
 

Will mask wearing continue after COVID?
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Mask mandates are in place in Victoria and New South Wales as these
states continue to see COVID cases in the community. And public health
experts have argued face masks will continue to be an important measure
in our fight against the virus for some time to come.
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https://www.coronavirus.vic.gov.au/face-masks
https://www.nsw.gov.au/COVID-19/rules/face-mask-rules
https://intouchpublichealth.net.au/2021/07/02/setting-australias-COVID-immunisation-target-our-next-big-challenge/
https://intouchpublichealth.net.au/2021/07/02/setting-australias-COVID-immunisation-target-our-next-big-challenge/


 

Evidence shows masks are effective at reducing the spread of
COVID-19 in the community.

However, masks won't always be compulsory, particularly outside
outbreak situations. In most Australian states and territories at present,
masks are not mandatory but are recommended in certain settings, such
as where physical distancing is difficult.

But moving forward—as more people get vaccinated and outbreaks
hopefully become fewer and smaller—is mask use likely to stick?

Leaving it up to the public

In recent weeks, we've seen announcements from the United Kingdom
and Singapore that they're shifting their approach to COVID-19
restrictions, moving to a new way of "living with the virus."

In the UK, along with the reopening of all businesses, and lifting of
attendance caps at events, social distancing and mask wearing will
become matters of personal responsibility.

Select authorities may still require people to wear masks in certain
settings, such as in hospitals or on public transport. For example, masks 
will remain compulsory on London's public transport network.

But from July 19, the national legal requirement to wear a face covering
in shops, on public transport and in other enclosed spaces will end.

In Singapore and the UK, the governments have noted the community's
behavior will be part of the solution.

Authorities hope that even without mandates, people will continue to
wear masks in high-risk situations, such as crowded and enclosed spaces.
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https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0020748920301139?via%3Dihub
https://gh.bmj.com/content/5/5/e002794.abstract
https://phys.org/tags/masks/
https://www.COVID19.act.gov.au/stay-safe-and-healthy/protect-yourself#Face-masks
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/jul/05/lifting-COVID-rules-england-what-boris-johnson-announced
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2021-07-04/singapore-considers-a-radical-new-approach-to-COVID-19/100256272
https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-england-london-57826331
https://www.bbc.com/news/health-51205344
https://www.straitstimes.com/opinion/living-normally-with-COVID-19
https://www.straitstimes.com/opinion/living-normally-with-COVID-19
https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-england-london-57826331


 

Will discretionary mask use work?

While we know mandates increase mask use substantially, the decision
to wear a mask is influenced by many factors beyond whether or not
there are penalties in place for non-compliance. A person's age, level of
income, where they live and cultural norms can all play a role.

A review on mask use to prevent respiratory infections, conducted
before COVID-19, found people are more likely to wear a mask when
they feel at increased risk of infection, or when they think the outcome
of getting sick is severe.

Wearing a mask is also motivated by a shared sense of responsibility and
by perceived social norms (those unwritten rules or beliefs we consider
acceptable in our community). We often take cues from people we're
close to, especially in uncertain times.

Our research found perceived pressure from different avenues including
employers, mass media, government and family can all play a role in
increasing mask use.

It's difficult to know whether as countries move away from mandates,
and leave it up to individuals, we're likely to see ongoing mask use in the
community.

But it's worth looking to the Asian experience. Some Asian countries
have a longer history of wearing masks, both for protection against
pollution and for protection against infection, especially since SARS in
2003.

In Hong Kong after the outbreak, the proportion of people who reported
wearing a mask when experiencing flu-like symptoms declined sharply
from 74% in June 2003 to 39% in September 2003. But self-reported

3/5

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1201971221002745
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/1524839920983922
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4293989/
https://bmcinfectdis.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12879-020-05340-9
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/j.1467-9566.2012.01466.x
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/15917041/


 

health-related behaviors, including mask use, were still much greater in
the period after SARS compared to before it.

Researchers tracking these trends noted that in the face of SARS, people
in Hong Kong came to accept mask use as part of their "civic
responsibility".

One study looking at photographs of settings such as grocery stores and
markets in six different countries in early 2020 mapped huge variations
in mask use. This ranged from a high of 97% in Phnom Penh, Cambodia
(in Asia) through to 4% in Kinshasa, in the Democratic Republic of
Congo.

In some of these countries the level of mask use may have been
influenced by government recommendations or mandates in place at the
time.

There is an element of doubt as to whether masks will continue to be
used in countries with more individualist cultures such as the US and
Australia ("I often do my own thing"), as opposed to collectivist cultures
like those found more often in Asia ("My happiness depends very much
on the happiness of those around me").

Vaccination status could also affect mask use in the community. People
who are vaccinated against COVID-19—as a high proportion are in
countries like the UK and Singapore—may be less inclined to wear a
mask, compared to those who are unvaccinated.

The new normal?

If we're trying to shift the social norm around masks, and encourage
their ongoing use (without mandates), it's important we evolve our
messaging. This includes relevant reminders around times when masks
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https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/14600111/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/14600111/
https://academic.oup.com/jtm/article/27/8/taaa121/5881391?login=true
https://www.pnas.org/content/118/23/e2021793118.short
https://ourworldindata.org/COVID-vaccinations


 

would be most beneficial, such as:

encouraging people to put a mask on straight away if they're out
in public and start to feel unwell
encouraging mask use in higher-risk locations such as on public
transport and especially when visiting people in aged care and
hospitals.

Continuing to frame the use of masks as a social behavior is critical. We
don't send our kids to school with peanut butter sandwiches in case
there's someone with an allergy. Likewise, wearing a mask is a simple
action we can take to protect those who may be vulnerable.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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https://www.bmj.com/content/370/bmj.m3021
https://theconversation.com
https://theconversation.com/weve-become-used-to-wearing-masks-during-covid-but-does-that-mean-the-habit-will-stick-163971
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