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Background

• With no immediate treatment, non-pharmaceutical interventions are critical 
to contain disease outbreaks.

• Physical distancing, wearing a mask, and cleaning hands are the most cost-
effective precautions.

• More than 120 countries worldwide mandated the wearing of face masks in 
public to contain the first wave of COVID-19.

• Among these countries in the North African region are Egypt, Morocco, Sudan, 
and Tunisia.

• But the enactment of public health preventive measures does not necessarily 
imply compliance.

• While governments are using various tactics, such as fines, to enforce 
favorable measures, individual rather than government action is what counts 
in the battle against pandemics. 
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Existing Work

• Disease risk perception dominates research on the determinants of 
preventive health behavior (PHB).

• Beyond risk perception, little is known about how mental health 
affects engaging in PHB and the evidence is mixed.

• Economic anxiety has become more salient than health anxiety 
over the course of COVID-19.

• It is imperative to study how different economic factors can 
promote or discourage PHB.

• Studies to date focused on how socio-economic status can predict 
general PHB.
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Motivation: Some Worrying Figures!

Changes in PHB in North Africa

(November 2020 – August 2021)
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Motivation: And Even More Worrying!

Occurrence of weather and health disasters in the region

(1990 – 2020)
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Objectives

• Examine what determines the uptake of PHB in the region in the 
context of COVID-19, bringing to the fore economic and 
psychological determinants:

– Mental health, specifically psychological well-being

– Economic determinants (anxiety, consumption, labor market)

– COVID-19 risk perception

• What other determinants contributed to the prediction of non-
compliance with COVID-19 preventive health measures?

• Guide policy makers to tailor their public health policies and 
communication for a strong effect on behaviour change and 
adherence during disease outbreaks, helping contain their spread.

6



Generalized Structural Equation Model

𝑃𝐻𝐵𝑖𝑡 = 𝛽0 + 𝑷𝑾𝑩𝒊𝒕𝛽1 + 𝑅𝑖𝑡𝛽2 + 𝑍𝑖𝑡𝛽3 + 𝜂𝑖 + 𝜖𝑖𝑡 > 0 (1)

𝑷𝑾𝑩𝒊𝒕 = 𝛼0 + 𝑅𝑖𝑡𝛼1 + 𝐸𝐶𝑂𝑁𝑖𝑡𝛼2 + 𝑍𝑖𝑡𝛼3 + 𝜂𝑖𝛼4 + 𝜉𝑖𝑡 (2)

• 𝑃𝐻𝐵𝑖𝑡: binary variable for individual 𝑖 reporting adopting a PHB at wave 𝑡

• 𝑃𝑊𝐵𝑖𝑡: continuous “subjective” psychological well-being index from multiple 
correspondence analysis

• 𝑅𝑖𝑡: ordinal variable for individual perception of COVID-19 risk

• 𝑍𝑖𝑡: vector capturing the neighbourhood effect (eq 1), the effect of confounding demographic 
and socioeconomic factors (eqs 1 & 2), and time (month) effect (eqs 1 & 2)

• 𝐸𝐶𝑂𝑁𝑖𝑡: vector of two economic determinants, namely economic anxiety and (food) 
consumption change

• 𝜂𝑖: common, unobserved component that gives rise to endogeneity - our “latent” variable

7



Data: Description

• Data source: Panel microdata from the ERF’s COVID-19 MENA Monitor 

Household Survey

• Sample coverage:

– Egypt (2 waves; Feb 2021, Jun 2021)

– Morocco (4 waves; Nov 2020, Feb 2021, Apr 2021, Jun 2021)

– Sudan (2 waves; Apr 2021, Aug 2021)

– Tunisia (4 waves; Nov 2020, Feb 2021, Apr 2021, Jun 2021)

• Sample size:

– 5,358 individuals (interviewed in at least 2 waves)

• Time framework: November 2020 – August 2021
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Data: Variables
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(Main) Dependent:

PHB

Physical distancing

Wearing masks

Handwashing

Endogenous:

Psychological well-
being index

Cheerful & in good 
spirits

Calm & relaxed

Active & vigorous

Fresh & rested

Interested

Other explanatory

COVID-19 risk 
perception

Economic anxiety

Neighbourhood 
effect

Demographic & 
socioeconomic 

factors 



Results: GSEM Estimates of Psychological Well-being
Dependent variable: Psychological well-being index

System of equations: Physical distancing
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Results: GSEM Estimates of PHB
Dependent variable: PHB – Physical distancing

System of equations: Physical distancing
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Results: GSEM Estimates of PHB
Dependent variable: PHB – Wearing masks

System of equations: Wearing masks
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Results: GSEM Estimates of PHB
Dependent variable: PHB – Handwashing

System of equations: Handwashing
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Conclusions

• We show that through affecting psychological well-being, economic determinants 
can impact PHB adoption.

• Our estimates reveal heterogeneity in individual responses to different PHB 
determinants across countries and by behavior type.

• Psychological well-being has the strongest effect on the likelihood of physical 
distancing in Egypt and Sudan and of wearing masks in Morocco, Sudan, and 
Tunisia.

• Psychological well-being in turn is largely affected by changes in food consumption 
and economic anxiety in all four countries.

• Handwashing, a less publicly visible practice, is affected by COVID-19 risk 
perception followed by neighborhood compliance.

• Gender, age, education, and labor market status effects varied across countries 
and by PHB type.
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Policy Implications

• Mitigating the negative effects of an outbreak on consumption changes 
and considering labor market status can promote PHB.

• Addressing mental distress and economic anxiety during public health 
crises can help increase the likelihood of engagement in PHB.

• An increased focus of public communication strategies on risk 
communication (i.e., raising levels of perceived COVID-19 threat) can also 
help increase the uptake of PHB.

• Governments may wish to consider tailoring their communication 
strategies to typically non-complying population segments. For instance, 
for young adults with low self-control, nudging may increase compliance.
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Thank you.


