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The idea that led us to write the book titled Together Apart: The Psychology of COVID-19 was a very simple one. We 
reasoned that while waiting for an effective vaccine or a medical treatment for COVID-19, all we can do to stop the 
spread of the virus is to change our behavior. And what is more, because of the contagious nature of COVID-19, it is 
not just “my” behavior, it is the behavior of all of “us”— of all the groups that we belong to, of all our communities, 
and of society at large —that needs to change so that we can effectively control the COVID-19 spread.  
 

In that sense, it is clear that the challenge 
that the COVID-19 outbreak poses is both 
huge and rather unique. It is unique in 
that, up until now, as social scientists, we 
have mostly focused on ways in which we 
can change individuals’ health behaviors. 
For instance, when a smoker wants to quit 
smoking, it is them as an individual we 

target because it is the individual who has to stop smoking. Likewise, when an individual wants to improve their 
physical fitness, we have to consider ways in which we can motivate them as an individual to, for example, join a 
gym. Even though the social environment that such individuals find themselves in is of crucial importance to 
facilitate such behavior change, it is ultimately an individual choice whether they quit undesirable habits and 
improve their physical health.  
 
COVID-19 is different. Given the contagious nature of COVID-19, whether an individual will become infected is 
determined not only by their own health behaviors (whether they engage in physical distancing, wash their hands 
more frequently, wear a mask, etc.), but also by the behaviors of everyone physically close to them. This makes 
COVID-19 quite different from other health challenges. Consequently, tackling COVID-19 requires another type of 
public health campaign. More specifically, getting the virus under control requires coordinated collective level 
action. It requires everyone to engage in physical distancing, everyone to wash their hands more frequently, and (in 
some areas) everyone to wear a mask. If there is no collective level compliance with these recommended health 
behaviors, it is not just individuals, but all of us (i.e., the collective) who will be exposed to the virus. In other words, 
the spread of COVID-19 can only be stopped effectively when, as New York’s Governor, Andrew Cuomo put it, we 
accept that “It's not about me, it's about we.”  
 

“Because of the contagious nature of COVID-19, it is not 

just ‘my’ behavior, it is the behavior of all of ‘us’— of all 

the groups that we belong to, of all our communities, and 

of society at large —that needs to change so that we can 

effectively control the COVID-19 spread.” 

https://us.sagepub.com/en-us/nam/together-apart/book275359
https://www.amazon.com/New-Psychology-Health-Unlocking-Social/dp/1138123889
https://www.amazon.com/New-Psychology-Health-Unlocking-Social/dp/1138123889
https://www.nydailynews.com/coronavirus/ny-coronavirus-cuomo-offers-advice-to-shutdown-protesters-job-20200422-3sbv26zfg5a4dm7i3rw6swhd6q-story.html
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It was this insight that was the starting point for our book. From this, it follows that to understand how to achieve 
collective level compliance, we need a psychology that helps us to understand the unique collective dimensions of 
human behavior. This requires an understanding of people as group members, rather than as individuals. It requires 
knowledge of how to manage, lead, and coordinate people as members of the groups and collectives that they 
belong to. Take for example the discussion on mask wearing. Even though mask wearing is something an individual 
has to do, it is going to be most effective if everyone wears a mask in public spaces—if it is seen as something that 
“we” must do. That is exactly where the challenge arises. Collective level processes and dynamics relating to the 
effectiveness of leadership, the way that the media frames mask wearing, political polarization, societal solidarity, 
and social unrest, determine whether people wear a mask (because we agree it is “the right thing to do”) or resist it 
(because it is “something that they want me to do” or because it is seen as “infringement of my civil liberties”).  
 
This makes clear that effective responses to COVID-19 
demands knowledge how to build a sense of “we-ness” so 
that we unlock the power of the group to come together in 
solidarity to counter the threat that COVID-19 poses. If all of 
that is done effectively, the virus doesn’t stand a chance. But 
if this is done poorly, the virus has free reign. 
 
In our book, we argue that it is only by understanding both individual-level and collective-level determinants of 
effectively stopping the spread of COVID-19, and by developing and translating those insights into tangible behavior 
change interventions, that we stand a chance to control the most significant world event of our lifetimes. Too much 
is at stake to not get this right. 
 
Together Apart: The Psychology of COVID-19 is available to download for free here. 

@COSSADC • #WhySocialScience 
www.whysocialscience.com • www.cossa.org 

The book was brought together through the combined effort of four social 
psychologists: JOLANDA JETTEN (Professor of Social Psychology and Australian Laureate 
Fellow at the University of Queensland), STEPHEN (STEVE) REICHER (Wardlaw Professor 
of Psychology at the University of St. Andrews), S. ALEXANDER (ALEX) HASLAM (Professor 
of Psychology and Australian Laureate Fellow at the University of Queensland) and 
TEGAN CRUWYS (Senior Research Fellow at the Australian National University). Several 
dozen other authors contributed to the individual chapters in the book. What these 
social psychologists have in common is that over the last decades their research has 
inspired, and been inspired by, research and theory around the topic of social identity. In 
this, they have shown how the social identity approach helps us to understand processes 
as diverse as leadership, health, well-being, emergency behavior, risk perception, 
stigma, inequality, stereotyping, collective action, crowd behavior, intergroup violence, 
social cohesion and solidarity, populism, political rhetoric, obedience, and the 
psychology of tyranny.  

“To understand how to achieve collective 

level compliance, we need a psychology that 

helps us to understand the unique collective 

dimensions of human behavior.” 

https://www.amazon.com/New-Psychology-Leadership-Identity-Influence/dp/1841696102/
https://www.socialsciencespace.com/2020/05/addressing-the-psychology-of-together-apart-free-book-download/

