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Coronavirus and the behavioural science
of hand-washing
It’s dominating media headlines, financial markets, politics and office
chat. The potential impact of coronavirus, also known as Covid-19, is
front of mind for many. And with hand-washing key to curbing the
spread, Jess Exton and Jay Shamji explore how we get people to do it

A shop in London is
encouraging people to
wash their hands amid
coronavirus fears

Most of us don’t wash our hands!
While the global response to Covid-19 has highlighted the necessity of hand washing which may
have already increased how often we do it, generally the evidence isn’t great. Globally 4 in 5
people do not wash their hands with soap after using the bathroom, despite hands being the
principal carriers of disease-causing germs.

While not a particularly nice thing to think about, especially if it has deadly consequences, in the
face of a potential Covid-19 epidemic, governments, businesses and individuals are adopting
behavioural science techniques to drive the potentially life-saving behaviour of hand-washing.

Covid-19 is already spurring some behavioural change
And behaviour is already changing in the face of Covid-19. Day-to-day, hand sanitiser sales are

https://www.wateraid.org/us/media/global-handwashing-day-hygiene-in-schools-healthy-children
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through the roof with bottles needing to be rationed in the UK. Toilet paper is front-of-mind in
Australia as people look to stock up on essentials. The French are reconsidering their traditional
greeting of cheek kisses, while similar changes are being considered in Italy.

More broadly, quarantining in China has meant that very few people have been out of their homes,
causing a decline in emissions and air pollution so large that the change can be observed from
space. It’s also sparked one of the biggest global work-from-home trials ever, forcing people to
change how they communicate and do business. As more and more people start to take
precautions in response to the spread of Covid-19, growing uncertainty has also escalated into
financial shock. Markets have recognised the virus will have a broader impact on the wider
economy.

Answers from behavioural science
But how do we encourage people to regularly wash their hands? We need much more than 20% of
the population to be scrubbing after using the bathroom if the spread of Covid-19 is to reduce.
Behavioural science has some answers.

1 Provide washing reminders at the right time
Having information delivered at opportune moments influences decisions. This is why reminders
can work so well in encouraging changes in behaviour. They act as a trigger. At the right time, this
can be powerful as instead of having to remember, we react. And a simple this-then-that
mentality can work wonders for making actions easy to do. Setting reminders now might also
have lasting effects for society if it helps build new habits.

2 Make the outcome of hand-washing obvious
One of the nicest examples I’ve seen of incorporating short-term gains into the process of washing
hands is ‘surprise soap’. Clear bars of soap were created with small toys in the centre, each time a
child used the soap they got closer to reaching the toy in the middle. In one instance, this initiative
made children who had fled their homes because of conflict four times more likely to wash their
hands. Receiving immediate feedback after completing the action can result in increased washing.

3 Show that others are washing their hands too
What our neighbours do tends to have a big impact (at least in the short term) on what we do. This
largely explains why a desire to ‘keep up with the Joneses’ tends to spur over-spending and why
those who live next to lottery winners are more likely to go bankrupt. They are also more likely to
have accrued visible assets, such as a new car that can be displayed proudly in the driveway.

Most people, when someone else is in the room, will wash their hands because it’s the socially
accepted thing to do. But as we see, the stats suggest most people aren’t washing often enough.
Wanting to keep up with what others are doing has shown to be very powerful, even more so,
when people know they are being watched. And it doesn’t have to be being watched by others,
watching ourselves also has an effect. In one study where a mirror was placed in front of people
while they ate, the group consumed significantly less; watching themselves was a motivator for
weight loss. The mirrors are already there in the bathroom, let’s use them.

https://www.cnbc.com/2020/03/03/coronavirus-hand-sanitizer-sales-surge-leading-to-price-hikes.html
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-australia-51731422
https://www.businessinsider.com/coronavirus-france-tells-citizens-stop-kissing-each-other-cheek-bise-2020-3?international=true&r=US&IR=T
https://www.scmp.com/news/world/europe/article/3065066/italy-ban-kisses-handshakes-stop-coronavirus-spread
https://www.livescience.com/coronavirus-changes-pollution-over-china.html
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020-02-02/coronavirus-forces-world-s-largest-work-from-home-experiment
https://think.ing.com/snaps/fed-leaps-into-action/
https://behavioralscientist.org/the-hidden-costs-of-reminders/
https://www.savethechildren.org.uk/news/media-centre/press-releases/global-handwashing-day--innovative--surprise-soap--gets-children
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/slightly-blighty/201901/is-it-wise-give-away-your-115-million-lottery-win
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/275715581_The_mirror_as_a_self-awareness_enhancing_tool_which_can_modify_food_consumption_behaviours
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Mention the potential threat of not washing (but not too
much)

When something is a potential threat, it can be hard to ignore, especially if we think we are at risk
of losing out because of it. And we treat gains and losses differently. The impact of a loss
disproportionately impacts us compared to a gain. Individuals are driven by their personal
happiness as well as actual outcomes, so they tend to focus on how they feel when making
decisions. Knowing this, we see that individuals are willing to go the extra mile in protecting
themselves from a loss and in some cases, will pay a high price to avoid a negative outcome such
as catching coronavirus. This could spur hand-washing.

5 Seriously, not too much
Part of not taking this too far however is providing the right information and using data for
education. Not to spur fear. For example, we tend to look at numbers in isolation. The global
number of Covid-19 has now passed 100,000. This seems like a large number and it might be easy
to become alarmed. In reality, however, in a population of 7.8 billion, this number is a relatively
small percentage. This is not, of course, to say that the virus isn’t a significant issue without the
potential to change quickly, but that relativity can be a powerful influence on our perceptions.

In addition, its reported that many of those who have the virus may have no obvious symptoms. It
seems that most people who get sick will recover from Covid-19, having had an experience similar
to the flu. While 100,000 cases sound like a lot, in reality the impact might not be as bad as first
assumed.

Another aspect of providing the right information is with reference to trends. We naturally tend to
expect them to continue. But in China, the quarantining of Wuhan has actually seen the numbers
moving towards stabilisation.

6 Make washing hands the right way easy
Novel and unfamiliar situations are some of the most difficult to comprehend or predict. We can’t
simply rely on what we did last time in deciding what to do this time. That’s why, prescribing what
people should do, in easy steps, can be very effective. And with something like hand-washing this
should be very simple, given most of us already know how to do it.

A simple example of this has been demonstrated in the UK, where people have been told to hum
happy birthday twice over from start to finish while washing. This ensures that they will be
washing for longer than they might be in the habit of. But rather than dictating a minimum
number of seconds a wash should last, the length of happy birthday is much easier to remember
and therefore to apply.

Ease can also play on our tendency to be action-orientated, meaning that it can feel a lot more
comfortable for us to do ‘something’ in the case of uncertainty, rather than sitting tight. Even if
that ‘something’ doesn’t actually help. We have a bias for action so let’s use it by making the
desired activity as easy as possible to do.

Covid-19 is a new illness and therefore cause for concern. Its eventual impact will be determined
by how far it spreads, and key to this, how everyone behaves at a local level. Indeed, washing your

https://www.inkstonenews.com/opinion/how-behavioral-science-can-help-us-fight-coronavirus-outbreak/article/3050041
https://www.worldometers.info/coronavirus/
https://www.health.harvard.edu/blog/as-coronavirus-spreads-many-questions-and-some-answers-2020022719004
https://www.firstpost.com/india/chinas-coronavirus-outbreak-appears-to-be-stabilising-as-rate-of-recovery-exceeds-new-cases-30-new-fatalities-in-last-24-hrs-8123891.html
https://www.cdc.gov/handwashing/when-how-handwashing.html
https://www.behavioraleconomics.com/resources/mini-encyclopedia-of-be/action-bias/
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hands is as much for you as everyone else if it helps stop the spread. Understanding what
motivates people to wash is therefore essential.

While the reported low rates of hand-washing are rather alarming, the notable public health
aspect of Covid-19 is hopefully already helping to improve this. And behavioural science could help
to push this along even further.
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