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Research Briefing | Global 

EM coronavirus rankings – bad for all, awful for some 

 The COVID-19 pandemic will badly hit all EM economies. Limitations in health 

care, fiscal buffers, and economic structure typically make EMs more 

vulnerable to major external shocks. Our scorecard ranks EMs accordingly and 

predicts that Latin American and African regions will be worst affected.   

 LatAm and Africa have relatively poor health systems, weaker fiscal positions, 

and greater dependence on commodities. Bolivia, Costa Rica, Nigeria, Peru, 

South Africa, and Egypt score particularly badly. 

 European EMs appear least vulnerable overall but still seem weak on some key 

metrics. They have large elderly populations and are likely to have their high 

female labour participation threatened by additional child care demands.  

 Asian EMs suffer relatively stretched health care and broadband capacity.  

 

Around 80% of infected humans will escape severe COVID-19 symptoms, but a 

much smaller share of global economies will be so lucky. EMs (ex-China) are coming 

late to the coronavirus drama, but their weak health care systems and economic 

vulnerabilities imply they are likely soon to be the most affected.  

The 2009 financial crisis provides an ominous precedent. It originated in advanced 

economies, but EMs suffered a bigger hit to activity. The structure of their economies 

and lower buffers typically make them more vulnerable to major external shocks (Figure 

1). This time around, EMs will also suffer disproportionately. This was first evident in 

financial markets (Figures 2 and 3), as global investors sought safe havens for their 

capital and withdraw from EMs. But worse is to come given the gigantic disruptions to 

domestic supply and domestic and global demand. 
   

Figure 1: Ranking 

EMs according to the 

impact of 

coronavirus 

 

The hit from 

coronavirus could be 

worst in EMs 
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Coronavirus disruptions are going to be very large, 

given the inevitable strict virus-suppression measures. EM 

policymakers will face very difficult dilemmas. Health system 

saturation will give rise to intense pressure to adopt and 

prolong drastic social distancing measures. Given that 

advanced economies have taken such measures already, it 

may prove politically impossible for EMs to avoid them.   

We identify some economies where the economic costs 

could be so large that they shake confidence deeply, 

leading to sovereign and/or financial crises. In this sense, 

saving lives will turn out to be dramatically more costly than 

in advanced economies. And even if the economic disruption 

is extreme, reversing course may be very difficult, 

irrespective of any case-by-case cost-benefit analysis of 

economic disruptions versus health costs. 

Within EMs, vulnerabilities vary widely  

Our scorecard assesses three areas of vulnerability in 

31 EMs. 

First, relatively weak health care infrastructure in EMs 

will mean a much higher number of casualties and more 

drastic economic impact. The robustness of health 

systems depends on both the share of elderly in the 

population and health care capacity. These are negatively 

correlated (Figure 2). For example, the share of over-70s in 

Nigeria is around a 10th of Latvia’s, but Nigeria has only a 

12th of Latvia’s hospital beds per capita. More generally we 

find that: 

• The most vulnerable countries are Chile, Peru, and 

Thailand, which combine a large proportion of elderly 

people and weak health systems. 

• European EMs’ vulnerable demographic structure is to 

some extent mitigated by a strong health system. 

• The economies with the lowest share of over-70s are 

Egypt, Nigeria, South Africa, and UAE.  

A second key dimension is fiscal space (Figure 3). In 

most advanced economies, the flight to safety is pushing 

down bond yields and containing the costs of financing jaw-

dropping fiscal expansions. By contrast, EMs will be 

severely constrained by sharp increases in the cost of 

finance. We use the fiscal deficit and government debt 

stocks to capture such vulnerabilities. The effectiveness of 

social spending is another important angle to prevent large-

scale social disruption. We find that: 
.                                              

Figure 3: EM capital flows pose significant 

challenges  

Figure 2: EM market stress has mirrored the 

spike in global stock market volatility 
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Figure 4: At least elderly societies have better 

hospital capacity 
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• South America is particularly vulnerable (with the 

exception of Chile).   

• South Africa, Turkey, and Egypt will also struggle to 

expand without seriously escalating financing costs. 

Third, some economies depend on highly vulnerable 

sectors. The Chinese example (the only one for which hard 

data are available) shows that unlike in most recessions, the 

service sector may be hit even more this time than 

manufacturing. The worst affected sectors include those 

caught up in disrupted global supply chains. Tourism is likely 

to suffer most. Given wild declines of some commodity 

prices, especially oil, we also consider commodity 

dependence as a key vulnerability. Our scorecard reveals 

(Figure 6 and 8): 

• Philippines, Thailand, and Croatia will be particularly 

affected as tourism receipts plunge. 

• Several LatAm economies (Peru, Chile, Brazil, and 

Argentina) together with Russia, UAE, and Nigeria will 

struggle in the face slumping commodities prices.  

• Poor home internet connections will be most disruptive 

in Nigeria, South Africa, India, and Indonesia 

• Europe and Asia are most linked to global supply chains. 

Aggregating across countries and vulnerabilities, we 

find that LatAm will be most affected (Figure 7), given 

limited fiscal buffers and exposed industrial sectors. Europe 

is by some way the best-prepared, though a very painful 

economic shutdown is more likely there to protect the 

relatively high share of elderly in the overall population  

What else to include in the scorecard?  

We’re considering adding several factors to the index:  

1) Conformity, because it’s easier for some societies to 

accept stringent restrictions to economic and social 

freedoms. 

2) High temperatures, which may limit the spread of the 

virus in hotter climates.  

3) Poverty and high population density, which may 

facilitate faster spread. 

4) Financial vulnerabilities, which we have considered 

more generally.in recent research 

5) The hit to services and SMEs, which could be severe. 

  

Figure 7: LatAm looks most vulnerable overall, 

but Asia and Africa aren’t far behind 

Figure 6: LatAm has the most vulnerable 

industrial structure, Europe the least  

 

Figure 5: Most EMs run significant fiscal deficits 
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Figure 8: Our scorecard reveals clear patterns of vulnerability across countries and regions 

  
Source: Oxford Economics, WDI, WHO, Haver Analytics  

 


