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Countries in Crisis:
Lessons for the
Second Wave
Insights into the behavioral and societal
factors that affect how societies respond to
the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic.

It started with one infection, then another. Soon,
two infections become four, and four turned into
eight. By the first week, cases were in the hundreds
and continued to rise rapidly.
The novel coronavirus has changed the world
overnight. The severity, lethality, and infectious
nature of the disease has led many countries
to shut down large chunks of their economies
in order to stem the outbreak. Bustling cities
turned into ghost towns. Stores shuttered; many
closed down for good. Millions of people found
themselves out of work, while others had to work
from home, sharing space with spouses, children,
and roommates. Hospitals everywhere were
overwhelmed with cases, and doctors and nurses
worked around the clock.
Whether China, South Africa, or the United States,
countries impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic
faced all of these same risks. They also shared the
same immediate and long-term objectives: to bring
the rise in overall case numbers under control and
reduce community spread as much as possible—
ideally to zero.
This had led the Korn Ferry Institute (KFI) to
investigate: what combination of collective skills
and characteristics have helped—or hindered—
countries as they respond to the complexities and
uncertainty of an ongoing pandemic?

Undoubtedly, a country’s initial response to any
new crisis depends on both their culture and
their assets, such as their economic strength,
healthcare infrastructure, and past experiences
with pandemics.
Yet, what truly differentiates a country is not only
its core resources and unique cultural legacy, but
also its awareness, willingness, and ability to do
what it takes to quell possible risks or limitations
due to this legacy. This is the societal equivalent of
individual and organizational discipline to execute
to get results (Accountability) through key assets
they can deploy (Capability), driven by awareness
of who they are and why their collective survival
matters (Identity).
Through this lens, the KFI looked at the behavioral
and societal attributes that could explain how
effective countries are at managing the COVID-19
crisis, from trying to avoid the pandemic all
together to flattening the curve. The analysis
of data from more than 200 countries fighting
the same battle over several months provides
compelling insights for facing future waves
of the pandemic: act with speed, cultivate
collaborative behaviors, be aware of some cultural
characteristics like Assertiveness, Sociability, and
Structure or use them to your advantage.
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Methodology
From Policy to Action:
Government-Led Responses to
the COVID-19 Crisis
By and large, the public sector plays
one of the most critical roles in leading
and directing efforts to curb the
pandemic. Together, public health
officials, political and civic leaders,
and the broader government all
provide the top-down leadership
approach that is needed to manage
the pandemic—and a society in crisis.
Through our research, we found
six common strategies that have
emerged over recent months.
Crisis management: Deploying
chosen strategies; enforcing these
strategies via appeals to the public
to cooperate and/or via legal
compliance.
Crisis communication: Keeping
the public informed and reassured
(vital, as success depends on the
public working with government).
Containment of disease: Public
information campaigns to
encourage personal hygiene;
encouraging or mandating maskwearing; testing and contact
tracing; containing virus through
quarantine.
Closures: Controlling
movement by closing schools
and workplaces; instituting
shelter-in-place orders; closing
international and regional
borders; and quarantining
travelers.
Public health resourcing:
Emergency resourcing to
support the healthcare system,
investments into vaccines.
Economic tactics: Managing
economic fallout due to
containment strategies, such
as income support to citizens
and fiscal stimulus.
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The Korn Ferry Institute reviewed 25 global
datasets and more than 550 variables covering
COVID-19 rates, testing and policy data, population
tallies, and macro-social, -economic, -development,
and -health indicators for over 200 countries.
This included COVID-19 incidence data from the
European Centre for Disease Prevention and
Control, testing data from Our World in Data,
and public intervention data from the Oxford
COVID-19 Government Response Tracker. Macrosocioeconomical data included data from the
World Bank (such as GDP per capita), urban
population, the World Governance Index, and
various development indicators. Country-level
behavioral and social constructs, such as the
Hofstede model of national culture and the World
Values Survey, were also reviewed.
The COVID-19 data analyzed by KFI spanned from
January 2020, roughly the start of the pandemic,
to mid-May 2020. Other data used were reported
closest to May 2020, which means researchers
reviewed how societies reacted to the first wave of
novel coronavirus outbreaks in their countries. The
KFI focused on two COVID-19 crisis management
outcome measures:
1.

Cumulative cases per million population, and

2. The number of current new cases compared to
highest daily number of new cases recorded as
a proxy for ability to reduce transmission (new
cases on a 7-day rolling average).
Researchers evaluated these publicly available
datasets alongside Korn Ferry’s proprietary
assessment and engagement data for business
leaders, with the results aggregated at a country
level. The findings were then interpreted together
with insights from desktop research.
The KFI then framed this analysis using the Korn
Ferry ACI Model, a proprietary framework that
helps identify and act on relevant individual
and collective performance levers. The KF ACI
Model is built on three interrelated dimensions—
Accountability (the “what”), Capability (the “how”),
and Identity (the “who” and the “why”)—that,
when activated, help define what are the expected
outcomes, how those outcomes can be achieved,
and why they are important.
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Figure 1
The KF ACI Model as applied to society: examples of collected datasets or observations assigned to the framework.

Lessons for the second wave.

ACCOUNTABILITY

The COVID-19 crisis can be thought of as a “global
experiment” by which there is broad agreement on
what defines Accountability: health and economic
objectives, public policies and expected outcomes
around controlling the pandemic, and stemming
the associated economic fallout. Although
generally, being accountable has the same meaning
everywhere when facing COVID-19, each country
exhibits a unique set of skills and assets (elements
of their Capability) to address the crisis. Such
capabilities include their healthcare infrastructure,
the depth of their financial resources, the quality
of their governance or their ability to execute
their stated policies. Likewise, a society’s facets of
Identity are unique and introduce variables that
impact the country’s approach to the pandemic.

Break the transmission chain by acting decisively
and authoritatively. The sooner the transmission
chain is broken, the lower the number of people
infected. Being accountable means leading from
the front—acknowledging, enacting, and enforcing
policies quickly to inhibit COVID-19. Indeed,
countries that were faster to restrict gatherings
at the start of the outbreak saw a much smaller
number of total cases per million population
reported, with a median total cases per million
population six times lower than countries that were
slower to introduce restrictions.

As a result, the comparative analysis of
Accountability, Capability, and Identity to address
COVID-19 led to robust insights on factors that can
make the largest difference in mitigating future
waves in the ongoing COVID-19 outbreak.

CAPABILITY
Consider assets and experiences that give a leg
up—or down. When it comes to beating COVID-19,
countries should take stock of their assets and
liabilities. Legacy or “inherited” demographics and
economic development are built up over time and
cannot be changed overnight. These capabilities
have an impact on how effectively countries handle
COVID-19. For example, countries with larger urban
population percentages see higher numbers of
cumulative cases per million people1. Countries that
are able to deploy more tests per capita tend to
have higher GDP per capita2 and a reputation for

1 Urban population percentage has a R2 of 0.38; that is, 38% variance explained with log-cumulative cases per million population.
2
GDP per capita countries have a R2 of 0.68 with log-cumulative tests deployed per million population.
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government efficiency3. Countries that are more
effective in reducing transmission are richer4 and
have better healthcare infrastructure5. Together,
these observations show the importance of building
up healthcare infrastructure over time.
Nevertheless, economic strength and wellestablished systems alone do not predetermine
outcomes. Wealth and infrastructure have not
proven to be enough to contain the spread of
COVID-19 in numerous rich economies. This is
because other factors, such as population behaviors
and past battles with pandemics, also come into
play, and developing countries like Vietnam can
leverage collective experience and capabilities to
fight the outbreak effectively.
Collaborate with the common good in mind
to reduce transmission. Countries whose
business leaders score higher in the competency
Collaborates (the ability to build partnerships and
work collaboratively with others to meet shared
objectives) are more successful6 at reducing
transmission than those with lower scores.
Interestingly, the KFI found no relationship between
the individual driver Collaboration (the preference
for interdependence at a “deeper” Identity level)
and a country’s ability to turn the tide—and reduce
the cumulative cases per million—suggesting that
societies do not have to be driven by collaboration
in order to be skilled at collaborating out of
necessity.
Individuals will—and have—come together to
support ongoing pandemic response strategies
through activities like wearing masks in public,
physically distancing from each other, observing
quarantine protocol, staying at home, or delaying
non-essential medical procedures. They recognize
that, in order to succeed in stemming the outbreak,
they need to stay apart but pull together as a team,
moving the human connection online and reducing
the reliance on physical proximity.

IDENTITY
Be aware of deep societal narratives and cultural
identities. As COVID-19 impacts the whole of
society, the whole of society must work together
to respond to the crisis. Korn Ferry’s analysis
demonstrates that the identity of a country plays
a role in the scale and scope of the outbreak. For
a country where its people pride themselves on
their liberties, its government will have to find
creative messages to encourage compliance with
safe behaviors and practices. For countries that
have a more collective identity, their governments
will need to take care not to abuse the trust and
compliance of their people. Those societies that
understand and acknowledge their own culture
can develop and implement mitigating solutions to
flatten the curve.
Take an adaptable approach, recognize the
importance of following established best
practices, but take initiative in targeted ways.
Those countries whose business leaders scored
higher in the driver Structure (the degree to
which people prefer stability, process-orientation,
and proven best practices) had a lower number
of COVID-19 cases7 per million population when
the outbreak first hit. Whereas societies whose
business leaders score higher in the personality trait
Assertiveness (the degree to which people enjoy
taking charge and directing others) saw higher case
incidences8 per million population at the onset of
the pandemic.
These findings suggest populations with business
leaders who have a propensity for assertiveness
are more inclined to follow their own lead rather
than the lead of others. This can be detrimental
in keeping case numbers down, particularly when
stemming the spread depends on complying with
containment measures dictated by others. On the
other hand, people who live in more structured and
centralized countries may be more comfortable
with taking orders and complying with restrictive
strategies, such as workplace closure and shelterin-place mandates.

World Bank’s Government Efficiency ranking has a R2 of 0.57 with log-cumulative tests deployed per million population.
Countries that are better at reducing transmission have 3 times the median GDP per capita than countries that are less effective at
reducing transmission.
5
Countries that are better at reducing transmission have more than 2 times the median number of physicians per 100,000 people,
more than 2 times the median number of hospital beds per 100,000 people, and only 40% of the median number of infant-mortality
per 1000 live births.
6
Countries that are better at reducing transmission have a Collaborates median score 13 percentiles higher than that of countries that
are less effective at reducing transmission.
7
Driver Structure has a R2 of 0.21 with log-cumulative cases per million population.
8
Trait Assertiveness has a R2 of 0.20 with log-cumulative cases per million population.
3
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But Structure plays both ways. Societies with
high initial outbreak and leadership culture high
on Structure were less effective in reducing
transmission9. This suggests that countries with
high scores on Structure may be less adaptable
to change and uncertainty, making them slow or
ineffective in executing pivot strategies necessary
to move past peak transmission. In this case, some
assertiveness to help people adjust as necessary
will be an important adaptive quality.
Stay safer together by staying apart. Countries
whose business leaders score high on the trait
Sociability are better able to turn the tide10.
Individuals who score higher in Sociability (the
degree to which people enjoy engaging with and

interacting with others) also tend to score higher
in traits like Tolerance of Ambiguity (the ability to
thrive in uncertain and ambiguous situations) or
Openness to Differences (the desire to consider
and explore differences in perspective, thought, and
experience of people from various backgrounds).
These qualities make people more likely to be
able to adapt to shifting and unpredictable
circumstances. Thus, countries with this higher
“collective flexibility” are better able to make the
changes necessary to respond to the pandemic.
However, being sociable can have its downside.
Countries where business leaders have high scores
on Sociability also saw more cases per million
population11 when the COVID-19 pandemic first hit.

Figure 2
A profile of a society’s natural instincts, based on its business leaders’ predisposition towards driver Structure, trait Sociability,
and competency Collaborates.

Countries that are better at reducing transmission have a Structure median score 21 percentiles lower than that of countries that are
less effective at reducing transmission.
10
Countries that are better at reducing transmission have a Sociability median score 23 percentiles higher than that of countries that
are less effective at reducing transmission.
11
Trait Sociability has a R2 of 0.30 with log-cumulative cases per million population.
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This is likely because people who are highly
sociable tend to interact more with others,
creating more opportunities for the virus to
spread. Yet, despite having a larger number of
cases at the onset, people in these societies
have also demonstrated subsequently a strong
willingness to work together and change their
behaviors for a common good—in this case,
beating the coronavirus through appropriate
distancing and protection.

On the path forward.
Ten months since the first outbreak was
detected, most economies have started to
reopen. Many people are heading to work.
Stores are welcoming shoppers. Life, it would
seem, is returning to some semblance of normal.
Yet, the COVID-19 pandemic is not over and will
likely continue as long as there is no vaccine
or proven herd immunity. This means countries
may likely face a second, third, and even fourth
wave of the COVID-19 outbreak, in which cases
spike, countries lockdown, and systems are
overwhelmed.
Countries, however, can mitigate the impact of
future waves using what they have learned so
far. Like organizations that adopt continuous
improvement practices, accountable societies
should constantly review their performance
to date, examine their underlying identity, and
activate the right capabilities.
After all, it only takes three days for a patient to
move from the point of infection to the point of
transmission. Countries, regions, organizations,
and individuals, then, must respond as soon as
new viral transmission information becomes
available. For societies to contain an outbreak,
speed is of the essence.
Societies must also understand and enhance
their ability to Collaborate, and create an
environment that encourages a coherent,
coordinated, and compliant response to future
COVID-19 challenges. This starts with being
“self aware” of how important Assertiveness,
Sociability, and Structure are in and to their
culture, and how they guide individual and
collective responses.
Too much Assertiveness and Sociability can
lead to more cases, whereas well-channeled
Sociability can help people Collaborate to
ensure fewer cases. Too much Structure can
make it difficult to change, but well-applied
Structure can contribute to discipline and
compliance when needed.

The Societal ACI Model in Action:
Dharavi & the Importance of
Collaboration
One of the toughest COVID-19
containment environments is Dharavi,
Asia’s largest shanty town located in
Mumbai, India. A million people live
within its 520-acre area, making physical
distancing impossible. Homes and
factories coexist in buildings located in
narrow lanes, while 80% of residents
depend on 450 community toilets. Most
residents are informal wage workers
who don’t cook at home and go out to
get their food.
Mumbai’s city government’s “trace,
track, test, treat” strategy, amplified
by a strong focus on community
engagement, worked to reduce the
spread of the virus: Dhavari’s new
cases dropped from a high of 43 per
day in May 2020 to single digits in
early July 2020.
Critical to this effort has been
residents’ cooperation with strict
closure measures, even though
these strategies have caused—and
continue to cause—hardship and
loss of income. People voluntarily
closed shops where people could
congregate. Residents showed
a high level of awareness of the
disease and turned up at the fever
camps to get screened voluntarily.
What’s more, community kitchens
provided free meals to residents
who could not work. Private
doctors had joined the fever
camps. Non-profits, Bollywood
actors and the business
community have donated free
meals, medical equipment, and
medicines.
In many ways, Dharavi is
a remarkable example of
Accountability through
Collaboration. Because of its
whole-of-society response,
the area has been able to
successfully contain the
outbreak.
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If individuals and governments learn from the first
wave of COVID-19, then the second might be less
daunting for societies. But limiting the impact of
new waves on health, the economy and society as
a whole will require everyone—from government
leaders to individuals—to be accountable for
the outcome of the pandemic. They will need
to understand how their mindset (individual
personalities and collective identity) influence their
behaviors, and decide to communicate clearly, act
with speed, collaborate, and adapt to new, safer
norms, as though their life—or someone else’s life—
depends on it.
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About Korn Ferry
Korn Ferry is a global organizational
consulting firm. We work with
organizations to design their
organizational structures, roles, and
responsibilities. We help them hire the
right people and advise them on how
to reward, develop, and motivate their
workforce. And, we help professionals
navigate and advance their careers.
About the Korn Ferry Institute
The Korn Ferry Institute, our research
and analytics arm, was established to
share intelligence and expert points
of view on talent and leadership.
Through studies, books, and a
quarterly magazine, Briefings, we aim
to increase understanding of how
strategic talent decisions contribute
to competitive advantage, growth,
and success.
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