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The major factor behind
Asia’s more cffective
handling of discascs

By Lynn K Tan and Norman P Li

INCL early this year, the
Covid 19 pandemic has

plagued just about cvery

country in the world. Yet, coun

tries have differed vastly in their
infection rates and responses to

control the situation. Asian na

tions seem to be handling the

virus more effectively than West

ern countries. China, for instance,

hit a peak of daily new cases inFeb

ruary and largely eliminated new

cases within a few weeks. In con

trast, in the US and Brazil where
total cases together exceed five
million, the new case numbers are
coming down very slowly or are
still rising after a few months.

Such differences have been attnb
uted to various cultural differ

ences between the Last and West.
Ilere, we consider a major factor

that may underlie why Asian coun

tries are more naturally suited to

handle such crises: evolution.
First, let’s take stock of the ex

planations identified thus far. One
looser government

involves
policies and lower citizen coopera
tion in the West versus Last. For in

stance, [ngland has been reported
to experience low cooperation
with policies and guidelines such

as social distancing and mask
wearing. In the US, where no quar
antines have been imposed for cit
izens, several protests have oc

curred, with slogans declaring
that people would rather die than

be at home and out of work. Like
wise, Australia and Italy have ex

perienced large scale violations of
orders pertaining to lockdowns

and social distancing.

Another reported
is that Asian countries have had re

cent experience dealing with other
outbreaks (for example, Sars,

Mers) and hence are better pre
pared with knowledge and infra
structure facilitating the manage
ment of epidemics. Other sugges
ted explanations include Asia tak
ing measures suchas rigorous test
ing and contact tracing, Asian soci

eties’ normal social habits (suchas

wearing masks due to air pollu
tion and past influenza experi

ences), and Asians having a

stronger sense of social responsib
ility and less individualistic val
ues.

These various cultural differ
ences may all have a common evol

utionary origin. Culture evolution

researchers believe that psycholo
gical

system have dto

tendencies collectively
known as the behavioral immune

related others who might have
pathogens. Studies have found
that people in regions with histor
ically higher pathogen prevalence
have lower levels of extraversion,
are less open to new experiences,
and have a more restricted socio
sexuality. Ixtraverted people en
joy social interactions with
strangers and hence, have higher
social contact with people who
could have contagious germs.
Openness refers to being recept
ive to trying novel, non conven
tional things, such as a new type
of food, making friends of differ
ent ethnicities, etc - things that in
crease exposure to contagion. Soci
osexuality refers to the extent to
which one engages in casual or
P uous sexual beh S,
which puts a person at greater risk
of contracting sexually and non

Across several studies, Asians
have been found to be lower than
Westerners on all three traits. Us
ing data from cross cultural stud
ies of personality traits and live
Covid 19 number of cases glob
ally, we found that both extraver
sion and openness significantly
and positively predicted a coun
try’s number of confirmed cases
per 100,000 people.

COLLECTIVISM

Secondly, the behavioural im
mune system manifests in values
in particular, being especially
communal and law abiding.
lligher adherence to a society’s
norms and authorities (as in Asian
countries) has been linked to
greater prevention of pathogen
t Indeed, di
have found that when people be
come aware of pathogen threats,
they tend to endorse conformity,
prefer others who demonstrate
more conformist traits, and con
form to the majority opinion. Fur
thermore, high historical patho
gen prevalence - such as in Asia
has been found to be correlated
with higher conformity pressures,
endorsement of collectivistic val
ues, and authoritarian attitudes,
and a stronger sense of social re
sponsibility. Using public data on
cross national  collectivism
scores, we ran statistical analyses
and found that higher collectiv
ism is not only related to lower
Covid 19 death rates, but is also a
significant explanatory factor for
why Asian countries have lower
death rates from this virus.
In summary, a major factor un
derlying Asia’s higher success in

exposure to situations where

pathogens might lurk. Import

antly, this psychological immune
system evolved to be stronger in
places that historically faced a
greater level of pathogens. In line
with this idea, Asia appears to
have had higher pathogen levels

than Western countries through
out history and to also have beha

vioural tendencies that are more
cautious against contracting

pathogens.

What exactly are these “cau
tious” genes that Asians have in
herited? Firstly, the beh lim

handl the ¢ i is be
cause Asians have potentially
been dealing with viruses for thou
sands of years, and have evolved
to have personality traits and val
ues that are conducive for prevent
ing and containing contagious dis
cases. Although the modern world
is quite different from the ances
tral world, some of the solutions
to the threat or presence of vir
uses are still facilitated by the
same cautious traits.
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