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Society is now, more than ever, surrounded by
uncertainty and risk. The COVID-19 pandemic
is an issue that contemporary society has not
experienced which means we are confronted
with risk. Risk is created by the uncertainty
concerning future events that may occur
(Beck, 2009). This essay will explore the
coronavirus pandemic in relation to the
concept of risk society, investigating whether
the pandemic is a typical result of living in a risk
society, looking at responses to risk, and
considering how the rise in individualisation
affects the impact the pandemic has had on
society.
The term ‘risk society’ coined by Ulrich
Beck (1992) signifies a new form of
modernity which is characterised by an
increase in reflexivity. This reflexive
nature of society changes the way risks
are created and responded to as society
grows more self-aware, individualised,
and knowledgeable, and therefore we
are able to identify and reflect on the
consequences of contemporary life
(Beck, 2009). Beck (2009) and Giddens
(1999) agree that risk is a product of
knowledge, as the risk society is not
necessarily a society containing more
threats, but it is the result of a society
which is more concerned with the future and
therefore can identify more uncertainties.
New developments in technology and
advances in society, which are typically an
attempt to improve daily life and increase our
survival chances, are responsible for new risks
which then threaten our existence. These risks
are known as manufactured risks (Giddens,
1999).

There has been a lot of pressure from society
to uncover what is to blame for the
devastating effects of the pandemic, whether
that be that COVID-19 is a man-made disease,
that it was transmitted to humans from
animals, or that it is down to the government’s
handling of the pandemic. However, it can be
argued that the blame lies with society itself.
The coronavirus pandemic can be seen as the
result of a manufactured risk. The travel
industry is viewed as both an essential and a
luxury and is a key element of contemporary
life. The risks that are associated with traveling
are outweighed by the benefits it can also
bring, which is how Beck explains the way in
which risk is interpreted.
However,
the
travel
industry is also responsible
for the rapid worldwide
spread of coronavirus.
Another way in which the
COVID-19 pandemic can be
viewed as a manufactured
risk is due to its
characteristics which align
with the criteria that Beck
introduces for features of
new risks in today’s risk
society. Coronavirus is a
delocalised risk, meaning it is a global risk that
is not bounded by location (Beck, 2009), which
is evident in the labelling of COVID-19 as a
pandemic. New risks are also described by
Beck (2009) as incalculable, which is again true
in relation to coronavirus as it is a new virus,
resulting in a lack of knowledge on treatment,
symptoms, transmission, or long-term effects,

therefore it is difficult to calculate the full
extent of this risk.
The final feature of new risks as suggested by
Beck (2009) is that they are non-compensable,
meaning the damage is irreversible. The
damage caused by the COVID-19 pandemic is
non-compensatory as deaths cannot be
reversed. Damage caused to the economy is
also irretrievable in many cases where
businesses have faced permanent closure, as
the government can only provide funding to
some extent. This aspect
of new, manufactured
risks contributes to the
reflexive nature of society
regarding society being
preoccupied with the
future, as risks now must
be
anticipated
and
prevented before they
cause permanent harm to
society.
The incalculable nature of new risks means
that the government must make decisions on
the most efficient way to prepare and manage
risk, without knowing its effects. Giddens
(1999) discusses public reactions to risk
management, explaining that if the
government decide that a risk is not
substantial enough to take precautionary
measures, they risk being accused of a coverup. On the other hand, if the government
decide that we need to make changes to
minimise the effects of the risk and the risk
turns out to have an insignificant impact on
society, then they may be accused of
scaremongering (Giddens, 1999).
Interestingly, both reactions have been seen at
different stages of the coronavirus pandemic,
which is a useful demonstration of how
knowledge affects perception of risk. When
the UK was first placed into lockdown in March
2020, many people were questioning why this
had not happened sooner considering the
rising number of coronavirus cases. The UK

government
were
accused
of
not
acknowledging the risk to public health and are
still being blamed for the large death rate that
was experienced in the early stages of the
pandemic, with many scientists arguing that
these deaths were preventable (Balmford et
al, 2020).
However, as the UK entered the second, more
lenient, national lockdown in November 2020,
the public response was much different,
despite this being an indication that the
government
were
learning from their
previous mistakes.
The public response
to
the
second
national lockdown
was that the figures
were being distorted
in a scaremongering
tactic to control the
UK population and
that the risk of
coronavirus was not significant enough for
another lockdown. It can be argued that the
public does not support the lockdown
measures because they have not experienced
the impact of coronavirus directly, and are
therefore only able to learn about the risks it
generates through science (Sørensen, 2017),
which Beck refers to as having second-hand
non-experience (Beck, 1992).
The government are advised by scientists
before they make decisions regarding risk
management (Denney, 2005), and the reaction
from the UK public demonstrates the rising
uncertainty surrounding science. This is a
feature of reflexivity in a risk society, as the
increase in awareness and knowledge results
in a distrust of scientific research, Giddens
(1999) explains this is due to the range of
discourses that are now widely accessible
because of technology. This allows people to
make their own risk based judgements on
what information they have available. People
change their perception of risk based on what

they know about it, explaining why the
governments lockdown strategy was more
lenient on the second occasion as there is now
more knowledge on COVID-19. However, it is
still considered a risk because of the lack of
knowledge on the long-term effects the virus
has, demonstrating how risk can never be fully
calculated, as there will always be unexpected
effects (Giddens, 1991).
Individualisation is another core feature of a
risk society. It refers to the way that society
and the people in it are no longer bound by
social structures such as class and gender and
are now free to live their lives the way they
want to do so (Beck and Beck-Gernsheim,
2001). Individuals are now faced with more
choice and therefore increased decisionmaking, whereas previously, tradition would
be responsible for choosing which life path
people will take. This contributes to the risk
society as there is now
more
uncertainty
surrounding
what
consequences
these
decisions will have. This is
heightened in the current
pandemic as not only are
we faced with the
uncertainty of what risk
COVID-19 poses to our
future plans, but we also
have to consider what risks our future plans
already carry. However, Furlong and Cartmel
(2007) argue that there is an epistemological
fallacy where the increase of individualisation
creates misconception that social structures
no longer impact our lives at all. This suggests
that we now blame our own decision-making
for our circumstances although structures such
as class may still be responsible for our fate.
The coronavirus pandemic has affected
everyone, however class differences can still
be observed in the effects it has had.
An example of this can be observed through
the student travel corridor that has been
introduced in order to get university students

home to their families for Christmas whilst
minimising the risk of transmission. Working
class students are more likely to be forced into
being financially independent whilst at
university as they are less likely to have the
financial support of their family. This is
supported by the statistic that more workingclass students drop out of university than
middle-class students (Office for Students,
2020). This suggests that working-class
students are more dependent on part-time
work, which means that they may not be able
to travel home during the travel window
because of work commitments.
This puts these students at a higher risk of
transmitting the virus to their families when
they eventually get to see them. The students
in this situation may place the blame on
themselves; they decided to go to university,
or they decided to get a job whilst at
university.
However,
the travel window set by
the government is
flawed in that it does
not consider that not all
students can leave their
term-time home when
they are told to, and if
they do, they may then
be at risk of losing their
job.
The COVID-19 pandemic is a great example of
what type of threats new risks carry in a risk
society, and it can be argued that the
pandemic is, in some ways, a manufactured
risk. The knowledge needed to be reflexive and
become aware of potential threats comes
hand in hand with technology and science
which are responsible for these threats;
“Science and technology create as many
uncertainties as they dispel” (Giddens, 1999,
p.4). The rapid research into coronavirus and
the development of a vaccination would not
have been possible without the level of
technology that is potentially responsible for
the worldwide spread. COVID-19 is also a

useful demonstration of the unequal
distribution of risk in relation to how risk is
perceived and individualisation, with both
affecting individuals differently based on their
life circumstances.
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