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Abstract

Facial expression recognition became more difficult following Covid-19 pandemic-related
recommendations to wear facial masks. Furthermore, human sense of distance has a personal space,
and nurses who provide interpersonal support need to be aware of respecting their patients’ personal
space. The objective of this study was to clarify changes in personal space (distance) during the
recognition of different facial expressions (joy, sadness, and anger) produced with or without facial
masks. Thirty participants (university and graduate school students) were recruited for this study.
In the experiment, participants were approached by a person wearing a mask that printed a full-
size photograph of each facial expression, either with or without a facial mask. Personal space was
measured as the point at which the participant commented that they did not want to be approached
any further. Friedman’s test with a Bonferroni adjustment was used for comparison of each
expression and the Wilcoxon signed-rank test was conducted for expressions with and without facial
masks. The results showed that personal space was significantly increased in order of joy, sadness,
and anger; however, no significant difference was found with or without the wearing of a facial mask.
This suggests that nurses are less likely to be perceived as invading a patients’ personal space if they
approach with a joyful rather than angry or sad expression and that wearing facial masks does not

significantly affect important non-verbal communication as perceived through facial expressions.
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