 

cent.

Anxieties associated with employment and economic conditions 

rose between 2019 and 2021, which is unsurprising in light of 

the economic downturns precipitated by the pandemic. Over 

the two years, global unemployment rates increased from 5.4 

per cent to 6.2 per cent, with youth experiencing the largest 

increase in unemployment. Unemployed people struggled the 

most on their present income, with 63.3 per cent struggling. 

This was followed by underemployed workers and full-time 

self-employed people. People of all employment statuses also 

became more dissatisfied with their current living conditions 

over the two years, though the largest increase occurred for 

people working full-time for employers, for whom 

dissatisfaction rates rose from 21.6 per cent to 30.7 per cent. 

The 2023 SPI highlights the changing dynamics of risk that 

accompanied the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic. The world is 

less certain about its future than at any time since the Cold War. 

The pandemic continues to impact every corner of the globe, 

inflation is rising, the Ukraine war has disrupted international 

relations, and economic growth has slowed and in some cases 

reversed. These global events will continue to shape the risk 

landscape at the local, national and international levels, 

highlighting the need for ongoing measurement and analysis of 

citizens’ perceptions of the threats they face in their daily lives. 

This report forms part of a broader multi-year 
collaboration between the Lloyd's Register Foundation 
and IEP to better understand how perceptions of 
safety differ across countries, and how the different 
aspects of risk are connected. 

As part of this work, IEP has released an R package to 
allow researchers and practitioners easy access to the 
data and various aggregations. This package can be 
installed from https://github.com/githubIEP/wrp.

BOX A

World risk poll R package

https://github.com/githubIEP/wrp


SAFETY PERCEPTIONS INDEX 2023    |   4

Safety Perceptions Index 2023 | Understanding the impacts of risk around the world

1 Uzbekistan 0.072
2 United Arab Emirates 0.073
3 Saudi Arabia 0.093
4 Norway 0.098
5 Estonia 0.100
6 Singapore 0.101
7 Iceland 0.109
8 Sweden 0.111
9 China 0.113

10 Denmark 0.116
11 Lithuania 0.119
12 Hungary 0.123
13 Armenia 0.127
14 Kazakhstan 0.128
15 Taiwan 0.129

=15 Czech Republic 0.129
17 Tajikistan 0.130
18 Belgium 0.132
19 Latvia 0.135
20 Hong Kong 0.136
21 Georgia 0.138

22 Japan 0.145
23 Israel 0.146
24 United Kingdom 0.148
25 Jordan 0.154
26 Kyrgyz Republic 0.155
27 Netherlands 0.156

=27 Romania 0.156
29 Australia 0.159

=29 Pakistan 0.159
31 Ireland 0.161

=31 Egypt 0.161
33 Canada 0.163
34 New Zealand 0.164
35 Malta 0.166
36 Finland 0.167
37 Croatia 0.172
38 Thailand 0.174
39 El Salvador 0.175
40 Albania 0.176
41 Slovenia 0.183
42 Switzerland 0.184

43 United States of 
America 0.187

44 Kosovo 0.190
45 Paraguay 0.191

=45 Serbia 0.191
47 Bulgaria 0.192
48 Germany 0.194

=48 Russia 0.194
50 South Korea 0.195

=50 Slovakia 0.195
52 France 0.197

=52 Cyprus 0.197
54 Nicaragua 0.199
55 Laos 0.203

=55 Lebanon 0.203
57 Sri Lanka 0.206
58 Uruguay 0.210
59 Austria 0.211
60 Panama 0.213
61 Algeria 0.214

62 Bosnia and 
Herzegovina 0.215

63 Poland 0.218

RANK COUNTRYRANK COUNTRYRANK COUNTRY SCORE SCORE SCORE

SAFETY 
PERCEPTIONS 
INDEX
CAPTURING THE IMPACT 
OF RISK IN COUNTRIES     
AROUND THE WORLD
SAFETY PERCEPTIONS INDEX

0.1 0.2 0.3 0.4

Source: IEP, Lloyd's Register Foundation World Risk Poll 
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64 North Macedonia 0.219
65 Ukraine 0.221
66 Tunisia 0.222
67 Malaysia 0.224
68 Mongolia 0.225
69 Moldova 0.239
70 Spain 0.240
71 Vietnam 0.241

=71 Myanmar 0.241
73 Costa Rica 0.244

=73 Nepal 0.244
75 Iran 0.248
76 Honduras 0.250
77 Italy 0.258
78 Chile 0.265
79 Bangladesh 0.267
80 Argentina 0.268

=80 Portugal 0.268
82 Indonesia 0.270
83 Cambodia 0.274
84 Turkey 0.275

85 Dominican Republic 0.282
86 Tanzania 0.283
87 Greece 0.287
88 Iraq 0.292

=88 Colombia 0.292
90 Mexico 0.299
91 Ecuador 0.300
92 Venezuela 0.302
93 Mauritius 0.303

=93 Peru 0.303
95 Togo 0.306
96 Jamaica 0.308
97 India 0.320
98 Bolivia 0.333
99 Côte d'Ivoire 0.339

100 Morocco 0.341
101 Kenya 0.358
102 Benin 0.362
103 Senegal 0.364
104 Nigeria 0.367
105 Ghana 0.369

106 Zimbabwe 0.371
107 South Africa 0.373
108 Uganda 0.381
109 Namibia 0.382
110 Zambia 0.396

=110 Burkina Faso 0.396
112 Philippines 0.397

=112 Afghanistan 0.397
114 Cameroon 0.403
115 Brazil 0.416
116 Gabon 0.426
117 Mozambique 0.436

118 Republic of the 
Congo 0.451

119 Guinea 0.467
120 Sierra Leone 0.502
121 Mali 0.587

RANK COUNTRYRANK COUNTRYRANK COUNTRY SCORE SCORE SCORE
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In a time of rising uncertainty, it is important to understand 

perceptions of safety across different regions, countries and 

demographic groups, and to examine how different risks relate 

to each other and to global events, such as the COVID-19 

pandemic. The risks the world faces are not evenly distributed, 

and attitudes toward them vary significantly from country to 

country. The Lloyd’s Register Foundation World Risk Poll data 

shows that for certain types of risk, some countries are relatively 

tolerant of uncertainty and danger while others are highly risk 

averse.

On the basis of this dataset, which allows for broad comparison 

across countries and regions, the Safety Perceptions Index (SPI) 

has been developed as a composite measure of how risk affects 

perceptions of safety around the world. Its aim is to better 

understand risk in the aggregate – how different types of risk 

are related, how perceptions of safety vary by country and 

region, and how risks connect to the broader socio-economic 

environment, including levels of peacefulness.

The index itself draws on 12 questions from the World Risk Poll, 

focusing on everyday risks with the potential to cause significant 

disruptions to the lives of people throughout the world. In 

addition, the overall report draws on a variety of other questions 

from the World Risk Poll, as well as complementary data from 

other sources, to give greater understanding and meaning to the 

findings.

There are five domains in the SPI, which broadly cover threats 

related to health, security, and the social and physical 

environment. These are: food and water, violent crime, severe 

weather, mental health, and workplace safety. While these 

domains are not an exhaustive collection of all risks, they do 

cover those that people are likely to face in their daily lives and 

that could result in serious harm. Each of the five domains has 

two cross-cutting themes – worry and experience – which 

together provide a fuller measure of perceptions of safety. The 

framework underlying the SPI is outlined in Figure A. 

Each country’s overall index score is an average of its experience 

and worry levels, each of which is in turn an average of rates 

across the five domains, and a country’s final index score 

therefore stands between 0 and 1. As such, to achieve a perfect 

score of 0, none of the respondents from that country would 

report being very worried about any of the risks and none 

would have experienced serious harm or personally known 

someone who had experienced serious harm from that risk in 

the previous two years. Conversely, to achieve the maximum 

score of 1, every respondent would have to report being very 

worried about each risk and have experienced serious harm 

or personally known someone who has from each risk in the 

previous two years.

The global SPI scores shown in this report are based on 

unweighted averages across the 121 surveyed countries, meaning 

that rates of experience and worry in high-population countries 

are counted equally to those in low-population countries. Scores 

and rates at the regional level and by peace-level groupings are 

also based on unweighted averages of all relevant countries. 

Because this approach is distinct from that of other Lloyd’s 

Register Foundation World Risk Poll reports, in which global 

and regional averages reflect the relative weight of different 

countries’ populations, certain figures listed here differ slightly 

from those found in those reports. 

In contrast, the global rates for different demographic groups 

shown in this report, which do not form part of the SPI 

scores, are weighted by country populations. This means that 

response rates shown for different age groups, sexes and similar 

categories are reflective of the total populations of all the 

surveyed countries. Where applicable, charts depicting rates 

weighted by country populations and those depicting rates that 

are unweighted have been labelled accordingly.

With regard to the relationship between levels of worry and 

levels of experience in measuring the impact of risk, a composite 

index that focused only on experiences of harm would not 

fully capture that risk’s impact on a person’s daily activity. A 

disconnect between the experience of a risk and worrying about 

that risk should not necessarily imply that worry is unfounded. 

For example, a society with high levels of private security and 

a populace too afraid to go out at night might have low levels 

of violence only because of the risk mitigation strategies that 

people take to avoid it. For more information on how the 

index was constructed, which indicators were used, and the 

importance of the cross-cutting themes, see the Methodology 

section at the end of this report.

Safety Perceptions Index Framework
The SPI measures the levels of worry and recent experience of 
serious harm across five domains: food and water, violent 
crime, severe weather, mental health and workplace safety.

FIGURE A

Domain Theme

Safety 
Perceptions 
Index

Score of 0:
No risk, no concerns 

about safety

Score of 1:
High risk, high concerns 

about safety

Food and 
Water Worry

Experience

Worry

Experience

Worry

Experience

Worry

Experience

Worry

Experience

Mental 
Health

Workplace 
Safety

Severe 
Weather

Violent 
Crime

Introduction
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Omission of questions on perceived likelihood of future 
harm

For a variety of questions in the 2019 World Risk Poll, 
including those that form the basis of the five domains of 
the SPI, respondents were asked about three related 
subjects: 1) their experience of serious harm in the recent 
past, 2) their worry about harm in the present, and 3) the 
perceived likelihood that a given harm would befall them 
in the near future. For the previous SPI report, these three 
themes served as the basis for the calculation of the 
overall risk impact score for each domain. However, in the 
2021 iteration of the World Risk Poll, the questions on 
likelihood were omitted. For this reason, the present report 
calculates risk impact on the basis of experience and 
worry only, and also compares the 2021 scores to the 2019 
scores on this basis. For these reasons and the reasons 
above, many of the 2019 global, regional and country-level 
figures and scores shown in this report differ from those 
presented in the 2022 SPI.

Reduction in number of countries 

The previous edition of this report, the 2022 SPI, drew on 
data from the 2019 World Risk Poll only, while the present 
report draws on both that poll and the 2021 World Risk 
Poll. The second survey featured fewer countries than the 
first (121 in 2021 vs. 142 in 2019), with 119 of these 

BOX 1.1

Differences between the 2022 and 2023 Safety Perceptions Indices

appearing in both waves. This means that two countries – 
the Czech Republic and Iceland – were surveyed in 2021 
but not in 2019. The Methodology section outlines the 
ways in which this change in the composition of countries 
has been accounted for in calculating the regional and 
global 2019 scores as well as the other trended analyses in 
the report. 

Change in workplace safety questions

The 2019 World Risk Poll included questions related to 
experiences of harm in the workplace and these were 
featured in the 2022 SPI, but it included no questions on 
worries related to workplace harm, so there was no worry 
theme for workplace safety in that report. Moreover, while 
there were a series of questions on experiences of harm in 
the workplace in the 2019 survey and these were included 
in the scores of the 2022 SPI, the questions were worded 
differently and had different focuses than the experience 
question posed in the 2021 survey, which has been used in 
the calculation of the final scores of this report. As such, 
neither theme related to workplace safety has comparable 
figures between 2019 and 2021, so none of the 2019 
workplace safety scores and no trended analyses related 
to workplace safety are included in this report. The 
Methodology section discusses the ways in which these 
changes have been accounted for in calculating the 
overall and theme-specific SPI scores for 2019.

This report draws on both the 2019 and the 2021 World Risk 

Polls. Some of the differences between the two – and their 

implications for the SPI – are highlighted in Box 1.1. Because it 

is the first SPI report to benefit from longitudinal data, it offers 

not only a snapshot of safety perceptions around the world, but 

also a view into how safety perceptions shifted over the last 

several years. Crucially, the time series covers the periods before 

and after the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic. It thus provides 

insight into how the pandemic affected the risk landscape 

globally, revealing a mixed picture – with both expected and 

unexpected results.
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The SPI provides the ability to rank countries by levels of 

perceived risk by the five domains individually, by the average 

scores across the domains, and by the average worry and 

experience theme scores. Scores range between 0 and 1, with a 

high score indicating a high level of risk impact. For example, 

if for a given domain, 10 per cent of a population reported 

experience of harm and 20 per cent reported significant worry 

about that harm, then that population would record a domain 

score of 0.150. 

The report analyses the two iterations of the Lloyd’s Register 

Foundation World Risk Poll data from 2019 and 2021 to better 

understand trends. One of the defining features of the research 

is that one survey was administered prior to the onset of 

COVID-19 and the other was administered afterwards, allowing 

for an analysis of the effects of the pandemic on perceptions of 

risk. 

Figure 1.1 provides the summary of the changes in the SPI scores 

for the five domains and two themes between 2019 and 2021, as 

well as for the average global score. As can be seen, the overall 

risk score was virtually unchanged between the two years, 

falling from 0.2384 in 2019 to 0.2376 in 2021, equivalent to a less 

than 0.1 percentage point improvement. The average SPI score 

improved in two domains – food and water and violent crime 

– and deteriorated in two – severe weather and mental health. 

The fifth domain, workplace safety, did not have comparable 

questions on harm experience and worry in 2019. Uzbekistan 

recorded the best overall score, at 0.072, while Mali recorded the 

worst overall score, at 0.587. Mali is currently suffering from a 

violent internal conflict, has high rates of terrorism, and saw its 

government overthrown in successful coups in both 2020 and 

2021. 

Counterintuitively, the overall SPI score improved following the 

onset of COVID-19. This result can in part be explained by the 

ways in which the pandemic reduced real or perceived threats in 

several key domains. Specifically, with the significant reductions 

around the world in people’s presence in public places, it is 

unsurprising that the violent crime score improved. Figure 1.2 

shows that levels of both worry and experience in this domain 

fell between 2019 and 2021.

More generally, as every person has finite mental capacity to 

worry, the spread of the virus may have ended up displacing 

worry across some of the domains of the SPI. This dynamic can 

be seen in the fact that the average level of worry about severe 

weather events fell by 1.7 percentage points, even as experience 

of harm from such events actually rose by 2.1 points.

In contrast, the only SPI domain in which the average levels of 

both worry and experience of harm increased was the mental 

health domain, which is to be expected given the extent of global 

COVID-19 lockdowns and other disruptions to regular social life. 

Average global levels of worry and experience of harm related 

Safety Perceptions Index scores, 2019 and 2021
There was a negligible improvement in the impact of risk globally between 2019 and 2021, with two domains registering 
improvements in scores. 

FIGURE 1.1

0.00 0.05 0.200.10 0.15 0.25 0.30 0.35

Food and Water

Violent Crime

Severe Weather

Mental Health

Workplace Safety*

Experience

Worry

Overall Score

Source: World Risk Poll; IEP calculations
Note: Averages across 121 countries, unweighted by country populations. 
*The World Risk Poll did not have comparable questions on workplace harm experience and worry in 2019.

20212019

Results and 
Trends1

The Safety Perceptions Index (SPI) measures five key risk domains: food and water, violent crime, severe weather, mental 
health and workplace safety. This report focuses specifically on two themes – worry and experience of serious harm – for 
each of these five domains. The domain scores are averaged to create a country composite score. 
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Average experience and worry rates, by domains, 2019 and 2021
Mental health was the only SPI domain to experience increases in levels of both worry and experience between 2019 and 2021.

FIGURE 1.2

Source: World Risk Poll; IEP calculations
Note: Averages across 121 countries, unweighted by country populations. 
*The World Risk Poll did not have comparable questions on workplace harm experience and worry in 2019.     
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to mental health rose in tandem, by 2.4 and 2.5 percentage 

points, respectively. A variety of other studies have also found 

significant increases in harm from mental health conditions 

precipitated by the pandemic. The World Health Organisation 

(WHO), for example, estimates that it led to a 25 per cent 

increase in rates of anxiety and depression in some places, with 

women and young people hit the hardest by stresses associated 

with COVID-19. 

In both years, the domains with the largest overall risk scores 

were violent crime and severe weather. In both cases, their 

high scores were from their high levels of worry, as the levels 

of experience associated with them were on par with the other 

domains. Across the domains, most worry and experience 

rates were well below 30 per cent. The exceptions were the 

worry rates for violent crime and severe weather, which stood 

at between 35 and 40 per cent in both 2019 and 2021. The 

workplace safety domain, which is associated with relatively 

high levels of experience of harm, ranked lowest in 2021 as a 

result of its low worry rates. The relationships between worry 

and the experience of harm, both first-hand and second-hand, 

are discussed in greater detail in Section 2. 

Scores by country and region
Figure 1.3 shows the countries with the highest and lowest SPI 

scores, both overall and by domain, as well as the highest and 

lowest worry and experience levels, both overall and by domain. 

Mali ranks as the most risk-impacted country in the SPI, 

registering among the highest worry rates for all five domains 

and among the highest experience rates in all but one domain: 

food and water. In contrast, Uzbekistan ranks as the least risk-

impacted country, driven by its low levels of reported experience 

of harm. There are three domains for which Uzbekistan has 

among the lowest experience rates in the world – violent crime, 

severe weather, and mental health – although it does not figure 

among the countries with the lowest worry rates for any 

domain. 

In general, sub-Saharan African countries are the most risk-

impacted in the world. For experience, while Afghanistan has 

the highest average score of any country, the other four of 

the five highest ranking countries are located in sub-Saharan 

Africa. This largely holds true across the domains, with the only 

exception being the mental health domain, where European 

countries have three of the five highest experience rates. Sub-

Saharan African countries also make up the majority of the 

countries with the highest worry rates, occupying the five worst 

spots in all but two domains – violent crime and severe weather 

– for which they hold four of the top five spots. 
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FIGURE 1.3
Highest and lowest country scores and rates, 2021

OVERALL SCORE
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Mali is the most risk-impacted country in the SPI, while Uzbekistan is the least.
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There is less regional concentration in relation to the countries 

that are least impacted by risk. The five countries with the 

lowest SPI scores comprise one from Russia and Eurasia, two 

from the Middle East and North Africa, and two from Europe. 

European countries, and specifically Nordic countries, make 

up the majority of the countries with the lowest average worry 

scores. Nordic countries constitute the majority in every 

domain except for mental health, for which only one, Sweden, 

is represented. The low worry rates in these countries are in 

some ways unsurprising, given that they are characterised by 

high levels of economic development and social equity, trusted 

and high-quality public services, low levels of crime, and broad-

based societal peacefulness.4 As such, people in such places may 

perceive the likelihood of encountering harms from different 

risk domains as lower, and they might justifiably count on their 

countries’ social systems to mitigate the severity of many harms. 

With regard to low levels of reported experience of harm, 

countries in the Russia and Eurasia region feature prominently. 

They occupy three of the five lowest spots for overall experience, 

despite representing only one-thirteenth of the countries 

surveyed, and they also figure among those with the lowest 

rates of experience of harm in every domain except for food and 

water. Across the five domains, the region has an average rate 

of experience of harm of 12.7 per cent, ten points lower than the 

global rate of 22.9 per cent.5 Driven by its low harm experience 

averages, the Russia and Eurasia region is the best scoring 

region in the SPI, as shown in Figure 1.4. 

It is not fully clear why countries in this region record such low 

levels of experience of harm. Overall, the region performs much 

better in the SPI than on other global indices of development, 

wellbeing and safety. For example, the region has only middling 

Safety and Security scores in the Global Peace Index.6 For 

most other countries, measures of these kind tend to correlate 

strongly with low levels of risk, as shown in the previous edition 

of the SPI.7  

There may be other cultural, linguistic and socio-political factors 

driving the low rates of reported experience of harm in Russia 

and Eurasia, particularly in relation to how respondents in 

the region understand and report on risk. The 2019 edition 

of the World Risk Poll, for example, asked a question about 

whether hearing the word “risk” made respondents think more 

of “danger” or “opportunity”. Globally, 60 per cent of people 

thought more of danger, while 20.9 per cent thought more of 

opportunity. Across the surveyed countries of the Russia and 

Eurasia region, however, an average 32.7 per cent of people 

thought more of opportunity, the highest rate of any region, 

and in Uzbekistan, 72.9 per cent of people thought more of 

opportunity, by far the highest percentage of any country. 

Moreover, research on the conduct of surveys in Central Asia, 

and in Uzbekistan in particular, has found that respondents 

tend to feel pressure and wariness about how their responses 

might be used against them or the political leadership of their 

countries. At the same time, there are reportedly strongly held 

cultural beliefs that “garbage should not be taken out of the 

house for public display”.8 

Despite registering the lowest regional score in the SPI, the 

Russia and Eurasia region experienced the largest deterioration 

in overall score of any region between 2019 and 2021. Between 

the two years, its score rose by 0.018, equivalent to 1.8 

percentage points, driven by the largest regional increase in 

average worry rate and the second largest regional uptick in 

average experience of harm rate. This is particularly noteworthy 

given that most regions registered improvements in scores 

between 2019 and 2021, with six regions improving and three 

deteriorating. 

The largest regional improvement occurred in North America, 

whose overall score improved by 3.4 percentage points. This 

improvement was driven by a 4.7 percentage point decline in 

North America’s average experience of harm rate, by far the 

largest change in rate of any region. As shown in Figure 1.5, 

from 2019 to 2021, more countries improved their overall SPI 

scores, reporting less average experience of harm and less 

average worry about harm.

 

Regional average SPI scores, 2019 and 2021
Despite experiencing the largest deterioration in score of any region between 2019 and 2021, the Russia and Eurasia region had the 
best SPI scores in both years, driven by its low rates of reported experience of harm.

FIGURE 1.4
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attributed to old and dried-out pipelines and irrigation systems, 

where bacterium grows and multiplies in water supplies.11 

Changes in countries’ SPI scores tended to diverge by their 

respective peace levels, with the majority of higher peace 

countries improving and the majority of lower peace countries 

deteriorating. Grouping countries by peace levels reveals striking 

results:

• Very high peace countries recorded the largest average 

improvement, with their SPI scores improving by 1.2 

percentage points. 

• These were followed by high peace countries, which 

improved by an average of one percentage point.

• Next came medium peace countries, which improved by an 

average of 0.9 percentage points. 

• Low peace countries deteriorated on average by 1.4 

percentage points. 

• The worst outcome was recorded by very low peace 

countries, which deteriorated on average by 7.4 percentage 

points.

Improvements and deteriorations in SPI scores, 2019–2021
Between 2019 and 2021, most countries registered at least a slight improvement in their SPI scores.

FIGURE 1.5
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As previously mentioned, Mali reported the largest 

deteriorations in overall SPI score as well as in average rates of 

experience of harm and worry about harm. The country had its 

largest increase in worry about food, a sub-domain of the food 

and water domain, with 59.8 per cent of Malians expressing 

concern about harm from food safety or a lack of food in 2021, 

compared to 26.4 per cent in 2019. Despite this increase of 33.4 

percentage points, which was the largest of any indicator across 

all countries, Mali’s highest levels of worry were in the severe 

weather and violent crime domains in both 2019 and 2021. In 

the period between the two surveys, Mali has had a substantial 

increase in conflict and government instability. There were 

coups in both 2020 and 2021, Islamic jihadists are active in the 

country, and Western military support to fight the insurgents is 

being withdrawn. This ecological-conflict nexus is amplified by 

Mali’s exposure to extreme weather events and high population 

growth, making Mali further exposed to food shortages and 

declining livestock. The extreme weather events are also 

associated with temperature increases, desertification and rapid 

deforestation.9  

In contrast, Pakistan had the largest improvement in its overall 

SPI score, recording the largest declines in average rates of 

both experience of harm and worry about harm. The country 

improved across all domains for which there were comparable 

questions in both years (e.g. all domains except for workplace 

safety). Despite these improvements Pakistan continued to 

record a high level of worry in relation to water, a sub-domain 

of the food and water domain, with 30.8 per cent of Pakistanis 

expressing concern about the water they drink, substantially 

more than the global average of 20 per cent. Moreover, in 

2021, Pakistan was the country with the second highest 

percentage of people, 2.8 per cent, saying that water supply 

and cleanliness issues were the greatest threat to their daily 

lives. In recent years, Pakistan has faced acute water shortages 

due to increasingly severe droughts, rapid population growth, 

urbanisation, climate change and poor water management. 

This has also contributed to violent crime, with water 

scarcity triggering conflict and resource competition.10 A 2021 

government study found that 41 per cent of water sources across 

the country had bacterial contamination; as well as arsenic, 

nitrate and fluoride. Microbial contaminations like these are 
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Perceptions of safety – the 
shifting risk landscape
Figure 1.6 shows the percentage of people in 2019 and 2021 

stating that they felt less safe, more safe, or about as safe 

compared to five years prior. There was a notable increase in the 

percentage of people saying they felt less safe in 2021. In total, 

34.6 per cent of people responded this way in 2021, compared to 

30.4 per cent of people in 2019. Moreover, this increase occurred 

in the majority of countries, with 53.4 per cent of the countries 

surveyed showing higher rates of feeling less safe.

Many countries recorded substantial deteriorations in feelings of 

safety compared to five years earlier. The worst outcomes were 

the following:

• In Myanmar, 11.4 per cent of the population reported feeling 

less safe in 2019, but this rose to 58.7 per cent in 2021.

• In Armenia, the rate increased from 9.6 to 37.5 per cent.

• In Vietnam, it increased from 10.9 to 37.1 per cent.

• In Nigeria, it increased from 35 to 60.9 per cent.

• In Turkey, it increased from 34.5 to 50.1 per cent.

In contrast, the countries with the largest improvements were 

the following: 

• In Sweden, the percentage of the population feeling more 

safe rose from 12 per cent in 2019 to 31.9 per cent in 2021.

• In Uruguay, the percentage rose from 10.8 to 30.5 per cent.

• In Zambia, it rose from 18.7 to 37.5 per cent. 

• In Bulgaria, it rose from 16.7 to 34.9 per cent. 

• In Norway, it rose from 9.9 to 26.3 per cent. 

Greatest risk to people’s daily 
lives
Another World Risk Poll question asks respondents to mention 

the risk that they see as the greatest threat to their everyday 

safety. Responses are then coded into one of over 20 possible 

options. Although there were a few minor changes in the coding 

categories between the 2019 and 2021 surveys,12 the options 

largely remained the same, allowing for comparisons over time. 

Unsurprisingly, the most significant change between the two 

sets was the addition of COVID-19 in the 2021 survey.  

But despite the pandemic’s incalculably disruptive effects on 

people’s lives around the world, the virus itself was only the 

fourth most commonly cited top risk in 2021, with 7.3 per cent 

of people calling it the biggest threat to their everyday safety. 

In both 2019 and 2021, road-related accidents represented the 

most commonly cited specific risk, with 17.9 per cent of people 

mentioning it in 2019 and 12.9 per cent of people mentioning 

it in 2021. Also in both years, violence-related risks and non-

COVID-related health concerns represented the second and 

third most commonly identified top risks. These risks are shown 

in Figure 1.7.

Feelings of safety in comparison with five years prior, 2019 and 2021
Between 2019 and 2021, there was a rise in the number of people feeling less safe than they did five years earlier.

FIGURE 1.6
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Greatest perceived threats to daily safety, 2019 and 2021
Road-related accidents, crime and violence (and terrorism), and personal health concerns were the most commonly cited top risks in 
both 2019 and 2021.

FIGURE 1.7

0% 2.0% 8.0%4.0% 6.0% 10.0% 12.0% 14.0% 16.0% 20.0%18.0%

Don’t know

Road-related 
accidents

Crime and violence

Crime, violence 
and terrorism

Personal health 
(non-COVID related)

COVID-19

Nothing/No risks

Financial: not having 
enough money

Economic: unemployment, 
high prices

Other

Climate change, natural disasters 
or weather-related events*

Refused

Work-related 
accidents

War and terrorism

Politics, political situation 
and corruption

Non-roadway transportation-
related accidents

Mental stress/exhaustion

Cooking or other 
household accidents

Lack of food

Drugs, alcohol, 
smoking

Water supply or drinking 
unclean water

Pollution

Unsafe, contaminated food

Internet/technology 
related risks

Drowning

Source: World Risk Poll; IEP calculations
Note: Averages across 121 countries, unweighted by country populations.
*"Climate change, natural disasters or weather-related events" was a single category in 2019, but in 2021 it was two separate categories: 
"Climate change or severe weather-related events" and "Non-weather-related natural disasters". The 2021 rate in the chart represents a sum of 
both categories. In contrast, while “crime, violence and terrorism” represented a single category in 2019, in 2021 there were two violence-relat-
ed categories (“crime and violence” and “war and terrorism”); these are presented separately in the chart.
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One of the key findings of this year’s SPI is the rise of 

“ambiguous risk” (Box 1.1). Between 2019 and 2021, the largest 

change in the response rates of people’s top concerns occurred 

in the “nothing/no risks” category, for which the response rate 

dropped from a 15.4 per cent response rate in 2019 to a 7.1 per 

cent response rate in 2021. In the process, it fell from the second 

Between 2019 and 2021, the rate at which people said they 
faced no great threat to their daily safety more than 
halved, while there was a near doubling in the rate at 
which they said they did not know what their greatest 
threat was. In addition to this swing being sizable, it was 
also widespread. The halving or near halving of the 
“nothing/no risks” rate and the doubling or near doubling 
of the “don’t know” response rate was a trend that held 
true across all education levels and age groups, as well as 
for both women and men. Furthermore, of the 118 
countries surveyed on this question, 95 countries or 80.5 
per cent recorded declines in the rate in the “nothing/no 
risks” category, while 93 countries or 78.8 per cent 
registered increases in the “don’t know” category, and 78 
countries or 66.1 per cent registered both a decline in the 
former and an increase in the latter. 

These changes indicate that, in a substantial majority of 
the countries of the world, fewer people believed that 
there was no risk present in their lives, even though they 

BOX 1.1

Rise of ambiguous risk
may not have known what the main source of that risk was. 
This swing also suggests that the pandemic’s impact on 
the risk landscape has been more indirect than direct. 
While the new fears about the virus itself were substantial, 
these larger changes point to the rise of what might be 
termed “ambiguous risk”. 

This is in part because pandemics can contribute to a rise 
in fears both by threatening personal safety and by 
upsetting routines and established patterns of thought.  
When a pandemic first begins, it tends to represent a new 
and poorly understood threat, and people are often not 
able to draw on previous experiences to make sense of it. 
As a result, the level of risk it poses can be difficult to 
calculate, which may lead to an increase in generalised 
and indeterminate fears. In the case of COVID-19, 
mandatory lockdowns for unknown stretches of time 
further aggravated feelings of unpredictability.14

Perceptions of ambiguous risk were also fostered by the 
ways in which the COVID-19 pandemic aggravated a 
variety of mental health issues. In particular, rates of 
anxiety and depression rose, in large part as a result of 
increased uncertainty about the future as well as the 
loneliness associated with social distancing and isolation 
measures.15

The pandemic also resulted in increased usage of social 
media as a platform to connect with others and get news 
and updates.16 According to data from the World Risk Poll, 
the proportion of people globally that used the internet in 
the previous 30 days, including social media, rose from 
51.8 per cent in 2019 to 60.6 per cent in 2021. Social media 
proved to be a valuable resource in helping keep friends 
and family connected to each other during a time of 
extreme isolation for many, while also serving as a platform 
for the sharing of crucial information in the face of 
heightened uncertainty. However, the rise of social media 
as a news source has also tended to amplify unreliable 
information. In the context of the pandemic, 
misinformation and misleading or inconclusive news may 
have contributed to heightened levels of distrust and 
uncertainty, thereby driving increases in specific and 
generalised feelings of stress and anxiety.17

most common answer in 2019 to the fifth most common in 2021. 

Parallel to this, the second largest change was for the “don’t 

know” option, for which the response rate rose from 9.5 to 16.8 

per cent between the two years, making it the most common 

answer in 2021, after it was only the fourth most common 

answer in 2019.

Source: World Risk Poll; IEP calculations

FIGURE 1.8
Rise in ambiguous risk, 2019–2021
For a question on the top threat to daily safety, the largest 
decline in response rate was in the “nothing/no risk” 
category and the largest increase was in the “don’t know” 
category.
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While “don’t know” was the top response globally in 2021, 

“road-related accidents” was the top response in the most 

countries, with 27.5 per cent of the surveyed countries 

identifying it as such. In contrast, the top concern in the most 

countries in the previous World Risk Poll was “crime, violence 

and terrorism”, with 33.6 per cent of surveyed countries 

identifying it as their greatest risk. 

Generally speaking, people’s safety concerns within and across 

countries are diffuse and diverse. In both years, it was rare 

for a single category of risk to garner at least 50 per cent of 

responses within a country; just two countries did so in 2021 – 

“war and terrorism” in Afghanistan and “crime and violence” in 

Venezuela. However, the majority of countries had at least one 

category of risk that obtained at least a 25 per cent response 

rate.18

For each risk category, the countries with the highest and lowest 

response rates are outlined in Table 1.1. The most commonly 

cited top risk for every country surveyed is listed in the 

Appendix.

 Risk Country with the highest response rate Response rate

Don't know Laos 43.2%

Road-related accidents Finland 45.6%

Crime and violence Venezuela 59.7%

Personal health (non-COVID-19 related) Lithuania 33.1%

COVID-19 Algeria 34.7%

Nothing/No risks United Arab Emirates 49.7%

Financial: not having enough money Sierra Leone 27.9%

Economy: unemployment, high prices, etc. Lebanon 24.2%

Other United States 27.1%

Climate change, natural disasters or weather-related events Nepal 20.7%

• Climate and weather-related events (such as floods, drought, wildfires, etc.) Nepal 16.8%

• Non-weather-related disasters (such as earthquakes, volcanoes, etc.) Japan 4.2%

Refused Dominican Republic 11.0%

Work-related accidents Iceland 9.9%

War and terrorism Afghanistan 62.1%

Politics, political situation, corruption Lebanon 16.6%

Non-roadway transportation-related accidents Switzerland 6.9%

Mental stress/exhaustion Australia 7.9%

Cooking or other household accidents New Zealand 12.7%

Lack of food Burkina Faso 11.6%

Drugs, alcohol, smoking United Kingdom 5.6%

Water supply or drinking unclean water Ghana 3.4%

Pollution Switzerland 1.8%

Unsafe or contaminated food Sierra Leone 3.4%

Internet/technology related risks France 4.9%

Drowning Gabon 1.8%

Source: World Risk Poll; IEP calculations

TABLE 1.1
Categories of top risks and countries with highest rates for each, 2021
Different forms of violence were chosen as the single top concern for a sizable majority of people in Afghanistan and Venezuela, while 
half of the people in the United Arab Emirates indicated that there was no great risk to their safety.
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Understanding 
Risk2

The SPI measures the impact of risk in terms of both people’s experiences of serious harm in the recent past and their worry 
about it in the present. While rates of the experience of harm tend to be lower than rates of worry, the two are strongly 
correlated across countries. As shown in Figure 2.1, the average rate of recent experience of harm is strongly positively 
correlated with worry (r=0.72). This includes both first-hand and second-hand experience of harm. The correlation 
coefficient for first-hand harm is (r=0.65), while for second-hand harm it is (r=0.61). The distinction between first-hand and 
second-hand experience of harm is discussed in Box 2.1. 

FIGURE 2.1
Overall and first-hand experience and worry about harm, 2021
Overall and first-hand experience are both strongly positively correlated with worry about harm.

Source: World Risk Poll; IEP calculations
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Mali Mali

In the 2019 edition of the World Risk Poll, respondents 
were asked whether they or someone they know had 
experienced harm in the previous two years from a variety 
of potential threats, to which they could only answer yes 
or no, without distinguishing whether the harm was 
personally experienced or experienced by someone else. 
In the 2021 edition of the survey, however, respondents 
were given options to indicate whether they (1) had 
“personally experienced” harm, (2) “know someone who 
has experienced” harm, or (3) “both”. 

BOX 2.1

Overall experience, first-hand experience and second-hand experience of harm

In this report, recent experience – also called “overall 
experience” or “all experience” – refers to the sum of the 
response rates of all of these options, while “first-hand 
experience” refers to the sum of options 1 and 3. In 
contrast, “second-hand experience” refers to the rates at 
which respondents stated that they only knew of someone 
who had experienced harm (option 2).

17
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Differences by domains 
While worry tends to exceed overall experience of harm, it does 

not exceed it in all domains, as shown in Figure 2.2. Violent 

crime had the largest discrepancy of worry over experience. 

In contrast, overall experience exceeded levels of worry in two 

domains: mental health and workplace safety. 

The average level of worry exceeds the average level of first-

hand experience for all domains, however, the gaps between 

them range from as small as 0.2 percentage points in the 

workplace safety domain to as large as 30.2 percentage points 

in the violent crime domain. These relationships are outlined in 

Table 2.1, while Box 2.2 discusses the differences of absolute and 

relative relationships between levels of worry and experience. 

Table 2.1 also shows that first-hand experiences of harm as 

a proportion of all known experiences vary markedly across 

domains. On average, the largest difference between first-hand 

experience and all experience was in the violent crime domain. 

Roughly one in four of all reported experiences in this domain 

were first-hand experiences. This is followed by the mental 

health domain, for which more than two out of three reported 

experiences of harm were others’ experiences. The only category 

for which reported first-hand experiences exceeds second-hand 

experiences is harm from drinking water. On average, 6.9 per 

cent of people reported personal experiences of harm from 

drinking water, while 6.6 per cent reported only knowing of 

others’ experiences.

Average levels of harm experience and worry, by domains, 2021
Violent crime is the domain for which levels of worry most substantially exceed levels of both first-hand and overall experience of harm.

FIGURE 2.2

Source: World Risk Poll; IEP calculations
Note: Averages across 121 countries, unweighted by country populations. “All experience” refers to the sum of both first-hand and second-hand experience.  
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Food 18.8% 7.9% 42.0% 21.6% +2.7pp 14.6% +13.7pp 172.9% 0.67 0.67 0.53

Water 13.5% 6.9% 51.3% 20.0% +6.5pp 48.5% +13.1pp 189.6% 0.76 0.7 0.73

Violent 
Crime 20.9% 5.6% 26.9% 35.8% +14.9pp 71.3% +30.2pp 537.5% 0.77 0.6 0.77

Severe 
Weather 26.1% 11.1% 42.3% 35.3% +9.2pp 35.2% +24.3pp 219.3% 0.53 0.66 0.55

Mental 
Health 25.7% 7.8% 30.4% 23.7% -2.1pp -8.0% +15.9pp 202.6% 0.34 0.23 0.334

Work 22.7% 10.3% 45.2% 10.4% -12.3pp -54.1% +0.2pp 1.7% 0.69 0.58 0.37

All Domain 
Average 22.3% 8.4% 38.3% 25.2% +2.9pp +15.2% +16.8pp 228.5% 0.61 0.55 0.61

Source: World Risk Poll; IEP calculations 
Note: Correlations calculated based on rates across 121 countries. Food and Water are combined into a single domain in the average scores.

TABLE 2.1
Relationships between experience and worry, by domains, 2021
Five out of six domains in the SPI show a strong positive correlation between experiences of harm and worry about harm.
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For most domains, levels of worry correlate strongly with 

levels of experience, with five out of the six categories showing 

correlation coefficients greater than 0.5. Only the mental health 

domain displays a relatively low level of correlation, with a 

coefficient of 0.34, and the correlation becomes even weaker 

(r=0.23) when looking exclusively at first-hand experiences. 

These low levels of correlation may arise in part from the fact 

that mental health harms can be more difficult to perceive or 

identify than the primarily physical harms of the other domains.

For personal experiences in particular, social and internalised 

stigmas may reduce the rates at which survey respondents 

recognise or report on their own mental health concerns.1 While 

the mental health domain had the second lowest percentage 

of first-hand experiences of harm as a proportion of all known 

experiences, it had the highest absolute rate of knowledge of 

other people’s experiences, with 17.9 per cent of people reporting 

second-hand experiences of mental health harm. 

It is important to highlight that seemingly disproportionate 

levels of worry about certain types of risks relative to first-hand 

or second-hand experiences of harm do not necessarily equate to 

a miscalculation of risk. Worry arises not only as a result of how 

commonly a given harm occurs, but also based on its potential 

severity. As such, people’s levels of worry may in part be based 

on sound assessments of the dangers posed by different types of 

risk. For example, a person might justifiably regard harm from 

violent crime as more threatening than those associated with 

workplace accidents, even if the latter were known to occur 

more frequently than the former.

Despite this, issues of uncertainty and lack of control also 

play a role in how risks are understood, and why they may 

be overestimated. Research on anxiety, for example, suggests 

that the uncontrollability of a situation feeds into feelings of 

uncertainty. Unpredictable and seemingly uncontrollable risks, 

therefore, may lead a person to engage in mental preparations 

that are ineffective, taxing and psychologically demanding, 

resulting in what might be regarded as excessive levels of worry. 

In contrast, as levels of certainty about future events increase, 

perceived levels of control also increase. As such, even when a 

given occurrence is understood to be unavoidable, a person may 

be able to deploy adaptive anticipatory responses to mitigate its 

emotional or practical impact.2 

Such insights help explain the differing rates of worry relative 

to first-hand and second-hand experiences of harm across 

domains. For example, violent crime and severe weather events 

are likely to be associated with high levels of unpredictability 

and uncontrollability. It is therefore unsurprising that worry for 

these two domains tends to show the highest absolute levels of 

worry and the highest relative levels of worry in comparison to 

first-hand experiences. 

Moreover, it is not simply from first-hand and second-hand 

experiences that people develop a sense of the threats that exist 

in their lives. Among other factors, the media and the news 

media in particular, play an important role in shaping safety 

perceptions. This explains why levels of worry related to violent 

crime and severe weather, which are heavily covered in the 

media, far outstrip levels of experience. 

The news media has long been critiqued for giving outsized 

focus to comparatively rare occurrences, particularly violent 

crime, which serves to inflate perceptions of the danger of such 

threats.3 Recent analyses have demonstrated that this dynamic 

is particularly pronounced with social media. A study from 

Finland revealed that, while habitual consumers of traditional 

news media were five per cent more likely than non-consumers 

to report a fear of violent crime, those regularly consuming 

both traditional and social news media were ten per cent more 

likely to be fearful. Moreover, those consuming a combination 

of traditional, social and alternative information sources (the 

latter including disreputable or unreliable sources) were 16 

per cent more likely to report fearfulness of violent crime.4 In 

contrast, other types of harm, such as those related to mental 

health and the workplace, tend to receive less media coverage, 

while also being associated with higher degrees of perceived 

controllability.5

Measuring differences between levels of worry and 
first-hand and second-hand experience with harm 
can be done in absolute and relative terms. 
Throughout this section and others in the report, 
effort has been made to touch on both types of 
approaches, as each offers unique insights into the 
relationships within a population between levels of 
worry and experience. For example, in a given 
country, 20 per cent of the population might have 
experienced a given risk, while 30 per cent 
expressed worry about it. In this example, worry 
would be 10 percentage points higher than 
experience in absolute terms, but in relative terms it 
would be 50 per cent higher.

BOX 2.2

Absolute and relative relationships 
between worry and experience
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Differences by countries and 
regions
In most countries, levels of worry regarding harm exceeds levels 

of experience of harm. Averaging rates across all domains, 78 

countries have higher levels of worry than experience, while 43 

countries have higher levels of experience than worry, as shown 

in Figure 2.3. Figure 2.3 also lists the countries with the largest 

discrepancies between overall levels of worry and experience, 

both in absolute and relative terms.

Mauritius has the highest absolute and relative difference 

between experience and worry, meaning that on average, 

respondents from Mauritius worry about harm far more than 

they experience it. With an average rate of experience of harm at 

16.5 per cent, the country has the 35th lowest level of experience 

out of the 121 countries included in the SPI. However, its average 

worry rate of 44.1 per cent places it among the 10 countries with 

the highest worry rates in the world. Mauritius also had the 

second largest discrepancy between worry and experience in the 

2019 survey, when its average experience of harm rate stood at 

26 per cent and its average worry rate stood at 46.4 per cent. 

Mauritius’s high levels of worry about violent crime are 

particularly noteworthy, as Mauritius ranked as the most 

peaceful country in sub-Saharan Africa in the 2022 Global 

Peace Index (GPI). On this note, the country’s rates of overall 

experience and first-hand experience of violent crime are, 

respectively, less than half and less than one-tenth the global 

averages. Despite this, levels of worry about violent crime are 

nearly twice as high in Mauritius than on average globally. 

High-income countries tend to show higher overall levels of 

experience of harm, compared to their levels of worry, while 

middle-income and low-income countries have the opposite with 

higher levels of worry in comparison to experience. Sixty-nine 

per cent of the high-income countries surveyed show higher 

rates of experience than worry, compared to only 13.6 per cent 

of the middle-income countries and 44.4 percent of the low-

income countries. 

Of the five countries where experience most exceeds worry 

in absolute terms, only Afghanistan is not a high-income 

country (Box 2.3). When comparing relative differences where 

experience exceeds worry, four of the five largest discrepancies 

are high-income Nordic countries. In contrast, the countries 

where worry most exceeds experience in either absolute or 

relative terms include a mix of high, middle and low-income 

countries. 

As country income correlates strongly with national-level 

peacefulness, similar dynamics are observable in relation to 

peace-level groupings. Specifically, very high peace countries are 

the only grouping for which average levels of overall experience 

of harm exceed average levels of worry, as shown in Figure 2.4. 

Moreover, average rates of first-hand experience of harm, overall 

experience of harm, and worry all increase as peace levels 

decline. 

Harm experience and worry di�erences, by country, 2021
In most countries, levels of worry about harm are higher than rates of experience with harm.

FIGURE 2.3
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Source: World Risk Poll; IEP calculations
Note: Absolute di�erence refers to the raw discrepancy between two percentages, while relative di�erence refers to the proportional discrepancy 
between them. For example, if a country had an experience rate of 20 per cent and a worry rate of 30 per cent, worry would be 10 percentage points 
higher than experience in absolute terms, but it would be 50 per cent higher in relative terms.
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Levels of harm experience and worry, by 
peace level groupings, 2021
Very high peace countries are the only grouping for which worry 
is lower than overall experience; for other peace levels, worry is 
higher than overall experience.

FIGURE 2.4

Source: World Risk Poll; IEP calculations
Note: Averages unweighted by country populations. “All experience” refers 
to the sum of both first-hand and second-hand experience.
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This trend holds true across all domains, with the exception of 

mental health. For mental health, rates of first-hand and overall 

experience follow a U-shape, with the highest rates present in 

very high and very low peace countries and the lowest rates 

present in medium peace countries. This is likely in part the 

In absolute terms, Afghanistan shows the lowest level of 
overall worry in comparison to experience of harm of any 
country, with its worry rate falling 22.8 percentage points 
lower than its experience rate. However, out of all 
countries in the SPI, Afghanistan reports the highest level 
of experience in violent crime, with a rate of 59.2 per cent. 
Afghanistan also ranks as the least peaceful country in the 
world in the 2022 Global Peace Index and the country 
most impacted by terrorism in the 2022 Global Terrorism 
Index.

In Afghanistan, the highest scoring domain for both 
experience and worry is violent crime, as shown in Figure 
2.5. This is also the only domain where levels of worry are 
higher than levels of overall experience, although the 
difference is very small: 59.5 per cent for worry in 
comparison to 59.2 per cent for experience. In contrast, 
worry about violent crime substantially exceeds levels of 
experience with it in the majority of countries in the world. 

As violence and terrorism shape daily routines across 
the country, Afghans may become desensitised to other 
risks and worry about other concerns less, which may 
explain why on average levels of reported experience of 
harm are higher than levels of worry.

Research has shown that nearly three decades of 
conflict have influenced perceptions of war and 
violence for Afghans. Routine events like going to 

BOX 2.3

More experience of harm than worry – Afghanistan

school and work, celebrating special occasions, and 
socialising occur alongside the daily threat and reality 
of severe conflict, which has caused many to normalise 
the prevalence of violence. The youngest generation of 
Afghans have very little experience of peace, which has 
shaped their coping mechanisms and perceptions.7 Out 
of all countries in the SPI, Afghanistan also reports the 
highest level of concern of harm from mental health, at 
58.7 per cent. 
Another key reason for the discrepancy between levels of 
worry and experience of harm may be that the top 
concern in the country is “war and terrorism”, which does 
not fit within the five SPI domains. More than 60 per cent 
of Afghans identified “war and terrorism” as the top threat 
to their everyday safety, more than double the next highest 
rate of 29.9 per cent in Burkina Faso. In 2021, there were 
only two countries where a single threat was identified as 
the top concern by more than half of the population. The 
second ranking concern in Afghanistan was economic 
concerns, like unemployment or high prices, at 22.9 per 
cent. As a result, just two issues were the top concerns for 
the overwhelming majority (85 per cent) of Afghans, and 
neither of these are fully captured in the five domains in 
the SPI. As such, it is not necessarily that Afghans exhibit 
less fear overall, but rather that their worries are primarily 
directed elsewhere – namely, to war, terrorism and 
economic hardship.

result of comparatively greater public focus on mental health 

concerns in high-income and high-peace countries,6 which 

might result in survey respondents in such countries more 

readily identifying the impact of mental health concerns in 

themselves and others. 

Afghanistan – levels of harm experience and worry by domains, 2021
While in most countries levels of worry about di
erent harms tend to exceed levels of overall experience, in Afghanistan the 
opposite is the case.

FIGURE 2.5

Source: World Risk Poll; IEP calculations
Note: “All experience” refers to the sum of both first-hand and second-hand experience. 
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As shown in Figure 2.6, five regions have higher levels of overall 

experience of harm than worry, while four have higher levels of 

worry than harm. Sub-Saharan Africa has the highest average 

levels of first-hand experience of harm, overall experience of 

harm, and worry out of all the regions, at 14.7 per cent, 35 per 

cent and 44 per cent, respectively. 

The Russia and Eurasia region has the lowest level of first-hand 

experience, at 4.4 per cent, as well as overall experience, at 13 per 

cent, while North America has the lowest level of worry, at 14 

per cent. 

First-hand and second-hand 
experience of harm 
Unsurprisingly, rates of reported first-hand experience of harm 

tend to be lower than reported second-hand experiences. Across 

domains, the rate of first-hand harm experience was on average 

8.4 per cent, while the rate of second-hand harm experience was 

13.9 per cent, a difference of 5.5 percentage points. In relative 

terms, this means that, across all domains, 65 per cent more 

people had only second-hand experiences of harm. 

Figure 2.6 shows the difference between average rates of first-

hand and second-hand experience of harm in absolute and 

relative terms by region. South America had the largest absolute 

difference of first-hand over second-hand experience of harm, 

with its second-hand rate being 8.4 percentage points higher 

than its first-hand rate. In relative terms, four regions had 

second-hand rates that were more than twice as high as their 

first-hand rates, with the Russia and Eurasia region’s second-

hand rate exceeding its first-hand rate by the largest factor. 

South Asia is the only region where, on average, reported first-

Average levels of first-hand experience, overall experience and worry, by region, 2021
Five regions have higher levels of overall experience with harm than levels of worry, while four have higher levels of worry.  

FIGURE 2.6

Source: World Risk Poll; IEP calculations
Note: Averages unweighted by country populations. “All experience” refers to the sum of both first-hand and second-hand experience.    
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hand experience of harm exceeded second-hand experience. In 

absolute terms, second-hand experience exceeded first-hand 

experience by 2.9 percentage points. This unusual dynamic 

appears to be largely driven by the rates in India, where average 

first-hand harm experience outstripped second-hand experience 

by 19.6 percentage points, equivalent to a relative difference of 

75.9 per cent, as shown in Figure 2.7.
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While India had very high first-hand rates in comparison to 

its second-hand rates, this general trend was present across 

the region. Of the six surveyed countries in South Asia, two 

– India and Bangladesh – had higher first-hand than second-

hand experience rates, while the remaining four countries had 

second-hand rates nearly on par with their first-hand rates. 

This trend was also largely present in neighbouring Southeast 

Asia, as reflected in Figure 2.8. In fact, of the ten countries with 

higher first-hand than second-hand harm experience rates, five 

were located in Southeast Asia. 

It is not clear why people in South and Southeast Asia tended 

to report levels of first-hand harm that were either higher than 

or comparable to their experience of second-hand harm. It may 

be in part due to unobserved, cultural factors that could inform 

how people remember and report on their own experiences 

as well as their memory of and inclination to report others’ 

experiences. 

In addition, for all of the countries with higher average levels of 

first-hand experience, there were two domains and one sub-

domain where this was most evident: severe weather, workplace 

safety, and drinking water. These are harm categories that 

especially afflict countries in South and Southeast Asia. 

Figure 2.8 shows the countries where second-hand experience 

of harm is reported as being higher than first-hand experience 

of harm. In absolute terms, Gabon had the largest difference 

between first and second-hand experience of harm, with its 

average second-hand rate being 20.9 percentage points higher 

than its average first-hand rate. In relative terms, Mauritius 

experienced the highest level of second-hand harm over first-

hand harm, being 401 per cent higher.

Di�erences between first- and second-hand harm, by country, 2021
In the vast majority of countries, rates of second-hand experience of harm were higher than first-hand rates.

FIGURE 2.8

-20% 0% 20% 40%-40%

Gabon

Thailand
Vietnam

Cambodia
Zambia

India

Source: World Risk Poll; IEP calculations
Note: Absolute di�erence refers to the raw discrepancy between two percentages, while relative di�erence refers to the proportional discrepancy 
between them. For example, if a country had an experience rate of 20 per cent and a worry rate of 30 per cent, worry would be 10 percentage points 
higher than experience in absolute terms, but it would be 50 per cent higher in relative terms. 
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Di�erences between levels of first- and second-hand experience of harm, by region, 2021
South Asia is the only region where reported first-hand experiences of harm exceeded reported second-hand experiences.

FIGURE 2.7

Source: World Risk Poll; IEP calculations
Note: Averages unweighted by country populations. Absolute di�erence refers to the raw discrepancy between two percentages, while relative 
di�erence refers to the proportional discrepancy between them. For example, if a country had an experience rate of 20 per cent and a worry rate 
of 30 per cent, worry would be 10 percentage points higher than experience in absolute terms, but it would be 50 per cent higher in relative terms. 
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Differences by age and sex
Average levels of first-hand experience of harm, overall 

experience of harm, and worry steadily decline with age. 

Respondents aged 15-29 reported the highest levels of recent 

experience of harm as well as worry, while those aged 65 and 

older reported the lowest, as shown in Figure 2.9. This finding 

aligns with correlational and longitudinal studies in multiple 

countries that have consistently shown that older adults report 

better wellbeing and fewer negative emotions – including worry 

– than younger adults. Older adults tend to more proactively 

employ coping responses to minor hassles or stressful events, 

perceiving them as less unpleasant while also scoring lower on 

measures of anxiety and depression. Researchers have posited 

that this may arise out of a desire to maximise their wellbeing 

in the limited time they believe they have left.8

Source: World Risk Poll; IEP calculations
Note: “All experience” refers to the sum of both first-hand and 
second-hand experience.

FIGURE 2.10

Harm experience and worry levels, by sex, 
2021
While rates of average harm experience were almost on par for 
men and women, women had notably higher rates of worry.
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risk domain and age cohort. In contrast, with regard to mental 

health, respondents aged 65 and older were the only group to 

register lower levels of worry than levels of overall experience. 

Older adults reported a combination of first-hand and second-

hand experience of mental health concerns at a rate of 21.5 per 

cent, but their rate of worry was only 16.4 per cent.

In addition to age, levels of worry and experience of harm 

are also affected by the sex of respondents. On average, men 

reported minutely higher rates of first-hand and overall 

experience of harm, while women reported notably higher 

rates of worry, as shown in Figure 2.10. Men’s levels of overall 

experience were 0.9 percentage points higher than women’s and 

their rates of first-hand experience were just 0.2 percentage 

points higher. In contrast, women’s levels of worry were 4.6 

percentage points higher than men’s. Despite this, both men 

and women had higher levels of worry than overall experience 

of harm. 

However, older people actually tend to exhibit higher levels of 

worry relative to their experience of recent harm. For example, 

people aged 65 and older had the lowest absolute levels of 

worry about harm of any age group, but relative to their levels 

of harm experience, they had the highest. This may in part be 

because certain problems become more critical in old age.9 The 

average rates of worry for respondents aged 65 and older were 

3.7 percentage points higher than their rates of experience. In 

contrast, the average rates of worry of people aged 15 to 29 were 

2.4 percentage points higher. 

This dynamic holds true across three out of the five domains. 

As age increases, levels of worry become proportionally greater 

than recent experiences of harm in relation to food and water, 

violent crime, and workplace safety, while they decline in 

relation to the severe weather and mental health domains. 

Relative to their levels of recent experience of harm, older people 

tend to display particularly high rates of worry with regard to 

violent crime. People aged 65 or older had average rates of worry 

about violent crime that were more than twice their average 

rates of recent experience, by far the largest discrepancy of any 

Looking across domains, men’s and women’s rates of first-

hand and overall experience were similar for most domains. 

Women reported slightly higher rates of harm from mental 

health concerns as well as food and water, while men reported 

slightly higher rates from violent crime and severe weather. 

The only domain for which one sex had notably higher rates 

of experience of harm was workplace safety, with 16.2 per 

cent of men experiencing workplace harm first-hand and 26.7 

per cent experiencing it overall, compared to 13.5 per cent of 

women experiencing it first-hand and 22.3 per cent experiencing 

it overall. In relative terms, this means that men were 

approximately 20 per cent more likely to be harmed at work 

than women.

In light of this, it is unsurprising that the only domain for which 

men exhibited higher levels of average worry than women was 

workplace safety, with 20 per cent of men worrying about it 

compared to 19 per cent of women. However, relative to their 

levels of experience of harm for workplace safety men exhibited 

lower levels of worry than women. Indeed, this held true across 

all domains.

Levels of harm experience and worry, 
by age, 2021
Both experience of harm and worry tend to decline with age.

FIGURE 2.9

Source: World Risk Poll; IEP calculations
Note: “All experience” refers to the sum of both first-hand and 
second-hand experience.
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The most pronounced difference between men and women was 

in relation to violent crime, where 86.4 per cent more women 

worried than had a recent first-hand or second-hand experience. 

In contrast, only 38.3 per cent more men worried about violent 

crime than experienced it. For first-hand experience only, 11.9 

per cent of women reported a recent experience of violent crime, 

compared to 12.1 per cent of men. This finding aligns with other 

research on the relationship between gender and fear of certain 

offenses and crimes, which has shown that women almost 

always report a higher level of fear than men. Women’s worry of 

violent crime is partly influenced by the perceived heightened 

severity of gender-based physical and sexual violence, and its 

prevalence both in the home and in public spaces.11

For the mental health domain, the differences by sex were also 

pronounced, with men’s rates of worry being lower than their 

rates of experience, while women’s rates of worry were higher 

than their rates of experience. This was the case despite men’s 

and women’s rates of experience of mental health concerns being 

roughly the same: 25.8 per cent for women and 24.2 per cent 

for men. The diverging rates of worry between men and women 

may in part be the result of different attitudes and approaches 

to mental health concerns.12
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This analysis reflects on the conditions created by the 

COVID-19 pandemic, which has had a significant impact 

on employment dynamics globally. The pandemic brought 

about major shifts in how people work and how they 

view work, altering employees’ expectations and making 

working from home much more common.2 COVID-19 

also impacted working hours, and job losses between 

2019 and 2020 were estimated to reach 114 million, 

an unprecedented figure.3 In light of these changes, 

data from the 2019 and 2021 World Risk Poll and the 

associated Gallup surveys offer insight into how people’s 

relationships with work have changed since the onset 

of the pandemic and how these changes correlate with 

other shifts in feelings of risk and subjective measures of 

economic, social and personal wellbeing. 

The nature of employment and the risks posed by 

changes in employment status vary from country to 

country and also by socio-economic groupings. Therefore 

this section also examines the state of employment and 

feelings of safety and wellbeing by country and region, 

sex and age, to better understand the dynamics of the 

changing working environment and how it affects 

personal safety. 

Although worries related to employment and quality of 

life increased for all employment groups, the World Risk 

Poll data shows that the impact of the pandemic has 

been asymmetric, with the most vulnerable countries and 

segments of the workforce hardest hit.

Respondents’ economic and financial worries rose notably 

between 2019 and 2021. As shown in Figure 3.1, the 

percentage of people identifying such concerns as their 

greatest safety threat in their everyday lives increased 

over the two years. The proportion of people globally 

citing financial issues, such as not having enough money 

to meet one’s needs, rose from five per cent in 2019 to 5.9 

per cent in 2021. Similarly, the proportion of people citing 

economic issues, such as unemployment and high prices, 

rose from 4.5 per cent in 2019 to 5.3 per cent in 2021, an 

increase of 15 per cent.

At the global level there was a notable overall increase in 

the identification of economic issues like unemployment 

as the top risk in daily life. However, the rates increased 

in exactly half of the countries surveyed and decreased 

in the other half, as shown in Figure 3.2. The reason 

that the net global rate rose overall was because the 

country increases were higher than country decreases. 

Employment and 
Perceptions of Safety 
and Wellbeing

3

In absolute terms, the largest increase in worry occurred 

in Afghanistan and the largest decrease occurred in 

South Korea; while in relative terms, the largest increase 

occurred in India and the largest decrease occurred in 

Jamaica.

Rising concerns about money and unemployment 

are likely to be a direct result of the global economic 

downturn associated with the pandemic. The slowing of 

economic activity caused by reductions in local mobility, 

international movement of people and goods, and a 

variety of other disruptions led to broad-based losses 

across global income groups. However, the slowdown was 

most keenly felt by the world’s poor. The number of those 

living in extreme poverty is estimated to have risen by 131 

million in 2020, while the global middle class is estimated 

to have shrunk by 54 million people in 2020.4 The World 

Studies over several decades have found a clear association between gainful employment and better social and health 
outcomes, including its effects on subjective feelings of wellbeing.1 However, less attention has been directed to the 
related issue of people’s perceptions of safety, including perceptions of social and economic security, and how these 
relate to employment status. Using the World Risk Poll data, this section examines the interrelations between employment, 
perceptions of safety, and perceptions of wellbeing.

Source: World Risk Poll; IEP calculations 

FIGURE 3.1
Financial di�iculties and economic issues 
as top risks to daily life, 2019–2021
Between 2019 and 2021, there was a rise in the number of people 
identifying financial and economic issues as top risks in their daily 
lives.
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Biggest changes in unemployment as a top risk, 2019–2021
Exactly half of all countries saw an increase in economic concerns ranking as the top risk in daily life, but these increases were much 
larger than the decreases in the other countries.

FIGURE 3.2
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Source: World Risk Poll; IEP calculations
Note: Absolute di�erence refers to the raw discrepancy between two percentages, while relative di�erence refers to the proportional discrepancy 
between them. For example, if a country had an experience rate of 20 per cent and a worry rate of 30 per cent, worry would be 10 percentage points 
higher than experience in absolute terms, but it would be 50 per cent higher in relative terms.
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Percentage of people feeling less safe than five years ago, by employment status, 
2019–2021
Feelings of unsafety increased for all employment groups. 

FIGURE 3.3

Source: World Risk Poll; IEP calculations
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Bank highlights how global poverty was consistently in decline 

prior to 2020 and that the onset of the pandemic reversed many 

of the gains of the previous few years. It found that people in 

the global middle-income and upper-income brackets were also 

significantly impacted by the downturn, estimating their 2020 

income losses at between 4.9 and 5.7 per cent. 

However, even as the global economy began to recover in 

2021, the rebound was not felt equally by all, with low-income 

people continuing to be the most affected. In 2021, the average 

incomes of people in the bottom 40 per cent of the global 

income distribution were 6.7 per cent lower than pre-pandemic 

projections, while those of people in the top 40 per cent were 

down only 2.8 per cent.5  

Economic disruptions of this kind appear to have contributed to 

widespread reductions in feelings of safety. As seen in Section 

1, the proportion of people globally that said they felt less safe 

than five years prior rose between 2019 and 2021. As shown in 

Figure 3.3, this trend held true for all employment groups. The 

six employment statuses in the figure are drawn from Gallup 

data and have been grouped here – and throughout this section 

– into three categories:

• Fully employed includes people employed full-time by an 

employer, people employed full-time for themselves, and 

people employed part-time but who do not wish to work 

full-time.

• Out of the workforce includes people who are retired, in 

education, engaged in unpaid domestic work, or otherwise 

not engaged or wanting to be engaged in remunerated work.

• Not fully employed includes people who are unemployed 

as well as those that are underemployed, which here refers 

to those working part-time but wishing to work full-time. 
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While feelings of declining safety rose independent of 

employment status, the levels of change were not equal across 

groups. In both years, the unemployed had the highest rates of 

people feeling less safe, with 36.9 per cent feeling less safe in 

2019 and 40.8 per cent feeling less safe in 2021, representing 

a 10.5 per cent increase over the two years. Moreover, those in 

the underemployed group had the smallest increase in rates of 

feeling less safe. 

Strikingly, it was those who were employed full-time who had 

the largest increase in feeling less safe. Between 2019 and 

2021, for those employed full-time by an employer, the rate of 

feeling less safe rose from 27.5 to 33.6 per cent – a 22 per cent 

increase. Similarly, for those employed full-time for themselves, 

the rate of feeling less safe rose from 30.4 to 38 per cent – a 7.6 

percentage point jump, or 25 per cent increase. 

Changes in employment
According to the International Labour Organisation (ILO), the 

global employment rate was 57-59 per cent between 2010 and 

2019. With the onset of the pandemic, however, the rate dropped 

by 2.5 percentage points in a single year, to 54.8 per cent in 

2020, followed by a modest rebound of 0.6 percentage points in 

2021. During the same period, the changes in the unemployment 

rate were even more significant.6 

As shown in Figure 3.4, between 2010 and 2019, the global 

unemployment rate gradually declined from 5.9 to 5.4 per cent. 

In 2020, however, it departed dramatically from that trend, 

jumping 1.2 percentage points or 22 per cent to 6.6 per cent. 

This equated to approximately 37.8 million more unemployed 

people globally. In 2021, global unemployment figures 

experienced a partial recovery, though the rate remained 0.8 

percentage points higher than in 2019. 

Not all groups were impacted equally by these shifts in 

employment and unemployment patterns. Table 3.1 summarises 

how employment and unemployment rates changed between 

2019 and 2021 globally, for specific demographic categories 

(men, women and youth), and for country-income groups. In 

the case of employment rates, the demographic group most 

significantly impacted was youth, who experienced the largest 

relative drop in their employment rate in 2020. Despite a sizable 

rebound in 2021, the youth employment rate continued to lag 

the farthest behind 2019 levels. Among country-income groups, 

lower-middle-income countries recorded the largest relative 

decline in employment rates. Similar to youth, these countries’ 

recoveries continued to be the farthest behind compared to 

2019, even though a notable uptick occurred in 2021.

With regard to unemployment rates, men were the demographic 

category most significantly impacted by the downturn in 2020, 

as their levels of unemployment experienced a relative increase 

of 24.5 per cent. However, in 2021, men also experienced the 

largest rebound among demographic groups, meaning that, 

across the entire period, youth were once again the most 

impacted. Youth were the only demographic group whose 

unemployment rate continued to deteriorate in 2021. Similarly, 

high-income countries were the country-income grouping that 

experienced the largest relative increase in unemployment 

rates in the first year of the pandemic, but a rebound in 2021 

halved the drop in rate. In contrast, the unemployment rates 

in low-income countries were among the least affected by the 

pandemic in its first year, but these countries were the only ones 

to continue to experience increases in unemployment into the 

following year. As a result, low-income countries had the largest 

overall increase in unemployment rates between 2019-2021. 

The pandemic also had distinctive and multifaceted impacts 

on female workers. Women experienced larger declines 

in employment rates than men but smaller increases in 

unemployment rates, suggesting that women were more likely 

to leave the labour force altogether in 2020 and 2021. Research 

has found this to be the case, for instance, with regard to self-

employed married mothers, who were more likely than men 

to leave the labour force to care for children.8 Such decisions 
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Source: World Bank

Unemployment rate, 2010–2021
FIGURE 3.4

The global unemployment rate spiked in 2020 as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic.
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Rate Relative Change

Employment

2019 2020 2021 2019–2020 2020–2021 2019–2021

Global 57.3% 54.8% 55.4% -4.4% 1.1% -3.3%

Demographic 
group

Men 69.4% 66.6% 67.3% -4.0% 1.1% -3.0%

Women 45.2% 43.0% 43.4% -4.9% 0.9% -4.0%

Youth (aged 15-24) 35.7% 32.7% 33.6% -8.4% 2.8% -5.9%

Country-
income group

Low income 64.0% 61.7% 61.9% -3.6% 0.3% -3.3%

Lower-middle income 52.0% 49.0% 49.9% -5.8% 1.8% -4.0%

Upper-middle income 61.6% 59.3% 59.7% -3.7% 0.7% -3.1%

High income 58.1% 56.3% 56.9% -3.1% 1.1% -2.1%

Unemployment

Global 5.4% 6.6% 6.2% 22.2% -6.1% 14.8%

Demographic 
group

Men 5.3% 6.6% 6.1% 24.5% -7.6% 15.1%

Women 5.5% 6.4% 6.3% 16.4% -1.6% 14.5%

Youth (aged 15-24) 13.5% 15.2% 15.6% 12.6% 2.6% 15.6%

Country-
income group

Low income 4.9% 5.6% 5.9% 14.3% 5.4% 20.4%

Lower-middle income 5.1% 6.6% 5.9% 29.4% -10.6% 15.7%

Upper-middle income 6.0% 6.7% 6.7% 11.7% 0% 11.7%

High income 4.8% 6.5% 5.6% 35.4% -13.8% 16.7%

Source: International Labour Organisation; IEP calculations

TABLE 3.1
Changes in employment and unemployment rates, by demographic and income-level groups, 
2019–2021
Youth were the demographic group most impacted by employment and unemployment rates changes.

may have also been motivated by income losses among the 

self-employed, who have been shown – both women and men 

– to have seen greater losses during the pandemic than those 

employed by employers.9 

In addition to these quantitative measures of change, the 

pandemic also brought on a variety of qualitative shifts in 

workers’ relationships with employment. For example, there 

have been a variety of overlapping trends related to changing 

levels of commitment to work. In many Western countries, much 

attention has been paid to the “Great Resignation” phenomenon. 

This refers to the unprecedented rise in the number of workers 

resigning from their jobs following the onset of the pandemic,10  

mostly employees between 30 and 45 years old.11 There has also 

been a growing trend of “work-to-rule” behaviours in many 

countries, in which employees do the minimum required by 

their job. In the United States, for example, the idea of “quiet 

quitting” rose to prominence in 2022, while in China, the “lying 

flat” movement emerged in 2021 in reaction to widespread 

pressures to overwork in pursuit of higher pay and social 

status.12 

Employment statuses by region 
and peace levels
Drawing on complementary data from the Gallup World Poll, 

Figure 3.5 provides a breakdown of employment statuses in 2021 

by regional averages. The highest average rates of employment 

by an employer in 2021 were in North America (44.3 per cent) 

FIGURE 3.5
Employment types, by region, 2021
The Asia-Pacific region had the highest proportion of the adult population that was fully employed, while South Asia had the lowest.

Source: Gallup; IEP calculations
Note: Averages unweighted by country populations. Does not include China as information on employment status was not collected there in 2021.
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and Europe (38.9 per cent), while the lowest were in sub-

Saharan Africa (12.6 per cent) and South Asia (16.3 per cent). 

While sub-Saharan Africa had the second lowest total rate of full 

employment, it had the highest rate of self-employment of any 

region. Self-employed people make about a third of low-income 

and middle-income countries’ economic activity.13 According 

to the ILO statistics, they account for 81.1 per cent of the total 

workforce in low-income countries and 63.7 per cent in lower-

middle-income countries, compared to 39.4 per cent in upper-

middle-income countries and only 12.1 per cent in high-income 

countries.14 

The majority of these self-employed people in middle-income 

and low-income countries work in the informal economy, 

meaning that their economic activities are not regulated or 

protected by the state. As of 2018, 85.8 per cent of employment 

in Africa was informal, compared to 68.2 per cent in Asia and 

the Pacific, 68.6 per cent in the Arab States, 40 per cent in 

the Americas, and 25.1 per cent in Europe and Central Asia.15 

Rural informal work, which tends to be overwhelmingly 

agricultural, was generally less affected by the economic 

downturns associated with COVID-19 compared to work in the 

urban informal sector. Often consisting of direct and indirect 

employment in the manufacturing and service sectors, the 

urban informal economy witnessed severe job losses related to 

the pandemic.16 

Gallup survey data between 2019 and 2021 also suggests 

that there were increases in levels of underemployment in 

all regions; with South America, Central America and the 

Caribbean, sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia experiencing the 

largest increases. This can be attributed to an unprecedented 

loss in working hours due to the pandemic. In 2020, 8.8 per cent 

of global working hours were lost relative to the fourth quarter 

of 2019, equivalent to nearly 255 million full-time jobs.17 

These global disruptions in loss of working hours were 

most pronounced in the second quarter of 2020 and were 

accompanied by declines in people's incomes. By the end of 

2020, the situation started to improve as many people switched 

to working from home. The lowest levels of full employment 

were in South Asia and sub-Saharan Africa, followed by the 

Middle East and North Africa. Between 2019 and 2021, the 

Middle East and North Africa and sub-Saharan Africa recorded 

the largest drops in average per capita income, by 9.6 and 7.2 

per cent, respectively.18

Previous research has found that levels of employment within 

a country tend to correlate with higher levels of peace. Higher 

employment levels reduce the likelihood of conflict, allowing 

for further investment into the economy, thereby increasing 

stability and creating more jobs.19 In contrast, national crises 

and low levels of peace can severely halt and even reverse 

economic development, leading to limited availability and 

decreased quality of jobs.20 Based on Gallup data, Figure 3.6 

provides the breakdown of employment statuses by peace 

levels. 

Levels of full employment have a positive relationship with 

levels of peace. Moreover, being employed by an employer also 

tends to be more common in higher peace countries than in 

lower peace countries. In contrast, medium, low and very low 

peace countries reported higher levels of both self-employment 

and underemployment; which may be attributed to a lack of 

other job opportunities, a limited business sector, and the lack 

of larger international companies. For many workers who are 

underemployed or self-employed out of necessity rather than 

choice; their employment terms of compensation, available 

hours of work, and skill level are lower.21 

Quality of life measures and 
employment status
Job satisfaction has been shown to be associated with life 

satisfaction,22 with studies finding an average correlation 

FIGURE 3.6
Employment statuses, by peace levels, 2021
Very high peace countries have the highest rates of full employment, while very low peace countries have the lowest.

Source: Gallup; IEP calculations
Note: Averages unweighted by country populations. 
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coefficient of 0.44.23 Some studies posit that employment status 

influences wellbeing, while others claim that it is wellbeing that 

has a causal effect on a person’s ability to obtain employment.24  

Regardless of these positions, there is a general consensus 

that a positive relationship exists between employment and 

perceptions of quality of life.25 In contrast, unemployment can 

negatively influence long-term levels of subjective wellbeing.26

Figure 3.7 depicts the rates at which respondents of different 

employment statuses reported struggling to get by on their 

current incomes. For all groups, the rates increased between 

2019 and 2021. Unemployed people struggled the most in both 

years, with 54.9 per cent in 2019 and 63.3 per cent in 2021. 

Underemployed respondents had the second highest rate of 

struggling to get by on their present income in both years. 

Percentage of people struggling on present income, by employment status, 
2019–2021
All employment groups reported an increase in struggling on present income.

FIGURE 3.7

Source: World Risk Poll; IEP calculations
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Although respondents employed full-time by an employer 

reported struggling on their current income at the lowest 

rates in both years, this category recorded the highest relative 

increase in rates, with 24.8 per cent more people in this 

group struggling to get by in 2021 than did in 2019. Globally, 

an increase in people who struggle on their income while 

employed full-time by an employer could be in part attributed 

to the economic repercussions of COVID-19 on low-wage 

workers. This group was hit hard by early lockdown measures 

and supply chain disruptions which caused a spike in consumer 

food prices and inflation.27 

The Gallup data also revealed an increase in dissatisfaction 

with current living standards for all employment groups (Figure 

3.8). Strikingly, people employed full-time by an employer 

experienced the largest absolute and relative increase in 
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Percentage of people dissatisfied with their current living conditions, by employment 
status, 2019–2021
Feeling of dissatisfaction with current living conditions increased for all employment groups.

FIGURE 3.8

Source: World Risk Poll; IEP calculations
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dissatisfaction with life, jumping from a rate of 21.6 per cent in 

2019 to 30.7 per cent in 2021. In contrast, those employed part-

time and not wishing for full-time employment saw the smallest 

increase, with their rate rising by just one point from 25.6 to 

26.6 per cent. In both years, people who were not fully employed 

had the highest overall levels of dissatisfaction, with 44.3 per 

cent of unemployed people reporting dissatisfaction in 2021, 

followed by 38.7 per cent of underemployed people. 

In the context of more people experiencing financial 

hardships, Figure 3.9 depicts the percentages at which 

different employment groups rated their lives negatively in 

2019 and 2021. As can be seen, four out of the six employment 

categories experienced increases in respondents rating their 

lives negatively, while the other two saw declines. By far the 

highest increase occurred among people out of the workforce, 

whose rate increased by 12.9 percentage points. This group 

includes retired adults and students, two groups especially 

impacted by the pandemic. In particular, older and retired 

people experienced heightened loneliness and social isolation 

exacerbated by the pandemic. Similarly, closures of schools and 

academic institutions isolated students from social life, with 

estimates that more than 94 per cent of the world’s student 

population was impacted.29

The second largest increase was recorded for people employed 

full-time by an employer, whose rate of regarding their lives 

negatively rose by 3.6 percentage points. The pandemic has 

posed a considerable challenge to peoples’ work situations 

and lifestyles, which could in part be a reason for increased 

life dissatisfaction among people employed full-time by 

an employer. Work overload, occupational discomfort and 

employment uncertainty have been shown to impact job 

performance.30 In contrast, the proportion of people employed 

part-time and not wanting full-time employment recorded the 

largest decline, as their rate fell by 6.4 percentage points. 

There are varying levels of correlation between feelings 

of financial insecurity, negative perceptions about one’s 

life conditions, and the state of being unemployed or 

underemployed. Table 3.2 summarises these correlations on the 

basis of the national rates of each across all surveyed countries 

in 2021. 

 Not fully 
employed

Life rated 
negatively

Dissatisfied with 
current living 

conditions

Struggling 
on present 

income

Not fully 
employed 1 0.09 0.48 0.71

Life rated 
negatively 0.09 1 0.26 0.26

Dissatisfied with 
current living 
conditions

0.48 0.26 1 0.74

Struggling on 
present income 0.71 0.26 0.74 1

Source: Gallup; IEP calculations

TABLE 3.2
Correlations between different measures on 
quality of life and the percentage of people 
not fully employed, 2021
Five out of six domains in the SPI show a strong positive 
correlation between experiences of harm and worry about 
harm.

With regard to the categories showing strong associations, 

dissatisfaction with current living conditions is highly 

correlated with insufficient income (r=0.74), and rates of 

people being unemployed and underemployed show strong 

correlations with levels of struggle based on income (r=0.71). 

A moderate level of correlation exists between rates of 

people being not fully employed and rates of dissatisfaction 

with current living conditions (r=0.48). Conversely, ranking 

life negatively is only moderately correlated with both dis-

satisfaction with one’s living conditions (r=0.26) and with 

financial hardship (r=0.26), but has no correlation with not 

being fully employed (r=0.09). 

Percentage of people rating their lives negatively, by employment status, 2019–2021
People out of the workforce reported the highest increase in rating their lives negatively.

FIGURE 3.9

Source: World Risk Poll; IEP calculations
Note: On a 1-12 scale, (1=worst, 12=best), a negative outlook was counted as those responding 1-4.

10%

30%

50%

40%

20%

0%

20212019

Employed full-time 
(by an employer)

Employed full-time 
(for self)

Employed part-time 
(do not want full-time)

Out of 
workforce

Employed part-time 
(want full-time)

Unemployed

Fully employed Not fully employed



Section 3: Employment and Perceptions of Safety and Wellbeing 

33

FIGURE 3.10
Unemployment and underemployment vs. struggling on present income, 2021
Countries in sub-Saharan Africa had the highest rate of people not fully employed and higher percentage of people struggling on 
present income, whereas countries in Europe the lowest.

Source: World Risk Poll; IEP calculations
Note: Averages unweighted by country populations. Does not include China as information on employment status was not collected there in 2021.
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Research has shown that satisfaction with one’s employment has 

a range of benefits beyond income, such as providing balanced 

time structure to the day, social interaction, social networking, 

self-identity and purpose.31 

The relationship between unemployment/underemployment 

and financial hardship is presented in Figure 3.10. From a 

regional perspective, countries in sub-Saharan Africa and 

South Asia recorded the highest rates of unemployment and 

underemployment in 2021, while Europe and North America 

recorded the lowest rates. 

Sub-Saharan Africa had the greatest density of countries with 

high rates of people not fully employed and the highest rates of 

people struggling on their present incomes. While sub-Saharan 

African countries experienced high economic growth rates 

prior to 2020,32 according to the ILO, much of the employment 

growth was in the agriculture and informal self-employment, 

making the gains fragile.33 Europe, on the other hand, recorded 

the most countries with low rates of people not fully employed 

as well as the lowest rates of people struggling on their present 

incomes. The results from European countries suggest that 

stable macroeconomic conditions; job retention schemes, and 

social security systems can moderate people’s perceptions of 

their living conditions; and such practices can have benefits 

across society and across employment groups.34
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Historically, death rates from road traffic collisions have 

been declining for decades; however, the fall between 

the two sample years is substantial and may be driven 

by reduced mobility and road activity in the context of 

the COVID-19 pandemic. This is discussed in more detail 

later in the section. The only category to experience a 

larger decline was the “nothing/no risks” option, which 

fell by 8.2 percentage points. As shown in Figure 4.1, 

road and traffic-related risk in 2021 was rated only half a 

point higher than the second most cited risk, crime and 

violence, in 2021.1 

Traffic and 
Road Safety4

In both the 2019 and 2021 World Risk Polls, road-related accidents were the single most commonly cited threat to 
safety in people’s daily lives. Despite this, there was a substantial decline in the percentage of people listing road 
safety as their top concern, falling from a response rate of 17.9 per cent in 2019 to 12.9 per cent in 2021. 

The 2021 survey also revealed far higher levels of 

experience in relation to serious harm from traffic or 

roadside accidents than for any other risk domain in the 

SPI, as shown in Figure 4.2. With an average of 32.7 per 

cent of people experiencing road-related harm globally, 

the rate stood 6.6 percentage points higher than severe 

weather, the second highest ranked type of harm. In 

light of the prevalence of road harm experiences, it is 

unsurprising that the category was also associated with 

the most widespread levels of worry, with an average of 

39.3 per cent of people expressing significant worry about 

road harms globally.

Three most commonly cited risks, 2019 and 2021
Despite a substantial decline in people who listed it as their top concern between 2019 and 2021, road safety was the single 
most commonly cited risk both years.

FIGURE 4.1

Source: World Risk Poll; IEP calculations
Note: “Nothing/no risks" and "don't know" are not included. 
*The "crime, violence and terrorism" category was broken into two categories in 2021: “crime and violence” and “war and terrorism”. The 
2021 number counts only responses to the "crime and violence" response. Response rates from China are excluded as this question was 
not asked there in 2021.
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Globally, there were higher levels of experience and worry in relation to road harm than for any other category of risk.

FIGURE 4.2
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Changes in perceptions about 
road safety

As shown in Figure 4.3, fewer people around the world ranked 

road and traffic-related accidents and injuries as their top safety 

concern in 2021 than in 2019. The ranking changes varied by 

country, and the overall decrease may be attributed to various 

changes in concerns.2 Afghanistan, for example, had the largest 

relative decrease in ranking road safety as the greatest daily 

safety risk, while it saw war and terrorism and economic 

issues as the top concerns in 2021. By contrast, South Korea 

recorded the largest relative rise in people ranking road safety 

as their top concern, despite official government data showing a 

decrease in traffic accidents, injuries and deaths in the country 

between 2019 and 2020.3  

Globally, the decline in the rates at which people ranked 

road-related harms as their top concern may also be the result 

of reductions in people’s mobility and reduced utilisation of 

roadways in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic. Due to stay-

at-home orders and other restrictions on movement, road traffic 

volume was reduced during the pandemic.4 

While global road fatality data for 2020-2021 is not yet 

available; data from 36, mostly high-income countries showed 

that, on average, road fatalities declined by 9.9 per cent between 

2019 and 2020. However, this decrease was largely in line with 

annual rates of decline in road fatalities over the previous 

several years, with studies concluding that roughly the same 

number of people died from car crashes during the pandemic 

as would have been expected in its absence.5,6 Further, analysis 

of the data from these countries showed no correlation between 

changes in countries’ road fatality rates and their stay-at-

home rates (r=-0.06) and only a moderate correlation between 

changes in fatality rates and the stringency of government 

measures to curb the spread of COVID-19 (r=0.30).7  

The fact that road fatalities did not experience a precipitous 

drop despite the dramatic reductions in mobility around the 

world has been attributed to changes in drivers’ behaviours 

on the less crowded roadways witnessed during the pandemic. 

Drivers’ perceptions of road safety are based on visual 

information, including the presence of other vehicles;8  

therefore, emptier roads are linked to an increase in average 

vehicle speeds and speed-related road violations as drivers 

perceive less risk in driving faster.9 There was also an increase 

in driver aggressiveness and inattentiveness during the early 

months of the pandemic, shown through increases in average 

speed and instances of harsher braking during this time 

period.10  

Road crash victims had difficulty accessing resources, such as 

hospitals and relief services due to overrun medical systems 

during the pandemic.11 There was also a significant drop in 

high-risk trauma patients visiting hospitals and emergency 

departments, which may have reduced COVID-19 mortality 

rates, but harmed non-COVID-19 patients.12 Hospital care 

during the pandemic also saw increased mortality rates for 

road crash and trauma patients in hospitals compared to 

pre-pandemic rates; this may have been caused by delayed 

admissions for non-COVID-19 patients due to the overwhelming 

amount of COVID-19 patients, which in turn could have had a 

range of negative outcomes for patients.13 

As a result, while the number of road crashes and collisions may 

have decreased during the pandemic, such improvements may 

have been offset by increases in the severity of collisions and by 

victims being unable to obtain timely medical services due to an 

overwhelmed medical sector.

Changes in ranking of road safety as top safety concern, by country, 2019–2021 
In 2021, most countries saw a decrease in people ranking road safety as the greatest risk to daily safety.

FIGURE 4.3
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Country and regional results

Levels of experience with and worry about harm from road 

traffic collisions vary widely across countries and regions. In 

general, as the rates of experience with road harms increase, so 

too do levels of worry. Around the world, levels of experience 

with and worry about road harm show a strong positive 

correlation (r=0.63), as shown in Figure 4.4.

FIGURE 4.4
Levels of road harm experience and worry, 
by country averages, 2021
Experience and worry about road harm show a strong positive 
correlation.

Source: World Risk Poll; IEP calculations
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At the regional level, sub-Saharan Africa had the highest 

average level of experience of road harm, at 49.7 per cent, as 

well as the highest average level of worry about road safety, at 

64.4 per cent, as shown in Figure 4.5. All of the 22 surveyed 

countries in the region had rates of worry of road harm above 

50 per cent, and 14 of them had rates of experience of road 

harm above 50 per cent. 

Outside of sub-Saharan Africa, only 18 countries had road harm 

worry rates over 50 per cent and only three had road harm 

experience rates over 50 per cent. Mali had the highest global 

rates of road harm experience and road harm worry, at 67.1 and 

83.8 per cent, respectively. Road safety in Mali is discussed in 

greater detail in Box 4.1.

In contrast, Europe was the region with the lowest average 

level of experience of road harm, at 25.5 per cent, and North 

America had the lowest level of worry of road harm, at 19.6 per 

cent. Sweden had the lowest levels of worry about road harm of 

any country, as shown in Figure 4.6, while Uzbekistan had the 

lowest levels of experience with road harms of any country, as 

shown in Figure 4.6.

Most countries and regions show higher levels of worry than 

experience with road harms, as reflected in Figure 4.7. Only two 

regions had higher levels of experience than worry, while 30.6 

per cent of countries had higher rates of experience of road 

harm than worry.

With regard to the rates of worry in comparison to rates of 

experience, Central America and the Caribbean had the largest 

difference, with worry being 17.3 percentage points higher than 

experience. Europe had the smallest, with worry being just 0.1 

percentage points higher than experience.

Levels of road harm experience and worry, by region, 2021
Sub-Saharan Africa had the highest levels of both experience and worry of road harm out of all regions. 

FIGURE 4.5

Source: World Risk Poll; IEP calculations
Note: Averages unweighted by country populations.
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Source: World Risk Poll; IEP calculations
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Highest and lowest levels of road harm experience and worry, by country, 2021
Mali was the country with the highest levels of experience with and worry about road harm, while Uzbekistan reported the lowest 
levels of experience and Sweden reported the lowest levels of worry.

FIGURE 4.6
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Di�erence between levels of road harm experience and worry, by region, 2021
North America recorded much higher levels of experience of road harm than worry, while Central America and the Caribbean had 
much higher levels of worry than experience.

FIGURE 4.7
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North America and the Middle East and North Africa were 

the only regions recording higher levels of experience of road 

harm than levels rate of worry. North America had the larger 

discrepancy between experience and worry of the two regions, 

with a 10.4 percentage point difference, which is equivalent to a 

relative difference of 41.9 per cent, while also having the lowest 

level of worry out of all regions.
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Road safety, peacefulness and 
income

As peace deteriorates so does the experience of road harm 

and worry, as shown in Figure 4.8. Moreover, for all countries 

other than very high peace countries, worry exceeds rates 

of experience. There are many factors that influence the 

relationship between road harm and peace; ultimately, higher 

peace countries tend to be economically prosperous, meaning 

that they can invest more in road safety measures.14

There are many factors leading to the relationship between 

peace and road harm. Countries may lack the financial or 

organisational capacities to carry out or prioritise enforcement 

of road laws, often as a result of under-resourced traffic 

authorities. In addition, sound road design and infrastructure 

are more likely to be absent in countries with lower levels of 

peace. Rapid-response medical and post-crash care services are 

also more likely to be better maintained in countries with higher 

peace levels.15

The Global Burden of Disease research program uses a Socio-

Demographic Index (SDI) score that measures a country’s 

development in finance, education and healthcare. Countries 

with the highest SDI scores were the only ones to record a 

decrease in incidences of road harm from 2017-2019. The 

viability of road safety measures is inevitably linked with 

economic development, and high-income countries are more 

likely to be able to invest in strong safety measures.16

Shown in Figure 4.9, reported experience of road harm remains 

steady across all income groups. However, as income level 

increases, worry about road harm declines. The economic cost 

of road harm, such as medical services or the cost of life-long 

disabilities, may represent a larger burden to lower income 

groups who may not be able to afford the costs of treatment 

or who may be hit harder by the loss of income caused by 

Levels of road harm experience and worry, by peace levels, 2021
Experience and worry of road harm increases as country peace level decreases. 

FIGURE 4.8

Source: World Risk Poll; IEP calculations
Note: Averages unweighted by country populations.    
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disability. Regulations are not as stringent in low-income 

countries, which may result in more severe injuries. 

While road harm does not differ greatly by individual income 

group, road safety issues differ by country income group. Road 

fatality rates are more than three times higher in low-income 

countries than high-income countries.17 Low-income countries 

and middle-income countries also report that 90 per cent of all 

reduced life expectancies are due to injuries from road harm. 

The economic cost of road harm, however, is greater for high-

income countries where treatment and infrastructural damage 

costs tend to be higher. Furthermore, high-income countries 

are more likely to have greater per capita loss of earnings for 

injured workers.18

Source: World Risk Poll, IEP calculations

FIGURE 4.9
Levels of road harm experience and worry, 
by country income group, 2021
Worry about road harm declines as country income increases, 
while experience remains the same.
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Source: World Risk Poll, IEP calculations

FIGURE 4.10
Levels of road harm experience and worry, 
by age, 2021
Experience and worry of road harm decline as age increases.
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As discussed previously, Mali has the highest level of 
reported experience of road harm and the highest level 
of worry. According to the 2022 Global Peace Index, 
Mali is a very low peace country, ranking 150th out of the 
163 included countries. Mali is not in compliance with 
a majority of United Nations vehicle safety regulations, 
such as road “speed calming” safety measures that 
encourage drivers to slow down. The country also only 
provides partial coverage in response to its national 
emergency phone number.19 

As a percentage of GDP, Mali also spends less on 
healthcare than the global average and has seen a steep 
decline in such spending since 2006.20 According to the 
Global Health Observatory (GHO), Mali reported 4,465 
road deaths in 2019, equivalent to 22.71 deaths per 

BOX 4.1

Highest levels of road harm worry and experience – Mali 

100,000 people. Mali’s road fatality rate was also higher 
than the global average for 2019, which was 17.1 deaths 
per 100,000 people. It is also likely that many road 
deaths in Mali are not reported.

In recent years, poor road quality and associated deaths 
from road accidents have become a source of national 
social tension in Mali.21 Of Mali’s 21,681 kilometres of 
road, only 33 per cent are paved, and are still dangerous 
to drive on due to deteriorating road conditions, bumps 
and weather. Protests and demonstrations against road 
degradation are frequent in Mali, and often target trade 
hubs and, once in 2019, the airport of Timbuktu.22 To 
some in Mali, road accidents are considered as lethal as 
certain diseases, like COVID-19 and malaria.23

World Risk Poll data shows reported experience and worry of 

road harm declines with age. As shown in Figure 4.10, 38.7 per 

cent of people aged 15-29 reported experience with road harm, 

the highest of any age group. They also reported the highest 

level of worry, at 32.7 per cent. Respondents aged 65 or older 

reported the lowest absolute levels of experience and worry of 

road harm. 

Teenagers and young adults are more likely to face road risks 

because they are more likely to be inexperienced drivers. 

Young people drive most frequently at night and are therefore 

at increased risk due to dark driving conditions and fatigue. 

Teenagers are especially likely to get into crashes in the first 

month of getting their driver’s licenses or due to reckless 

speeding at night.24 Elderly drivers are more experienced and 

more likely to exhibit safer driver patterns, such as limiting their 

speed as well as where and when they drive based on potentially 

hazardous conditions and the time of day,25  which may result in 

their lower levels of experience of road harm. However, the 65 

and older age group show the highest levels of worry about road 

harms compared to their experience. The average rate of worry 

of people aged 65 and older is 4.9 percentage points higher 

than their experience. In contrast, the average rate of worry of 

people aged 15 to 29 is 3.7 percentage points higher than their 

experience. Elderly people’s heightened levels of worry about 

road harm relative to the rates at which they experience it may 

in part be a result of fragility, measured as the likelihood of 

death when a person is involved in a car crash, which increases 

with age.26

Despite young people’s low levels of relative worry, the World 

Health Organisation (WHO) reports that road traffic injury is 

the leading cause of death for people aged 15-29.27 For young 

drivers, the lethality of road accidents is heavily influenced 

by gender and the number of passengers they drive with, as 

dangerous driving behaviours such as drinking, speeding and 

running red lights can be heavily influenced by the social 

pressure of peers. For 16 and 17-year-old male drivers, a teenage 

male passenger in the vehicle increases the driver’s fatality rate 

from 1.64 to 2.81 deaths per 1,000 crashes, and two or more 

teenage male passengers increase the driver’s fatality rate to 

3.26, nearly doubling the initial fatality rate. In contrast, one 

teenage female passenger decreases the male driver fatality rate 

to 1.61 per 1,000 crashes. For female drivers, two teenage female 

passengers increase the driver’s fatality rate from 1.18 to 1.36 

deaths per 1,000 crashes, while two male passengers increase 

the fatality rate to 2.84, more than doubling the fatality rate.28

Figure 4.10 shows that the road injury rate differs by age group 

and sex. The highest overall instances of road injury fall among 

the 20-29 years age groups, and they progressively decline 

among older groups. Across all groups, men consistently have 

higher levels of injury than women. The highest injury rate 

belongs to men ages 20-24, who are injured 2.62 times more 

frequently from road accidents than women. 
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Such dynamics are also reflected in the findings of the World 

Risk Poll. According to its data, men have higher rates of 

experience with road harm, as shown in Figure 4.12. Men 

experience harm at almost the exact same rate they worry 

about it. Women, on the other hand, relative to their level of 

experience, worry about road harm 10.1 percentage points more. 

One study shows that women report higher levels of anxiety 

about potentially dangerous driving conditions and are more 

likely to self-regulate when and where they drive.29

Road injury rates, by age and sex, 2019
Across all age groups, men consistently had higher rates of road injury than women.

FIGURE 4.11

Source: Global Burden of Disease; IEP calculations

500

1,500

2,500

3,000

2,000

1,000

0

Female Male

R
O

A
D

 IN
JU

R
IE

S 
PE

R
 10

0
,0

0
0

AGE
15-19 20-24 25-29 30-34 35-39 40-44 45-49 50-54 55-59 60-64 65-69 70-74 75-79 80-84 85-89 90-94 95+

Data suggests that women’s deaths from traffic-related incidents 

are associated with higher levels of societal worry about road 

safety than men’s deaths. Female road deaths per 100,000 

people have a higher correlation with worry about road harm 

(r=0.67) than male road deaths per 100,000 people (r=0.52). 

They also show a stronger inverse correlation with people’s 

levels of satisfaction with roads and highways (r=-0.52) than 

male road deaths do (r=-0.40). 

Source: World Risk Poll; IEP calculations

FIGURE 4.12
Levels of road harm experience and worry, 
by sex, 2021
Men have a higher level of reported experience of road harm, 
while women have a higher level of worry.
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These findings may in part result from the fact that women’s 

deaths from traffic-related incidents are far rarer occurrences 

than men’s deaths. According to GHO data, in 2019 nearly a 

million men died as a result of road traffic collisions, compared 

to fewer than 325,000 women, as shown in Figure 4.13. A study 

on driving patterns by gender found that men had the highest 

proportion of their road crashes while engaging in dangerous 

driving behaviour, such as overtaking other vehicles and driving 

in the dark, while women had the highest proportion of their 

road accidents at road junctions. Men also drive at higher 

average speeds than women, potentially resulting in the higher 

road injury and fatality rates for men.30 

Source: Global Health Observatory; IEP calculations

FIGURE 4.13
Road deaths, by sex, 2019
In 2019, there were nearly three times as many male deaths than 
female deaths from road accidents.
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It is important to highlight that men are more likely than 

women to drive, as this also helps explain the disproportionate 

number of male road deaths. While there is limited data on 

global driving rates, it has been found that men in the United 

States drive more miles than women and that four out of five 

professional drivers – including truck drivers and taxi drivers 

– are men. In part as a result of this, men account for the 

overwhelming majority (98 per cent) of all large truck driver 

deaths in the country.32 Moreover, it is likely that male driving 

rates in comparison to female driving rates are significantly 
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Global road death rate, 2000–2019
FIGURE 4.14

Global road deaths are measured per 100,000 people to account for annual increases in the world's population. 

Global vehicle registrations, 1960–2019
Around 2010, the number of cars on the road globally surpassed one billion.

FIGURE 4.15

Source: Ward's Auto; Oak Ridge National Laboratory; IEP calculations
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higher in most middle-income and low-income countries, 

particularly as lower workforce participation and different 

gender roles often means that women commute less and travel 

shorter distances than men. For example, in South Africa, 

government statistics show that 41 per cent of men commuted 

by car in 2020, compared to only 29.2 per cent of women.33

Long-term improvements in road 
safety
Road safety has been consistently improving over the last few 

decades. Figures 4.14 and 4.15 show the inverse relationship 

between registered cars and global road deaths per 100,000 

people. While total global vehicle registrations have increased, 

road fatalities have been steadily decreasing. Overall, road 

fatalities have decreased by 2.4 percentage points since 2000, 

even though the number of cars and kilometres travelled have 

increased. 

Data from 2019 shows that 58.4 per cent of countries have less 

than one road fatality per 1,000 registered vehicles per year, 

with the median number of fatalities standing at 0.61. However, 

countries range widely in this regard, with 25 experiencing 

fewer than 0.1 annual road deaths per 1,000 vehicles and 16 

experiencing more than ten. 
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Global road death rates by people and registered vehicles, 2000–2019
FIGURE 4.16

Despite more cars being on the road, the instances of road fatalities are decreasing sharply.

Deaths per 100,000 people Deaths per 10,000 vehicles

Despite more cars being on the road, the instances of road 

fatalities are sharply decreasing.34 Shown in Figure 4.16, deaths 

per 10,000 registered vehicles have been decreasing at a steeper 

rate than global road deaths per 100,000 people. This decrease 

in road deaths can be attributed to stricter road traffic and 

safety laws, improved medical care, and more efficient and well-

manufactured vehicles. Advancements in safety features such 

as airbags, brakes, seatbelts, rear-view cameras, lane-departure 

systems and tire pressure monitors have helped decrease the 

impact of human error in driving.35 Industrial improvements in 

steel strength, as well as in aluminium, magnesium and carbon 

fibre, have also improved the way in which cars crumple during 

collisions.36 Current automotive technology is even venturing 

into artificial intelligence and self-driving vehicles for public 

use; according to World Risk Poll data, however, 65.4 per cent 

of people globally would not yet feel safe in a self-driving car. 

Another factor that may contribute to the decrease in road 

fatalities is the steady improvement in road quality globally, 

which makes driving safer for drivers, cyclists and pedestrians. 

Satisfaction with the quality and conditions of roads and 

highways correlates negatively with worry of road harm (r=-

0.62) as well as with experience of road harm (r=-0.54). Figure 

4.17 uses the Global Road Quality Score generated by the 

World Economic Forum, which averages survey respondents’ 

ratings of the quality of roads in their country from one, 

(“underdeveloped”) to seven (“extensive and efficient by 

international standards”). As shown, global road quality has 

been improving over the past two decades. Worry of road harm 

also correlates negatively with the road quality score; as the 

road quality score decreases, respondents are more likely to be 

worried about road harm (r=-0.52). 

In comparison to the declining trend in global road deaths, 

the incidence of global road injuries has been increasing 

over the past two decades, as shown in Figure 4.18. However, 

in more recent years, the rate of injuries has plateaued and 

even declined. The relationship between road deaths and 

road injuries suggests that the improved conditions of road 

safety and medicine are resulting in less fatal car accidents. 

Developments in road safety, such as driving laws and road 
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FIGURE 4.17

Road quality around the world has been steadily improving over the past two decades.
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quality, and improvements in post-crash care have both 

contributed to reducing the severity of road collisions, meaning 

that people are less likely to die.37 

Particularly, developments in seat belt manufacturing and 

mandatory usage legislation have significantly contributed 

to reducing road death rates. Starting in North America and 

Europe in the 1960s, the 3-point seat belt design and following 

mandatory legislation of its usage for drivers and front-seat 

occupants were widely implemented, although enforcement was 

weak.

The popularity and acceptance of seat belts has been heavily 

influenced by government regulatory efforts to promote safe 

driving and seat belts.38 According to the WHO, now, 71 per cent 

of the world’s population live in countries with highly effective 

seat belt practices, such as mandatory restraint manufacturing 

in vehicles, strict usage enforcement and public encouragement. 
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While global road deaths per 100,000 people have been declining, the incidence of global road injuries per 100,000 people increased 
over the past two decades.
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FIGURE 4.19
Road injuries and deaths per 1,000 cars vs. seat belt usage, 2019
Seat belts have proven to be an e�ective road safety measure in decreasing both road injuries and road deaths.

Source: World Risk Poll; Global Health Observatory; IEP calculations
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Seat belts reduce risk of death for drivers and front seat 

occupants by 45-50 per cent, and by at least 25 per cent for rear 

seat occupants. Seat belts are also highly effective when adapted 

as child restraints; proper restraints for children such as booster 

seats and car seats can reduce risk of death for children by at 

least 60 per cent. A majority of data on seat belts, however, is 

only available in high-income and middle-income countries; 

and of the countries with effective seat belt practices, only 

seven per cent are low-income countries. Furthermore, no low-

income country meets the standards for effective child-restraint 

practices, while 85 per cent of the countries that do are high-

income countries.39  

The 2019 World Risk Poll also asked respondents about their 

usage of seat belts. Its data confirms that national seat belt 

usage rates are associated with reductions in road injuries and 

road deaths, and negatively correlated with both road injuries 

and deaths per 1,000 registered vehicles, as shown in Figure 

4.19.
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The WHO has reported that global progress is consistently 

being made in improving road safety laws, road infrastructure, 

vehicles and medical responses. The WHO has also renewed its 

Decade of Action for Road Safety for 2021-2030, which, as in the 

previous decade, aims to prevent 50 per cent of future traffic 

deaths and injuries through funding road design, enhancing 

road safety laws, and improving post-crash responses globally. 

The United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) also 

include SDG 3.6, which aims to reduce the number of global 

deaths and injuries from traffic accidents by 50 per cent. 

Despite the decreasing rate of road fatalities, and the recent 

decrease in road injuries, road injuries are still very high 

overall. As such, road safety continues to weigh heavily on 

people’s minds, as reflected in the fact that it was the most 

commonly cited concern with the highest level of experience 

and worry in the World Risk Poll. Road incidents claim over one 

million lives per year, and while data on disabilities due to road 

incidents is not widely available, it is estimated that for every 

road death, there are 20-50 people who are injured and faced 

with potential disability.40 To ensure that road fatalities and 

injuries continue their downward trends, governments should 

continue investing in road infrastructure and post-crash care 

as well as increasing driving education for young people, and 

especially young men.
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This is the second edition of the Lloyd’s Register Foundation 

Safety Perceptions Index (SPI), which measures the impact of 

risk around the world. Its results are based on the second edition 

of the Lloyd’s Register Foundation World Risk Poll, which was 

administered in 2021 by Gallup to over 125,000 people in 121 

countries.

In each country, a sample of around 1,000 people aged 15 and 

above was surveyed. These samples included people representing 

various demographic characteristics, including age, sex, income, 

and level of education. Weightings for individual survey 

respondents were provided with the data and have been applied 

to ensure that each sample accurately reflects the demographic 

characteristics of the wider national population.

The index incorporates five risk domains – food and water, 

violent crime, severe weather, mental health, and workplace 

safety – and assesses each on the basis of two cross-cutting 

themes – worry and experience of harm. It draws on 12 mutually 

comparable questions from the 2021 World Risk Poll. These 

questions comprise six focused on recent experiences of serious 

harm and six questions on worry, each for a specific category of 

harm:

• EXPERIENCE: "Have you or someone you personally 

know experienced serious harm from any of the following 

things in the past two years?" 

• "The food you eat "

• "The water you drink"

• "Violent crime"

• "Severe weather events, such as floods or violent storms"

• "Mental health issues"

• "The work you do" (2021 only)

• WORRY: "In general, how worried are you that each of the 

following things could cause you serious harm? Are you very 

worried, somewhat worried, or not worried?"

• "Eating food"

• "Drinking water"

• "Violent crime"

• "Severe weather events, such as floods or violent storms"

• "Mental health issues"

• "Work" (2021 only)

The two cross-cutting themes capture different aspects of risk 

and the impact it has on society. The experience theme is a 

straight-forward measure of the prevalence of each risk in the 

recent past, while the worry domain measures how concerned 

people are about a given risk in the present – and by extension, 

how fearful they are that harm from that risk will befall them 

in the future. Although there is a strong correlation between 

the two themes, there are certain countries, regions, and types 

of risk for which the connection is not so clear. This disconnect 

may be due to certain risks being overstated or understated but 

might also be the result of risk mitigation strategies undertaken 

in countries with high levels of risk.

This edition of the SPI also includes trended analyses comparing 

the 2021 data to the data from the first World Risk Poll, which 

was administered in 2019 in 142 countries. Of the 121 countries 

surveyed in 2021 and the 142 surveyed in 2019, there were 

119 countries that were surveyed in both years, meaning two 

countries – the Czech Republic and Iceland – were surveyed in 

2021 but not in 2019. 

For comparison purposes, the 2019 global and regional scores 

shown in this report include the rates from the 119 countries for 

each year as well as the two new countries’ 2021 rates for both 

years, meaning the latter have effectively unmoving rates. In 

contrast, the non-score-related trended analyses in the report 

draw on only those countries where the poll was carried out 

and, in some cases, specific questions were asked in both years. 

These two complementary approaches were adopted to present 

the fullest possible picture of the overall risk landscape in 

2021 while also presenting the most accurate possible measure 

of the changes in risk perceptions and experiences over the 

two-year period. If the latter were not the case, it could lead 

to misleading results when comparing rates between the two 

waves. For example, if the rates of the full list of 142 countries 

from 2019 were compared to those of the 121 countries of 2021, 

or if the 119 countries surveyed in both waves were used for the 

2019 rates but all 121 countries were included for the 2021 rates, 

there would be distortions in the trended analyses. Differences 

between 2019 and 2021 rates would in part be a reflection of the 

changes in the composition of countries rather than a true shift 

in public experiences and perceptions. 

On a related note, the trended analyses use unmoving 2021 

scores for the workplace safety domain for all countries. This is 

because, while there were a series of questions on this subject 

in the 2019 survey, they were worded differently, had different 

focuses, and are therefore not comparable to the single question 

posed in 2021. Moreover, there was no worry question related 

to the workplace in the 2019 survey. While the absence of 

distinct 2019 workplace safety rates could potentially remove 

some dynamism in the overall SPI and theme scores between 

the two years, it ensures that any changes are the result of true 

movements in sentiments and experiences, and not changes in 

the number and type of questions posed to respondents. With 

the exception of the workplace safety domain, the rest of the 

questions on experiences and worries related to harm were 

identical between the two surveys, as shown above.

For both years, the experience rates have been calculated on 

the basis of “yes” responses to the questions about whether the 

respondents themselves or someone they knew had experienced 

serious harm from a given source in the previous two years. 

While the 2019 survey only included this initial question, a 

“yes” response in the 2021 survey would prompt a follow-up 

question asking respondents if the harm had happened to them, 

to someone they personally knew, or to both. As the responses 

were coded in consideration of responses to this follow-up 

question, the 2021 experience rates therefore represent the sum 

of the rates of these three responses. 

Worry, on the other hand, was calculated on the basis of “very 

worried” responses. In this and the previous edition of the SPI, 

Methodology
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Domain Theme 2021 Responses 2019 Responses

Food and 
Water

Food (sub-domain)
Experience

% “Yes, personally experienced” + 

% “Yes” (Have personally experienced or know 
someone who has experienced)% “Yes, know someone who has experienced” +  

% “Both”

Worry % “Very worried” % “Very Worried”

Water (sub-domain)
Experience

% “Yes, personally experienced” + 

% “Yes” (Have personally experienced or know 
someone who has experienced)% “Yes, know someone who has experienced” +  

% “Both”

Worry % “Very worried” % “Very Worried”

Violent Crime

Experience

% “Yes, personally experienced” + 

% “Yes” (Have personally experienced or know 
someone who has experienced)% “Yes, know someone who has experienced” +  

% “Both”

Worry % “Very worried” % “Very Worried”

Experience

% “Yes, personally experienced” + 

% “Yes” (Have personally experienced or know 
someone who has experienced)% “Yes, know someone who has experienced” +  

% “Both”

Worry % “Very worried” % “Very Worried”

Severe Weather

Experience

% “Yes, personally experienced” + 

% “Yes” (Have personally experienced or know 
someone who has experienced)% “Yes, know someone who has experienced” +  

% “Both”

Worry % “Very worried” % “Very Worried”

Experience

% “Yes, personally experienced” + 

% “Yes” (Have personally experienced or know 
someone who has experienced)% “Yes, know someone who has experienced” +  

% “Both”

Worry % “Very worried” % “Very Worried”

Mental Health

Experience

% “Yes, personally experienced” + 

% “Yes” (Have personally experienced or know 
someone who has experienced)% “Yes, know someone who has experienced” +  

% “Both”

Worry % “Very worried” % “Very Worried”

Experience

% “Yes, personally experienced” + 

% “Yes” (Have personally experienced or know 
someone who has experienced)% “Yes, know someone who has experienced” +  

% “Both”

Worry % “Very worried” % “Very Worried”

Workplace Safety

Experience

% “Yes, personally experienced” + 

Not available (for comparison purposes, 2021 
values used in aggregating overall 2019 SPI scores)

% “Yes, know someone who has experienced” +  

% “Both”

Worry % “Very worried”

Experience

% “Yes, personally experienced” + 

% “Yes, know someone who has experienced” +  

% “Both”

Worry % “Very worried”

TABLE 5.1
The structure of the Safety Perceptions Index
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it was decided to focus exclusively on “very worried” response 

rates, rather than a combination of “somewhat worried” and 

“very worried” rates, because the latter were generally found to 

lack sufficient variation across domains and countries. The “very 

worried” rates were therefore selected as a better measure of 

“true” worry. Table 5.1 gives a full outline of the structure of the 

index.

Constructing and interpreting 
the SPI 
Each of the domains in the SPI is equally weighted. There are 

a number of different qualitative or statistical approaches that 

can be used in weighting indicators or domains in a composite 

index. However, for ease of interpretation and in consideration 

of the fact that each of the domains represents a risk with the 

potential to severely harm (physically, psychologically and 

financially) or even kill poll respondents, each domain was given 

the same importance and weighting.

As a result, the score for each domain is the average of the 

experience and worry response rates. As the potential value for 

each indicator was already bound between 0 and 100 per cent, 

there was no need to normalise or transform the data to make 

different indicators comparable. The final index score for each 

country is therefore between 0 and 1. For a country to achieve 

a score of 0, none of the respondents from that country would 

report being very worried about any of the risks and none 

would have experienced serious harm or personally known 

someone who had experienced serious harm from that risk in 

the previous two years. Conversely, to achieve the maximum 

score of 1, every respondent would have to report being very 

worried about each risk and have experienced serious harm 

or personally known someone who has from each risk in the 

previous two years.

Scores between 0 and 1 are more difficult to interpret. A country 

might receive a score of 0.3 because a third of respondents have 

been equally impacted by each risk, or because they have been 

more strongly impacted by some risks than others. However, 

given that there are strong correlations between the two themes 

and across the domains, the index score can be roughly thought 

of as the percentage of people in a country who have been 

strongly impacted by most types of risk.

There are trade-offs involved in the creation of any composite 

index. Although the SPI provides a clear, comparable measure 

of the impact of risk across countries, no single measure can 

fully capture every aspect of a topic as broad and complex as 

risk. The index as it stands is missing data related to a number 

of aspects of risk that were rated as strong concerns by many 

poll respondents.

The global SPI scores shown in this report are based on 

unweighted averages across the 121 surveyed countries, meaning 

that rates of experience and worry in high-population countries 

are counted equally to those in low-population countries. Scores 

and rates at the regional level and by peace-level groupings are 

also based on unweighted averages of all relevant countries. 

In contrast, the global rates shown for different demographic 

groups are weighted by country populations, meaning that 

response rates shown for different age groups, sexes and similar 

categories are reflective of the total populations of all the 

surveyed countries. 

There are also certain ambiguities in the SPI indicators that 

are almost unavoidable when using cross-country survey data. 

A number of terms or concepts in the index (for example, risk, 

mental health, violent crime, etc.) may have slightly different 

meanings or connotations in different languages or cultural 

contexts. Attitudes towards these topics and concepts in 

different countries might also influence the responses given by 

poll respondents. Furthermore, the terms used to capture the 

degrees of concern about different risks – that is, “somewhat 

worried” and “very worried” – do not have precise meanings 

and may be interpreted differently by respondents.

Despite these limitations, the SPI is a comprehensive and 

comparable measure of the impact of risk across countries. 

It can be disaggregated by any of the demographic variables 

collected by Gallup, allowing for the creation of indices 

specific to age, sex, income, education and a variety of other 

characteristics. Future iterations of the index will look to 

incorporate a broader spectrum of risks.
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Country Top Risk Rate Country Top Risk Rate Country Top Risk Rate

Afghanistan War and terrorism 62.1% Honduras Crime and violence 30.6% Pakistan Nothing/No risks 17.1%

Albania
Economy: 
unemployment, high 
prices, etc.

23.1% Hong Kong Personal health (non-
COVID-related) 21.6% Panama Crime and violence 33.2%

Algeria COVID-19 34.7% Hungary Personal health (non-
COVID-related) 24.9% Paraguay Crime and violence 38.6%

Argentina Crime and violence 48.5% Iceland Road-related accidents 43.4% Peru Crime and violence 37.7%

Armenia Don't know 39.1% India Don't know 29.8% Philippines COVID-19 33.0%

Australia Road-related accidents 31.4% Indonesia Road-related accidents 16.5% Poland Personal health (non-
COVID-related) 15.8%

Austria Road-related accidents 20.3% Iran
Economy: 
unemployment, high 
prices, etc.

20.4% Portugal Road-related accidents 19.9%

Bangladesh Don't know 35.9% Iraq War and terrorism 15.2% Romania Don't know 24.1%

Belgium Road-related accidents 28.1% Ireland Road-related accidents 22.3% Russia Don't know 17.7%

Benin Financial: not having 
enough money 19.8% Israel Road-related accidents 23.0% Saudi Arabia Nothing/No risks 23.6%

Bolivia Crime and violence 35.9% Italy Road-related accidents 21.0% Senegal Don't know 28.4%

Bosnia and 
Herzegovina Don't know 31.8% Jamaica Don't know 38.5% Serbia Personal health (non-

COVID-related) 17.5%

Brazil Crime and violence 41.4% Japan Road-related accidents 25.3% Sierra Leone Financial: not having 
enough money 27.9%

Bulgaria Don't know 20.9% Jordan Nothing/No risks 19.4% Singapore Nothing/No risks 33.7%

Burkina Faso War and terrorism 29.9% Kazakhstan Don't know 33.3% Slovakia Road-related accidents 21.5%

Cambodia Financial: not having 
enough money 21.7% Kenya Crime and violence 24.7% Slovenia Road-related accidents 22.1%

Cameroon Crime and violence 24.5% Kosovo Don't know 22.9% South Africa Crime and violence 43.0%

Canada Road-related accidents 29.4% Kyrgyzstan Don't know 24.4% South Korea Road-related accidents 25.3%

Chile Crime and violence 41.8% Laos Don't know 43.2% Spain Road-related accidents 18.7%

China N/A N/A Latvia Personal health (non-
COVID-related) 27.9% Sri Lanka Don't know 20.7%

Colombia Crime and violence 46.8% Lebanon
Economy: 
unemployment, high 
prices, etc.

24.2% Sweden Road-related accidents 24.9%

Democratic 
Republic of 
the Congo

Don't know 33.9% Lithuania Personal health (non-
COVID-related) 33.1% Switzerland Road-related accidents 16.4%

Costa Rica Crime and violence 35.7% Malaysia COVID-19 33.7% Taiwan Road-related accidents 30.0%

Côte d'Ivoire Crime and violence 33.7% Mali Road-related accidents 20.2% Tajikistan Don't know 31.7%

Appendix - Most commonly cited top 
risk by country, 2021
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Croatia Personal health (non-
COVID-related) 33.0% Malta Road-related accidents 21.5% Tanzania Personal health 

(non-COVID-related) 23.5%

Cyprus Don't know 20.1% Mauritius Crime and violence 26.4% Thailand Road-related accidents 19.6%

Czech 
Republic Road-related accidents 39.3% Mexico Crime and violence 46.3% Togo Road-related accidents 29.3%

Denmark Road-related accidents 23.3% Moldova Don't know 22.3% Tunisia Crime and violence 19.0%

Dominican 
Republic Crime and violence 43.3% Mongolia COVID-19 20.0% Turkey Crime and violence 16.6%

Ecuador Crime and violence 49.6% Morocco Don't know 22.8% Uganda Crime and violence 22.1%

Egypt Personal health 
(non-COVID-related) 18.6% Mozambique Don't know 41.6% Ukraine Personal health 

(non-COVID-related) 20.2%

El Salvador Crime and violence 33.9% Myanmar Nothing/No risks 39.1% United Arab 
Emirates Nothing/No risks 49.7%

Estonia Don't know 21.0% Namibia Crime and violence 16.1% United 
Kingdom Road-related accidents 15.4%

Finland Road-related accidents 45.6% Nepal Don't know 29.2% United 
States Road-related accidents 29.1%

France Road-related accidents 17.0% Netherlands Road-related accidents 35.3% Uruguay Crime and violence 37.0%

Gabon Crime and violence 30.7% New Zealand Road-related accidents 39.1% Uzbekistan Nothing/No risks 29.7%

Georgia Don't know 31.6% Nicaragua Don't know 23.1% Venezuela Crime and violence 59.7%

Germany Road-related accidents 22.0% Nigeria Crime and violence 24.5% Vietnam Personal health 
(non-COVID-related) 31.1%

Ghana Road-related accidents 18.7% North 
Macedonia Don't know 16.7% Zambia Don't know 26.6%

Greece Don't know 20.2% Norway Road-related accidents 35.5% Zimbabwe Crime and violence 21.6%

Guinea Crime and violence 21.5%

Source: World Risk Poll; IEP calculations

Country Top Risk Rate Country Top Risk Rate Country Top Risk Rate
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