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Risk exposure and well-being: who suffers 
most and from which risks?
Abstract                   
How much do the world's inhabitants worry about the major risks they face,
and how does this affect their subjective well-being? We address these ques-
tions through two global surveys: the Gallup World Poll and the World Risk Poll.

We show that the experience of risk, worry and subjective well-being are inex-
tricably linked. Climate risk is the most worrisome, followed by road risk, nat-
ural  disasters,  and violent  crime.  Unlike other risks,  concern about climate
change does not depend on a country's income level: people in wealthy coun-
tries say they are almost as concerned about this risk as people in poor coun-
tries, which are more affected. In addition, for the same level of risk exposure,
people living in low-income countries are more resilient, that is, the experi-
ence of risk affects their subjective well-being less. Finally, the experience of
one risk has a contagion effect on anxiety relating to all other risks.

Remy Bellaunay
remy.bellaunay@cepremap.orgCEPREMAP

Suggested citation :Re�my Bellaunay, « Risk exposure and well-being: who suffers most and fromwhich  risks? »,  CEPREMAP Well-Being  Observatory,  n°2023-13,  November2023.
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Which risk worries the world's pop-
ulation the most?

In the Gallup survey, individuals answer the followingquestion:
In general, how worried are you that each of 
the following things could cause you serious 
harm? Are you very worried, somewhat wor-
ried, or not worried? 1) The food you eat, 2) 
The water you drink, 3) Violent crime, 4) Se-
vere weather events, such as floods or violent
storms, 5) Being in a trafic or roadside acci-
dent, 6) Mental health issues, 7) The work you
doFrom Figure 1, we see that limate risk is different fromthe others: all but those who "don't know" declare thatthey are very concerned. This polarized distribution ofresponses undoubtedly reflects the spread of climaterisk awareness in recent years, particularly because ofthe many meteorological upsets.Less worrying on average, the risks of access to water,food  poisoning,  mental  health  and  accidents  in  theworkplace  are  nevertheless  far  from  insignificant:nearly 850 million people are said to suffer from mal-nutrition, and 9 million die from it every year. Lack ofaccess to drinking water is responsible for the deathsof 1.2 million people, and more than 2 billion peoplelive in countries where access to drinking water is lim-ited. Finally, according to the World Labour Organiza-tion, no fewer than 2.3 million people die from work-related accidents or illnesses, and 500 million are af-fected annually.

Concern declines with the coun-
try's level of wealth

Does the degree of concern about a risk depend on acountry's level of wealth? To answer this question, weuse the country income categories established by theWorld Bank1 and calculate the average degree of con-cern per country category. It appears that the degreeof concern for almost all risks decreases with a coun-try's per capita income (Figure 2). It is in low-incomecountries that people experience the greatest difficul-ties  in  accessing  drinking  water,  healthy  food,  safeworking conditions and reliable road infrastructures.These countries are also the most  affected by majorclimatic phenomena.However, a country's income level has little influenceon its concern about climate change. People in wealthycountries  are  about  as  concerned about  this  risk  aspeople in poor countries, even though it is the lattergroup that are more affected by climate change.2
Exposure to one risk increases con-
cern about another

We  verify  that  the  people  who  are  most  concernedabout all the risks, and who are in the most disadvan-taged countries,  are indeed the most affected by thedifferent risks.3 Figure 3 shows the proportion of peo-ple who say they have experienced a risk in the lasttwo years. The countries of Africa, Central and SouthAmerica,  Central  and Western  Asia  are  home  to  thepopulations most severely affected by all types of risk.1 The World Bank defines 4 income categories: high, medium-high, medium-low and low. In 2022, a country was conside-red high-income if its average per capita income was at least $13205 per year; the maximum income to be classified aslow-income  was  $1085.  https://blogs.worldbank.org/opendata/new-world-bank-country-classifications-income-level-2022-2023.2  See Abeygunawardena et al.  Poverty and climate change : reducing the vulnerability of the poor through adaptation. Wa-shington, D.C. : World Bank Group.3 "In the last two years, have you suffered any prejudice concerning: [...]" answers: Yes/No.

Figure 2

Figure 1



3

CE
PR

EM
AP

 W
el

l-B
ei

ng
 O

bs
er

va
to

ry
 0

7/
11

/2
02

3
No

te
 O

BE
 n

°2
02

3-
13

 : 
Ri

sk
 e

xp
os

ur
e 

an
d 

W
el

l-b
ei

ng

Figure 3The scatterplot in Figure 4 shows the relationship be-tween the proportion of people in each country whosay they are  "very concerned"  about  a  risk,  and the

proportion of people who say they or their loved oneshave been affected by a risk.4   There is a very strong

link between  experience of  a  particular  type  of  riskand the degree of concern about it.  People who havebeen personally exposed to one of these risks tend tobe more concerned about the threat. The blue line rep-resents  the  typical  relationship  between  these  twoquantities, for each risk. One can see that, on average, acertain proportion of the population is still concerned,even when, on average, the country's inhabitants havenot experienced the risk concerned. Note that there is a high proportion of people worriedabout  mental  health  problems  in  Africa,  and  con-versely, a low percentage in Europe despite the preva-lence of these problems,  which may be explained bybetter care of these pathologies by European health-care systems. In Latin America, concern about violentcrime and food and water problems is generally high-est.

Given the same experience, are some people more con-cerned about risk? Econometric analysis allows us to4 In the LRF data, the response options concerning the experience of a risk were modified from one wave to the
next. In 2019 individuals only had the option of answering either yes or no, in 2021 the response options were as
follows: 1) you have personally experienced this risk 2) you know someone who has 3) both 4) no.  Summing up re-

Figure 4
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control for the effect of age, gender, income and educa-tion levels, employment status, type of residence andnumber of children in the household. The previous re-sults  remain  unchanged:  People  who  say  they  havepersonally  experienced a  certain risk  are  more  con-cerned about it. For example, having experienced food-related harm in the last two years increases the corre-sponding degree of concern by around 20%. The effect of experience is particularly strong for men-tal health problems (+40%). This risk, which is not amajor concern for the general population, becomes themost worrying for those who have experienced it.
A heightened state of vigilance

Having experienced one of the risks increases the gen-eral  state  of  vigilance,  i.e.  anxiety  relating  to  all  theother risks. This is illustrated in Figure 5, which showsthe effect of having been confronted with each particu-lar risk on the concern about the others,  even whenthey are of a completely different nature.On this graph, each bar tells us the effect of experienc-ing a risk on concern for the same or another risk. Forexample, the purple bar on the first line tells us thatexperiencing  a  mental  health  risk  increases  concern

sponses 1 to 3 for 2021, we find proportions of risk
experience similar to the "Yes" response (1) in 2019,
hence our choice to group these responses under a
single heading.

for mental health by around 0.5 (on a scale of 1 to 3).Similarly, the purple bar below tells us that experienc-ing a mental health risk increases concern for water-related risk by around 0.13, regardless of whether ornot you've experienced a water-related risk (control-ling for this variable).It  is  possible  that  the experience of  a  risk  creates  ageneral state of stress or anxiety that spreads to con-cern about all types of risk. To control for this generalstate of anxiety, we introduce the individual's level ofsubjective well-being into the estimation. The resultsremain  essentially  the  same:  experience  of  one  risksubsequently leads to a heightened state of vigilancewith regard to all other hazards.
Risk and subjective well-being

The Gallup data contain a number of indicators of sub-jective  well-being,  including  the  most  classic:  mea-sures of satisfaction with current life (scale from 0 to10),  anticipated  future  satisfaction,  and  emotionalwell-being.  The  latter  correspond  to  the  followingquestions: "How often did you feel the following emo-tion  during  yesterday?  Joy,  sadness,  anger,  stress,worry, enjoyment, smiling" (possible answers: Yes, No,Refused, Don't know). Being concerned about a risk is

associated with a lower level of subjective well-being,as shown in Figure 6 Figure 5
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Each point gives the change in the relevant well-beingmeasure when the worry score increases by one point(the  latter  takes  values  between  1  and  3,  where  1means that the person is not concerned about the riskfactor mentioned, and 3 that they are very concerned).The  first  line  of  the  graph shows that  all  the  areasmentioned  are  sources  of  sadness.  All  measures  ofwell-being are negatively affected by worrying aboutany of the risks mentioned: the anger and stress met-rics increase, while the joy and smile metrics decrease.Worry about mental health has the greatest impact onsubjective  well-being,  while  worry  about  climatechange is less of a determinant. These relationships re-main identical when we control for the fact of havingexperienced the risks concerned; they therefore holdfor a given experience level.The same relationships emerge when we control forthe effect of conventional sociodemographic variables(age, income, etc.), as shown in Figure 7.
Differences between countriesBeyond the average effect, does exposure to a risk havea greater or lesser impact on well-being, depending ona  country's  average  income?  Here  again,  we  distin-

guish  between  high-,  middle-  and  low-income  coun-tries, according to the World Bank classification. Fig-ures  8  and 9 show that  the subjective  well-being ofpeople in poorer countries is more affected by risk-re-lated  concerns,  particularly  feelings  of  sadness.  Theopposite is  true of rich countries.  In poor countries,concern about food has the greatest relative influenceOn the other hand, people living in high-income coun-tries are relatively less affected by being worried aboutcertain risks, with the exception of anxiety about vio-lent  crime,  which  reduces  their  life  satisfaction  to  agreater extent (Figure 9).In  short,  risk experience,  worry and subjective well-being are inextricably linked. In addition, the experi-ence  of  one  risk  has  a  contagion  effect  on  anxietyabout all other risks. Inhabitants of low-income coun-tries are more affected by all risks. However, at a givenlevel of exposure, they are less concerned and less af-fected by certain sources of risk. Although they experi-ence more anger and stress in the face  of  perceivedrisks, they are also more likely to report positive emo-tions, and to report above-average anticipated life sat-isfaction.

Figure 6

Figure 7
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DataThe Gallup World Poll is an annual survey carried outsince 2005 by the Gallup company on a representa-tive sample of the population in almost 140 countries.Its aim is to provide information on the feelings, opin-ions and living conditions of people around the world.We are interested here in the 2019 and 2021 waves,for  comparison  with  the  World  Risk  Poll  data.  In2019,  the Lloyd's Register Foundation launched theWorld  Risk  Poll,  partly  based  on  the  Gallup  WorldPoll,  to better understand the concerns and risks towhich  people  are  exposed.  In  2019  and  2021,  theWorld  Risk  Poll  surveyed  nearly  280,000  peopleabout  their  exposure  and  concerns  regarding  eightsources of risk: climate risk, food and water poisoningrisk, violent crime risk, natural disaster risk, road ac-cident  risk,  mental  health  risk  and  workplace  acci-dent risk.

5  Figures 8 and 9 show the additional effect of living in arich (or poor) country compared to the effect measuredin middle-income countries.

Figure 9

Figure 8



CEPREMAP was created in 1967 from the merger of two centers, CEPREL and CERMAP, to shed light on Frenchplanning through economic research. Since January 1, 2005, CEPREMAP has been known as the CEntre Pour laRecherche EconoMique et ses APplications. It operates under the supervision of the French Ministry of Research.Its mission is to act as an interface between the academic world and economic administrations. It is both anagency for promoting economic research to decision-makers, and a funding agency for projects recognized ashaving priority implications for public decision-making.
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Observatoire du Bien-êtreCEPREMAP's Well-Being Observatory supports research on well-being in France and around the world. It bringstogether researchers from different institutions applying rigorous quantitative methods and innovative tech-niques. Researchers affiliated with the Observatory work on a variety of topics, including fundamental researchquestions such as the relationship between education, health and well-being, the impact of peer relationships onwell-being, the relationship between well-being and cyclical variables such as employment and growth, and theevolution of well-being over the life course. An important role of the Observatory is to develop our understandingof well-being in France: its evolution over time, its relationship with the economic cycle, differences in well-beingbetween different population groups or regions, and finally the relationship between public policy and well-be-ing.
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