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When lockdown began in March 2020, we believed it was temporary and that, at a point, life
would go back to normal. In some areas, such as western Europe and the northeastern United
States, the peak of COVID-19 has passed, but there is no treatment, there is no vaccine and the
virus lurks around every corner. People are unsure of what to do, and although there are
broad-brush recommendations, they are not tailored to different regions, changing
information or people’s individual situations. So, although there are measured re-openings in
society, that does not mean that each activity is right for us individually. Each person needs to
find a “new normal” for how we live safely for a period of months or even years until the
disease is under control.

As individuals make daily decisions about which activities to resume and which activities to
avoid, the below framework can help make informed, logically consistent decisions and allow
them to construct a simple, consistent plan for navigating this new way of life.

Five variables for consideration

For simplicity, we assume that the individual is uninfected and therefore cannot infect others.
There are five variables people should consider:

1. Locality risk: Is there a high baseline rate of infections in your local region? 
2. Activity transmission risk: Does the activity in question have a high rate of

transmission? 
3. Opportunity costs of activity: Many people were able to modify their jobs and work

from home. Others who had “essential” roles were still required to go to jobs and take the
risk of being infected. Going out to dinner has a low opportunity cost; traveling on a plane
to see a dying loved one would have a high opportunity cost. Many decided they needed
the money and were willing to take the risk in order to pay for rent, utilities, groceries or
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for a mortgage, seeing no other reasonable alternatives and this is a high opportunity cost
activity. 

4. Individual risk of severe COVID-19: COVID-19 impacts different people
differently. Mortality risk is directly correlated with age where child mortality is about
.01% (1 in 10,000) while the mortality rate of those over 80 is closer to 15% (1 in
7). Individuals must consider their own specific risk of severe symptomatic illness which
varies substantially in demographics, comorbidities and other factors.

5. Risk tolerance: Everyone is different. Some people skydive and others prefer reading a
book. People are willing to take differential amounts of risk in their life and the activities
they choose to participate in reflect how much risk they are willing to take.

As the nation continues to struggle with increasing new daily cases and hospitalizations,
several states are reaching health care capacity and many persons have returned to work. The
United States continues to lead the world with more than 6.5 million reported cases and
nearly 195,000 deaths in this pandemic. 

As of the start of this month, California, Texas and Florida each now have higher total cases
than New York. School reopening is also now the topic of discussion as students, teachers,
staff and parents have difficult decisions to make.  

As schools and colleges have reopened across the country, we are seeing how some institutions
have had to quickly reverse their plans due to outbreaks, while some institutions are operating
well in their modified reopening.

As the COVID pandemic continues, people must make tradeoffs between taking on risk in
activities and other factors that have value to them — like seeing family and earning income. 

These choices will be hard and based on individual circumstances. Even though there are
general guidelines to help with that decision, the final choice will of course be as diverse as the
individual who makes it. Let us choose wisely.
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