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Some people need their
space. Others are physically
affectionate.

Some occupations require
clients and providers to be
near each other. Other jobs
can be performed by a per-
son working alone.

Some activities take place in-
doors. Others occur outdoors
or can be moved outside.

These are elements of “con-
tact intensity” — the science of
social distancing. Observing
6-foot social distancing when
out in public is one of the
safe behaviors advocated in
UT Health San Antonio's “We
Can Stop the Spread” public
education initiative.

Know who is on your “quar-
an-team,” the small number of
people with whom you come
into contact with regularly,
like your family, and stay six
feet away from everyone else.
This means having a conver-
sation with those you are close
with about risk and avoiding
indoor gatherings with others.

The way individuals be-
have either reduces their risk
or increases it. The challenge
in a pandemic is to minimize
risk for everyone in many dif-
ferent contexts, while ensur-
ing we continue the activities
that we all must do, such as
working, going to school, ex-
ercising and shopping.

Contact intensity asks sev-
eral questions: \

Are people close to one an-
other - less than six feet — or
are they further away?

How many people are in a

setting at the same time?

How easy is it to modify an
activity / setting to reduce risk?

These facets of contact in-
tensity are really variable. You
can' say, for example, that all
bars have the same amount
of risk. Some bars are outside,
and we know outdoors huge-
ly reduces risk.

A study of COVID-19 case
reports in 320 Chinese cities,
conducted in January and
February, found that all con-
firmed outbreaks of three or
more cases in hundreds of
cities occurred indoors.

The coronavirus is spread
by respiratory droplets that
travel up to six feet, and there
is evidence that masks worn
over the mouth and nose
reduce risk of coronavirus
transmission. Standing or sit-
ting six feet away means the
droplets may not reach you.

The number of people in a
setting also matters. Let's say
everyone at a family reunion
is six feet apart and is masked,
and 50 people are there. Is it as
safe as a family reunion with
the same conditions, but only
15 people are there? No, it's not.
There is more potential for one
of the attendees at the larger
reunion to be walking around
with the infection. It's math.

The third factor of contact
intensity, environmental mod-
ification, can be accomplished
in various ways. Placing hand
sanitizer at the front door for
use by visitors is a simple ad-
dition. Many large organiza-
tions, including UT Health San
Antonio, check temperatures
and ask screening questions at
building entry points.
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Stores have made a visual
modification to their envi-
ronments, placing social dis-
tancing stickers on the floor
indicating where to stand to
be six feet away from the next
customerin line. These things
take away some of the risk,
but they don't take away the
risk of asymptomatic spread.
So, there is no scenario that is
“no risk” once it's not just you
by yourself in a room.

Duration of contact also
matters. How long is a per-
son in proximity with an-
other? Are they talking? Is one
coughing? The nature of what
is occurring also matters.

A South Korea nightclub
outbreak early in the pan-
demic showed the risk of be-
ing indoors in a loud setting
where people were straining
to hear each other talk.

Social distancing is a per-
sonal choice, ultimately, and
each decision affects an indi-
vidual’s contact intensity. As
millions of people make these
decisions every day, comply-
ing in varying degrees to what
is best for themselves and oth-
ers, the risk of infection is ever
present. We don't know who is
asymptomatic positive.

It's up to you and me to mit-
igate risk. If you really want to
lower your risk, then youneed
to stay six feet away from oth-
ers, wash your hands, wear
a mask in public, and do all
the things we've been recom-
mending all along,
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