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Social perception of wearing masks: An exploratory study 

Tayeba Khatun1* 

ABSTRACT 

Covid-19 changed our daily lifestyle in different ways, may it be in the form of social 

distancing, lockdowns, or wearing masks. Masks will be included in long run as a daily 

essential accessory even when the situation becomes normal. Thus, impression formation, 

perception, schema and related phenomenon of stereotyping are sure to be effected. This 

study is an attempt to explore the probable facial features and type of masks that provides the 

perceiver a cue to make a rough idea of occupation to which the person wearing the mask is 

associated with. The qualitative analysis of the data provides us a clear understanding that 

there lies a pattern or basic idea of which mask type is most likely to be used by which 

professional. Also, there is an underlying pattern in which particular facial features are 

associated with a job type. This study clearly directs for future studies on similar grounds. 

Keywords: Masks, COVID-19, Social Perception 

ith the sudden onset of SARS-CoV-2 i.e.  Severe acute respiratory syndrome 

Corona virus 2, the world faced several dramatic changes including social 

distancing, complete lockdowns and even using face masks as a ritual (Feng.et.al, 

2020). The social life of all is severely affected in a way or other and the way people used to 

perceive others. Using any face masks is found to decrease exposure and infection risk on a 

population level (van der Sande M. et.al, 2008) and thus people across the globe are 

motivated to make and wear self-made masks as they are cost efficient and don’t develop the 

crisis for medical masks as they are highly needed by the ones associated with the medical 

field (Carbon, 2020).This new compulsion will soon turn into fashion trend and will be 

followed religiously. Carbon (2020) stated that face mask will be seen in different social 

situations in long run. However, it is a new addition to the facial features that people will use 

in perceiving others and creating impressions about others. Literature reviewed by Shen.et.al 

(2019) exhibited that people can quickly infer traits of personality from face alone and in 

their own study participants were found to form implicit impression through trustworthiness 

of faces. It is quite clear through the literature that faces provide people cues to form 

impression and it affect their behavior towards the person in some way or the other. Facial 

features do add important information about emotional state, gender, personality and even 

behavior (Carré and McCormick, 2008). And the most important finding is that these cues 
are considered in every then and now situation from choosing a partner, friend, employee or 

even suspecting a criminal.  
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While adding and supporting the above ideas it was found that black complexion or 

stereotypically black faces is often associated with criminal category (Kleider.et.al, 2012). 

Similar results were supported for Black women that stated that Black women or women 

with darker complexion were treated differently than women having lighter complexion in 
terms of prison sentences, who were more leniently sentenced and served less in prison than 

Black women (Viglione, Hannon, and DeFina. 2011). However interestingly, a study on 

facial cues and trustworthiness found that dark complexion faces were rated as more 

trustworthy by both Chinese and Caucasian participants and added that participants used 

facial attractiveness cues for judging trustworthiness (Xu.F. et.al, 2012). Zebrowitz & 

Montepare (1992) studied childlike faces and revealed that faces having round face, thin 

eyebrows, a small nose bridge and large eyes distinguished as childlike faces and individuals 

having babyface were thought to have more childlike attributes than mature faced 

individuals.  

 

Bereczkei and Mesko studied the length of hair length and attractiveness of women as 

perceived by men. They revealed that women having neotenous facial features like large 

eyes, small nose were perceived as most attractive. A large pool of literature too adds that 

these cues of perception were somehow or the other was related to or are similar to the 

attractiveness cues.  

 

The current study thus focuses to ascertain the way in which wearing masks adds to facial 

characteristics information and derived conclusions. 

 

METHODOLOGY 

Participants 

Participants between the ages of 15 to 71 years volunteered to participate where 64 Male, 44 

female and 1 of the participants identified himself as other. They did not know the person 

whose faces were used in the experiment. Participants gave informed consent before the 

experiment and they were assured for safeguarding their information. 

 

Variables 

The portraits used were the composite face generated by the researchers using morphing 

method including images of 20 most attractive male and female faces respectively 

(Duggal.et.al,2016).These two portraits from their study was then manipulated using facial 

feature manipulation applications to generate 32 male portraits with 4 mask types and 32 

female portraits with 4 mask types for Job categories of Doctors, Soldiers, Artists, Murderer 

and Thief.  

 

Procedure 

A closed ended questionnaire including the pictures generated by manipulation applications 

was forwarded online to the participants. Participants were asked to associate the faces with 

the some neutral (Artist) or negative (Thief and murderer) or positive (Doctor, and Soldier) 

jobs for every category of mask type (i.e. having eight options varying on facial features).  

 

RESULTS 

The data collected is represented in Tables and categorized under different job profile titles 

and subdivided into different mask types and gender. 
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Doctor 

The data in Table-1 indicates that out of total respondents, 18.35% of the respondents 

believed that men having narrow forehead are more likely to match their perception of 

Doctors wearing white masks. 
  

Only 4.58% of respondents believed that men having thin eyebrows are Doctors. While the 

responses for female portraits wearing plain white masks, indicates that 27.52% of the 

respondents believed that females having oval face are more likely to be Doctors. Whereas 

only 3.67% of the respondents chose large eyes as a facial feature to be associated with 

female Doctors wearing white masks.  

 

The data also indicates that 15.59% respondents supported that None of the faces of male 

wearing FFP2 mask resembles to a Doctor. While 13.76% of the respondents went with the 

idea that men having oval face are more likely to be a doctor. The least number of 

respondents believed that Men having large eyes are likely to be a doctor. Among the 109 

respondents 11.0% believed Dark complexion is associated with Female doctors wearing 

FFP2 mask, while none of the respondents chose large eyes. Only 4.58% of the respondents 

believed that thin eyebrows are associated with female doctors.  

 

24.78% of the respondents chose none of the male portraits wearing black mask to be a 

doctor. While 12.84% of the respondents chose male portrait having Dark complexion to be 

a doctor and only, 5.50% respondents chose large eyes to be associated with Male doctors 

wearing black masks. Majority (19.99%) of the respondents believed that oval face is more 

closely associated with female doctors out of the portraits wearing Black mask. While only 

2.75% of the respondents chose large eyes as a feature to be associated with female doctors 

wearing black masks. 

 

 26.60% of the respondents chose none of the options while 11.0% believed that Narrow 

forehead is more closely associated with male doctors out of the portraits wearing Printed 

masks. Whereas only 3.66% of the respondents chose large eyes as a feature to be associated 

with male doctors wearing printed masks. Also, 20.18% believed that oval face is more 

closely associated with female doctors out of the portraits wearing Printed masks. Whereas 

only 0.91% of the respondents chose Large eyes as a feature to be associated with female 

doctors wearing printed masks. 

 

Table-1 represents the frequency for each facial feature perceived to be associated with 

Doctors 
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Table-2 represents the frequency for each facial feature perceived to be associated with 

Soldiers 

 
 

Table-3 represents the frequency for each facial feature perceived to be associated with 

Artists

 
 

Table-4 represents the frequency for each facial feature perceived to be associated with 

Murderers 

 
 

Table-5 represents the frequency for each facial feature perceived to be associated with 

Thieves 
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Table-6 represents the frequency for each mask type perceived to be associated with Job 

type 

 
 

Soldier 

Table-2 represents that 21.10% of the respondents chose male portraits having dark 

complexion wearing white mask to be a soldier. While only, 4.58% respondents chose broad 

forehead and another group of 4.58% respondents chose Large eyes to be associated with 

soldiers. Data represents that 17.43% of the respondents chose female portraits having Thick 

eyebrows wearing white mask to be a soldier. While only, 3.66% respondents chose broad 

forehead to be associated with female soldiers. This finding is similar to that of male 

soldiers where least respondents chose Broad forehead to be a trait associated with Soldiers. 

 

Data gathered represents that 25.68% of the respondents went with male portraits having 

dark complexion wearing black mask to be a soldier. While only, 3.67% respondents chose 

large eyes to be associated with male soldiers. This is similar to the earlier findings of male 

portraits having white masks. 15.59% of the respondents went with female portraits having 

dark complexion wearing black mask to be a soldier and another 15.59% participants went 

with Thick eyebrows to be associated with female soldiers. The findings are parallel with the 

earlier findings. While only, 4.58% respondents chose large eyes, another group of 4.58% 

chose thin eyebrows and rest 4.58% believed oval face to be associated with female soldiers 

wearing black masks. This is similar to the earlier findings of male portraits having white 

masks. 

 

Data gathered for FFP2 masks represents that 21.10% of the respondents went with male 

portraits having dark complexion to be a soldier. The findings are parallel with the earlier 

findings. While only, 4.58% respondents chose thin eyebrows to be associated with male 

soldiers. 16.51% of the respondents went with female portraits having dark complexion 

wearing black mask to be a soldier. The findings are parallel with the earlier findings. While 

only, 2.75% respondents chose thin eyebrows to be associated with female soldiers, which is 

similar to the data gathered for male portraits and same mask type.  

 

For printed masks, 17.43% of the respondents chose none of the portraits, as similar to their 

prototype of soldier while 16.51% went with male portraits having dark complexion to be a 

soldier. The findings are parallel with the earlier findings. While only, 3.66% respondents 

chose small eyes to be associated with male soldiers. Bargraph-18 represents that 17.43% of 

the respondents female portraits having oval face wearing printed mask to be a soldier. 

While only, 2.75% respondents chose small eyes to be associated with female soldiers. 

Which is similar with findings in case of portraits of male soldiers wearing printed masks.  
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Artists 

Table 3, represents that 17.43% of the respondents chose male portraits having oval face 

wearing white mask to be an Artist. While only, 6.42% respondents chose dark complexion 

to be associated with male Artists, while another group of 6.42% chose round face in 
addition to 6.42% of respondents who chose large eyes to be a trait of Artist. Bargraph-22 

indicates that 18.34% of the respondents went with female portraits having oval face 

wearing white mask to be an Artist. This similar to what is found for male artists. While 

only, 4.58% respondents chose thick eyebrows to be a trait of Artist. 

 

Data in the table indicates that 16.51% of the respondents chose male portraits having small 

eyes wearing black mask to be an Artist. While only, 4.58% respondents chose round face to 

be a trait of Artist.17.43% of the respondents chose female portraits having oval face and 

wearing black mask to be an Artist. While only, 4.58% respondents chose female face with 

broad head to be a trait of Artist. 

 

For FFP2 masks, 15.59% of the respondents chose none of the male portraits, while 13.76% 

chose portrait chose round face to be an Artist. While only, 4.58% respondents chose male 

face with narrow forehead to be a trait of Artist. 17.43% of the respondents chose none of 

the female portraits, while 16.51% chose portrait chose oval face and wearing FFP2 mask to 

be an Artist. While only, 2.75% respondents chose female face with thin eyebrows to be a 

trait of Artist. 

 

For portraits with printed masks, 15.59 % of the respondents chose narrow forehead and 

wearing printed mask to be an Artist. While only, 3.67% respondents chose male face with 

broad forehead to be a trait of Artist. 13.76% of the respondents chose oval face, while only, 

4.58% respondents chose female face with large eyes to be a trait of Artist. 

 

Murderer 

The data in Table 4 indicates that out of total respondents, 20.18% chose none of the 

portraits and 16.51% of the respondents believed that men having thick eyebrows are likely 

to be a murderer, and only 4.58% of respondents chose round face to be associated with 

male murderers and another group of 4.58% of respondents chose oval face to be associated 

with male murderers wearing white masks. The data collected for female portraits indicates 

that out of total respondents, 17.43% chose none of the portraits and 15.59% of the 

respondents believed that women having thick eyebrows are likely to be a murderer, and 

another group of 15.59% chose large eyes to be trait of female murderer. Only 4.58% of 

respondents chose broad forehead to be associated with female murderers among nine 

female portraits wearing white masks. 

 

The data for black masks indicates that out of total respondents, 17.43% chose dark 

complexion to be a trait likely to be found in male murderers. Only 2.75% of respondents 

chose thin eyebrows to be associated with male murderers among nine male portraits 

wearing black masks. The data indicates that out of total respondents, 16.51% chose none as 

their choice, while 13.76% went with Large eyes to be a trait likely to be found in female 

murderers. Only 1.83% of respondents chose broad forehead to be associated with female 

murderers among nine portraits wearing black masks. 

 

The data also indicates that out of total respondents, 20.18% chose none as their choice, 

while 14.67% went with thick eyebrows to be a trait likely to be found in male murderers 

wearing FFP2 masks. Only 4.58 % of respondents chose oval face and another 4.58% of the 
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respondents went with the idea of thin eyebrows to be associated with male murderers 

among nine portraits wearing FFP2 masks. The data in Bargraph-36 indicates that out of 

total respondents,18.34 % chose none as their choice, while 14.67% went with large eyes to 

be a trait likely to be found in female murderers, which quite similar to the data collected for 
other type of masks in category of murderers. Only 3.67 % of respondents went with the 

idea of thin eyebrows to be associated with female murderers among nine portraits wearing 

FFP2 masks.  

 

The data for portraits wearing printed masks indicates that out of total respondents, 20.18 % 

chose none as their choice, while 15.59% went with dark complexion to be a trait likely to 

be found in male murderers. Only 3.67 % of respondents went with the idea of narrow 

forehead to be associated with male murderers among nine portraits wearing printed masks. 

The data also indicates that out of total respondents, 17.43 % chose none as their choice, 

while 13.76% went with large eyes to be a trait likely to be found in female murderers. Only 

5.50% of respondents went with the idea of narrow forehead to be associated with female 

murderers among nine portraits wearing printed masks, which is similar to the earlier 

findings for male counterparts.  

 

Thieves 

The data in Table 5 indicates that out of total respondents, 19.26 % chose none as their 

choice, while 15.59 % went with small eyes to be a trait likely to be found in male thief 

wearing white masks. Only 4.58% of respondents chose round face to be associated with 

male thieves among nine portraits wearing white masks. The data indicates that out of total 

respondents, 20.18 % chose none as their choice, while 14.67 % went with small eyes to be 

a trait likely to be found in female thief similar to their male counterparts while another 

group of 14.67% went with round face to be associated with the female thieves. Only 2.75% 

of respondents chose broad forehead to be associated with female thieves among nine 

portraits wearing white masks. 

 

The data also indicates that out of total respondents, 17.43 % went with small eyes to be a 

trait likely to be found in male thief similar to the male portraits wearing black masks. Only 

3.67% of respondents chose oval face to be associated with male thieves among nine 

portraits wearing black masks. The data in table 5 indicates that out of total respondents, 

17.43 % chose none of the portraits, 13.76% went with round face to be a trait likely to be 

found in female thieves. Only 4.58% of respondents chose broad forehead to be associated 

with female thieves among nine portraits wearing black masks. 

 

For portraits with FFP2 masks, 19.26 % chose none of the portraits, 12.84% went with small 

eyes to be a trait likely to be found in male thieves. Only 5.50% of respondents chose oval 

face to be associated with male thieves. The data indicates that out of total respondents, 

23.85 % chose none of the portraits, 13.76% went with small eyes to be a trait likely to be 

found in female thieves. Only 1.83% of respondents chose broad forehead to be associated 

with female thieves among nine portraits wearing FFP2 masks. 

 

The data for printed masks indicates that out of total respondents, 18.34 % chose none of the 

portraits, 14.67% went with thick eyebrows to be a trait likely to be found in male thieves. 

Only 4.58% of respondents chose broad forehead to be associated with male thieves among 

nine portraits wearing printed masks. The data in Bargraph-48 indicates that out of total 

respondents, 20.18 % chose none of the portraits, 12.84 % went with small eyes to be a trait 
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likely to be found in female thieves. Only 2.75% of respondents chose thick eyebrows to be 

associated with female thieves among nine portraits wearing printed masks. 

 

Masks types and perceived jobs 

The data in Table -6 indicates that out of total respondents, 32.11% of the respondents 

believed that men wearing plain white masks to match their perception of Doctors and only 

6.42% of respondents believed that men wearing printed masks are Doctors. While data for 

females indicate that out of total respondents, 34.86% of the respondents believed that 

women wearing FFP2 masks, match their perception of Doctors and only 10.09% of 

respondents believed that women wearing printed masks are Doctors. Also, the results show 

that least number of respondents i.e. only 10.09% of the participants felt that printed masks 

might be used by female doctors.  

 

Out of total respondents, 41.28% of the respondents believed that men wearing black masks 

to match their perception of Soldiers and only 11.0% of respondents chose Printed masks to 

be used by soldiers And out of total respondents, 35.77% of the respondents believed that 

women wearing black masks, match their perception of Soldiers and only 11.92% of 

respondents chose white masks to be used by soldiers. The idea of using black masks by 

female soldiers is similar to the findings for male portraits. 

 

The data indicates that out of total respondents, 39.44% of the respondents believed that men 

wearing printed masks, are much more likely to be an artist and only 11.0% of respondents 

chose FFP2 to be used by male artists. While for females the data collected indicates that out 

of total respondents, 36.69% of the respondents believed that women wearing printed masks, 

are much more likely to be an artist and only 11.0% of respondents chose FFP2 to be used 

by male artists. The results very well match with the data for the portraits of male, where 

respondents chose printed masks to be most likely to be used by artist. The reason might be 

that they Artists are thought to be creative and liking designs and patterns rather than plain 

texture. 

 

The data also indicates that out of total respondents, 33.94% of the respondents believed that 

black masks are more likely to be used by male murderers and only 9.17 % of respondents 

chose FFP2 to be used by male murderers. While for females, out of total respondents, 

38.53% of the respondents believed that black masks are more likely to be used by female 

murderers as similar to the male counterparts and only 7.33 % of respondents chose FFP2 to 

be used by female murderers. This finding is also similar to that of the males. 

 

The data represented in Table-6 indicates that out of total respondents, 36.69% of the 

respondents believed that black masks are more likely to be used by male thieves just like 

murderers and only 6.42 % of respondents chose printed masks to be used by male thieves. 

Also, out of total respondents, 33.02% of the respondents believed that black masks are 

more likely to be used by female thieves just like murderers and their male thieves and only 

8.25 % of respondents chose white to be used by female thieves.  

 

DISCUSSION 

The results clearly outline the fact that there is a huge similarity or an underlying pattern 

between the responses of the participants. Thus, it can also be understood that people do 

associate a particular facial feature with a particular job along with the idea that a particular 

type of mask is highly likely to be used by a particular kind of people or people associated 

with a particular job. 



Social perception of wearing masks: An exploratory study 
 

© The International Journal of Indian Psychology, ISSN 2348-5396 (e)| ISSN: 2349-3429 (p) |    57 

In case of doctors’ portraits, narrow forehead is the most commonly supported trait thought 

to be present in a male doctor irrespective of the mask used. While in case of female doctors, 

oval shape is associated most of the time irrespective of the mask used. However, there is 

also an underlying pattern noticed in the case of least number of people supported the idea of 
a doctor having large eyes irrespective of gender and mask used. 

 

In case of the doctors both plain white mask and FFP2 masks are mostly associated with 

doctors irrespective of gender and least number of the participants believed that printed 

masks are to be used by Doctors irrespective of Gender of portraits. The reason behind these 

findings might be that since respondents must have experienced white plain surgical masks 

to be used in medical environment and must have encountered Doctors generally wearing 

white masks. Similar is the responses associated with FFP2 mask. Since recently these 

masks were highly recommended and used by medical professionals, and somehow the idea 

of doctors wearing FFP masks is accommodated in the prototype of doctors. Since, 

handmade masks are suggested to be used by general public since unavailability of medical 

masks was reported and government asked people to use handmade masks so that surgical 

and Filtering face piece masks can be used by people who are in front line fighting with 

Covid-19 like medical professionals and Covid-19 patients. And the results run parallel to 

the data for male portraits. 

 

In case of Soldiers, dark complexion is thought to be a trait associated with soldiers, by most 

of the participants, irrespective of the mask and gender portraits. The reason behind 

maximum respondents believed Dark complexion as one of the traits to be associated with 

Soldier since they are trained hard under the sun and there is huge probability that soldiers 

will grow dark under normal circumstances. However Broad forehead is the least preferred 

option in case of White masks for both gender portraits, large eyes is least preferred in case 

of black masks in both gender, small eyes is least preferred in case of Printed masks, and 

Thin eyebrows is the least preferred irrespective of gender in case of soldiers wearing FFP2 

masks. 

 

Also, in case of Mask type, Soldiers are found to be associated with Black masks 

irrespective of gender categories and least associated is printed and white masks. The reason 

behind this finding might be that soldiers are using black as a bandana or any other 

accessory is preferred to be black if not the camouflage color since ages in any defence 

service. Also, recently the senior officers of Indian Army discussed on the matter of wearing 

masks that go with the uniform, although no particulars orders have been passed yet but 

since masks will be a necessity in future thus there is concern to put proper guidelines 

(Pandit,2020, TOI). Although Black and white is the most used colours along with 

camouflage pattern for masks in case of Soldiers. (Pandit, 2020, TOI). While viewing the 

findings for the least group of responses in case of printed masks, it is least probable to add 

anything for soldiers that don’t go with their uniform and might disrupt the uniform 

etiquettes. 

 

In case of Artist oval face type is the most preferred in case of females and for the category 

of white masks for males. However, an overall pattern is hard to specify for facial feature 

that participants thought to be associated with Artists. But there is visible similarity in case 

of choice of masks for Artists, as maximum participants believed that Printed Masks best fit 

with Artists and least number of participants believed that artists will use FFP2 masks. The 

reason behind this might be Artists are non-conformist creative people and they are thought 

to look for creative designs and patterns for everything associated with them. 
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In case of Murderers, most of the participants believed that dark complexion, thick eyebrows 

and Large eyes are the traits to be associated with Murderers. Also, narrow forehead is 

expected as a trait in Murderers in case of both male and female portraits with Printed masks 

by least number of respondents. Also, most of the respondents believed that murderers are 
likely to use a black mask and least number of participants chose FFP2 masks. Black is 

viewed or associated with bad stimuli since ages. In case of thieves, small eyes are the most 

supported trait to be of a thief irrespective of gender. While least number of respondents 

chose broad forehead to be a trait of thieves. While similar to the findings for murderers, 

most of respondents thought that, thieves are also likely to prefer black masks irrespective of 

gender and least number of respondents chose Printed and white masks as thief’s’ 

preference.  
 

Also, there is a huge pattern observed in case of the basic idea of judging a person on the 

basis of their portraits. In almost every case people showed a reluctance to associate a person 

in terms of their facial features to any occupation, although there is a similarity in what their 

idea for a male or female prototype about a particular job is. However, the reluctance in 

form of “None” responses is mostly observed in case of negatively viewed jobs like 

murderer and thief irrespective of gender. 
 

CONCLUSION 

There is a clear pattern observed in case of particular job profiles as how people perceive 

men and women associated with a particular job type to be. It might be the job 

characteristics, job duties that make employees similar like in case of Defense personnel and 

thus effects the way a person perceives a person to be associated with a particular job. Also, 

a huge similarity is found in case of use of mask. As in the case of Artists, people expected 

printed mask to be most likely used by an artist whether male or female. Thus, considering 

the present study further studies can be conducted, with implementing proper measures that 

ensures elimination of the limitations encountered in the present study. Using a larger 

sample, focusing on particular facial feature or a particular mask type to get insight of this 

topic on which we can build our further concepts. 
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