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Abstract

Can wearing an anti-COVID face mask bring any positive effects on social inter-
actions? Based on objective self-awareness theory (OSA), our pilot experiment
tested whether wearing an anti-COVID-19 face mask—a facial covering that should
reduce self-focused attention—can predispose people to spontaneity in social inter-
actions. Upon randomization (N=91), participants were asked to either wear or not
wear a mask while completing an online survey that assessed their willingness to be
spontaneous in various imagined social situations (e.g., willingness to express ideas
in public). As expected, participants who completed the survey while wearing a face
mask reported higher levels of anticipated spontaneity, declaring they would have
been more willing to express their ideas in the proposed interactions than those who
did not wear a mask. Results support the hypothesis that anti-COVID face masks
reduce objective self-awareness by drawing others’ focus away from the person’s
face. This effect seems to eventually encourage people’s propensity to spontaneity
and ideas’ expression in social interactions. Implications concerning both positive
and negative potential consequences of this effect, as well as possible directions for
deepening the study of social effects of anti-COVID measures and further testing the
theory of objective self-awareness, are discussed.
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Can wearing an anti-COVID face mask bring any positive effect on social interac-
tions? In an era where wearing a mask is essential to counteract the spread of the
coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19; e.g., Eikenberry et al., 2020; Leung et al.,
2020), several studies have shown that surgical face masks can compromise inter-
personal communication (e.g., Bandaru et al., 2020; Carbon, 2020; Karagkouni,
2021). Yet, the potential positive effects of anti-COVID masks on their wearers’
social attitudes remain unexplored. The present work aims to apply past theoretical
frameworks to fix this gap and test whether a medical mask used to limit the spread
of COVID-19 can have positive effects on social interactions. Specifically, as it cov-
ers a portion of the face reducing self-focused attention, we suggest that wearing an
anti-COVID-19 face mask increases people’s spontaneity in social interactions.

In general, the psychological effects of wearing a mask have already been pro-
posed and reported in the past (Castle, 1986; Gell, 1975; MacGowan & Rosse,
1924). Facial masks, defined as coverings for all or part of the face (e.g., theater
masks, makeup, and costumes), have been associated with disinhibition, transfor-
mation, facilitation of self-expression, and other psycho-somatic changes (Cooper,
1999). To our best knowledge, however, no study has ever generalized these effects
to anti-COVID-19 face masks (e.g., surgical masks, FFP2 masks, and N95 respira-
tors). In other words, there is no proof that anti-COVID face masks can bring similar
effects for their wearers.

On the other hand, inferring that medical face masks bring the same effects as
other non-medical masks is not a straightforward move. First, one of the most cited
explanations for the disinhibiting effects of facial masks relies on the anonymity one
can achieve by covering their face. People wearing masks indeed feel less identi-
fiable and thus experience more disinhibition (e.g., Emunah, 1994; Saigre, 1989;
Baptiste, 1989), but anti-COVID face masks do not reach the same coverage of inte-
gral facial masks, and thus do not ensure complete anonymity. Secondly, the specific
meaning of medical masks could interfere with the effects that other (non-medical)
masks usually have on their wearers. Indeed, a variety of studies have shown that
clothes affect both cognition and behavior in virtue of what they symbolize (Adam
& Galinsky, 2012; Civile & Obhi, 2017; Karl et al., 2013; Mendoza & Parks-Stamm,
2020; Slepian et al., 2015), and medical face masks should convey meanings related
to the pandemic, such as social distancing measures. Then, why should one expect
that anti-COVID face masks can improve spontaneity in social interactions?

Previous research on facial masks’ psychological effects (e.g., Cooper, 1999;
Johnson & Downing, 1979) proposed that the disinhibiting effects of wearing a
mask can also be explained in terms of a reduced degree of self-awareness. The the-
ory of objective self-awareness (OSA; Duval & Wicklund, 1972; Silvia & Duval,
2001; Wicklund, 1975) defines “objective self-awareness” as a psychological state in
which the individual orients their attention towards themself, thus taking the self as
an object. This self-focused attention makes the person recognize the potential dis-
tance that may exist between their actual self and ideal self—a discrepancy between
how the person currently is (i.e., actual attainment) and the standards they strive to
achieve in terms of “correct” behavior, attitudes, and traits (i.e., aspirations). Since
this discrepancy is usually negative, OSA often coincides with an aversive affective
drive that motivates the person to reduce the discrepancy, for instance by changing
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the self to match standards (e.g., trying to speak like a sociable guy, or behaving like
a good student). This drive can thus interfere with spontaneity in social interactions,
with the person trying to control their behavior to adhere to the standards (e.g., a
person can inhibit their expression of ideas if these may disappoint the interlocutor).

The attentional focus of the individual changes its orientation from outward to
inward depending on various stimuli that remind the person of their objective sta-
tus (e.g., Wicklund & Duval, 1971; Ickes et al., 1973). Factors that increase self-
awareness include occasions for social comparison, evaluative judgments, mirrors,
audiotapes of the person’s voice, and any other symbols or reflection of the self that
is capable of inducing self-observation, such as the knowledge of being attended by
others. In this latest case, the presence of an audience does not automatically induce
self-awareness, but the self readily becomes the focus of attention once the person
realizes that the audience is paying attention right to some of their personal features
or if failures and negative judgments become probable (e.g., in public speaking;
Wicklund, 1975; when going public on social media; Sciara et al., 2021).

On the other hand, a series of stimuli can reduce self-awareness by drawing the
individual’s attention outward, away from the self. These stimuli mainly include
distractors, such as a television program, a concert, or a distracting noise, but also
active motor actions (e.g., physical activities and sports; Duval & Wicklund, 1973),
and any other factor that is capable of deviating attention away from the intra-self
discrepancies, such as deindividuation (e.g., being in a group of masked, inter-
changeable people; Duval & Wicklund, 1972; Silvia & Duval, 2001). More than
that, because of the motivation generated by the perception of a discrepancy within
the self, the person is also expected to actively avoid those stimuli that induce self-
focused attention. This will result in an aversion to mirrors, the focus of others,
cameras, and other comparable stimuli (Wicklund, 1975). As a derivation, since
anti-COVID-19 masks cover the person’s appearance and draw others’ focus away
from their face, wearing them should reduce self-focused attention and objective
self-awareness, finally encouraging more spontaneous interactions with others. This
effect should be even more evident in specific social situations in which the attention
of others on the person’s self is greater, such as in public, or in the company of peo-
ple who one is not familiar with or does not want to disappoint.

Other frameworks and models also support the above prediction. According to
Carver and Scheier’s control theory (1981), a reduced self-attention should decrease
the inhibitory effect of behavioral standards on actual behavior, with masked peo-
ple behaving more spontaneously (e.g., Scheier et al., 1974). More generally, face
masks provide a sense of protection (Saigre, 1989), which is expected to be even
reinforced in the case of anti-COVID face masks, since they actually protect the
individual from getting infected by coronavirus (e.g., Nakayachi et al., 2020). Simi-
larly, according to embodied cognition theorists (e.g., Shapiro, 2019), the physical
features of the agent’s body, including a material covering of the face, influence cog-
nitive processes. In this sense, wearing an anti-COVID mask should reduce the per-
son’s perceived vulnerability and in turn elicit a more spontaneous attitude in social
interactions.

Based on OSA theory and the above conceptualizations, the present pilot experi-
ment tested whether wearing an anti-COVID-19 face mask induces people to feel
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Table 1 Participants’ spontaneity in social interactions depending on whether they were wearing an anti-
COVID-19 face mask or not

Face mask wearing t P
No mask Mask up
M (SD) 2.00 (.64) 2.42 (.81) 2.61 .012
Mdn 2.00 2.27
Bootstrap 95% CI [1.85,2.17] [2.16, 2.69]
N 57 34

Note. Means, standard deviations, and medians refer to participants’ spontaneity in various imagined
social interactions (11 items, e.g., willingness to express sincere ideas in public). Scales ranged from 1
“not at all” to 5“very much.” Bootstrap estimates for 95% CIs for the means were obtained with 5,000
resamples. Ns indicate the numerosity of each experimental group

more spontaneous and thus more willing to express their ideas in various social
interactions. For the purpose, we referred to and operationalized a specific defini-
tion of the concept of spontaneity that directly stems from the OSA theory. Spon-
taneity can be seen as a condition in which the person is free from the constraints
due to the state of objective self-awareness—a condition in which their attentional
focus would have been oriented towards themself and that could produce anxiety
and embarrassment, compromising concentration and ideas’ expression (e.g., Duval
& Wicklund, 1972; Silvia & Duval, 2001; Wicklund, 1975). The study applied an
experimental design in which participants were asked to either wear or not wear a
mask while completing an online survey' that assessed their expected spontaneity in
several imagined social situations, both in terms of expected feelings and behavior.
In this regard, it is important to note that imagined events can evoke similar feel-
ings to those induced by perceived events (e.g., Suengas & Johnson, 1988) and that
intentions can be treated—at least in pilot tests—as a good proxy of behavior (e.g.,
see the theory of planned behavior; Ajzen, 1985).

Method

Participants, Design, and Sensitivity Power Analysis

Ninety-one Italian adults (67.0% females; M,,.=22.26 years, SD,,.=3.94) volun-
teered in a one-factorial between-subject experiment in which the wearing of an

anti-COVID-19 face mask was manipulated (Manipulation of Face Mask Wearing:
no mask vs. mask up).? Participants’ spontaneity in social interactions (e.g., their

! Data collection was conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic with social distancing measures in
lace.

P Notably, participants randomly assigned to conditions did not complete the online questionnaire in

equal proportions (i.e., 57 in the “no mask” condition, and 34 in the “mask up” condition). The sensitiv-

ity power analysis was thus computed with actual numbers reached in the randomized conditions (see

Table 1).
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willingness to express their ideas in different social situations) served as the depend-
ent variable. The study had 80% power to detect an effect size of at least d=0.54
in pairwise comparisons (i.e., a medium effect according to Cohen, 1988; a=0.05;
one-tailed tests; non-centrality parameter 6=2.51; see G*Power 3.1, Faul et al.,
2007).

Procedure and Materials

The research was introduced to participants as investigating people’s sensations
and opinions concerning the wearing of anti-COVID face masks. Before starting, a
brief text warned participants that during completion, the survey might require them
to wear an anti-COVID mask or not, and that we needed them to carefully follow
instructions in both cases. Hence, participants that at that moment could not guar-
antee that they could follow the instructions—i.e., that already knew they could not
decide to wear or not wear a mask—were kindly invited to leave the survey before
starting completion and, if they wanted, resume it later.

After participants gave their informed consent, they filled out an anonymous
online questionnaire. The questionnaire consisted of two parts. The first part entailed
demographic questions and the instruction concerning the manipulation. Upon ran-
domization, participants in the “mask up” condition were asked to wear a mask for
the entire duration of the survey, while participants in the “no mask” condition were
asked not to wear a mask (i.e., “For the completion of this questionnaire, you are
required to wear/not to wear an anti-COVID face mask, covering nose and mouth”).

The second part of the questionnaire consisted of 11 items intended to meas-
ure participants’ spontaneity in various social interactions while wearing an anti-
COVID face mask (dependent variable). Each item was ad hoc created and incor-
porated (a) a short description of a social situation in which certain elements of the
interaction would elicit objective self-awareness® (e.g., having to answer a difficult
question from the professor in front of the entire class) and (b) a specific question
intended to evaluate participants’ expected spontaneity in the presented situation.
For example, participants answered the following questions: “When wearing a mask,
do you feel comfortable and inclined to interact with a group of people you are not
SJamiliar with?”; “Could wearing a mask make it easier for you to express a sincere
idea which might raise the disappointment of your interlocutor?”; “In a new class
in which you do not know anyone, does wearing a mask make you feel more willing
to take the first step and introduce yourself first?”’; “During a seminar, a question
for the speaker that could be naive or trivial comes to your mind. Could wearing
a mask make you feel more comfortable with making your question?”; “Imagine
there is a person in front of you that you like. Would wearing a face mask make it
easier for you to ask them for a date?”. Notably, although the dependent variable’s
questionnaire referred to spontaneity “while wearing a mask,” only participants in
the “mask up” condition actually wore a mask in completing the survey. We thus
3 In the questionnaire measuring spontaneity in social interactions, some of the items focused on partici-
pants’ subjective experiences associated with objective self-awareness (e.g., feeling observed or judged

by others), while other items focused on their willingness to spontaneously express ideas and thoughts in
specific situations (e.g., raising questions in public or complaining aloud about something).
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maintained the control and the experimental conditions (no mask vs. mask up) as
similar as possible—the only difference between the two regarded the actual wear-
ing of a mask, the facial barrier expected to reduce objective self-awareness. In so
doing, we reduced the plausibility of several alternative explanations, including
a priming explamation4 (e.g., Doyen et al., 2014; Klauer, 1997; Weingarten et al.,
2016). Answers were provided on Likert-like scales ranging from 1 (not at all) to
5 (very much). The mean of the 11 items indicated participants’ total anticipated
spontaneity in social interactions while wearing a mask. The reliability of the scale
was adequately high (Cronbach’s =0.85; 11 items). At the end of the survey, par-
ticipants were asked to confirm they wore/did not actually wear a mask, depending
on their experimental condition. All participants followed instructions. Finally, they
were debriefed and thanked for their participation.

Results

Table 1 summarizes the descriptives and the main results of the study. As expected,
participants who completed the survey while wearing a face mask reported higher
levels of spontaneity in social interactions (e.g., more willingness to express their
ideas) than those who did not wear a mask, #(57)=2.61, p=0.012, d=0.59. Lev-
ene’s test indicated unequal variances, F=6.25, p=0.014, so the 7 test’s degrees of
freedom were adjusted from 89 to 57. In addition, considering the non-equality of
variances among the two experimental groups, we sought confirmation of this result
through a non-parametric test. A Mann—Whitney test confirmed the hypothesized
effect, with participants in the “mask up” condition reporting a higher spontaneity
than their counterparts, U=1,263.50, p=0.016.

Discussion

Drawing on OSA theory (Duval & Wicklund, 1972), we hypothesized and found that
anti-COVID-19 face masks increase their wearers’ willingness to be spontaneous in
social interactions, for example, by encouraging the expression of ideas in demand-
ing social circumstances (e.g., in public). This result supports the idea that medi-
cal masks reduce objective self-awareness by drawing the person’s attentional focus
away from the self and that this shift consequently increases social spontaneity.

4 According to a priming explanation, wearing anti-COVID masks can induce the psychological recall-
ing and activation of other concepts related to those masks—in our case, for example, the concept of
protection, because masks protect from the virus and counter the pandemic, or the concept of social
approval, since, during a pandemic, wearing masks is positively viewed from others. This kind of
thoughts and respective affective evaluations, however, would have qualified as an alternative explanation
for the reported effect on spontaneity in social interactions. We tried to control for this and similar alter-
native explanations by making participants in the “no mask” and “mask up” groups imagine themselves
in the same identical situations—e.g., expressing ideas in public while wearing a mask—where only the
experimental group actually wore an anti-COVID mask (i.e., a facial barrier).
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According to other consistent conceptualizations, however, the disinhibitory
effect of anti-COVID face masks could also derive from a sense of psychological
protection due to using medical devices (Nakayachi et al., 2020). Further studies are
welcome to elucidate which specific process actually mediated the present result,
possibly isolating the protective effect from the covering effect induced by wearing
masks. As we explained, only the latter is expected to reduce objective self-aware-
ness. For instance, if the present effect of masks on spontaneity is explained by OSA,
we should expect it to disappear in the case of transparent masks, which ensure pro-
tection without covering the lower portion of the face (Marini et al., 2021). Con-
versely, if the increased spontaneity in social interactions is due to the sense of
protection, face masks should affect social behavior in the same way, regardless of
whether they are transparent or not. In this sense, the theory-driven inclusion of per-
tinent mediators and/or moderators in future studies will certainly shed light on this
and possibly extend the evidence in favor of the proposed process.

Another alternative explanation that should be considered in interpreting our
result is the possibility that the reported effect was caused—or co-caused—by a
meaning-making process with respect to the task of wearing a mask while complet-
ing a computer assignment. The requirement to wear a mask while doing something
on a computer might have sounded strange to our participants and thus have stimu-
lated, in them, attempts at making meaning for the proposed procedure. However,
even if we cannot exclude that a process of meaning making interfered with the
current experimental test, it is important to consider that, before the survey, par-
ticipants in both the groups had been warned that, during completion, the computer
might have required them to wear an anti-COVID mask or refrain from doing so.
Participants who could not follow the instructions were thus invited to leave the
survey or, if they wanted, complete it later. This means that a potential process of
meaning making—if it occurred—plausibly involved both groups, thus reducing
the difference between conditions and, in turn, the probability that our result was
due to meaning making rather than to wearing an anti-COVID mask. In any case,
to exclude this alternative explanation, future scholars might want to introduce in
their research procedures a new experimental condition in which participants are
requested to do something strange while completing the survey—i.e., something that
is equivalent to wearing a mask but not implying facial coverings (e.g., the require-
ment to wear a jacket).

Other limitations of the present study may concern the nature of our measure-
ments and the recruited sample. The questionnaire we used was indeed highly
reliant on self-reports, including the item intended to control that our participants
followed the survey’s instructions. Also, we only examined participants’ expected
levels of spontaneity and intentions to interact with others in a series of imagined
situations, and not their actual feelings, or social behavior (e.g., we measured their
willingness to express ideas in public, not their actual expression of ideas). Then,
even if imagined events can induce similar feelings to those induced by perceived
events (e.g., Suengas & Johnson, 1988) and intentions might be a good predictor
of behavior (e.g., see the theory of planned behavior; Ajzen, 1985), future studies
should confirm the presented finding by implementing behavioral measurements
of spontaneity and measuring respective feelings contextually. Another limitation
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stems from the demographic characteristics of our sample (i.e., mainly young and
female), which are associated with a stronger influence of physical appearance on
self-esteem (Pliner et al., 1990). This influence, in turn, may have increased self-
efficacy and self-confidence in the “mask up” condition (e.g., Boyd & Hrycaiko,
1997), thus representing an alternative explanation for the reported result. Similarly,
other individual differences might have intervened in producing the observed effect
and should thus be considered as control variables by future research.

Despite its limitations, our study suggests that wearing an anti-COVID mask can
improve some aspects of social communication. We found first evidence that facial
masks can bring social benefits for their wearers by orienting their attentional focus
away from the self, and thus facilitating their social interactions and a more spon-
taneous expression of ideas. With a mask, in fact, the individual’s attempts to con-
trol their expression of thoughts to meet standards would be less intense, with their
attentional focus orienting outward, towards the social exchange. Consequently,
being free from the constraints due to objective self-awareness might finally lead to
several benefits. A reduced OSA could for example help the person feel less anxious,
comment aloud, express their ideas sincerely, concentrate on what others are saying,
and thus promote a natural social exchange and a better comprehension, all critical
aspects of communication. Furthermore, as suggested by previous scholars, sponta-
neity is generally associated with a number of other positive psychosocial outcomes,
such as increased emotions recognition, creativity, and learning (e.g., Kipper et al.,
2010; Mangalam & Guha, 2017; Ramdani & Rahmat, 2018). In this sense, our result
not only encourages the study of the positive effects of wearing a mask but also the
exploration of the potential social benefits of other anti-COVID recommendations/
restrictions, such as the benefits of home isolation on families’ time spent together
and consequent levels of happiness (Giizel et al., 2020).

As demonstrated so far, however, face masks can also have negative effects on
social relationships, such as a reduced emotional connection between people (Car-
bon, 2020). Similarly, the effect of anti-COVID masks on spontaneous social inter-
actions should be considered more critically. Appropriate interaction is the best
interaction possible, and, in some situations, spontaneity may not represent the most
appropriate way to interact with others—e.g., if it might offend or disappoint peo-
ple. In its extreme manifestations, spontaneity could even lead to impulsiveness and
disinhibition, translating into tactless, rude, or even offensive actions. This would
finally affect how people comply with rules and social norms. A decrement of OSA
may thus reverberate in the moral domain and increase the perception of anonym-
ity and deindividualization, with a higher subsequent risk of engaging in antisocial
behaviors (e.g., Zimbardo, 1969).

Conclusions
Drawing on the theory of OSA (Duval & Wicklund, 1972), we found that wear-
ing anti-COVID-19 face masks increases people’s willingness to be spontaneous

in social interactions. This finding supports OSA theory by suggesting that, since
masks cover a substantial portion of the face, wearing them reduces objective
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self-awareness and encourages spontaneity in social interactions. In guiding future
research, this first result not only represents an initial contribution to fixing the lit-
erature gap on the positive social effects of wearing masks but also permits a better
understanding of broader psychosocial processes. Wearing anti-COVID-19 masks
seems to facilitate some aspects of social communication by increasing spontaneity
and avoiding constraints associated with OSA. Spontaneity, however, can either be
positive or negative for social interactions. Inappropriate spontaneity, for instance,
can induce a feeling of deindividualization and in turn a higher risk of antisocial
behaviors. In this sense, our pilot study highlights the need to move beyond a con-
ception of the face mask as a mere protective device but as an item with psychoso-
cial implications and cultural significance.

Abbreviations COVID: Coronavirus disease; COVID-19: Coronavirus disease 2019; OSA: Objective
self-awareness
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