
 

People eventually adopt healthy behaviors –
but it can take time we don't have during
a pandemic
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All data shown is the average figure from the preceding five-year period. Credit:
Chart: The Conversation, CC-BY-ND. Source: United Nations Department of
Economic and Social Affairs, World Population Prospects 2019 via Statista Get
the data

Why do we do things that are bad for us—or not do things that are good
for us—even in light of overwhelming evidence?
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As someone with a long career in pharmacy, I have witnessed some
pretty dramatic shifts in public health behavior. But I won't sugarcoat it.
It generally takes years—or even decades—of dragging people, kicking
and screaming, to finally achieve new and improved societal norms.

This plodding time course seems to be an innate human defect that
existed long before the current-day pandemic mask and social distancing
conundrums. Historically, people aren't fond of being told what to do.

Notable victories

Attitudes toward smoking have undergone dramatic changes over the
past 50 years. Although there has been a gradual decline in smoking,
from 42% of the American population in 1965 to the low teens today,
there still are a lot of smokers in the U.S. – and premature deaths due to
smoking. Even health care workers fall prey to this unhealthy and highly
addictive habit.

There was a strongly held view that smoking was a personal decision that
do-gooders and the government should keep their noses out of—until the
issue was framed differently by studies showing harm caused by 
secondhand smoke. You are welcome to do what you want to yourself,
but it becomes a horse of a different color when it affects others.

Today, public smoking restrictions have become commonplace. But this
change in societal behavior didn't happen overnight or without painful
discourse. The journey from the initial 1964 surgeon general's report on
smoking and health to the 2006 surgeon general's report on secondhand
smoke to today was a fractious one.

Another about-face has been the adoption of seat belts. Seat belts save
lives. And most people now use them as a result of the nagging warning
alarm, the marketing of automobile safety, the law and the data.
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https://scholar.google.com/scholar?hl=en&as_sdt=0%2C39&q=author%3A%22Juhl+rp%22&btnG=
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/societal+norms/
https://www.lung.org/research/trends-in-lung-disease/tobacco-trends-brief/overall-tobacco-trends
https://www.doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0220168
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/secondhand+smoke/
https://www.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/consequences-smoking-exec-summary.pdf
https://www.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/consequences-smoking-exec-summary.pdf
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3576627/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3576627/
https://www.cdc.gov/transportationsafety/seatbeltbrief/index.html
https://www.cdc.gov/transportationsafety/seatbeltbrief/index.html
https://www.iihs.org/news/detail/belt-reminders-can-be-just-as-effective-as-interlocks
https://www.iihs.org/news/detail/belt-reminders-can-be-just-as-effective-as-interlocks


 

This change in behavior, however, followed a rocky road over many
years. In my earlier days, I can remember more than one occasion when
I hopped into a friend's car, put on my seat belt and was then chastised
for having so little faith in my friend's driving ability.

Seat belts were required to be installed in new cars starting in 1964 and
New York enacted the first seat belt use law in 1984. In the U.S., seat
belt use rose from 14% in 1983 to 90% in 2016.

Continuing challenges

In the medical arena, much effort has been expended in promoting
healthy behaviors—diet, exercise, sleep hygiene, adherence to
prescribed drugs and immunizations. Frankly, the success has been
mixed.

Studies have suggested many possible variables associated with not
following accepted medical advice: age, gender, race, education, literacy,
income, insurance copays, level of physician and pharmacist care—and
plain old stubbornness. But there is no single, easily addressable cause of
nonadherence to healthy behaviors.

For example, properly prescribed cholesterol-lowering drugs called
statins literally add years to patients' lives by reducing heart attacks and
strokes. Even in people with insurance coverage and minimal side
effects, 50% of patients discontinue statin therapy within one year of
receiving their first prescription.

Vaccines and immunization offer another window into the puzzle of
human behavior. Life expectancy in the U.S. rose from 40 years in 1860
to 70 years in 1960. These gains resulted largely from decreased infant
and child mortality due to infectious diseases. A better understanding of
infectious diseases along with scientific advances, vaccines and
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https://www.cdc.gov/motorvehiclesafety/calculator/factsheet/seatbelt.html
https://www.cdc.gov/motorvehiclesafety/calculator/factsheet/seatbelt.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Seat_belt_use_rates_in_the_United_States
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Seat_belt_use_rates_in_the_United_States
https://www.uspharmacist.com/article/overcoming-barriers-to-statin-adherence
https://www.acc.org/latest-in-cardiology/articles/2016/11/17/09/03/summarizing-the-current-state-and-evidence-on-efficacy-and-safety-of-statin-therapy
https://www.acc.org/latest-in-cardiology/articles/2016/11/17/09/03/summarizing-the-current-state-and-evidence-on-efficacy-and-safety-of-statin-therapy
https://www.uspharmacist.com/article/overcoming-barriers-to-statin-adherence
https://www.statista.com/statistics/1040079/life-expectancy-united-states-all-time/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/scientific+advances/


 

antibacterial drugs were the primary factors for this profound increase in
life expectancy.

Common sense alone makes the value of vaccines abundantly clear; how
many people do you know who are suffering from polio or smallpox?
Yet some intelligent, thoughtful friends, family and neighbors are
convinced vaccines are not helpful and are even harmful. Some believe
wearing a mask is nothing more than a "feel good" placebo. I believe
these contrarian beliefs make better press and are therefore more
frequently reported than mainstream ones, but clearly there is reason for
concern.

The current crisis

Historically, changes in societal behavior that benefit public health occur
in fits and starts—and never fast enough for the individuals who fall
victim before society comes around.

The urgency imposed by the coronavirus has actually resulted in
comparatively swift behavioral changes (masks, hand-washing, 
distancing) in the U.S. – as scientists learned how the coronavirus is
spread, how dangerous it can be and which groups are more susceptible.
But these behavioral changes were not as complete or as fast as they
should—or could—have been when judged by far better outcomes in 
other countries.

I am discouraged by the battle between the scientific method and
political ideology when it comes to public health. Ideology never seems
to change and is therefore more comforting to some—while science
evolves as new findings debunk old ideas or confirm new ones. It is clear
to all who want to listen: controlling the virus and maintaining the
economy is not an either/or choice—they are interdependent.
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https://www.nationalgeographic.com/culture/2019/08/cannot-forget-world-before-vaccines/
https://www.nationalgeographic.com/culture/2019/08/cannot-forget-world-before-vaccines/
https://www.cnn.com/2020/10/22/health/anti-vaxxers-old-arguments-COVID-19-wellness-partner/index.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/11/18/us/coronavirus-mask-mandate-iowa-reynolds.html
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/face-mask-retail-sales-gap-etsy/
https://news.bloomberglaw.com/environment-and-energy/hand-sanitizer-disinfectant-demands-hit-biblical-proportions
https://doi.org/10.1377/hlthaff.2020.00608
https://www.wsj.com/articles/finland-and-norway-avoid-COVID-19-lockdowns-but-keep-the-virus-at-bay-11605704407


 

At the same time, I am buoyed that the tide seems to be turning. As a
better understanding of treating COVID-19 has emerged and with more
than one highly effective vaccine on the horizon, the "idiot scientists"
are gaining ground, both in the lab and at the bedside. Even the most
prominent ideologues run to the hospital to get the best treatments
science can offer when the effect of their maskless behavior rears up to
bite them.

But as history suggests, the science, no matter how great, is only the
beginning of implementation in a divided population. Ultimately, both
the citizenry and the economy will benefit from a shot in the arm.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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