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You’re Stronger Than Your Quarantine Fatigue  May 5, 2020 
A behavioral economist explains how to keep going, six (…seven? …eight?) weeks in. 
By Syon Bhanot   Dr. Bhanot is a behavioral and public economist. 
 
There have always been those who wrongly believe that Covid-19 is nothing more than a glorified flu, 
and that no restrictions were ever necessary to fight it. But as the coronavirus spreads and the crisis 
deepens, more people — even those who take the pandemic and the science about how it’s transmitted 
seriously — seem to be growing weary of social distancing guidelines. 
 
Quarantine fatigue — exhaustion and waning discipline surrounding the restrictions to daily life 
needed to prevent the spread of the coronavirus — is entirely understandable. Staying home is 
stressful, boring and, for many, financially devastating. 
 
But even as some states lift their lockdown orders, public health experts warn that the coming weeks 
are the critical window for decreasing the number of new cases and starting to push this virus into 
retreat. Unfortunate as it may be, we have to ignore the overly optimistic messages of politicians and 
fight the urge to return to socializing and normal life. 
 
The data shows that quarantine fatigue is real. Researchers at the University of Maryland studied 
cellphone location data and found that starting on April 14, people across the country began going out 
more frequently and traveling longer distances from home. “It just seems that people are getting a 
little tired collectively of staying at home after we passed that one-month mark,” Lei Zhang, the 
director of the Maryland Transportation Institute at the University of Maryland, College Park, said. 
 
A few weeks further in, our resolve has continued to wear. Public spaces like parks and beaches are 
seeing increased foot traffic. It’s hard to scroll through Instagram without seeing social media posts 
documenting walks and meetups with friends, unconvincingly tagged as “socially distanced.” The idea 
of loosening isolation to make room for “quarantine buddies” and “expanded social distancing pods” 
— in which “a couple of families or a group of friends” agree to socialize together — is taking hold. 
 
As understandable as these urges may be, we can’t give in. Those of us who are able must continue to 
stay home.  

So what can we do to fight off quarantine fatigue at this crucial time? 

First, remind yourself that while fatigue may be setting in, the biological nature of the virus is not 
changing. It remains highly contagious and, while perhaps not as lethal as we once feared, brutal in its 
impact on many who contract it. Remember that your fatigue-induced sojourns into public spaces 
might inadvertently spread infection. Remind yourself that you don’t want to be responsible for the 
deaths and suffering of those in your community. 
 
This might be a good time to learn a language, teach yourself a new home-based skill like crafting or 
art, or to take one of the many online classes available in a host of disciplines. Not all of these 
activities have to be done alone. So ask your friends, what are you all doing to stay sane inside, and 
can I (remotely) join you? 
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