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The Covid-19 crisis will dramatically reshape the EU’s response to all other crises it has faced in the
last decade.

"What strange days we are living in", a Spanish friend wrote to me yesterday – and strange they are. We do not
know when the Covid-19 pandemic will end; we do not know how it will end; and, at present, we can only speculate
about its long-term political and economic impact. In a time of crisis, we are infected with uncertainty. But there at
least seven things that make this crisis very different from previous ones.

The first lesson is that, unlike the 2008-2009 financial crisis, the coronavirus will force the return of big government.
After the collapse of Lehman Brothers, many observers believed that crisis-born mistrust in the market would lead to
greater faith in the government. This concept was nothing new: in 1929, following the onset of the Great Depression,
people demanded strong government intervention to offset the failings of the market. In the 1970s, it was the other
way around: people were disappointed with government intervention, so they started to believe in the market again.
The paradox of 2008-2009 is that mistrust in the market did not lead to demand for greater government intervention.
Now, the coronavirus will bring the government back in a big way. People rely on the government to organise a
collective defence against the pandemic, and they rely on the government to save a sinking economy. The
effectiveness of governments is now measured by their capacity to change people’s everyday behaviour.

The second lesson is that the coronavirus provides one more demonstration of the mystique of borders, and will
help reassert the role of the nation state within the European Union. One can already see this in the closure of many
of the borders between countries – and in the fact that every government in Europe is focusing on its own people. In
normal circumstances, member states would make no distinction between the nationalities of patients in their health
systems but, in this crisis, they will likely prioritise their citizens over others (this is not a reference to immigrants from
other regions but Europeans with EU passports). Therefore, the coronavirus will strengthen nationalism, albeit not
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Most people are very open to trusting

experts and heeding the science when

their own lives are at stake.

ethnic nationalism. To survive, the government will ask citizens to erect walls not simply between states but between
individuals, as the danger of being infected comes from the people they meet most often. It is not the stranger but
those closest to you who present the greatest risk.

The third lesson of the coronavirus relates to trust in expertise. The financial crisis and the 2015 refugee crisis
generated a great deal of popular discontent with experts. This shift, which has been one of the major successes of
populists politicians in the past ten years, will be reversed by the coronavirus. Most people are very open to trusting
experts and heeding the science when their own lives are at stake. One can already see the growing legitimacy that
this has lent to the professionals who lead the fight against the virus. Professionalism is back in fashion.

The fourth lesson is open to interpretation but very important nonetheless. Unfortunately, the coronavirus could
increase the appeal of the big data authoritarianism employed by the Chinese government. One can blame Chinese
leaders for the lack of transparency that made them react slowly to the spread of the virus, but the efficiency of their
response and the Chinese state’s capacity to control the movement and behaviour of people has been impressive. In
the current crisis, citizens constantly compare the responses and effectiveness of their governments with those of
other governments. And we should not be surprised if, the day after the crisis, China looks like a winner and the
United States looks like a loser.

The fifth lesson concerns crisis management. What governments
learned in dealing with economic crises, the refugee crisis, and
terrorist attacks was that panic was their worst enemy. If, for months
after a terrorist attack, people changed their everyday behaviour and
stopped leaving their houses, this would help terrorists achieve their
goals. The same was true in 2008-2009: a change in behaviour often

increased the costs of the crisis. So, leaders and citizens responded with messages to “stay calm”, “get on with life”,
“ignore the risk”, and “don’t exaggerate”. Now, governments have to tell citizens to change their behaviour by staying
at home. And governments’ success in this very much depends on their capacity to scare people into doing as
instructed. “Do not panic” is the wrong message for the Covid-19 crisis. To contain the pandemic, people should
panic – and they should drastically change their way of living.

The sixth lesson is that the Covid-19 crisis will have a strong impact on intergenerational dynamics. In the context
of debates about climate change and the risk it presents, younger generations have been very critical of their elders
for being selfish and not thinking about the future seriously. The coronavirus reverses these dynamics: now, the older
members of society are much more vulnerable and feel threatened by millennials’ visible unwillingness to change
their way of living. This intergenerational conflict could intensify if the crisis lasts for a long time.

The seventh lesson is that, at a certain point, governments will be forced to choose between containing the spread
of the pandemic at the cost of destroying the economy or tolerating a higher human cost to save the economy.

It is still very early days in speculating about the political impact of Covid-19. The crisis has justified the fears of the
anti-globalists: closed airports and the self-isolated individuals appear to be the ground zero of globalisation. But,
paradoxically, the new anti-globalist moment could weaken populist political actors who, even when they have a
point, do not have a solution. The Covid-19 crisis will also dramatically reshape the EU’s response to all other crises
it has faced in the last decade. Fiscal discipline is no longer the economic mantra even in Berlin, and there is no
European government that, at the present moment, will advocate for opening borders to refugees.

It remains to be seen how exactly the crisis will affect the future of the European project. But it is clear that, in all, the
coronavirus will call into question some of the basic assumptions on which the EU is founded.

The European Council on Foreign Relations does not take collective positions. This commentary, like all publications of the European Council on Foreign
Relations, represents only the views of its authors.

CoronavirusCoronavirus What will be the repercussions on the global stage?

See all our analyses

https://www.ecfr.eu/coronavirus
https://www.ecfr.eu/coronavirus




      

Read more on: Coronavirus, ECFR Council, European Power, EU instruments, European Strategy

E-mail address

Sign up for our weekly newsletter
We promise we will never send you any content that is not ECFR related

Latest from ECFR
Why the 'ignored war' in Libya will come to haunt a blinkered west
CureVac, covid-19, and economic statecraft: Lessons for Europe
Resilience before reinvention: The EU’s role in the Covid-19 crisis
Mother of all problems: The return of crisis manager Merkel
Another migration crisis: How the EU is losing its partners in Bosnia

ECFR Podcasts
Our experts and eminent guests talk about Europe's role in the world. Subscribe on iTunes or Soundcloud.



Italiano

Français

Most Read

whatsapp://send?text=
https://twitter.com/intent/tweet?source=http%253A%252F%252Fwww.ecfr.eu&text=:%20http%253A%252F%252Fwww.ecfr.eu&via=ecfr
https://www.facebook.com/sharer/sharer.php?u=http%253A%252F%252Fwww.ecfr.eu&t=
https://www.linkedin.com/shareArticle?mini=true&url=http%253A%252F%252Fwww.ecfr.eu&title=&summary=&source=http%253A%252F%252Fwww.ecfr.eu
https://www.reddit.com/submit?url=http%253A%252F%252Fwww.ecfr.eu&title=
https://www.ecfr.eu/archives/C536
https://www.ecfr.eu/archives/C394
https://www.ecfr.eu/archives/C101
https://www.ecfr.eu/archives/C369
https://www.ecfr.eu/archives/C368
https://plus.google.com/114598884973480968410
https://www.ecfr.eu/article/commentary_why_the_ignored_war_in_libya_will_come_to_haunt_a_blinkered_west
https://www.ecfr.eu/article/commentary_curevac_covid_19_and_economic_statecraft_lessons_for_europe
https://www.ecfr.eu/article/commentary_resilience_before_reinvention_the_eus_role_in_the_covid_19_crisi
https://www.ecfr.eu/article/commentary_mother_of_all_problems_the_return_of_crisis_manager_merkel
https://www.ecfr.eu/article/commentary_another_migration_crisis_how_the_eu_is_losing_its_partners_in_bo
https://www.ecfr.eu/podcasts
https://itunes.apple.com/es/podcast/ecfr/id340460705?l=en&mt=2
https://soundcloud.com/ecfr
https://www.ecfr.eu/rome/post/sette_lezioni_preliminari_del_coronavirus
https://www.ecfr.eu/paris/post/les_sept_premieres_lecons_a_tirer_de_la_crise_du_coronavirus


ABOUT ECFR

About Us

Related Posts

Seven early lessons from the coronavirus
Ivan Krastev

Infected: The impact of the coronavirus on the Middle East and north Africa
Cinzia Bianco &René Wildangel &Tarek Megerisi &Julien Barnes-Dacey &Anthony Dworkin &Ellie Geranmayeh &Hugh Lovatt

Italy's Chinese dilemma
Teresa Coratella

CureVac, covid-19, and economic statecraft: Lessons for Europe
Jonathan Hackenbroich

Resilience before reinvention: The EU’s role in the Covid-19 crisis
Piotr Buras

Mother of all problems: The return of crisis manager Merkel
Jana Puglierin

https://www.ecfr.eu/%20profile/category/ivan_krastev
https://www.ecfr.eu/article/commentary_infected_the_impact_of_the_coronavirus_on_the_middle_east_and_no
https://www.ecfr.eu/%20profile/category/cinzia_bianco
https://www.ecfr.eu/%20profile/category/rene_wildangel
https://www.ecfr.eu/%20profile/category/tarek_megerisi
https://www.ecfr.eu/%20profile/category/julien_barnes-dacey
https://www.ecfr.eu/%20profile/category/anthony_dworkin
https://www.ecfr.eu/%20profile/category/ellie_geranmayeh
https://www.ecfr.eu/%20profile/category/hugh_lovatt
https://www.ecfr.eu/article/commentary_italys_chinese_dilemma
https://www.ecfr.eu/%20profile/category/teresa_coratella
https://www.ecfr.eu/article/commentary_curevac_covid_19_and_economic_statecraft_lessons_for_europe
https://www.ecfr.eu/profile/C466
https://www.ecfr.eu/article/commentary_resilience_before_reinvention_the_eus_role_in_the_covid_19_crisi
https://www.ecfr.eu/profile/C236
https://www.ecfr.eu/article/commentary_mother_of_all_problems_the_return_of_crisis_manager_merkel
https://www.ecfr.eu/profile/C528
https://www.ecfr.eu/about


The Council

Experts & Staff

Jobs

Support us

Imprint & Privacy Policy

Cookie Policy

PROGRAMMES

Asia

Middle East and North Africa

European Power

Wider Europe

PUBLICATIONS

Reports, Briefs & Memos

Foreign Policy Scorecard

View from the Capitals

MEDIA

Podcasts

ECFR in the media

For the media

ECFR OFFICES

London

Paris

Berlin

Madrid

Rome

Sofia

Warsaw

FOLLOW US

Twitter

Facebook

LinkedIn

SoundCloud

Apple Podcasts

RSS

Newsletter

https://www.ecfr.eu/council
https://www.ecfr.eu/experts
https://www.ecfr.eu/jobs
https://www.ecfr.eu/about/donors
https://www.ecfr.eu/imprint
https://www.ecfr.eu/cookies
https://www.ecfr.eu/asia
https://www.ecfr.eu/mena
https://www.ecfr.eu/europeanpower
https://www.ecfr.eu/wider
https://www.ecfr.eu/publications
https://www.ecfr.eu/scorecard
https://www.ecfr.eu/view_from_the_capitals
https://www.ecfr.eu/podcasts
https://www.ecfr.eu/archives/inthemedia
https://www.ecfr.eu/pages/newsroom
https://www.ecfr.eu/london
https://www.ecfr.eu/paris
https://www.ecfr.eu/berlin
https://www.ecfr.eu/madrid
https://www.ecfr.eu/rome
https://www.ecfr.eu/sofia
https://www.ecfr.eu/warsaw
https://twitter.com/ecfr
https://www.facebook.com/ECFRthinktank/
https://www.linkedin.com/company/european-council-on-foreign-relations
https://soundcloud.com/ecfr
https://podcasts.apple.com/gb/podcast/mark-leonards-world-in-30-minutes/id340460705
https://www.ecfr.eu/rss
https://www.ecfr.eu/pages/signup

	Seven early lessons from the coronavirus
	Sign up for our weekly newsletter
	Latest from ECFR
	ECFR Podcasts
	Most Read


	Seven early lessons from the coronavirus
	Infected: The impact of the coronavirus on the Middle East and north Africa
	Italy's Chinese dilemma
	Related Posts

	CureVac, covid-19, and economic statecraft: Lessons for Europe
	Resilience before reinvention: The EU’s role in the Covid-19 crisis
	Mother of all problems: The return of crisis manager Merkel


