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Abstract

The objective of this study was to understand the reasons for the participant's adherence or not to the use of mask 
in case of catching a “flu”; to analyze the actions taken by the participants to avoid transmission when they had flu 
symptoms before the pandemic; identify the opinion of the participants on the use of masks before the pandemic; to 
verify the general feeling towards the use of a face mask in the pandemic, and to verify the acceptance of the population 
regarding the use of a face mask in case of symptoms of infectious and contagious respiratory diseases in post-pandemic 
times. This consists of a descriptive, exploratory study, with a qualitative approach, carried out with 62 participants 
who use public transportation. Semi-structured interviews were used in October 2020. The data collected were 
subjected to analysis according to social phenomenology and categorized according to a phenomenological approach. 
The motivations for wearing the mask in public places in case of flu in post-pandemic times show the concern with 
prevention and protection for themselves and others. Non-adherence refers to difficulty in socializing and discomfort. 
Thus, it is understood that self-care was present among several answers and that almost all the participants, in case of a 
“flu”, will wear a mask after the pandemic. It is concluded that instructing the population regarding the use of a face mask 
in public places in post-COVID-19 times in order to reduce the spread and contamination by infectious and contagious 
respiratory diseases is of paramount importance.
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INTRODUCTION

Thousands of people worldwide die annu-
ally from respiratory diseases, the elderly popu-
lation being the most affected. Since the begin-
ning of 2020, the world population is alarmed 
by the COVID-19 Pandemic, responsible for in-
fecting thousands of people around the world 
and causing millions of deaths. The World He-
alth Organization (WHO) recommended the 
use of face masks by the general population to 
prevent the spread of COVID-19, in addition 

to hygiene habits such as washing hands, cove-
ring the mouth and nose when sneezing, and 
social distancing.

Therefore, the importance of using a mask 
as a preventive measure was perceived. For 
this study, it became significant to understand 
the habit of wearing masks throughout world 
history.

At the beginning of the 20th century, masks 
were introduced in hospitals to be used by sur-

DOI: 10.15343/0104-7809.202246131141

Dilemmas about the use of face masks in post-pandemic times: 
a preventive measure and control of infectious and contagious 
respiratory diseases

1 Universidade de São Paulo – USP. São Paulo/SP, Brasil. 
E-mail: rchubaci@usp.br

131

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9564-9667
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9993-0889
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7816-6604
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4092-7949
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6901-6439
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3541-5674
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6569-6155


132

geons and professionals who were taking care 
of people with contagious diseases. In 1918, 
with the Spanish flu pandemic, which decima-
ted thousands of people in the world, the ha-
bit of wearing masks was also disseminated to 
part of the world population1.

The United States and the United Kingdom 
had several cities in which legislation was is-
sued making the use of masks mandatory by 
the population, known as the “Mask Order”, 
resulting in the decline of the pandemic1. Many 
Americans did not react positively to the man-
datory use of a mask; however, in Japan, the 
population understood that the use of a mask 
represented a certain control over the devasta-
ting pandemic1. Thus, the use of masks became 
a habit for Japanese people that lasts until the 
present time.

The outbreaks and fears of severe acute res-
piratory syndrome (SARS) in 2003 and avian 
influenza in 2004, considered infectious dise-
ases, led the World Health Organization to 
recommend all countries to be committed to 
“the development or updating of national flu 
prevention plans”2.

Infectious diseases can be understood as 
those of immediate and rapid transmission, 
caused by any organism that can generate a 
disease; in some cases, the disease originates 
from an intermediate agent, transmitter or vec-
tor (bacteria, viruses, parasites, and fungi), and 
respiratory diseases are pathological changes 
in the body that affect the structures of the res-
piratory system (nasal cavities, pharynx, larynx, 
trachea, bronchi, bronchioles, and terminal 
bronchioles), such as influenza, tuberculosis, 
bronchitis, influenza, sinusitis, and asthma3.

In addition, as a result of the COVID-19 pan-
demic, self-care, such as the habit of wearing 
face masks in public, has become necessary as 
a preventive measure, given that this measu-
re contains the proliferation of the virus from 
symptomatic households, caregivers, and peo-

ple who live in long-term care institutions, to 
those who circulate in crowded spaces, such 
as public transport4.

These hygiene habits are effective in pre-
venting other infectious and contagious res-
piratory diseases; however, it is evident that 
most of them were introduced into the routine 
of the Brazilian population after the COVID-19 
pandemic, becoming habits that were not con-
sidered common in the country before5.

This study was justified due to the current 
COVID-19 pandemic and the high rate of ou-
tbreaks and deaths that affect the world po-
pulation annually. In Brazil the elderly are the 
main victims of infectious and contagious res-
piratory diseases6. There is also a lack of natio-
nal studies and research that address the use of 
face masks in public places in the prevention 
of these infectious-contagious respiratory dise-
ases.

Thus, promoting public awareness about 
the prevention of infectious and contagious 
respiratory diseases by using preventive mea-
sures, such as face masks and hygiene habits, 
becomes essential for health promotion7.

In this context, based on the premise that 
encouraging the use of face masks by the po-
pulation will promote a measure of individual 
protection and decrease of the spread of in-
fectious and contagious respiratory diseases, 
this study aimed to understand the reasons for 
the participant's adherence or not to the use of 
mask in case of catching a “flu”; to analyze the 
actions taken by the participants to avoid trans-
mission when they had flu symptoms before 
the pandemic; identify the opinion of the parti-
cipants on the use of masks before the pande-
mic; to verify the general feeling towards the 
use of a face mask in the pandemic; and to ve-
rify the acceptance of the population regarding 
the use of a face mask in case of symptoms of 
infectious and contagious respiratory diseases 
in the post-pandemic scenario.
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METHOD

The research was of a qualitative nature, 
carried out during the month of October 2020. 
The convenience sample had 62 participants, 
around the Tatuapé Metro in the city of São 
Paulo.

The sample inclusion criteria were: being 
over 18 years old, both sexes, without cogni-
tive impairment, and able to answer the ques-
tions. The exclusion criteria were: not having 
time available to participate in the study and 
not using a face mask. The risk of the research 
was minimal and if the participant felt uncom-
fortable, he could immediately withdraw from 
the interview without any consequences. All 
participants signed an Informed Consent Form.

The data collection instrument consisted of 
semi-structured questions, which included so-
ciodemographic data and questions related to 
the use of face masks. The interview was con-
ducted in person on the pedestrian bridge that 
connects the two Tatuapé train and subway 
stations, lasting approximately 15 minutes.

The methodological framework used was 
Alfred Schütz's Social Phenomenology, which 
is based on the “understanding of the action of 
subjects in the social world, having as referen-
ce the intersubjective relationships inscribed in 
their daily experiences”8. 

Schütz and Luckmann9 highlighted the so-
cial relationship as an essential element in the 
interpretation of the meanings of the subjects' 
actions in the everyday world; this everyday 

world being constituted by a structure that 
enables the social construction of subjects, in-
fluencing their relationships. 

Caring requires the establishment of a face-
-to-face relationship, which Schütz defined as 
one in which the subjects involved are awa-
re of each other and mutually engaged at the 
same time and space9.

From the knowledge and in the light of Al-
fred Schütz's social phenomenology8, part of 
the cultural and sociological aspects that in-
fluenced the adherence or not of the partici-
pants to the use of face masks were better un-
derstood, in which care, social responsibility, 
and the health promotion both individually and 
collectively are encompassed.

For data analysis, all interviews were trans-
cribed, and detailed readings were also perfor-
med10. Thus, it was possible to identify excerpts 
from the interviews that most responded to 
our objectives and categorization according to 
what the participants’ answers meant.

After the interview, the participants recei-
ved a free disposable face mask with guidance 
on the importance of its use.

The research project was approved by the 
Ethics Committee under the opinion letter of 
CAEE 30271220.6.0000.5390 and all ethical 
precepts were respected according to Reso-
lution 510/2016 related to Ethics in Research 
with Human Beings of the National Health 
Council - Ministry of Health.

RESULTS

A total of 62 people participated in the 
study, of which 31 were women and 31 were 
men, aged between 18 and 79 years old, with 
a mean age of 48.5 years. Most lived in the eas-

tern part of the city of São Paulo, were single 
and had more than eight years of schooling.

It should be noted that 100% of the partici-
pants wore a mask at the time of the interview.
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Variables n %

Sex

Male 31 50
Female 31 50

Age
18-29 11 17.7
30-39 7 11.3
40-49 10 16.2
50-59 8 12.9
60-69 17 27.4
70-79 9 14.5

Region of residence

North 6 9.7
South 4 4
East 43 69.4
West 5 8.1
Downtown 1 1.6
Outside São Paulo 3 4.8

Marital status 

Single 27 43.6
Married 15 24.2
Widow/ widower 9 14.5
Divorced 9 14.5
Separated 2 3.2

Schooling

Incomplete elementary school 
incomplete 5 8.1

Complete elementary school 12 19.4
Incomplete high school 16 25.8
Complete high school 13 21
Incomplete university education 6 9.7
Complete university education 7 11.3
Graduate school 3 4.8

Table 1 – Distribution of sex, age, region where they 
live in São Paulo (SP), marital status and education 
presented by the research participants (n = 62). São 
Paulo (SP), 2021.

The lived type, according to Schutz8, is a cha-
racteristic of a social group, whose lived nature 
is essential, and the lived type is reached by the 
analysis of social relations. Therefore, it reached 
the commons of this social group, representing 
the opinion of a large part of the participants. The 
categories presented in the tables represent the 
lived type according to the categorization of the 
meanings of the interviews.

When the participants were asked about what 
they did to avoid transmission when they had flu 
symptoms, before the COVID-19 pandemic, it is 
observed in Box 1 that, in addition to contagion 
precautions, the use of medicines and the practice 
of personal care were reported.

Box 2 shows the participants' opinions regar-
ding the use of face masks before the COVID-19 
pandemic. These opinions ranged from the de-
gree of normality to the extreme, characterizing 
the strangeness.

According to Box 3, the main answers obtai-
ned when respondents were asked how they felt 
using the mask in the pandemic were the feeling 
of protection and discomfort.

As shown in Box 4, when asked about their mo-
tivations for using and not using a mask in a public 
place in case of flu, respondents mentioned their 
concern with prevention and protection. Among 
the negative points, the interviewees reported the 
difficulty in social interaction among mask users, 
as their use makes recognition impractical.

The incorporation or not of the habit of we-
aring masks after the pandemic and its justifica-
tions are shown in Box 5.

It is noteworthy that almost all the participants 
expressed adherence to the use of the face mask 
even after the COVID-19 pandemic. For several 
factors, the most cited among them was the pre-
vention of the disease.

However, eleven participants stated that 
they will not use the disposable and/or reusable 
face mask in public places after the COVID-19 
pandemic in the presence of flu symptoms. 
They claimed that it would not change much, 
mainly due to the feeling of discomfort genera-
ted by its use.
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Box 1 – Actions taken to prevent transmission when 
they had flu symptoms. São Paulo, SP - October 
2020.

Actions before COVID-19 pandemic
Avoid crowds/social distancing
Stay at home
Use of medications and vitamins
Be careful when coughing and sneezing
Use of medicinal teas
Do not share items
Avoid cold weather and wear warm clothing
Hand washing

Box 2 – Opinions about people who wore face 
masks. São Paulo, SP - October 2020.

Opinions before the COVID-19 pandemic
Carrier of chronic diseases
Found it strange and unusual
Important for self-protection
Fear of contaminating yourself
Normal

Box 3 – Feelings regarding the use of face masks. 
São Paulo, SP - October 2020.

Feelings during the COVID-19 pandemic
Feels good and protected
Feels normal and adapted

Feels obligated to use it

Feels bad and uncomfortable

Feels short of breath

Box 4 – Motivations regarding the use of a mask in 
a public place in case of flu/infectious-contagious 
respiratory disease. São Paulo, SP - October 2020.

Reasons to wear a mask Reasons not to wear a 
mask

Prevention Difficulty recognizing each 
Other

Avoid transmission It interferes with social life
Safety and security Feeling of suffocation
Self-care Feels uncomfortable

Box 5 – Would you continue to wear a face mask in 
a public place after the COVID-19 pandemic if you 
had flu symptoms? São Paulo, SP - October 2020.

YES, I would wear the 
mask

NO, I would not wear a face 
mask

Avoid transmission See no need
Prevention Feels uncomfortable
Feel protected
Became a habit
Fear of the virus’ return

DISCUSSION

The results showed that most participants, 
before the COVID-19 pandemic, took actions 
to avoid transmission when they had flu symp-
toms. However, these concerns still need to 
be incorporated by people, as a study carried 
out in Wuhan, which used COVID-19 data as-
sociated with the registration of individuals' 

cell phones, identified that people's mobility 
was the main factor in the spread of SARS-
-CoV- 2, before the implementation of the 
sanitary mandates11. In other words, reducing 
the mobility of people can help delay the ef-
fects of the peak of the pandemic, making the 
spread of the disease slower.
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According to a Brazilian study12 that esti-
mated the effects of social distancing measu-
res and the use of a face mask in the Metro-
politan Region of São Paulo, it indicated that, 
by adopting the correct use of the mask, they 
helped to reduce the demand on the health 
system and the death of almost 90 thousand 
people during the pandemic12.

According to the literature13, to verify how 
effective quarantine measures are in order to 
prevent deaths from COVID-19, including 22 
articles on epidemics such as SARS, MERS and 
COVID-19, it has been shown that quarantine 
is an effective measure to reduce the number 
of cases of COVID-19. However, for effecti-
ve control of the disease, quarantine must be 
combined with other prevention measures, 
such as hand washing, use of a face mask, 
non-sharing of personal items, and respect for 
social isolation.

When questioning the opinion of the parti-
cipants in this study about people who wore 
face masks in public places, the COVID-19 
pandemic broke paradigms such as: “people 
who wore face masks had chronic or trans-
missible diseases”. However, due to the se-
verity of the pandemic, the use of the mask 
became mandatory to reduce the contagion, 
and in this way, the face mask became less 
strange for the population and better accep-
ted as a protective measure14. Therefore, the 
pandemic scenario contributed to combating 
prejudice about the use of masks. In addition, 
this habit can remain post-pandemic, thus 
contributing to the reduction of other infec-
tious and contagious respiratory diseases. In 
summary, face masks that, before COVID-19, 
were seen as “unusual”, are now considered a 
“necessary” item in public places.

Undoubtedly, the COVID-19 pandemic 
broke paradigms regarding the use of mask, 
after all, the main form of transmission of the 
virus happens through personal contact. The 
infected person, even without symptoms, 

when coughing or sneezing, releases small 
droplets that can contain the virus and, conse-
quently, contaminate the person who is close, 
and/or surfaces or objects. However, due to 
the great demand of Public Health, the use of 
the mask became mandatory, to reduce con-
tagion and, thus, the frequency of use became 
less strange for the population and better ac-
cepted as one of the protective measures14.

In this context, Japanese health authorities, 
aiming to prevent the spread of influenza, in 
2007, published a chapter in their pandemic 
guidelines in which they clarified the use of 
masks in the community environment by both 
sick and healthy individuals in public environ-
ments15.

When asked how they felt using the mask 
in this pandemic, one of the responses ob-
served was that they felt protected. This is in 
line with studies that showed that face masks, 
when used correctly, effectively interrupt the 
dispersion of particles expelled by coughing 
or sneezing, which prevents the transmission 
of respiratory diseases16.

A study carried out in China, on post-expo-
sure transmission in public transport, highligh-
ted the importance of wearing a mask, when 
a man contaminated while wearing a mask, on 
a bus with 14 passengers, was not contamina-
ted, as they were all wearing face masks17.

Thus, it is understood that the use of masks 
helps to contribute to the awareness of the 
sense of social and personal responsibility in 
facing infectious diseases17. Public participa-
tion in the implementation of public health 
measures helped to control the Severe Acu-
te Respiratory Syndrome (SARS) pandemic, 
which occurred in 2002-2003, and this will 
be critical in helping to control the COVID-19 
pandemic.

Some participants reported difficulty on 
wearing the mask as they felt discomfort, suf-
focation and shortness of breath. Despite the-
se alterations, it is known that the hospital or 
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cotton mask does not affect the levels of oxy-
gen in the blood of the individual, nor does it 
trap significant amounts of carbon dioxide18. 
These sensations can occur due to the hot air 
inside the mask that can make breathing diffi-
cult, even triggering asthma attacks in people 
who are asthmatic. In addition, wearing the 
mask too tight can also cause anxiety, which 
alters the breathing pattern18.

In the current study, when asked about the 
use of disposable and/or reusable face masks, 
respondents expressed greater adherence to 
their use even after the COVID-19 pandemic, 
due to several factors, the most cited among 
them was the prevention of disease; after 
all, the main form of transmission of the vi-
rus happens through personal contact. If, af-
ter touching a surface or object that contains 
the virus, the person takes their hands to the 
respiratory tract or eyes, they have a greater 
chance of being infected19.

It is known that it is important to take ad-
vantage of these moments of pandemic to 
make the population aware that severe respi-
ratory viruses have existed for a long time and 
that the measures taken are still insufficient to 
prevent their spread20. Most people can be-
come infected with common coronaviruses 
throughout their lives, with young children 
being more likely to become infected16.

The WHO estimates that around 290,000 
to 650,000 deaths related to respiratory dise-
ases alone occur annually worldwide21. For In-
fluenza, there has been a vaccine for at least 
22 years. There are several issues, especially 
adherence to the vaccination schedule, but 
that does not mean that it is not useful.

Respondents who stated that they would 
not use the disposable and/or reusable face 
mask in public places after the COVID-19 pan-
demic, if they had any flu symptoms, claimed 
that it would not change much, mainly due to 
the feeling of discomfort generated by its use.

Regarding the motivations for the use or 

not of face masks in public places in case of 
flu (infectious-contagious respiratory disease), 
the concern with prevention and protection 
can be highlighted, which already characteri-
zes self-care. Therefore, there is evidence that 
non-pharmacological interventions, such as 
the use of masks, when used together, can act 
in a complementary way, or simultaneously, 
so that their overlap comes to “cover the ho-
les” of the “layers” and gradually restrict trans-
mission22. In other words, the use of masks is 
a very important and essential action to avoid 
contagion among individuals who are transi-
ting the streets.

Schütz8 highlights that individuals have rea-
sons that explain their actions, which are rea-
sons that are rooted in past experiences, in the 
personality that man has developed during his 
life and which are called “reasons why”. The 
“reason why” constitutes a kind of accumula-
tion of social knowledge, which is transmitted 
by our predecessors as cultural heritage, from 
the deposit of knowledge arising from perso-
nal experience.

Despite the knowledge of the effectiveness 
of using a face mask, especially in places whe-
re it is not possible to maintain a minimum 
safety distance, its use must be accompanied 
by other non-pharmacological protection me-
asures, such as frequent hand washing23.

Among the negative points regarding the 
use of the face mask, the interviewees in this 
study reported the difficulty in social interac-
tion among mask users, as it makes it impossi-
ble to recognize people.

It is noticed that the participants have a 
“reason to” use the mask in the post-pande-
mic period. Schütz8 considers this motive as 
the state that is intended to be achieved by 
the actor's action, and is related to the on-
going action process, which is being done, 
but projected for the future. The “reason why” 
is a context of meaning, which is established 
or is established on the context of experien-
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ces available at the time of projection of the 
action, this category being essentially subjec-
tive, and can be unveil through the interpreta-
tion of the actor's subjectivity, who is the one 
who can define their action8.

When asked what they should do to pre-
vent the transmission of the flu or other infec-
tious respiratory disease, most responded that 
it would be the use of a mask, social distan-
cing and strengthening hygiene habits, such 
as hand washing and use of alcohol gel. In this 
line of thinking, it is recommended, in addi-
tion to the hands, to sanitize personal objects; 
when coughing or sneezing, in the absence 
of a tissue, you should cover your nose and 
mouth with your arm instead of your hands; 
avoid touching eyes and airways with unwa-
shed hands whenever possible24. It is also re-
commended to keep a minimum distance of 
2 meters from people who are coughing or 

sneezing, in addition to avoiding any physical 
contact, such as hugs, handshakes, and kisses, 
especially if you are a possibly infected per-
son.

One of the measures to combat COVID-19 
has been social isolation (for infected or sus-
pected people) and social distancing, directly 
affecting the routine of society. Something 
that was strongly recommended by the Minis-
try of Health: “social distancing is essential to 
delay the spread of the virus, but if you need 
to leave the house, always leave with a mask 
and gel alcohol, and avoid going to unneces-
sary places”25.

Using the perspective of Alfred Schütz's 
Social Phenomenology8, it made it possible 
for us to grasp the meanings, motives, and 
intentions attributed and experienced by the 
subjects, with regards to the use of the mask 
in the post-pandemic of COVID-19.

CONCLUSION

From the results obtained, it was possib-
le to identify that the mandatory use of the 
mask is one of the facilitating reasons that led 
the study participants to use a face mask in a 
public place. They demonstrated the concern 
that participants have regarding their self-ca-
re, even before the COVID-19 pandemic. It 
showed that, by understanding the reasons 
for adopting the use of face masks in public 
places before and after COVID-19, they reali-
zed the importance of prevention and the role 
of each one in this process.

The possibility of promoting awareness of 
social and individual responsibility in relation 
to the necessary care to avoid contagion and 
transmission of respiratory diseases is highli-
ghted, through the adoption of the use of face 
masks and hand washing. Thus, encouraging 

the use of face masks by people with symp-
toms of infectious-contagious respiratory di-
seases in public places becomes a low-cost, 
non-pharmacological method for preventing 
the spread of infectious-contagious respira-
tory diseases.

Despite the conviction that the develop-
ment of this study brings information of great 
relevance to society regarding the use of face 
masks in public places in the prevention of in-
fectious and contagious respiratory diseases, 
there is the limitation that the participants do 
not represent the position of the Brazilian po-
pulation in general. Thus, it is necessary that 
other qualitative and quantitative studies be 
carried out in other regions of Brazil, so that 
educational strategies for health promotion 
are implemented.
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Supplementary Material

Masks Project Form

Name (initials):____________Age: _____  Gender: ( ) female  ( ) male ( ) others
Region where you live: ( ) North ( ) East  ( ) West  ( ) South
Marital Status: ( ) Married ( ) In a stable relationship ( ) Single ( ) Widowed  ( ) Divorced    
( ) Separated ( ) Others
Education: ( ) Fund. incompl. ( ) Fund. Compl. ( ) Medium Incompl. ( ) Medium Compl.        
( ) Sup. Comp. ( ) Sup. Incompl. ( ) Post
Number of Children: ___________   Profession:______

_______________________________________________________________________

1. Did you get the flu shot in 2020? ( ) yes  ( ) no
Because:______________

2. Would you get the COVID-19 vaccine? ( ) yes  ( ) no 
Because:______________

3. What precautions do you take to avoid the flu throughout the year?

4. What did you do to prevent transmission when you had flu-like symptoms?
(before the COVID-19 pandemic)

5. What was your opinion of people who wore face masks before COVID-19? And now?

6. How do you feel wearing the mask now in the Pandemic?

7. Would you continue to wear this disposable face mask in a public place after the 
COVID-19 Pandemic if you had flu-like symptoms? ( ) yes  ( ) no
Because:___________

8. Cite two positives and two negatives of wearing the mask in a public place in case of 
flu?
Positive:_______________________
Negative:______________________

9. Suggestion to avoid the transmission of flu or other infectious respiratory disease?

Masks Project Form
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