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Controversies of The Post-Lockdown New Normal

— It May Not be Entirely Normal

KUOK HO DANIEL TANG

Environmental Science Program, Division of Science and Technology, BNU-HKBU

United International College, Zhuhai, China.

Abstract

Countries entered lockdown or partial lockdown due to mounting fear for
the spread of COVID-19 and emerged from the restrictions with presumably
new norms, often known as the ‘new normal’. This commentary aims to
examine whether the so-called ‘new normal’ qualifies as the new norms
based on the definitions of social and cultural norms. The aim was achieved
through reviewing pertinent literature comprising news articles, scholarly
articles, government reports and websites centering on norms, COVID-19
new norms and their implications. It posits that social isolation does not align
with the social nature of human and can be detrimental to the mind and
body while social or physical distancing is situational. Unregulated, it does
not quite constitute a norm for people to readily maintain social isolation,
and social or physical distancing to a lesser degree. While mask-wearing
is comparatively easier to adopt, its significance varies in different social
and cultural settings. It is more normal to observe people wearing masks
post-lockdown, particularly in Asia though experts’ advice does encourage
mask-wearing in certain western countries. Mask-wearing aptly qualifies as
the new norm though this norm could last longer in certain societies, often
strengthened by cultural norms. Similarly, high level of personal hygiene
is still practiced often without coercion and is perceived to be normal at
least for as long as the risk of COVID-19 is still present. It is thought that
norms can be strengthened through interventions to promote behaviours
that fit the norms.
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lockdown. With self-isolation, social-distancing,
mask-wearing, hand-sanitizing, disinfection and
movement control practiced during lockdown or

The raging Coronavirus Disease 2019 (COVID-19)
has forced countries into lockdown or partial
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partial lockdown, countries which emerged from
the restrictions continue to keep some, if not all, of
the practices for fear of a new wave of COVID-19
infection.” As long as COVID-19 remains a threat,
self-isolation, social-distancing, mask-wearing
and high level of personal hygiene are to stay as
standard procedures.? Prior to discussing whether
these procedures are the ‘new normal’, it is crucial
to understand the definition of normal.

Normal originates from the word ‘norm’ which is
equated to the standards, expectations or even
values imposed by a society, group or body on the
individuals belonging to the entity.* A norm can be
prescriptive to promote desirable behaviours such
as respect, or proscriptive to deter undesirable
behaviours such as not committing crimes.® Norms
can be shaped by governments when establishing
order or simply by one’s internal motivations to live
up to others’ expectations.* Norm is applied in a
wide range of contexts such as social, cultural, legal,
moral and linguistic® (see Figure 1).

Legal

Fig. 1: The common types of nhorm

From the perspective of social norms, members of a
society often develop informal understanding of how
they should behave.® Social norms therefore dictate
behaviours in a particular circumstance. Put in the
psychological context, social norms are the extents
of manifestation of certain behaviours and approval
of the behaviours by other members of a society.®
Cultural norms, on the other hand, are norms shaped
by cultures. A culture can cast generally accepted
expectations and rules upon members sharing the
culture, for instance, the Asians tend to perceive

calling parents by their names as disrespectful.”
Asocial norm can also be a cultural norm if members
of the society share the same culture. Legal norms
rely on the enforcement of rules and laws to govern
social interactions and spell out the duties and rights
of individuals under the power of a governing body.®
Moral norms are rules of morality for instance truth-
telling, which may and may not be transformed into
the binding legal norms.® Brennan et al. stated that
social and moral norms are fundamentally different
in the sense that compliance to social norms is
conditional due partly to normative expectations while
moral norms demand unconditional commitment.”
Linguistic norms deal with the common linguistic
characteristics defining the language used by a
society or at a particular point of time."

This commentary examines the post-lockdown new
practices from the angles of social and cultural norms
since there are apparent instances where the new
practices have not been readily assimilated into
certain societies and cultures, particularly physical
distancing (also less accurately called social
distancing in certain places) and mask-wearing.
To a lesser extent, it also dissects the moral aspects
of these new norms. It ultimately aims to present
the controversy behind calling these practices ‘new
normal’ and whether they qualify to be called ‘new
normal’.

Method

This commentary reviewed relevant literature about
COVID-19 consisting of news articles from reliable
sources, peer-reviewed journal articles, government
reports and websites as well as conference papers
to provide an overview of the post-lockdown
practices in different countries. Literature search
was conducted with search engines and journal
databases, particularly Google, Google Scholar,
Science Direct and Scopus, with keywords including
COVID-19, lockdown, post-lockdown new norms
and new normal. Countries included in the review
were randomly selected based on the abundance
of information from literature search. As COVID-19
lockdowns were mostly implemented in 2020, the
literature search was limited to materials published
in 2020. For discussion of the new norms, various
literature presenting the theoretical framework
and empirical data of self-isolation, social/physical
distancing, mask wearing and personal hygiene
was referred without specifying the publication year.
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As this commentary mainly involved literature review,
no primary data had been collected and analyzed.

The Post-Lockdown ‘New Norms’

Countries emerging from lockdown or partial
lockdown impose various rules on the public for
containment of COVID-19. These rules are commonly
perceived to be the new norms. In Malaysia, the
common standard operating procedures or rules
comprise wearing masks in the public, leaving
contact details manually or electronically for contact
tracing, keeping social distance, sanitizing and
washing hands constantly and avoiding social
gathering." In Australia, the public is advised to
practice good hygiene and physical distancing,
limit public gatherings and isolate oneself when
needed." The UK provides national guidance for the
containment of COVID-19 post-lockdown in different
scenarios such as meeting people, family and
friends as well as returning to school, which revolves
around isolation in instances of possible infection,
social distancing, control of gatherings and wearing
face covering under specific circumstances.®
The Canadian government also issues public advice
on physical distancing, hand washing and hygiene
practices, optional wearing of non-medical mask or
face covering and quarantine in certain instances.™

Self-Isolation

Self-isolation is implemented via self-quarantine
or self-imposed avoidance of social interactions.™
The definition of self-isolation may vary between
countries and Australia differentiates isolation from
quarantine by the criterion that isolation is meant
for unwell individuals and quarantine is intended
for well individuals, suspected to have COVID-19
or contacted people diagnosed with COVID-19.%
The UK encourages isolation if a person demonstrates
symptoms of COVID-19 albeit mild. The duration
of self-isolation varies from 7 days to 14 days.™
Self-isolation is mandatory in some countries and
optional in others.

Social-Distancing

Like self-isolation, there is a lack of consensus on
the definition of social-distancing. In Australia and
Canada, this is called physical distancing where
people should keep a safe distance of 1.5 to 2
m from each other and avoid close contacts.'? '
The UK simply calls it staying safe outside home while
the Malaysians generally call it social distancing.™ 13

In Europe and the UK, social distancing actually
encompasses self-isolation, quarantine, closure of
educational institutions and workplaces, as well as
prohibition of mass gathering.'® Social-distancing
aims to reduce interpersonal interactions to lower
the chances of infection by infectious diseases and
is perceived to help curbing community transmission
of infectious diseases."”

Mask-Wearing

Wearing mask has been encouraged but not
mandated in certain countries as a means to slow
down the spread of COVID-19 though there are
controversies revolving around the effectiveness of
mask-wearing."® Countries such as Malaysia and
Australia simply call this act the wearing of mask or
face mask while the UK and Canada prefer to call this
the wearing of face covering probably because mask
tends to imply medical mask and it is not the only
kind of face covering used.'"'2 1314 The resurgence
of COVID-19 has made mask-wearing mandatory
in more than 50 countries including South Korea,
Spain and Germany.'®

Personal Hygiene

Upkeeping of personal hygiene involves frequent
handwashing, using hand sanitizers with certain
alcohol concentration and minimizing contacts
with eyes, nose and mouth." '® Hygiene has been
extended beyond the personal context to include
sanitation of surfaces and objects as well as
good ventilation.' '* While handwashing is widely
recommended to prevent COVID-19, there is a lack
of consensus on the use of alcohol-based hand
sanitizers. Frequent handwashing is associated with
skin irritation and dermatitis, and alcohol-based hand
sanitizers have been advocated as a substitute due
to low sensitizing potential.?® However, there are also
concerns on the variability of formulation of hand
sanitizers and antimicrobial resistance.?

Discussions

Self-Isolation as a ‘New Norm’

Intentional self-isolation can be regarded as a form
of social isolation which deprives an individual of
social connectedness.?' It is frequently perceived
as detrimental to well-being.?' Smith et al. revealed
that higher mortality among adults aged 50 and
above was linked to high social isolation and low
health literacy, thus, highlighting self-isolation
as a health risk among adults.?? Swader found
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living alone and relational isolation contribute to
loneliness.? Social isolation is also identified as a
domain of chronic stress in the Trier Inventory for
Chronic Stress (TICS).2* The human longing for
social relationships and social connection, as well
as the detrimental effects of social disconnection
have, in fact, been well documented.?® Steptoe
etal. (2013) reported a weak yet significant correlation
between social isolation and loneliness, the latter of
which is a complex emotion of dissatisfaction and
disengagement with varying intensity between
individuals.?® 27 Santini et al. found older people
experiencing social isolation and loneliness tended
to develop symptoms of depression and anxiety.?

Given that humans are inclined to be social, self-
isolation is challenging unless it is guided by moral
and legal norms. If not made mandatory, voluntary
compliance to self-isolation could be difficult and
could be affected by multiple factors. A study in Israel
found compliance rate to self-quarantine affected by
compensation for the wages lost and removal of such
compensation reduced the compliance rate from
94% to 57%.2° A Brazilian study revealed education,

income, age and gender to affect the perception
of self-isolation with most (39%) participants
perceiving social interaction to be affected and
24% perceiving their incomes to be impacted.
The study demonstrated that perceived impact on
income correlated significantly to perceived stress
of a family.?® There have also been cases on the
breaching of self-isolation globally. For instance,
even with the possibility of facing prosecution,
people under self-isolation were found to visit public
places.?" 32

Summing on the above, self-isolation especially a
prolonged one, is unhealthy to general wellbeing
especially that of the elderly and it is particularly
challenging for people to remain in the state of
self-isolation due to the social nature of humans.3?
Unless with a strong moral sense, self-isolation
does not readily become a new norm even in
societies where legal norms are imposed. Albeit,
the moral commitment to self-isolate could also be
corroded when means of survival such as incomes is
threatened. The frequent reporting of noncompliance
to self-quarantine as shown in Table 1 testifies this.

Table 1: Noncompliance to self-quarantine in different countries

Country Description

Source

South Korea

A non-compliance rate of 1.6 per 10,000 of self-quarantined individuals were 34

reported and the rate did not significantly improve with additional sanction.
Iran Poor compliance was reported among 20.5% of the participants of a study 35
during the Persian New Year lockdown.

United States

Tourists from Texas disregarded self-quarantine and mask-wearing order while 36

sight-seeing in the New Mexico during the COVID-19 outbreak.

Norway

A cross-sectional study revealed low adherence (28%) among individuals 37

without symptoms of COVID-19 requested to self-isolate. Overall adherence
to isolation requests was lower with the second and third waves.

United Kingdom Only 18% of individuals with symptoms of COVID-19 underwent self-isolation 38
and only 11% of individuals known to have contacted those with

COVID-19 were quarantined.

Social-Distancing as a ‘New Norm’

In the UK, social distancing during COVID-19 was
found to adversely impact mental health of the public,
particularly those of the low-income category and a
survey showed the participants’ doubt in coping with
social distancing and isolation over a longer term.*
Keeping of spatial distance between individuals
depends on who the people are. It is naturally for

people disliking each other to keep larger distances
but it will be unnatural for people connected and
are in good terms to distance each other.*’ Social
or physical distancing is against an experimental
finding showing the tendency of people to maintain
physical proximity to in-group members and to
blend in with the crowd.*' This crowding tendency is
explained by the sharing of common identity-space
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which also confers a feel-good sensation during
crowded events such as concerts, and a sense of
security in the presence of in-group members.*

Countries such as Japan and Korea are experiencing
a surge of COVID-19 cases with the easing of
lockdown despite the looming threat of COVID-19
as new cases emerged at bars and nightlife
destinations.*® Breaches of physical-distancing rules
have been suspected to contribute to the resurgence
of COVID-19 cases in Australia.** This implies the
propensity of people to gather, and the difficulty to
sustain physical or social distancing with those to
whom they are psychologically connected including
strangers.*' In addition, an African study shows that
the willingness to maintain physical distance was not
encouraging among the Africans with a significant
number of people still attending religious gatherings
during the pandemic.*®

Therefore, social or physical distancing does not
seem to have readily evolved into a social norm
during the post-lockdown era and it requires
tremendous moral commitment and enforcement
to maintain. Besides, like self-isolation, maintaining
physical or social distances in many cultures and
nations does not come by easily and is generally
not a cultural norm.“¢ However, there are exceptions
where social distancing is practiced due to religious
reasons.

Mask-wearing as a ‘New Norm’

Mask-wearing in certain cultures is stigmatized
and associated with illnesses. This gives rise to
the general fear for people wearing masks. This
stigma prevents people from wearing masks as a
control measure of epidemics.*” For the minorities,
the stigma could intensify into assumptions of
criminality.® In addition, it was found that the socio
cultural meaning associated with mask-wearing
evolved constantly from positive during the era
of Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS)
to negative post-SARS as it was against societal
ideologies and cultural beliefs.*® Wearing of surgical
masks, nonetheless, is widely accepted in Japan to
protect oneself against various health threats and
72% of the masks manufactured in Japan were
already worn at home prior to the swine flu in 2009.5°
Besides, mask-wearing is also relatively common in
Thailand and Vietnam and has been quickly adopted
in Malaysia in combating the spread of COVID-19."

In the US, some Americans may perceive mask-
wearing blacks as threatening, particularly when they
wear homemade cloth masks and this could be a
deterrent to wearing mask.5' However, a study found
an increase in Americans wearing masks when the
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention made
such recommendation for containment of COVID-19
and this recommendation had greater effect on
those trusting experts’ advice.%? A survey showed
the Americans wore masks more readily than the
British with 73% American respondents saying
yes to wearing face covering compared to 36%
British respondents. 90% Singaporean respondents
actually said they wore masks during the pandemic.5®

While social norm seems to have a great influence
on mask-wearing for instance among the Japanese,
cultural norm has a part to play with collectivist
cultures prominent among the Asians more
receptive to wearing masks than individualist
cultures upholding individual freedom.*® As such,
mask-wearing constitutes a new norm more readily
in countries of collectivist cultures and in societies
where masks are normally worn for protection against
health threats, than in societies with predominating
individualist cultures. In these societies, legal norms
will need to be established. In fact, Singapore, being
a collectivist society, also imposes fines on people
not wearing masks.* The new norm of wearing mask
is foreseen to be transient and will wane upon the
subsidence of the outbreak except in countries such
as Japan where the norm has established.

Personal Hygiene as a ‘New Norm’

Currently, there is a lack of studies on the behaviour
of handwashing and sanitizing post-lockdown.
A study among primary students in Wuhan, China
found 42.1% of the students sampled practiced
handwashing and 51.6% of them wore masks. These
behaviours were affected by parents’ occupation,
educational background as well as students’ gender
and grade.%* Handwashing or sanitizing is among
the easiest measures to prevent COVID-19 and do
not require significant change of lifestyle. Therefore,
practicing good personal hygiene, particularly hand
hygiene quickly establishes as a social norm during
the post-lockdown era with hand sanitizers readily
available at business premises and public places.
While personal hygiene is crucial to health and
wellbeing irrespective of religion and culture, the
manifestation of personal hygiene particularly hand
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hygiene may differ religiously and cultural norm does
affect the practice of hand hygiene.% A particular
religion-related Sikh culture for instance, perceives
hand hygiene as holy and essential and this group
of Sikhs tends to practice handwashing with soap
and water.®® While the social norm of frequent
handwashing and sanitizing could weaken after the
pandemic is over, the cultural norm will stay.

Limitations and Implications

This commentary provides a short review on the
practices of self-isolation, social/physical distancing,
mask-wearing and upkeeping of personal hygiene
which have generally been regarded as the post-
lockdown new normal or norms, based on the
definitions of the various facets of norm, particularly
the social and cultural norms. It primarily aims to
comment on whether these practices qualify as the
‘new norms’ without testing a theoretical framework.
Therefore, no hypothesis has been framed.
This commentary also faces the constraint of not
covering all the literature related to these ‘new norms’
in the COVID-19 era due to the laborious effort
needed to screen through the voluminous literature
related to COVID-19 and the nature of a commentary
to be concise.® %" However, it has endeavoured to
include the most pertinent ones.

Though limited, the commentary has the implication
of identifying the post-lockdown practices which do
not readily become the new norms. It opines that
interventions can be designed to reinforce these
practices. For instance, these interventions could
aim to instil a sense of responsibility towards the
community or to establish order via legislation and
reinforcement, thus facilitating the shaping of moral
and legal norms respectively. This commentary
could also inspire hypotheses for future testing such
as the higher acceptance of hand sanitization and
a potential positive correlation between collectivist
culture and mask-wearing.

Conclusion

Drawing from the above, people will practice self-
isolation and social distancing in the presence of
external motivators such as the establishment of
legal norms and the fear of an infection but the
practices often quickly wane when enforcement
is relaxed and fear diluted. Even when rules are

in place, breaching of self-isolation and social
distancing has been frequently reported as it falls
short of being a social and cultural norm generally.
These new norms are thought to be short-lived
as they are against human psychological longing
for connectedness and prolonged self-isolation
especially is unhealthy to a person mentally and
psychologically. As for mask-wearing and stringent
personal hygiene, these practices were quickly
adopted due to social pressure and expectation,
and have been continued post lockdown, which
aligns with the ‘new normal’. Mask-wearing is
increasingly made mandatory and is more readily
adopted in countries of collectivist cultures than
those of individualist cultures. There is concern of
stigmatization of the minorities who wear masks
during the COVID-19 pandemic. This new norm will
remain as a social and cultural norm in societies
which commonly use masks for health protection
but the social norm will wane in societies that attach
negative meanings to wearing masks. Handwashing
or sanitizing to maintain personal hygiene is
relatively easy to practice and is likely to remain as
the real new norm. This practice is strengthened by
cultural norm and is deemed to probably be the most
common and lasting new norm. In many instances, a
norm can be strengthened particularly when there is
increasing adoption of or compliance to a particular
practice.%® The sight of people wearing masks and
washing hands can serve as a motivation or force for
others to follow. Therefore, interventions to sustain
certain positive behaviours in combating COVID-19
can be designed.
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