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Opinion: Fear about the coronavirus is normal,
but don’t let it control you

Wash your hands more often, and practice not touching your face. Yes, it seems boring, but often the best advice is precisely that. Photo:
Ferrantraite/Getty Images

The novel coronavirus, called SARS-CoV-2, and the disease it causes, COVID-19, are sweeping the

globe. With thousands of deaths already, and many tens of thousands of people infected across the

world, it's safe to say that the coronavirus has become one of the biggest events of the 21st century.

It may only be a matter of time until we see outbreaks everywhere, with public health authorities

warning that the disease will probably soon start spreading locally regardless of where you are on

the planet.

If nothing else, the coronavirus is scary. And that is, in and of itself, an issue. Let me explain.

The problem with scary things is that we aren't very good at reacting to them. Humans are, when

push comes to shove, awful at interpreting risk. We're much more freaked out over turbulence on

a plane than a near-miss in traffic, even though of the two a car crash is far more likely to be the

source of our untimely demise.

We fear what we don't understand. And what we fear, we seek to control.
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In the case of the coronavirus, there are some pretty obvious examples. Reports are out that people

are panic-buying everything from toilet paper to ibuprofen, even if there is no outbreak in their

local area nor a strong likelihood of a shortage of either any time soon. People are taking to

pharmacies in droves, dragging masks off the shelves like there's no tomorrow, even though the

evidence strongly suggests that masks are a waste of time for most people. The main reason to buy

a mask – something that health authorities have been saying for weeks – is if you yourself are sick,

because it stops your phlegm from getting on other people's faces. And don't get me started on

those selling supplements to cure coronavirus, because if we want to look at exactly why each

immunity-boosting echinacea tea is probably worthless we'll be here until the end of time itself.

There's no shortage of people selling supplements to cure this new infectious disease. There is,

however, a distinct lack of evidence that any of it works.

Which brings us to one of the scariest parts of the coronavirus, that is, perhaps, what's really got

people on edge. Most of the recommendations are things that other people have to do. Wearing

masks when you're sick. Staying home if you feel unwell. Covering your mouth and nose when you

cough or sneeze. Seeking medical care early. And relying on other people – without having much

control over your own fate – is something that none of us likes. Yes, you should wash your hands

and stop touching your face, but neither of these feel like an intervention. They don't make us feel

safe.

And really, that's what this panic is all about. Coping with the fear. Trying to find a small measure

of control over a situation that seems to be made of pure chaos. Even though it's probably not

going to work, we all really want to be able to do something to keep ourselves from getting sick.

Buying 15 tubs of hand sanitizer feels like a buffer against the darkness, even if you'd really be just

as well off getting a normal bar of soap.

So amid the scary stories it's worth remembering that, while we may not have control over

everything, there are evidence-based things you can do to help yourself. The World Health

Organization has a series of simple tips on its website that anyone can follow. Wash your hands

more often, and practice not touching your face. Yes, it seems boring, but often the best advice is

precisely that. Even if the pharmacy shelves are entirely clear of N95 respirators, you can probably

find boring old soap that'll be more useful anyway.

Ultimately, the most important thing to do is not to panic, because panic is a killer. Take a deep

breath, remember that "pandemic" describes a disease's spread not its severity, and keep an eye on

the news.

Fear is OK. Fear is natural. We're all afraid, with even the experts admitting that there is a huge

number of things about this outbreak that we just don't know yet.

Just don't let the fear control you. You'll probably have to live with it for a while yet.
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