
Knowledge as Preventor of Disease Stereotyping -
Evidence from Covid-19 in Malawi and Zambia

Research shows that: 

Symptoms are more important than 
identities in shaping perceptions of 

disease, willingness to help, and support 
for free movement of individuals with 

Covid-like symptoms in the community.

Group identities do affect perceptions 
of disease (in Malawi) and willingness to 
help neighbors (in both countries) but to 

a small degree.

Concern that the pandemic will 
exacerbate group conflicts may be 
overstated, at least in some cases.

Conventional View on Social Effects of Disease
Research shows that the threat of disease activates negati-
ve behaviors towards outsiders, such as prejudice, ethno-
centrism, compliance with social norms, and xenophobia 
- while enhancing attachment to and compliance with insi-
ders. Further, disease threats have been shown to provoke
anti-outsider attitudes and intensified boundaries between
groups, exacerbating stereotypes of ”the other.” Humans
have long associated outsiders with disease, blaming conta-
gions on community outsiders, justifying excluding behavi-
ors and violence based on real or imagined disease threats.
Associating outsiders with disease thus risks le-
ading to social stigmatization and political exclusion.
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Spread information – not prejudices  

Stereotyping and Symptoms
Recent research from GLD scholars from Malawi and Zam-
bia - countries with norms that favor helping others in the 
community – highlights the role of knowledge in the emer-
gence of stereotypes. Research on Malawi and Zambia finds 
small but persistent identity effects on the perceptions of di-
sease (in Malawi) and willingness to help neighbors (in both 
countries). However, these effects do not seem particularly 
acute for more racially distinct groups, nor do they change 
significantly as the pandemic waxes and wanes over time. 
In contrast, symptoms play a much larger, more persistent 
role in shaping whether individuals see others as having 
Covid-19, their willingness to help them, and whether or not 
they believe they should have free movement. Thus, know-
ledge of symptoms appears to play a larger role in social rela-
tions during the pandemic than insider-outsider distinctions.

Policymakers and other stakeholders can reduce the poten-
tially negative social effects of the pandemic by focusing 
on medical information rather than social identities.  Since 
identities can operate as heuristics when people lack clear 
information, increased knowledge about disease, particularly 
symptoms, may reduce the risk of stigmatization of a certain 
group of people.  Therefore, politicians should focus on provi-
ding general information about symptoms and give precau-
tionary advice rather than linking disease to particular groups.
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Covid-19 may impact outsider/insider thinking as sympt-
oms of illness affect pro-social behaviors (e.g., willingness 
to help) or excluding behaviors (e.g., the desire to restrict 
free movement). Without clear information on a disease, 
outsider-based stereotypes may emerge due to insuffi-
cient knowledge and personal experience with the disease.

http://gld.gu.se/media/2304/oct_2020_disease_threat__stereotypes__and_covid__19__an_early_view_from_malawi_and_zambia-3.pdf
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