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By now, almost every Canadian has heard the recommendation about maintaining a 2 metre distance to prevent
the spread of the COVID-19 virus. Many are trying valiantly to maintain this but in the streets, and particularly on
walking trails, I see, again and again, friends obviously trying to maintain this awkward distance but generally
failing. Are they deliberately trying to undermine public health efforts or infect their friends? Of course not. I
believe they have perfectly good intentions to maintain the 2 metre distance but in practice, it is not so easy.

From birth we are socialized to understand what an appropriate social distance is. This varies considerably by
culture and depending on how well you know someone. In Canada, the typical size of our personal space
bubble is 74 cm. In Saudi Arabia it is almost a full formal metre while in Argentina it's a cozy 40 cm. When we
encounter someone from a culture with a small bubble we get uncomfortable and instinctively try to back away -
we perceive that the other person is "in our face" or "invading our space". When we meet someone from a
culture with a larger space bubble, we also feel uncomfortable, try to get closer and perceive them as "stand-
offish" or cold. But no matter where you come from, there is no natural bubble that is 2 metres wide. For
whatever reason, humans have evolved to this perhaps over millenia - close enough to communicate easily but
far enough away not to be sharing too many aerosolized droplets? Overcoming this deeply ingrained habit in a
matter of weeks or months appears to be extremely difficult. Despite how quickly everyone has embraced the
awareness of the importance of physical distancing, putting it into practice is another story. We naturally
gravitate back to our comfortable 74 cm distance. It feels extremely cold and socially awkward to keep backing
away from someone or worse still, asking them to back off. The width of our sidewalks and walking trails, all
designed for a typical Canadian-sized bubble, is another factor that makes a 2 metre distance next to impossible
much of the time.

So although the official public health guidelines promoting 2 metre distancing may have scientific merit from a
point of view of virus spread, the more practical advice, taking into account the complexities of human social
behaviour, may be the other key message which is to just stay home. Or if you do go out to exercise, do it on
your own or with members of your household.
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