
The concept of “fatigue” in tackling covid-19
Instead of using the concept of “fatigue” to understand a lack of adherence to covid-19 rules, we
should focus on—and tackle—people’s capability, opportunity, and motivation, say Susan Michie,
Robert West, and Nigel Harvey
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The concept of fatigue has been used to describe a
presumed tendency for people naturally to become
tired of the rules and guidance they should follow to
prevent the spread of covid-19.1 The idea appears to
be gaining currency and has been referred to as
“behavioural fatigue,” “pandemic fatigue,”
“emergency fatigue,” “public fatigue,” and
“adherence fatigue.” A Google search for “pandemic
fatigue” resulted in around 200 million hits, with
articles on the first page with titles such as “10
reasons why pandemic fatigue could threaten global
health,” and “Europe experiencing pandemic
fatigue.” The question is whether the concept of
fatigue accurately captures what is happening. This
is important because it affects policies aimed at
maximising adherence.

Outside of covid-19, the term fatigue has three main
uses. One is a subjective feeling of mental or physical
tiredness, which can be caused by mental or physical
exertion, sustained activity, lack of sleep, or a health
condition. It is a common symptom of covid-19 and
of diseases such as cancer.2 3 It is also found in
healthy people as part of daily living. The exhaustion
may be accompanied by reduced motivation to
engage in particular tasks.

Another use of “fatigue” is an impaired ability to
perform a mental or physical task as a result of
depleted mental or physical resources. This is well
studied in endurance sports and tasks that require
sustained mental effort.1 In this usage, loss of
motivation could occur as a result but would not
necessarily be expected.

A third use of the term is distress resulting from
prolonged exposure to an aversive set of
circumstances.4 Suchdistressmayhavemotivational
consequences in that theperson concernedmaywant
to stop whatever it is that is causing it. It may lead to
anger at those perceived as causing it. It may also be
accompaniedbya feelingofhopelessness andpassive
acceptance of the situation.

Is there any evidence for fatigue in anyof these senses
in relation to following covid-19 rules and guidance?
We have examined evidence on this from the UK, a
country that has suffered more than most from
covid-19 and restrictions aimed at combating it.

Is there evidence of declining adherence to
rules and guidance?
Data from surveys are not showing evidence of a
continued reduction in adherence to rules and
guidance that might be a result of fatigue. For
example, in one social study,5 “majority adherence”

has remained high since the start of the lockdown in
March. While there was an initial decline in reported
“complete adherence,” there’s been little or no
change since July. This is the largest survey of its kind
and results are broadly similar to others, including
those commissioned by the government.6

The decline in complete adherence in late May in
England appears to have been exacerbated by a large
drop in trust in the government associated with its
handling of the “Cummings incident,” when the
government defended a political adviser who broke
social distancing rules.7

Reported adherence has been lower in younger
people, men, people living with others, key workers,
people living with children, people living in cities,
and people living in England compared with Wales
andScotland.5 Lower adherence to general rules and
guidance appears to be related to life circumstances
rather than to motivation.8

One crucial area of behaviour where adherence is
low is self-isolation if one has symptoms, which has
been estimated to be around 20%.9 This appears,
however, to havebeen low throughout thepandemic
so cannot readily be understood in terms of any
factors that are getting worse over time. Evidence
suggests that, as with other behaviours, low
adherence to the rules around self-isolation may
largely be because of people’s life circumstances,
such as the demands of their work or family life and
lack of financial resilience.8 9

Is there evidence for decreasingmotivation
to adhere over time?
Levels of concern about covid-19 peaked in March
and April and then declined and have been steady
ever since.10 Levels of reported wellbeing increased
after the firstwave andhave remainedbroadly steady
since then.5 Consistent with this, levels of anxiety
have remained steady in recent months, although
feeling stressed specifically about covid-19 has
increased in the past few weeks as infection rates
have risen.5 Intention to adhere to rules andguidance
has remained high throughout the pandemic.10

Evidence suggests that the stress associated with
financial worries undermines support for policies
that are likely to lead to reductions in income or loss
of employment.10 However, this should not be
construed as fatigue. Rather, it can be seen as people
resistinghardships that they expect to be forcedupon
them by circumstances. Concerns about the
government’s approach and communications may
also engender a loss of trust and dwindling
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confidence in the government’s position and legitimacy. This could
have an impact on future adherence but shouldn’t be classed as
fatigue. There is also confusion around the rules11 and a substantial
reduction in the proportion of people who believe that they have
the information theyneed from the government.10 Again, thesemay
all negatively affect adherence, but if they did it would not be a
matter of fatigue.

Overall, in the UK, we have not yet seen evidence for the kind of
decreasing trend in compliance with regulations that could be
construed as fatigue, but there are substantial capability,
opportunity, and motivational factors that could be contributing to
lower levels of adherence than are needed to prevent the spread of
the virus. A recent report by the World Health Organization has
made a good start on suggesting ways of tackling this—even though
the framing of the report was couched in terms of “pandemic
fatigue.”12
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