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Introduction
●

Novel Coronavirus SARS-CoV-2 pandemic: 7.5 million conﬁrmed cases, 0.4
million deaths.¹

●

The ﬁght is far from over:

1.

(CSSE/Johns-Hopkins-University June 11, 2020)

Motivation

●

Measures to decrease the transmission: hand-washing, respiratory etiquette,
and physical distancing as SARS-CoV-2 spreads mostly through droplet
infection

●

Face masks for the public is debated by politicians and scientists.

●

○

Medical

○

Behavioral

This project: use ﬁeld experiment to contribute insights on how masks aﬀect
behaviors

Limited scientiﬁc evidence

I. Arguments in the Debate of Face Mask Use

Proponents

Medical: Masks reduce virus
spread through droplet
infection
(Hou et al. 2020, Yuen et al. 2020, Leung et
al. 2020, Greenhalgh et al. 2020,
Rengasamy et al. 2010, van der Snade et al.
2008)

Medical: improper use of face
masks may increase risk of
infection

Opponents

Supply shortage: Masks should
be reserved for healthcare
professionals.
Behavioral: People compensate
perceived safety by reducing
other precautions.
(Martin et al. 2020, Zweifel and Manning
2000)

Limited scientiﬁc evidence

II. Behavioral Eﬀect in Question

Proponents

Medical: Masks reduce virus
spread through droplet
infection
(Hou et al. 2020, Yuen et al. 2020, Leung et
al. 2020, Greenhalgh et al. 2020,
Rengasamy et al. 2010, van der Snade et al.
2008)

Medical: improper use of face
masks may increase risk of
infection
(Bae et al. 2020)

Opponents

Supply shortage: Masks should
be reserved for healthcare
professionals.
Behavioral: People compensate
perceived safety by reducing
other precautions.
(Martin et al. 2020, Zweifel and Manning
2000)

Research Question: Does wearing a face mask
have an effect on other people’s distance keeping
behaviors?

III. Several Mechanisms Might Be At Play
I. CLOSER: The subject feels safer due to

the experimenter wearing a mask.
OR
II. FURTHER AWAY:

?

1. Subject thinks that the experimenter
is sick.
2. Subject thinks that the experimenter
prefers other people to keep a safe
distance from her.
3. Mask serves as a reminder of
recommendations and activates
System II / salience.

IV. Field Experiment to Measure the Distance
18-24 April 2020 Timing
300 subjects queuing in front of
supermarkets, post offices and drug
stores in Berlin
30 independent observations per
treatment per experimenter
2 Treatments: With and Without Mask
Measuring the distance between the
experimenter and the subject entering the
queue after him/her with a mobile device
Detailed protocol to reduce noise
Standardized experimenter appearance

IV. Experimental Design

Measure of
distance

1.5 Meters

IV. Distance Increases With Mask
Mask has a signiﬁcantly positive eﬀect on the distance that the subjects are keeping.
VARIABLES
MaskE

(1)
distance cm

(2)
distance cm

(3)
distance cm

(4)
distance cm

(5)
distance cm

9.013**
(3.815)

8.519**
(3.757)

7.145*
(4.165)

8.502**
(3.760)

8.473**
(3.644)

14.831***
(4.904)

10.439*
(6.227)

14.386***
(5.031)

15.176***
(4.909)

2.416
(3.872)

2.569
(3.819)

MaskS

8.147
(9.626)

maskeXmasks
GenderS
152.727***
(2.565)

150.453***
(2.717)

151.126***
(2.847)

149.297***
(3.298)

157.763***
(4.396)

300

300

300

300

300

R-squared

0.018

0.046

0.049

0.048

0.114

Adj. R-squared

0.015

0.040

0.039

0.038

0.093

no

no

no

no

yes

Constant
Observations

Experimenters FE

Robust standard errors in parentheses
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1

IV. Distance and Compliance Increases With Mask

IV. Regression Analysis

Robust standard errors in parentheses
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1

IV. Compliance Increases with Mask

VI. Survey to Understand Why
26 April timing
15 Minutes Survey on prolific.co
474 German residents took the survey
463 finished - 7 recall problems = TOTAL: 456
Each participant shown an experimenter photo
5x2 conditions between subjects (each experimenter with or without mask)
1. Personal Opinion About:
(i) the distance the next person in the waiting line (behind the experimenter) may keep
(ii) the distance that the experimenter would like the next person to keep
(iii) the likelihood of the experimentator to be sick
(iv) the likelihood of the experimentator to be infectious
Incentivized tasks (0.20€ x 5 on top of their regular survey participation)
2. Average/most frequent answer of other survey participants
3. Estimating the outcome of the experiment

VI. Survey: Results
1. We don’t find evidence for the channel: subject thinks that the

experimenter is sick/infectious.

VI. Survey: Results
2. We find evidence for the channel: people think that the masked

experimenter prefers others to keep a safe distance.
3. Survey participants didn’t anticipate our results: anticipated the direction, but not
the magnitude

Related Studies
●

Mask mandates on mobility
○
○
○

●

Mask wearing on others’ physical distance keeping
○

●

Marchiori (2020): physical distance in Italy; “social distancing belt”; longer distance on the
sidewalk when wearing a mask

Mask mandates on registered cases
○
○

●

Kovacs, Dunaiskiy, and Tukiainen (2020): community mobility in Germany; anonymised GPS
data; DID; no impact on mobility
Yan, Bayham, Fenichel, and Aaron Richter (2020): mobility in the U.S.; smart device location
data; OLS; more mobility after mask mandates
Chernozhukov, Kasahara, Schrimpf (2020): mobility and registered cases in the U.S.; google
mobility reports; causal diagram; mandating masks reduced number of cases, no impact on
mobility

Mitze, Reinhold Kosfeld, Johannes Rode, and Klaus Wälde (2020): registered cases in Germany;
data from RKI; Synthetic Control Method; mask mandates reduced number of cases
Chernozhukov, Kasahara, Schrimpf (2020): mobility and registered cases in the U.S.; google
mobility reports; causal diagram; mandating masks reduced number of cases, no impact on
mobility

Mask on wearer’s physical distance keeping
○

Denmark Experiment: starting from April; 3000 wear mask and 3000 don’t

VII. Conclusion
● A ﬁeld experiment and a follow-up survey experiment to understand the
eﬀect of mask wearing on other people’s physical distance keeping
behaviors
● Instead of risk compensation, we ﬁnd mask wearing increased other’s
distance keeping and compliance
● The positive eﬀect is likely driven by people perceiving mask wearing as a
sign of a preference for longer distance and respecting that preference
● Future studies
○

Eﬀect of mask wearing on behaviors of the wearer

○

Comparing this with compliance after mandatory use is introduced

○

Replicating this result in other countries/cultures

○

Other socio-economic impacts of mask mandates (facial expressions)

Bad News
Orange County, U.S., just removed its coronavirus mask mandate
“Dr. Nichole Quick, the former chief health oﬃcer for Orange County, resigned after
she received death threats for issuing a requirement to wear face masks within 6
feet of people, according to Business Insider.”

The Timing of Mask Mandates in Federal States

Field Experiment

Survey

Mitze, Reinhold Kosfeld, Johannes Rode, and Klaus Wälde (2020)

V. Compliance and Gender

