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      The human race has a strange habit, one that we don't have in common with most other animals, and it's not the best of habits. What is it? We keep on touching our faces, and it’s one of the primary reasons why we are so susceptible to illness and disease, especially during epidemics and pandemics.

      We are one of the few members of the animal kingdom that do this, and we don't even realize we are doing it most of the time. Numerous studies have been done showing that not only do we touch our faces 23 times every hour, on average, but most of the time, we touch our eyes, nose, and around our mouth. With diseases such as influenza and, specifically, the latest coronavirus, COVID-19, those areas are the fastest ways for a virus to enter the body.

      The mouth, eyes, and nose are gateways, if you like, and when you touch them, especially with dirty hands, you are essentially giving the virus an open invitation to enter your body and wreak havoc.

      Many diseases, like COVID-19, are spread via respiratory droplets when an infected person coughs or sneezes. You come into contact with those droplets on a surface, touch your face without realizing, and, hey presto, the infection is in and running riot.

      So, really, the most important thing is to keep your hands clean. But, the sheer fact that a disease can enter your body so easily should be reason enough to stop touching our faces anyway, right?  But what happens when you are told, "stop touching your face!" Why, you touch it, of course! It's an ingrained habit and is one of the hardest to break, but, especially right now, it's a habit we all need to break.

      Throughout this guide, you will learn how these diseases spread so easily via the face and hands, why we touch our faces, and why it's so hard to stop, as well as several useful tips on stopping.

      Quitting is hard, but you can do it.
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      We are now a few months down the line after the WHO declared COVID-19 a pandemic. Unless you have been in complete hibernation, with no TV, radio, or internet, then you have most likely seen the adverts and the government messages. These recommend that to stop the virus spreading, you must frequently wash your hands, keep your distance from others, and stop touching your face.

      You also know that the latter is one of the hardest things to do, and lots of our most prominent public officials have discovered that, having been videoed touching their own faces, unconsciously, while telling us all not to do it.

      So, why do we do it? Well, it goes back to before we were born. A fetus will touch its face in utero, so, in effect, it's a habit we were born with.  Why we continue to do it is one of the most open questions ever asked, and some research suggests that it helps us to regulate our emotions.

      The thing with habits is, we can break them. It's hard but, with willpower and concentration, we can do it. But how do you break a habit that you don't even consciously realize you have? And yet, still, along with thorough and frequent handwashing and social distancing, the CDC, the WHO, and any other medical or world body you can think of, all say that avoiding touching our face is the quickest way to prevent the disease spreading.

      But we've been in this situation for a few months now, and there really isn't an end in sight, not for the foreseeable future, anyway. And, to be fair, what once seemed to be quite a straightforward guideline is now becoming less so. Can you touch your face when you are at home? If your nose itches, can you scratch it? Should you use your sleeve or a tissue, and not your hands?

      It's all quite confusing, and, truthfully, we can't go through life, never touching our faces.

      Why We Can't Stop

      There are plenty of reasons why we constantly touch our faces, and one of them, quite legitimately, there's a lot on our faces that needs to be adjusted. Lots of times, people touch their noses because something doesn't feel quite right. We rub our eyes, perhaps because we are tired or we have something in one of them. We shift our hair out of the way of our faces. When we eat, our hands go to our mouths. We scratch itches, we brush crumbs off, we do all sorts, and we can't seem to stop.

      Part of that is down to the reward. There is nothing nicer than the relief we get from scratching an itch, and it doesn't take long before it becomes a habit, and we do it without even getting that reward. At the end of the day, we are but mere human beings, and that is just the way we work. Our brains become hard-wired to do something, and we do it, mostly without even thinking.

      Touching your face helps spread disease

      It sure does. SARS-CoV-2, or COVID-19 as we know it, is a respiratory disease, a kind of flu virus. It gets into the body via the respiratory tract, and the way into that is through the mouth, nose, and eyes.  There are two main ways it can happen. First, you are near to someone who is infected, and coughs or sneezes; the particles are shot into the air and can drift, and you can breathe them in – that's why social distancing is so important.

      The second way is via touch, and this is where the face touching becomes a major issue. We touch lots of things throughout the course of a day, and we don't know how many of them may have the virus on them. Touch a shopping trolley handle, for example, and then touch your face. If there are virus particles on the handle, you just invited it in. We're not sure at the moment what surfaces the virus can survive on and for how long but, after some experimentation, it's been suggested that it can survive on some surfaces for a few hours and others for days.

      Think of it this way too. You go shopping; you grab a trolley and head into the store. You pick up things, put them in your trolley. You have no idea whether the virus is living on any of those items. Then your phone buzzes with a  text. You reply, putting your hands all over the screen. Back in your pocket, the phone goes, and off you go around the store again. Then your phone rings, so you answer it, putting it up against your face.  You finish your call, put the phone back in your pocket, and finish your shopping. No doubt, during the time you have been in that store, you've touched your face several times, not just with your phone but with your hands too.

      From there, it goes on – you touch your car door, your steering wheel, your front door, and so on. If that shopping trolley handle or any one of those items in the store had the virus on it, it's now all over you and all over everything you have touched. Potentially, you've contributed to the spread of it, as everyone who follows you, touching the same things as you, can potentially pick it up too.

      Frightening, isn't it?

      So, you have to avoid your whole face, right?

      The nose, mouth, and eyes are the main gateways into your respiratory system; they are mucosal surfaces that allow the virus easy entry into your body. So, you can scratch your forehead, right? In theory, yes. Potentially, because your forehead is not a mucosal surface, the virus cannot enter your body. That's fine. Until you scratch your forehead with a dirty hand and then touch the rest of your face.

      Right now, experts do not think it possible for the virus to move around a surface by itself.  No other virus has behaved in that way before, and it's a bit of a push to think that the virus will leap from your forehead into your eyes or your mouth. But you can move it there. In short, any time you touch your face, wherever you touch it, you are potentially putting yourself at risk of catching the virus.

      What about the ears?

      Your ears are not considered to be an easy entry point for viruses or disease as they do not have the same cells that the nose, eyes, and mouth have, those virus-friendly cells.  That said, you should try to leave them alone, at least until you have clean hands. Anything above your neck should be considered as a gateway for the virus, so avoiding contact as much as possible is advised.

      OK, can I touch my face at home?

      Sure, you can … so long as you know exactly who has been there, what has and hasn't been cleaned, or you live alone and have no visitors, and keep your house spotlessly clean. Then yes, you can touch your face.

      The thing is, when you try to break a habit, you have to do it consistently. At the end of the day, you are trying to retrain yourself not to do something so, saying that you shouldn't touch your face while you are out, but then doing it while you are at home, will only make it harder to stop.

      Before we move on to some useful tips and tricks, I want to take a diversion for a moment, and talk methods of disease transmission and the links in the infection chain. This will go some way towards showing why it is so important to stop touching your face, among other things.
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