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Introduction: Face-to-face medical and psychotherapeutic treatments during

the Corona pandemic often involve patients and health care providers wearing

face masks. We performed a pilot survey assessing the subjective experience

of wearing face masks during psychotherapy sessions regarding (i) feasibility,

(ii) psychotherapeutic treatment and (iii) communication, emotion and

working alliance in patients and healthcare professionals.

Methods: A total of n = 62 inpatients (RR = 95.4%) and n = 33 healthcare

professionals (RR = 86.8%) at an academic department of Psychosomatic

Medicine and Psychotherapy participated in this survey anonymously. The

items of the questionnaire were created by the interprofessional expert team

and were based on existing instruments: (i) the Therapeutic Relationship

Questionnaire and (ii) the German translation of Yalom’s Questionnaire on

Experiencing in Group Psychotherapy.

Results: The majority of patients rate their psychotherapy as highly profitable

despite the mask. In individual therapy, face masks seem to have a rather

low impact on subjective experience of psychotherapy and the relationship

to the psychotherapist. Most patients reported using alternative facial

expressions and expressions. In the interactional group therapy, masks were

rather hindering. On the healthcare professional side, there were more

frequent negative associations of face masks in relation to (i) experiencing

connectedness with colleagues, (ii) forming relationships, and (iii) therapeutic

treatment.

Discussion: Information should be given to patients about the possible effects

of face masks on the recognition of emotions, possible misinterpretations

and compensation possibilities through alternative stimuli (e.g., eye area) and
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they should be encouraged to ask for further information. Especially in group

therapy, with patients from other cultural backgrounds and in cases of need

for help (e.g., hearing impairment) or complex disorders, appropriate non-

verbal gestures and body language should be used to match the intended

emotional expression.

KEYWORDS

face masks, inpatient, psychotherapy, healthcare professionals, COVID-19, in-patient
psychotherapy

Introduction

The global COVID-19 pandemic challenges the healthcare
system on multiple fronts and has profound effects on the
daily lives of people worldwide (Brooks et al., 2020; Mazza
et al., 2020; Pierce et al., 2020). Meta-analyses (Vindegaard
and Benros, 2020; Busch et al., 2021; Danet, 2021; Dragioti
et al., 2022) show a significant increase in mental distress
among healthcare professionals (Mulfinger et al., 2020; Salazar
de Pablo et al., 2020; Jones et al., 2021) in addition to the
significantly increased prevalence of mental distress in general
(Xiong et al., 2020; Santomauro et al., 2021). Alongside the
medical care of SARS-CoV-2 patients, the continued treatment
of all other patients must also be ensured. The pandemic has also
led to changes in the provision of psychotherapeutic services:
while psychotherapy has partly been conducted using telephone
or videoconferencing throughout the pandemic, face-to-face
psychotherapy continued to be offered, especially for severely ill
patients in day-patient and inpatient settings (Zipfel et al., 2020).

Among many benefits of telemedicine and
telepsychotherapy (Poletti et al., 2021; Lin et al., 2022)
challenges remain, such as a “lack of control over the patient’s
environment,” reduced privacy and confidentiality, and possibly
limited assessment of treatment progress and difficulties in
establishing a therapeutic relationship without face-to-face
contact (Cataldo et al., 2021; Mitzkovitz et al., 2022).

Face-to-face psychotherapy has changed in many ways:
smaller group sizes, a distance of at least 1.5–2 m, and refrain
from physical contact, healthcare professionals, and patients
wear face masks in multiple medical and therapeutic contexts.
Face masks cover/conceal important facial features of non-
verbal communication, more specifically the lower part of the
face. Between 65 and 90 per cent of human communication
is non-verbal, with all communication containing a contextual
and a relational aspect, with the latter determining the former
(Foley and Gentile, 2010). In general, the contextual aspect
has the task of conveying information. The relational aspect
provides information about how the relationship is perceived
by the receiver. In this context, non-verbal communication is
conveyed through body posture, facial expressions, gestures,

speech quality, and predispositions, among other things (e.g.,
Watzlawick, 1969; Foley and Gentile, 2010; Wieser and Brosch,
2012). In the upper half of the face, movements such as
lifting and contracting the eyelids and raising and lowering
the eyebrows occur, whereas in the lower half of the face
(movements such as), pulling the corners of the lips, splitting
the lips, and lifting the lips occur. Different emotions are
predominantly handled by functional areas of the upper or the
lower face. Anger and sadness are more likely to be addressed
by lower functional areas, while both halves of the face are
relevant for fear and surprise. The loss of information from the
lower face through the mask thus increases the ambiguity of a
message (Carbon, 2020; Ekman and Rosenberg, 2020; Pavlova
and Sokolov, 2021).

Drawing from these findings we were interested in
potential side-effects of wearing face-masks on the therapeutic
relationship. The therapeutic alliance is a key factor for positive
treatment outcomes (Flückiger et al., 2018). On the one hand,
masks carry the risk of misrecognizing facial expressions,
especially if the expression does not match the corresponding
body language. This is particularly relevant for patient groups
for whom emotion recognition is a problem, or who are
more susceptible to emotion recognition bias (e.g., Mitzkovitz
et al., 2022). Based on previous research on the perception
of masks among individuals suffering from health anxiety
(Cannito et al., 2020), an attentional bias toward virus-relevant
stimuli (i.e., face masks) and thus interactionally disruptive
effects on psychotherapy may be assumed. Similarly, face masks
could create unfamiliar distance and impair the feeling of
coherence (e.g., Wong et al., 2013). As recent research in the
context of the COVID-19 pandemic has shown, there is also
a striking influence on the trustworthiness of the interaction
partner through the wearing of a mask (Biermann et al., 2021;
Malik et al., 2021; Cannito et al., 2022; Marini et al., 2022). As
proposed in the concept of epistemic trust (Fonagy and Allison,
2014), basal trust in a reference person as a secure source of
information can be perceived as core element of a functioning,
resilient therapeutic relationship. This relationship, or rather the
successful therapeutic relationship building, may therefore be
impaired by the wearing of a mask (Cannito et al., 2022).
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However, face masks can create possible opportunities
for increased abstinence on the part of the professional and
increased problem activation on the part of the patient (Grawe,
1997). Recent research has shown that wearing a mask is not
only obstructive. Marini et al. (2022) have shown that wearing a
mask may mitigate positive and negative perception biases since
visual information underlying trustworthiness is also available
in masked faces (Marini et al., 2022). Both can be an opportunity
and an overload depending on the current stress, resource
activation, problem, and structural level.

The Aim of this study was to explore inpatients and
healthcare professionals from a German tertiary hospital in
a department of Psychosomatic Medicine and Psychotherapy
concerning their subjective perceptions and experience of
wearing face masks within psychotherapy during the first
wave of COVID-19 outbreak in Germany in regard to three
dimensions:

1. general feedback and feasibility;
2. specific psychotherapeutic treatment; and
3. communication, emotion, and relationships with others.

To the best of our knowledge, there has been no similar
study on the above-mentioned relationships.

Materials and methods

Material and procedure

The study was conducted in a German tertiary
hospital in a department of psychosomatic medicine and
psychotherapy using a paper-and-pencil survey. The participant

sample included inpatients and healthcare professionals,
including psychotherapeutically trained nurses, physicians,
psychotherapists, and specialty therapists. Between July
and October 2020, n = 65 inpatients and n = 38 medical
healthcare professionals were invited to participate in the
survey. Therefore, we invited all patients who were hospitalized
during this period, as well as all health professionals involved
in therapeutic activities during this period, to participate
in the study. Participants were informed about the purpose
of the study, the study investigators, and the use of non-
personal data by a study information sheet. The paper-pencil
questionnaire was completed voluntarily and without any
consequences for the participants. The questionnaire was
handed out by a scientific research associate (CW), not
integrated in psychotherapeutic treatment. Patients received
the questionnaire within the first 2 weeks after admission. After
completing the anonymous questionnaire, participants could
drop the questionnaire into a locked box.

The questionnaire included n = 60 (patient version) vs.
n = 92 (staff version) items concerning experiences and
perceptions of wearing face masks in psychotherapy, both
on patient and staff side. They were developed by an
interprofessional team (psychologists, psychotherapists, clinical
scientists, physicians, nurses, and special therapists) and
were also inspired by existing validated instruments like the
Therapeutic Relationship Questionnaire (Schulte, 1996) and the
German translation of Yalom’s Questionnaire on Experiencing
in Group Psychotherapy (Mander et al., 2016). The Questions
were asked dichotomy [“Yes, face mask affects (complicates or
encourage) this area/item” or “No, face mask does not affect this
area/item”]. Furthermore, free text fields were provided for each
domain. Table 1 shows 10 exemplary items for both groups.
Please note that in addition to their subjective experience

TABLE 1 Illustration of ten exemplary items for both groups.

Patient side Health professional side

Face mask complicates/encourages. . .
OR face mask does not affect. . .

Face mask complicates/encourages. . .
OR face mask does not affect. . .

My communication with fellow patients. My personal wellbeing negatively/positively.

Me feeling understood in my problems by my therapist. My patients knowing what I expect from them.

My personal therapeutic work with the nursing team. Talking (consciously) to patients in a more resource-oriented way (such as
“auxiliary I," more praise, appreciative language, more validation, clearer language).

Me feeling free to shape the course of therapy. My patients confiding intimate things to me.

Me approaching the staff for help. My patients coping well with difficult situations in the group therapy.

Me feeling safe and secure in the group. The therapeutic work in music or art therapy.

Learning something from other patients in the group sessions (e.g., experiences,
perspectives, strategies).

My patients feeling understood by me in their problems.

Addressing many things that are important for me in the individual therapy. My patients developing positive feelings about their future in the group therapy.

Me feeling valued and/or understood by the other patients in the group therapy
sessions.

A lot of uncertainty in the team.

Me feeling that the therapist pays enough attention to my feelings. My patients feeling important and valuable in the group therapy/individual therapy.
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regarding the face masks, the healthcare professionals also gave
a rating for the potential effects of face masks on patients. No
person-specific information or information on personal data
such as gender, age, type of diagnosis, or clinical parameters was
obtained.

The responsible ethics committee of the University Hospital
and Medical Faculty of the University of Tübingen was informed
(project number: 685/2002A). For completely anonymous data,
consultation and approval on the collection, analysis, and
publication by the ethics committee is not required.

Analysis of data

Statistical analyses were carried out using IBM SPSS for
Windows, version 27 (IBM Corp., Armonk, NY, USA). We
calculated frequencies for agreeing and disagreeing with a
subjectively perceived effect of the mask on each question. Given
this data evaluation procedures, no power calculation (a priori
or posteriori) was necessary. The free text responses addressed
were analyzed with a thematic content analysis using Microsoft
Excel as the coding software (in regard to Braun and Clarke,
2006). Codes and dimensions from the data set were identified,
analyzed, and documented. During the content analysis, the
reviewers (RE and CW) familiarized themselves with the data
and developed codes. Following the search, exploration and
specification of the themes, the results of the analysis were
interpreted and integrated for both the questionnaire results
and the free text fields (RE and SHA). The resulting dimensions
were:

(i) general feedback and feasibility;
(ii) psychotherapeutic treatment; and

(iii) communication, emotion, and relationships (including
team members, patient–to patient, and patient–
healthcare professionals).

Results

A total of 62 inpatients (RR = 95.4%) and 33 healthcare
professionals (RR = 86.8%) took part in this survey. Seven
patients and five healthcare professionals had to be excluded
from the further analysis due to incomplete (>20%) or
ambiguous answers. A total of n = 55 patients (84.6%) and 28
healthcare professionals (73.7%) were included finally in the
following analyses. Figure 1 illustrates the qualitative results
within the three dimensions by healthcare professionals and
patients.

General feedback and feasibility

Over 95% of the respondents (patients and healthcare
professionals) reported wearing face masks according to the

ward rules. Overall, 68% (n = 19) of healthcare professionals
reported difficulty wearing the face mask compared to n = 36
(65.5%) of patients. In total 62% of the healthcare professionals
reported gradually getting used to wearing the mask, while only
about 40% (n = 22) of the patients managed to do so.

Both groups were concerned that face masks would be
detrimental to their health. They stated that face masks emitted
unpleasant odors, that the masks led to increased breathing
difficulties and panic attacks, and that there was increased
sweating and feelings of anxiety and panic (on the part of the
patients). On the practitioner’s side, it was emphasized that stair
climbing was impaired under the mask. A total of 54% (n = 15)
of the healthcare professionals stated that the face mask had
a negative influence on their own wellbeing. A total of 74%
(n = 27) of the healthcare professionals were able to recognize
their colleagues “at first sight” even with the mask. On the
patient side, n = 43 (79.9%) stated that they could recognize their
fellow patients at first sight despite the face masks as well. The
majority of patients, n = 45 (84.9%), stated that the face mask
did not prevent them from approaching staff (or fellow patients)
and asking for help.

Psychotherapeutic treatment

Figure 2 provides information on the direct comparison of
patients’ and healthcare professionals’ ratings of the extent to
which face masks have a negative/hindered influence on specific
therapies. The percentages refer to the “applicable percentages”
of the individual items. The healthcare professionals’ individual
ratings of the impact of facial masks are consistently more likely
to be negative (range 54.2–85.0%) than the patients’ ratings
(range 11.3–45.1%).

The interfering effect of the face mask varied depending on
the respective type of therapy. Face masks were experienced
as particularly problematic by patients in “Music therapy or
Art therapy” (n = 21, 41.2%), “Relaxation therapy” (n = 23,
45.1%), and individual guidance and therapeutic counseling by
nurses with n = 18, 34.6%. For healthcare professionals, the top
three therapies in which facial expression was experienced as
particularly interfering were “Interactional Group Therapy” and
“Body-Related Therapy” with n = 17, 85.0% each, and “Music
therapy or Art therapy” (n = 18, 81.8%). Regarding individual
therapy, the difference becomes even more apparent. More
than 65% of the healthcare professionals estimate a negative
influence of face masks in individual psychotherapy. More
precisely, 33% of the healthcare professionals thought that the
face mask prevented patients from feeling understood by the
therapist, or that they did not feel sufficiently listened to (28.6%),
or that they are perceived as honest by the patients (29.2%).
The majority of healthcare professionals, however, reported
not consciously working in a more resource-oriented or less
confrontational or exposed way (n = 23; 82%) when wearing the
face mask. Methods such as “auxiliary I” (in case of structural

Frontiers in Neuroscience 04 frontiersin.org

https://doi.org/10.3389/fnins.2022.1030397
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/neuroscience
https://www.frontiersin.org/


fnins-16-1030397 December 2, 2022 Time: 14:17 # 5

Erschens et al. 10.3389/fnins.2022.1030397

FIGURE 1

Visualization of the qualitative results in the three dimensions (i) General feedback and feasibility, (ii) Psychotherapeutic treatment, and (iii)
Communication, emotion, and relationships with others by healthcare professionals (right) and patients (left). For each dimension (i–iii), the
most frequent statements of the free text fields were compiled.
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FIGURE 2

Illustration of the ratings, shown as percentages of frequency of patients (n = 55) and healthcare professionals (n = 28) interviewed regarding a
disturbing effect by the face masks on various types of therapy. The percentages refer to the “applicable percentages” of the individual items.

ability) increased positive feedback, more appreciative language,
more intensive validation, more unambiguous language were,
however, more likely to be used with patients with complex
disorders such as anxiety, post-traumatic stress disorders, major
depression, and comorbid personality disorders, as well as in
conflict situations.

Only 11.3% of the interviewed patients reported an
interfering experience with the face mask in the individual
therapy. In the further analysis (multiple answers were possible):
from out of the seven of the 55 interviewed patients who stated
a negative influence of the face mask, six patients stated that
they felt less understood. Three patients stated that the face
mask prevented them from working with the psychotherapist to
achieve common goals/aims and five of the patients experienced
an inhibition to address relevant topics in therapy. Furthermore,
80% of all interviewed patients stated that they felt understood
by their psychotherapists despite the face mask, more than 90%
of the patients perceived the psychotherapists as “honest.” A
total of 84% even declared that they could trust and 93% stated
that they felt well supported by their psychotherapists.

In total, 85% of the healthcare professionals stated that the
face masks had an interfering effect on the interactional group
therapy, while only 21% of the patients generally assessed it
this way. In a detailed evaluation, 29% of these patients then
stated that they had difficulties in communicating with the
psychotherapists and with other patients in the group. More
than 38% saw a barrier in showing their true feelings to the

other group members. A total of 32% said that the face masks
made them less aware of their effect on the other patients
in the group and 34% admitted that the face mask made it
more difficult to react to challenging situations in the group.
The healthcare professionals stated in the free text fields that
patients with impaired hearing and patients with language
barriers in particular had increased problems in group therapy
due to the face mask.

Communication, emotion, and
relationships

About 86% (n = 19) of the healthcare professionals stated
that face masks changed the way they formed relationships with
the patients. The majority of patients (84.9%), reported that
the face mask did not prevent them from approaching staff
(or fellow patients) and asking for help. A total of 78.8% of
the patients (89% of the healthcare professionals, respectively)
said that they used alternative means of communication because
of the face masks. The eye area and eye movements, the tone
of voice and the reaction of the forehead or eyebrows were
mentioned most frequently.

Concerning the interaction and relationship formation, the
patients particularly stated in the free text fields that they have
difficulties understanding and expressing humorous remarks
and irony and that misinterpretations and misunderstandings
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tend to occur between the patients rather than with the staff.
However, the face mask also helps them to differentiate their
own feelings and needs from other patients and healthcare
professionals. Nevertheless, it is more problematic to perceive
emotions and the wellbeing of other patients in order to then
help other patients. The patients stated that the face masks
inhibit personal (physical) contact with fellow patients and
staff. Many patients criticized the lack of a “handshake” or
“consolatory touch” on the shoulder by the professional team.

Several patients stated a feeling of “anonymization” and
“isolation,” which, however, would not be permanent. Many
patients stated in the free text fields that the face masks as a
“common evil” had strengthened the feeling of solidarity within
the patient group. On the part of the Healthcare professionals,
85% denied a “we-feeling” created by the face masks. The
healthcare professionals stated that the face masks changed
the way they communicated with colleagues (n = 16; 61.6%).
They were more likely to speak in a consciously friendly,
clear, and direct way (42%). As a result of the face masks and
distance regulations, there was less exchange about hospital
structures (n = 23; 85.2%) and less interchange about patients
(n = 15; 55.6%). Over 65% found themselves less attached to
colleagues and 45% found themselves alienated by the face
masks. Moreover, many of them stated in the free text fields
that the consultation situation, the arrangement of breaks
and therapy planning were also negatively changed by this
feeling of alienation.

Discussion

The aim of this study was to assess the multifaceted
impact of face masks during the challenging circumstances
of the corona pandemic on both ends: patients and health
professionals. The majority of patients and healthcare
professionals somehow reported an impact of the masks
on psychotherapy, however, healthcare professionals had
greater concerns about masked therapy than patients. Also,
perceptions strongly differed for different types of therapy:
healthcare professionals saw the greatest negative influence
of face masks for interactional group therapy, body therapy,
music and art therapy. Patients reported an especially negative
impact during relaxation and stabilization techniques, music
and art therapy followed by individual guidance and therapeutic
counseling by nurses. One possible explanation for the diverging
results might be that patients have different expectations of
non-verbal therapies such as music, art, and body-oriented
therapies (Junne and Zipfel, 2016). Since communication in
non-verbal therapies is of secondary importance, patients may
find it more difficult to fully engage in therapy despite the mask.
As wearing of masks requires the use of other communication
channels, over 85% of respondents reported using alternative
means of communication given the face masks which mostly

included the eye area and eye movements, tone of voice, and
forehead or eyebrow responses.

On health professional side, masks lead to louder, more
clearly and kindly communication. In line with this, Hüfner
et al. (2020) conclude that raising emotional awareness in
patients with mental disorders (and perhaps in the healthcare
professionals themselves) occurs by addressing the “masked
emotions” directly and explicitly. Nevertheless, the majority
of healthcare professionals stated that the mask did not have
a great impact on the content of their sessions as that they
do not consciously work in a more resource-oriented or less
confrontational or exposed way, except for particularly sensitive
patient groups and in conflict situations. In line with this,
Barrick et al. (2021) found an increase in the usage of facial
visual features with increasing mask exposure. The more people
interacted with other mask wearers, the more they learned to
focus on visual cues from the eye area of the face, which can also
be transferred to clinical interactions in the hospital.

The greatest difference concerning the negative influence
of face masks was found within individual therapy on both
ends, professionals and patients especially for the aspects of
“being understood by the therapist,” “my therapist means it
honestly,” and “being able to trust the patient.” Although there
are mixed findings on the assessment of the trustworthiness of
a counterpart wearing a face mask, an overall tendency toward
a negative bias in the assessment of trustworthiness can be
derived from current literature (e.g., Carbon, 2020; Gabrieli and
Esposito, 2021; Marini et al., 2022).

Our results find support by Biermann et al. (2021) who
found a negatively biased perception of trustworthiness in
faces covered with a face mask among healthy individuals.
This link was amplified by the experience of high distress
which also applies for highly strained healthcare professionals
during the pandemic. Gabrieli and Esposito (2021) showed
that, compared to a non-mask condition, age, and gender of
the counterpart had an influence on the subjective perception
of trust in masked interaction partners. Adults and older
individuals and individuals of different gender were perceived to
be less trustworthy when wearing a mask. These findings can be
used to identify factors that influence the development of trust in
psychotherapy and, if possible, to take them into account in the
selection of the therapist-patient dyad. Similarly, Cannito et al.
(2022) found effects on decision-making patterns in interactions
with masked, untrustworthy interaction partners.

Based on the evidence on the effect of covering the lower
half of the face, the use of transparent face masks can be
considered since they do not impair emotion recognition and
trust attribution (Marini et al., 2021). Especially for structurally
impaired patients and for patients suffering from disorders
who are known to have a negative bias on facial recognitions
such as borderline personality disorder (Domes et al., 2009) or
schizophrenia (Ventura et al., 2013) transparent masks might
serve as a useful tool.
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Other striking differences were found concerning the social
sense of belonging between and also within the groups. On
the one hand, patients perceived the mask as a sign of “feeling
connected,” or as a “sorrow shared.” Also 85% of patients said
that the face mask did not discourage them from approaching
staff (or fellow patients) or asking for help. On the other hand,
concerning interactional group therapy, the patients stated that
due to the face masks there is a barrier in “showing feelings” in
the group. The patients also particularly expressed that they had
difficulties in responding to ambiguous remarks or in adequately
perceiving requests for help from other patients. Indeed, these
observations align well with the existing literature, which shows
that the reading and interpretation of emotions can be “severely”
disturbed by the presence of a mask, and that confusion and
misinterpretation of certain emotions can occur (Carbon, 2020;
Lau, 2021; Grahlow et al., 2022). Also, these results are in line
with general findings on impaired social interaction skills (for
instance shaping and initiating social interactions, impairments
concerning theory of mind) that can be symptom and cause of
psychiatric diseases (Schilbach et al., 2013). On the positive side,
this new “shared experience” of social interaction and finding
alternative ways to get in touch with each other may have a
positive and community-building effect. However, practitioners
reported a sense of alienation and anonymization from the team.
Current literature suggests that face masks not only reduce
the ability to accurately categorize emotional expressions, they
also make the other person seem less “close,” less trustworthy,
likeable, and intimate (Biermann et al., 2021; Grundmann et al.,
2021). It can be assumed that the practitioner’s perception was
also due to an actual enforced individualization since otherwise
usual group meetings and common meals were no longer
possible during the pandemic.

Concerning feasibility, both sides raised concerns and
complaints wearing the mask yet on the patients side, concerns
were more accentuated and related to mental health problems,
such as increased feeling of fear or panic. On the practitioner
side, it was pointed out that climbing stairs was impaired
wearing a mask. Steinhilber et al. (2022) investigated whether
wearing a medical face mask (MedMask) affects the physical
ability to work. Yet, they found that wearing face masks for
infection prevention measures during the COVID-19 pandemic
does not lead to any relevant additional physical demands,
although a slightly higher breathing effort is required. It can be
assumed that the findings were attributable to the time of the
study and the fact that the familiarization effect of wearing a
mask has not yet occurred.

During this study, the team of healthcare professionals was
entrusted with daily changing regularities (testing, taking fevers,
keeping distances, hygiene measures, isolation, etc.) in addition
to providing medically and therapeutically care to their patients.
Possibly, the assessments of the influence of the face masks in
psychotherapy are also affected by these aspects above. Most
patients stated in the last free text field on the questionnaire

that they were very grateful that further psychotherapeutic
counseling could be offered despite the current pandemic. This
form of gratefulness could also influence the rather marginal-
negative assessment of the patients.

To the best of our knowledge, this is the first study that
examined bilateral therapeutic experiences in an in-patient
setting during the early phases of the pandemic between July and
October 2020. Hospitals represent highly complex workplaces
characterized by high demands and low levels of control anyway.
Work-related stress, reduced wellbeing, burnout and symptoms
of mental illness such as depression are prevalent among
healthcare professionals (e.g., Schulz et al., 2009; Klein et al.,
2011; Mulfinger et al., 2020). Healthcare professionals often
manifest attitudes and behaviors that are characterized by a
high level of commitment and self-overload, with little ability
to distance themselves from professional problems. Since the
beginning of 2020, hospital employees have been additionally
burdened by the acute health crisis due to the COVID-19
pandemic (Sanghera et al., 2020; Vindegaard and Benros,
2020). Direct contact with patients, quarantine experiences, and
perceived health risks were identified as risk factors for increased
stress (e.g., Mulfinger et al., 2020).

This report presents the subjective results of the survey of
patients’ and healthcare professionals’ self and peer assessments,
which are always susceptible to bias. We conducted the study
during a period when there is little chance of habituation effects
from mask wearing. Most patients had previous psychotherapy
experience without a mask. Nevertheless, not conducting a
randomized controlled trial, we cannot make causal statements
about the quantitative and qualitative effects of face masks on
the three dimensions of (i) feasibility, (ii) psychotherapeutic
treatment, and (iii) communication, emotion, and relationships.
The rapidly changing situational factors and the inter- and
intrapsychic reactions toward those factors will possibly make
the associations found here appear different when the survey
is repeated at a later point in time. A direct influence
of masked psychotherapy on the attainment of individual
therapy objectives, conflict -and symptom management, and
relationship skills cannot be assessed with this study either.
The response rate for this survey was high with over 95% (for
patients) and over 86% (for health professionals), but we refer to
our sample size of N = 83 participants as a possible limitation.

The results from this study indicate that the face mask leads
to more negative assessments on the part of the healthcare
professionals than on the part of the patients. The majority of the
patients evaluate their psychotherapy as very profitable in spite
of the mask. In individual therapy, the mask seems to have a
rather marginal influence on psychotherapy and the relationship
with the psychotherapist as seen by the patients. Most patients
stated that they used alternative cues. In interactional group
therapy, the effects of the mask were interfering. Patients should
be informed about the possible influences of the face mask
on the recognition of emotions, possible misinterpretations
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and possibilities of compensation through alternative stimuli
(e.g., area of the eyes) and encouraged to ask for information.
Especially in group therapy, with patients from other cultural
backgrounds and when assistance is needed (e.g., impaired
hearing) or in cases of profound mental illness, non-verbal
gestures, and body language should be matched to the intended
emotional expression. Mitzkovitz et al. (2022) have compiled
suggestions for conducting masked psychotherapy in their
review article.

Data availability statement

The raw data supporting the conclusions of this article will
be made available by the authors, without undue reservation.

Ethics statement

The responsible Ethics Committee of the University
Hospital and Medical Faculty of the University of Tübingen was
informed and reviewed the project (project number 685/2002A).
For completely anonymous data, consultation and approval on
the collection, analysis and publication by the ethics committee
is not required. Written informed consent for participation was
not required for this study in accordance with the national
legislation and the institutional requirements.

Author contributions

RE was mainly responsible for the conception and design
of the study and wrote the first draft of the manuscript. KEG,
AH-W, SZ, and FJ gave substantial input. CW acquired the
data. RE, SHA, and CW analyzed and interpreted the data

with substantial input from HW, TF-W, and NM. RE and SHA
drafted the table and figures. RE, SHA, and KEG drafted the
revision of the manuscript. All authors commented and revealed
the final manuscript.

Funding

This study was funded by the Institutions Own Financial
Resources.

Acknowledgments

We acknowledge support by Open Access Publishing Fund
of University of Tübingen. We thank Sandra Becker and Nora
Rapps for proofreading the final questionnaire.

Conflict of interest

The authors declare that the research was conducted in the
absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could
be construed as a potential conflict of interest.

Publisher’s note

All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the
authors and do not necessarily represent those of their affiliated
organizations, or those of the publisher, the editors and the
reviewers. Any product that may be evaluated in this article, or
claim that may be made by its manufacturer, is not guaranteed
or endorsed by the publisher.

References

Barrick, E. M., Thornton, M. A., and Tamir, D. I. (2021). Mask exposure
during COVID-19 changes emotional face processing. PLoS One 16:e0258470.
doi: 10.1371/journal.pone.0258470

Biermann, M., Schulze, A., Unterseher, F., Atanasova, K., Watermann, P.,
Krause-Utz, A., et al. (2021). Trustworthiness appraisals of faces wearing a surgical
mask during the Covid-19 pandemic in Germany: an experimental study. PLoS
One 16:e0251393. doi: 10.1371/journal.pone.0251393

Braun, V., and Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qual.
Res. Psychol. 3, 77–101. doi: 10.1191/1478088706qp063oa

Brooks, S. K., Webster, R. K., Smith, L. E., Woodland, L., Wessely, S., Greenberg,
N., et al. (2020). The psychological impact of quarantine and how to reduce it:
rapid review of the evidence. Lancet 395, 912–920. doi: 10.1016/S0140-6736(20)
30460-8

Busch, I. M., Moretti, F., Mazzi, M., Wu, A. W., and Rimondini, M. (2021).
What we have learned from two decades of epidemics and pandemics: a systematic
review and meta-analysis of the psychological burden of frontline healthcare
workers. Psychother. Psychos. 90, 178–190. doi: 10.1159/000513733

Cannito, L., Anzani, S., Bortolotti, A., Di Domenico, A., and Palumbo, R. (2022).
Face mask reduces the effect of proposer’s (un) trustworthiness on intertemporal
and risky choices. Front. Psychol. 13:926520. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2022.926520

Cannito, L., Di Crosta, A., Palumbo, R., Ceccato, I., Anzani, S., La Malva, P., et al.
(2020). Health anxiety and attentional bias toward virus-related stimuli during the
COVID-19 pandemic. Sci. Rep. 10, 1–8. doi: 10.1038/s41598-020-73599-8

Carbon, C.-C. (2020). Wearing face masks strongly confuses counterparts in
reading emotions. Front. Psychol. 11:566886. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2020.566886

Cataldo, F., Chang, S., Mendoza, A., and Buchanan, G. (2021). A perspective on
client-psychologist relationships in videoconferencing psychotherapy: literature
review. JMIR Ment. Health 8:e19004. doi: 10.2196/19004

Danet, A. D. (2021). Psychological impact of COVID-19 pandemic in Western
frontline healthcare professionals. A systematic review. Med. Clín. 156, 449–458.
doi: 10.1016/j.medcle.2020.11.003

Domes, G., Schulze, L., and Herpertz, S. C. (2009). Emotion recognition in
borderline personality disorder-a review of the literature. J. Pers. Disord. 23, 6–19.
doi: 10.1521/pedi.2009.23.1.6

Frontiers in Neuroscience 09 frontiersin.org

https://doi.org/10.3389/fnins.2022.1030397
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0258470
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0251393
https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(20)30460-8
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(20)30460-8
https://doi.org/10.1159/000513733
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.926520
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-020-73599-8
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.566886
https://doi.org/10.2196/19004
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.medcle.2020.11.003
https://doi.org/10.1521/pedi.2009.23.1.6
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/neuroscience
https://www.frontiersin.org/


fnins-16-1030397 December 2, 2022 Time: 14:17 # 10

Erschens et al. 10.3389/fnins.2022.1030397

Dragioti, E., Li, H., Tsitsas, G., Lee, K. H., Choi, J., Kim, J., et al. (2022). A
large-scale meta-analytic atlas of mental health problems prevalence during the
COVID-19 early pandemic. J. Med. Virol. 94, 1935–1949. doi: 10.1002/jmv.27549

Ekman, P., and Rosenberg, E. L. (2020). What the Face Reveals: Basic and Applied
Studies of Spontaneous Expression Using the Facial Action Coding System (FACS).
Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Flückiger, C., Del Re, A. C., Wampold, B. E., and Horvath, A. O. (2018).
The alliance in adult psychotherapy: a meta-analytic synthesis. Psychotherapy 55,
316–340. doi: 10.1037/pst0000172

Foley, G. N., and Gentile, J. P. (2010). Nonverbal communication in
psychotherapy. Psychiatry 7, 38–44.

Fonagy, P., and Allison, E. (2014). The role of mentalizing and epistemic trust
in the therapeutic relationship. Psychotherapy 51:372. doi: 10.1037/a0036505

Gabrieli, G., and Esposito, G. (2021). Reduced perceived trustworthiness during
face mask wearing. Eur. J. Investig. Health Psychol. Educ. 11, 1474–1484. doi:
10.3390/ejihpe11040105

Grahlow, M., Rupp, C. I., and Derntl, B. (2022). The impact of face masks
on emotion recognition performance and perception of threat. PLoS One
17:e0262840. doi: 10.1371/journal.pone.0262840

Grawe, K. (1997). Research-informed psychotherapy. Psychother. Res. 7, 1–19.
doi: 10.1080/10503309712331331843

Grundmann, F., Epstude, K., and Scheibe, S. (2021). Face masks reduce
emotion-recognition accuracy and perceived closeness. PLoS One 16:e0249792.
doi: 10.1371/journal.pone.0249792

Hüfner, K., Hofer, A., and Sperner-Unterweger, B. (2020). On the difficulties
of building therapeutic relationships when wearing face masks. J. Psychosom. Res.
138:110226. doi: 10.1016/j.jpsychores.2020.110226

Jones, E. A. K., Mitra, A. K., and Bhuiyan, A. R. (2021). Impact of COVID-19
on mental health in adolescents: a systematic review. Int. J. Environ. Res. Public
Health 18:2470. doi: 10.3390/ijerph18052470

Junne, F., and Zipfel, S. (2016). The art of healing: art therapy in the mental
health realm. Lancet Psychiatry 3, 1006–1007. doi: 10.1016/S2215-0366(16)3
0210-3

Klein, J., Frie, K. G., Blum, K., and Von Dem Knesebeck, O. (2011). Psychosocial
stress at work and perceived quality of care among clinicians in surgery. BMC
Health Serv. Res. 11:109. doi: 10.1186/1472-6963-11-109

Lau, W. K. (2021). Face masks bolsters the characteristics from looking at a
face even when facial expressions are impaired. Front. Psychol. 12:704916. doi:
10.3389/fpsyg.2021.704916

Lin, T., Heckman, T. G., and Anderson, T. (2022). The efficacy of synchronous
teletherapy versus in-person therapy: a meta-analysis of randomized clinical trials.
Clin. Psychol. Sci. Pract. 29, 167–178. doi: 10.1037/cps0000056

Malik, S., Mihm, B., and Reichelt, M. (2021). The impact of face masks on
interpersonal trust in times of COVID-19. Sci. Rep. 11, 1–9. doi: 10.1038/s41598-
021-96500-7

Mander, J., Vogel, E., Wiesner, V., Blanck, P., and Bents, H. (2016). Yaloms
wirkfaktoren in der gruppentherapie. Psychotherapeut 61, 384–392. doi: 10.1007/
s00278-016-0119-y

Marini, M., Ansani, A., Paglieri, F., Caruana, F., and Viola, M. (2021).
The impact of facemasks on emotion recognition, trust attribution and re-
identification. Sci. Rep. 11:5577. doi: 10.1038/s41598-021-84806-5

Marini, M., Paglieri, F., Ansani, A., Caruana, F., and Viola, M. (2022). Facial
impression of trustworthiness biases statement credibility unless suppressed by
facemask. Curr. Psychol. doi: 10.1007/s12144-022-03277-7 [Epub ahead of print].

Mazza, C., Ricci, E., Biondi, S., Colasanti, M., Ferracuti, S., Napoli, C., et al.
(2020). A nationwide survey of psychological distress among italian people during
the COVID-19 pandemic: immediate psychological responses and associated
factors. Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health 17:3165. doi: 10.3390/ijerph17093165

Mitzkovitz, C., Dowd, S. M., Cothran, T., and Musil, S. (2022). The eyes have
it: psychotherapy in the era of masks. J. Clin. Psychol. Med. Settings 29, 886–897.
doi: 10.1007/s10880-022-09856-x

Mulfinger, D. B. H. N., Lampl, J., Dinkel, A., Weidner, K., Beutel, M. E., Jarczok,
M. N., et al. (2020). Psychische belastungen durch epidemien bei beschäftigten im
gesundheitswesen und implikationen für die bewältigung der corona-krise: eine
literaturübersicht. Z. Psychosom. Med. Psychother. 66, 220–242.

Pavlova, M. A., and Sokolov, A. A. (2021). Reading covered faces. Cerebr. Cortex
32, 249–265. doi: 10.1093/cercor/bhab311

Pierce, M., Hope, H., Ford, T., Hatch, S., Hotopf, M., John, A., et al. (2020).
Mental health before and during the COVID-19 pandemic: a longitudinal
probability sample survey of the UK population. Lancet Psychiatry 7, 883–892.
doi: 10.1016/S2215-0366(20)30308-4

Poletti, B., Tagini, S., Brugnera, A., Parolin, L., Pievani, L., Ferrucci, R., et al.
(2021). Telepsychotherapy: a leaflet for psychotherapists in the age of COVID-19.
A review of the evidence. Counsel. Psychol. Q. 34, 352–367. doi: 10.1080/09515070.
2020.1769557

Salazar de Pablo, G., Vaquerizo-Serrano, J., Catalan, A., Arango, C., Moreno, C.,
Ferre, F., et al. (2020). Impact of coronavirus syndromes on physical and mental
health of health care workers: systematic review and meta-analysis. J. Affect.
Disord. 275, 48–57. doi: 10.1016/j.jad.2020.06.022

Sanghera, J., Pattani, N., Hashmi, Y., Varley, K. F., Cheruvu, M. S., Bradley,
A., et al. (2020). The impact of SARS-CoV-2 on the mental health of healthcare
workers in a hospital setting—A systematic review. J. Occup. Health 62:e12175.
doi: 10.1002/1348-9585.12175

Santomauro, D. F., Mantilla Herrera, A. M., Shadid, J., Zheng, P., Ashbaugh, C.,
Pigott, D. M., et al. (2021). Global prevalence and burden of depressive and anxiety
disorders in 204 countries and territories in 2020 due to the COVID-19 pandemic.
Lancet 398, 1700–1712. doi: 10.1016/S0140-6736(21)02143-7

Schilbach, L., Timmermans, B., Reddy, V., Costall, A., Bente, G., Schlicht, T.,
et al. (2013). Toward a second-person neuroscience. Behav. Brain Sci. 36, 393–414.
doi: 10.1017/S0140525X12000660

Schulte, D. (1996). Therapieplanung. Göttingen: Hogrefe.

Schulz, M., Damkroger, A., Heins, C., Wehlitz, L., Lohr, M., Driessen, M., et al.
(2009). Effort-reward imbalance and burnout among German nurses in medical
compared with psychiatric hospital settings. J. Psychiatr. Ment. Health Nurs. 16,
225–233. doi: 10.1111/j.1365-2850.2008.01355.x

Steinhilber, B., Seibt, R., Gabriel, J., Brountsou, J., Muljono, M., Downar, T., et al.
(2022). Effects of face masks on physical performance and physiological response
during a submaximal bicycle ergometer test. Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health
19:1063. doi: 10.3390/ijerph19031063

Ventura, J., Wood, R. C., Jimenez, A. M., and Hellemann, G. S. (2013).
Neurocognition and symptoms identify links between facial recognition and
emotion processing in schizophrenia: meta-analytic findings. Schizophr. Res. 151,
78–84. doi: 10.1016/j.schres.2013.10.015

Vindegaard, N., and Benros, M. E. (2020). COVID-19 pandemic and mental
health consequences: systematic review of the current evidence. Brain Behav.
Immun. 89, 531–542. doi: 10.1016/j.bbi.2020.05.048

Watzlawick, P. (1969). “ua: menschliche kommunikation,” in Formen,
Störungen, Paradoxien, eds P. Watzlawick, D. D. Jackson, and J. H. Beavin
(Göttingen: Hogrefe).

Wieser, M., and Brosch, T. (2012). Faces in context: a review and systematization
of contextual influences on affective face processing. Front. Psychol. 3:471. doi:
10.3389/fpsyg.2012.00471

Wong, C. K. M., Yip, B. H. K., Mercer, S., Griffiths, S., Kung, K., Wong, M. C.-
S., et al. (2013). Effect of facemasks on empathy and relational continuity: a
randomised controlled trial in primary care. BMC Fam. Pract. 14:200. doi: 10.1186/
1471-2296-14-200

Xiong, J., Lipsitz, O., Nasri, F., Lui, L. M. W., Gill, H., Phan, L., et al. (2020).
Impact of COVID-19 pandemic on mental health in the general population:
a systematic review. J. Affect. Disord. 277, 55–64. doi: 10.1016/j.jad.2020.0
8.001

Zipfel, S., Stengel, A., and Junne, F. (2020). Psychotherapie in Zeiten der Covid-
19-pandemie – Eine kurze reflexion. Psychother. Psychosom. Med. Psychol. 70,
269–271. doi: 10.1055/a-1180-0529

Frontiers in Neuroscience 10 frontiersin.org

https://doi.org/10.3389/fnins.2022.1030397
https://doi.org/10.1002/jmv.27549
https://doi.org/10.1037/pst0000172
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0036505
https://doi.org/10.3390/ejihpe11040105
https://doi.org/10.3390/ejihpe11040105
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0262840
https://doi.org/10.1080/10503309712331331843
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0249792
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jpsychores.2020.110226
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph18052470
https://doi.org/10.1016/S2215-0366(16)30210-3
https://doi.org/10.1016/S2215-0366(16)30210-3
https://doi.org/10.1186/1472-6963-11-109
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.704916
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.704916
https://doi.org/10.1037/cps0000056
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-021-96500-7
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-021-96500-7
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00278-016-0119-y
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00278-016-0119-y
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-021-84806-5
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12144-022-03277-7
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph17093165
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10880-022-09856-x
https://doi.org/10.1093/cercor/bhab311
https://doi.org/10.1016/S2215-0366(20)30308-4
https://doi.org/10.1080/09515070.2020.1769557
https://doi.org/10.1080/09515070.2020.1769557
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jad.2020.06.022
https://doi.org/10.1002/1348-9585.12175
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(21)02143-7
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0140525X12000660
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2850.2008.01355.x
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph19031063
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.schres.2013.10.015
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bbi.2020.05.048
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2012.00471
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2012.00471
https://doi.org/10.1186/1471-2296-14-200
https://doi.org/10.1186/1471-2296-14-200
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jad.2020.08.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jad.2020.08.001
https://doi.org/10.1055/a-1180-0529
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/neuroscience
https://www.frontiersin.org/

	The role of face masks within in-patient psychotherapy: Results of a survey among inpatients and healthcare professionals
	Introduction
	Materials and methods
	Material and procedure
	Analysis of data

	Results
	General feedback and feasibility
	Psychotherapeutic treatment
	Communication, emotion, and relationships

	Discussion
	Data availability statement
	Ethics statement
	Author contributions
	Funding
	Acknowledgments
	Conflict of interest
	Publisher's note
	References


