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Concern about loved ones might motivate
people to mask up, get vaccine

December 18 2020, by Nardy Baeza Bickel
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While many people have listened to messaging about wearing a mask
and following social distancing guidelines to limit the spread of
COVID-19, resistance remains.
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A new study finds that appealing to people's concerns for their loved
ones could overcome this resistance. And it may have implications for
encouraging people to get the new vaccine.

In a recent survey, people who said social distancing and COVID-safety
guidelines violated their personal freedoms responded more positively to
these ideas when they felt a loved one might be at risk of severe illness

for COVID-19.

"Emphasizing the benefits of being a protector for others (instead of
yourself) looks to be more effective in promoting greater adherence to
recommended practices," said study author Lawrence An, associate
professor of general medicine at Michigan Medicine and co-director of
the University of Michigan Rogel Cancer Center's Center for Health
Communications Research.

As the coronavirus pandemic continues to ravage the United States,
messaging focused on shaming or pressuring people to wear a mask or
avoid crowds are backfiring.

"People who respond negatively to being 'told' what to do are much less
likely—by more than 50%—to routinely wear a mask," An said.
"However, at the same time, concern for others increases mask wearing,
especially among those who report greater negativity."

An and colleagues surveyed 1,074 people across the United States about
their attitudes toward the coronavirus. They discovered two distinct sets
of attitudes toward social distancing:

* Positive beliefs that largely mirror public health messaging
* Negative beliefs, including the idea that social distancing violates
individual rights and freedoms
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Concern about a loved one's risk of severe COVID-19 infection was tied
to both higher positive attitudes and lower negative attitudes toward
social distancing. When people considered their own personal risk, they
had higher positive attitudes but it did not impact their negative
attitudes.

"When people think about what protective behaviors to follow, negative
beliefs—the perception of external control—override positive beliefs.
This means that simply repeating that people should follow public health
guidelines is unlikely to be effective," says study author Kenneth
Resnicow, professor of health behavior and health education at the U-M
School of Public Health and associate director of community outreach
and engagement at the Rogel Cancer Center.

"However, our data show that when people consider being a protector
for others, they approach risk differently. They are less likely to let their
personal beliefs and politics discourage them from practicing COVID
protection. Emphasizing the act of protecting others may help people
who would otherwise be reluctant to practice COVID protection to feel
independent and strong, rather than compliant or obedient."

Recognizing that these distinct positive and negative attitudes about
social distancing could help shape social distance policies and inform
efforts to encourage people to follow them, An and Resnicow teamed up
with CULTIQUE, a Los Angeles-based firm that advises the
entertainment industry on cultural issues, to encourage messaging about
protecting loved ones from the coronavirus in content, social media and
news.

According to the latest data from the CDC, 40% of the population is
considered at increased risk of severe illness from COVID-19. People

with chronic health issues are 12 times more likely to die from
COVID-19.
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"For those who are caring for someone with cancer or other conditions,
protecting your loved one is critical,” An said.

Protectors can take responsibility for monitoring the at-risk person's
COVID exposure and protecting them from the disease by limiting the
person's exposure to others. This includes doing the shopping,
maintaining cleaning protocols and PPE, and providing safe
transportation to appointments.

"The prospect of losing someone is even more terrible knowing that we
could be in the homestretch of this pandemic," Resnicow said. "With
vaccines on the horizon, it's more important than ever to follow social
distancing measures to help end COVID-19 sooner."

More information: Lawrence An et al. Development of a Coronavirus

Social Distance Attitudes Scale, Patient Education and Counseling
(2020). DOI: 10.1016/1.pec.2020.11.027
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