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INDIVIDUAL DIFFERENCES IN DECISIONS ON 
PHYSICAL DISTANCING DURING THE COVID-19 

PANDEMIC
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Introduction  

The COVID-19 pandemic has raised countless questions about human behav-
ior, decision-making, cooperation, etc. Coronavirus response is viewed as including 
multiple psychological processes of decision-making on individual and societal lev-
els: threat and risk perception, moral emotions, panic development, compliance 
with social norms, influence of misinformation, suggestion, empathy, coping with 
stress, etc. (Bavel et al., 2020). These components could affect decisions to adhere 
to the new norms to a different degree. The present paper focuses on the individual 
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regulation of decision-making since individual differences and differences in risk 
representation influence prosocial actions (Zettler et al., 2021). 

The decision to wear face masks in public has become one of the requirements 
of physical distancing during the COVID-19 pandemic. In order to slow the spread 
of the virus it is crucial to adopt personal protective behaviors (wearing a face 
mask, disinfecting hands, avoiding touching one’s face) in addition to the distanc-
ing measures accomplished by closing public spaces and businesses (West et al., 
2020). However, decisions on physical distancing include not only consideration of 
the frequencies of possible outcomes (in this case, chances of getting infected or 
infecting others). They also involve the influence of risk readiness, empathy and 
responsibility for oneself and others, which is partially presented in the concept of 
prosocial orientation in behavior. 

However, conscious attitudes to a new threat do not directly lead to behavioral 
changes that correspond to new requirements. Perception of medical risks is relat-
ed to their representation in the media (Slovic, 2000) and is affected by differences 
in individual cognitive representations of risks (Chauvin, 2018). Moreover, it is 
well-established that in estimating probabilities of possible losses and threats the 
inclusion of affect removes orientation on the probability of events (Slovic & 
Peters, 2006). G. Gigerenzer (2020) emphasizes the importance of improving risk 
literacy; otherwise our decisions are influenced by the disproportionate “fear of 
dread risks”, which is the case for the fear of coronavirus. 

Risk readiness as a personality characteristic presumably could also regulate 
decision-making on social distancing. Studies on perception of medical risks by 
doctors identified a number of heuristics that help make optimal decisions in the 
ecologically valid information representation (Gigerenzer, 2015). The pandemic 
sheds a new light on the concept of ecological rationality in that it changed the eco-
logical context of risky decision-making. 

The problem of the unity of intelligence and emotions has received a new devel-
opment in the context of the pandemic. Traditionally, emotions and cognitions were 
conceptualized as opponents (Rothermund & Koole, 2018). In contrast to these 
views, the concept of multiple regulation of decisions and actions assumes that cog-
nitive, emotional and personality components of regulation mediate decision-mak-
ing process simultaneously (Kornilova, 2016). This idea is supported by the inte-
grated neural networks perspective on cognitions and emotions (Pessoa, 2008; etc.). 

Emotion regulation of decision-making is studied to a lesser extent than the role 
of rationality and cognitive processes in decision-making. Studies of framing-effect 
on the “Asian disease” problem were carried out in cognitive psychology and were 
discussed within the framework of the dual process theory (System 1 and System 
2) (Kahneman, 2011). Later in our studies on medical personnel it was demon-
strated that personality variables are related to the decision-making in this task 
(Bogacheva et al., 2020; Kornilova & Kerimova, 2018). Although D. Kahneman 
introduced emotional framing in his last book, identifying the role of emotional 
components in decision-making as well as their interaction with variables that cap-
ture attitude to uncertainty in decision-making is still the problem of the unity of 
intelligence and affect (Anderson et al., 2019).  
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The emotional toll of coronavirus is extremely high (Lima et al., 2020), there-
fore, beliefs about controllability of emotions (Tamir et al., 2007) might have a pos-
itive influence on adapting to the new norms. 

Since the emotional response to the virus is intense, we can expect that the 
Dark Triad personality traits also play an important role in decision-making as 
they represent an “unstable emotional core”. Recent meta-analysis suggests that 
prosocial behavior in different economic games is associated with higher agreeable-
ness, honesty-humility, social value orientation and lower narcissism and envy 
(Thielmann et al., 2020). In the current situation of the pandemic those with high-
er emotionality were more likely to accept the limitations, those with a higher 
Dark Factor of Personality were less likely to accept them and perceive this pan-
demic as a risk for their close others, and those with higher neuroticism were more 
likely to worry about COVID-19 (Zettler et al., 2020; Zettler et al., 2021). 

Rationality also plays a role in adhering to new norms. People who performed 
better on tests that measure willingness to engage in deliberate, reflective process 
were less likely to think about the pandemic as a deception and more likely to 
adhere to social-distancing measures and handwashing (Stanley et al., 2020). 

A serious health threat highlighted the importance of such an aspect of deci-
sion-making as care for self and for others. Philosophical aspects of this issue were 
developed by M. Foucault and some Russian authors (Ivanchenko, 2009). 
Decisions related to the risk of contracting the virus and infecting others put this 
issue in the context of the pandemic. In this vein, it was shown that both trait and 
situational empathy promotes prosocial intentions (Pfattheicher et al., 2020).  

Objective 

The aims of this study are: 1) to identify the main reasons for choosing to wear 
or not wear a face mask (as a measure of physical distancing) on a Russian sample 
using verbal tasks that model alternative reasons behind the choice; 2) to examine 
the influence of individual differences in emotional regulation, the Dark Triad per-
sonality traits, risk readiness rationality, etc. on a decision to wear a mask and on 
reasons behind this decision. 

In contrast to social surveys, we designed the study using verbal problems with 
choices to adhere to physical distancing requirements or not. Verbal tasks were 
used to identify reasons behind the choice in modeling situations both for everyday 
and professional decisions (Kornilova, 2016; Sternberg et al., 2000). In this study 
our goal was to identify the influence of personality characteristics on the choice. 

Hypotheses 

1. Personality traits of empathy, rationality, problem-solving self-efficacy and 
malleable implicit theory of emotions are positive predictors of adhering to physical 
distancing (wearing a face mask). 
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2. Risk readiness and the Dark Triad personality traits – Machiavellianism, nar-
cissism, and psychopathy – are predictors of non-compliance with physical distanc-
ing (a choice not to wear a face mask). 

3. Various reasons for choice to wear or not wear a face mask can be associated 
with different personality measures: the reasons Care for Self and Care for Others 
could be associated with empathy and the Dark Triad personality traits, while Risk 
Underestimation and Law-abidingness could be associated with rationality, risk 
readiness and the Dark Triad personality traits. 

Methods  

Data Collection Timeline 

We collected data in Russia from April 25th to May 24th 2020 during the period 
of “self-isolation” together with the requirements for physical distancing and wear-
ing face masks in public areas. 

Participants 

308 participants from Russia completed decision-making tasks and question-
naires (259 people participated online and 49 participants filled in questionnaires 
in a paper-and-pencil format). Participants’ age ranged from 18 to 80 y. o. (M = 32.3, 
SD = 11.71), 80% female. 

Measures 

1) Verbal tasks 
The study was conducted using a quasi-experimental design. All participants 

received two tasks out of five with different reasons behind the decision to wear or 
not wear a mask (Task 5 that served as a control). We used the same set of tasks for 
a cross-cultural study (Zirenko et al., 2021). In different tasks, reasons for wearing 
or not wearing a mask represented the following categories: Care for Self (CS) vs 
for Others (CO), Risk for Oneself (RS) vs for Others (RO), Law-abidingness (LA), 
Personal Autonomy (PA), Autonomy for Others (AO). 

Participants completed questionnaires after the verbal tasks. 
2) Questionnaires 
All questionnaires were presented in Russian adaptations. 
1. Implicit theories of emotions scale (Tamir et al., 2007). 
2. Questionnaire of Cognitive and Affective Empathy: perspective taking, online 

simulation, emotion contagion, proximal responsivity, peripheral responsivity, cogni-
tive empathy, affective empathy, empathy (Reniers et al., 2011). 

3. Personality Factors of Decision-making Questionnaire: risk readiness and 
rationality (Kornilova et al., 2010).  

4. The “Dirty Dozen” questionnaire: subclinical narcissism, subclinical psychopa-
thy and Machiavellianism (Kornilova et al., 2015). 
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5. The Subjective Risk Intelligence Scale: emotional stress vulnerability, problem 
solving self-efficacy and imaginative capability (Craparo et al., 2018; Kornilova & 
Pavlova, 2020). 

Results 

Choice Frequencies 

Choice frequencies were calculated across all the participants and all verbal 
tasks (see Table 1). 

Across all five tasks and 616 choices, among the reasons for wearing a mask Care 
for Self was chosen by 48% of participants who received a version of a task with 
this option, Law-abidingness was chosen by 44% of participants and Care for 
Others – by 31%. Regarding the reasons for not wearing a mask, 16% of partici-
pants chose Autonomy for Oneself, and 14% of participants chose Risk for Oneself. 

Framing-effects 

Twelve people out of 308 changed their answers on whether or not they chose to 
wear a mask when switching from the first task to the second task. Thus, the decisions 
on physical distancing in tasks that were framed differently, were rarely changed. 

Personality Predictors of Choices 

To test whether or not the choice to wear a face mask is mediated by personality 
characteristics we ran logistic regressions using personality variables as individual 
predictors. Significant predictors in each of the five tasks are presented in Table 2. 

Proximal responsivity emerged as the strongest predictor of a choice to wear a 
mask in comparison with all other measures. Other subscales of empathy also 
appeared to be positive predictors: a total score on empathy, cognitive and affective 
empathy, proximal responsivity, online simulation, and perspective taking. 

Rationality and risk readiness, as expected, in opposite ways determined the choice 
to wear a mask. Among the Dark Triad traits, psychopathy negatively influenced the 

Choice
Task

1 2 3 4 5
А1 CS (56) CS (33) CS (32) RS (22) CO (98)
А2 CO (27) CO (24) CO (24) LA (23) LA (139)
B1 PA (24) RS (12) RS (8) PA (9) PA (41)
B2 AO (2) RO (6) AO (3) AO (3) RS (30)
N 109 75 67 57 308

Note. N — number of participants who received this task.

Table 1 
Choice Frequencies across All Participants in All Five Tasks  

(А1 and А2 – Choices to Wear a Mask, B1 and B2 – Choices Not to Wear a Mask)
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choice to wear a mask in three tasks, while narcissism positively influenced deci-
sions to wear a mask. 

Implicit theories of emotions did not appear to be significant predictors in any 
of the tasks. 

Choices in Task 5 where there were four different reasons combined – Care for 
Others, Law-abidingness, Autonomy for Oneself and Risk Underestimation – were 
the most affected by personality characteristics.  

Next, we analyzed predictors of choices between the reasons to wear a face 
mask. Malleable beliefs about emotions, perspective taking, cognitive empathy, psy-
chopathy, proximal responsivity, peripheral responsivity, self-efficacy in decision 
making, imagination, affective empathy, risk readiness, and empathy predicted the 
choice Care for Others (over Care for Self) in different tasks. 

Risk readiness and perspective taking were predictors of choice to Care for 
Others over Law-abidingness. 

Analysis of the choice between two reasons to refuse to wear a mask was carried 
out only for Task 5 because of the sufficient number of answers collected in this task. 
No significant personality predictors emerged for the reasons to refuse to wear a mask. 

Discussion 

This study has shown that decisions to comply with the requirements of physi-
cal distancing are more often made for some reasons rather than for others. Choices 

Task Significant predictors B p

Task 1

Proximal Responsivity                     .22 .03
Psychopathy                  �.13 .04
Cognitive Empathy                     .09 .04
Empathy                     .06 .03

Task 2
Proximal Responsivity                     .34 .04
Rationality                     .21 .02

Task 3
Psychopathy                  �.22 .03
Narcissism                     .21 .05

Task 5

Proximal Responsivity                     .19                    .007
Rationality                     .13                    .001
Online Simulation                     .12                    .005
Psychopathy                  �.11                    .005
Perspective Taking                     .08 .01
Cognitive Empathy                     .08                    .001
Affective Empathy                     .08                    .008
Risk readiness                  �.07 .04
Empathy                      .06                    .001

Table 2 
Results of Logistic Regressions: Influence of Personality Measures on the Choice  

in a Verbal Task – to Wear or not Wear a Face Mask
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to wear a face mask were more often made because of caring for oneself and one’s 
law-abidingness than because of caring for other people. Choices to refuse to wear 
a mask were more often made because of the focus on autonomy for oneself and less 
often because of underestimating personal risks. 

In part, the bias in reasons that appeared to be most preferred by the partici-
pants was associated with the design of the tasks. For instance, the reason of auton-
omy was not provided for a decision to wear a mask, and the reason of law-abiding-
ness was only related to the decision required by society. At the same time, there is 
a sufficient individual variability not only in the personal choices for and against 
compliance with the norms of physical distancing, but also in the reasons behind 
them. 

The framing effect, a change in one’s answer on whether to wear or not wear a 
mask, when presented with different alternatives in two similar tasks, was rarely 
observed. Apparently, this is because people gave answers about the real situation 
they were currently in and not about a hypothetical scenario (which usually is the 
case in studies of framing effects in decision-making). This means the decisions in 
verbal tasks do not reflect a situational choice, but rather the decisions rooted in 
their own experience of living during the pandemic. 

The influence of personality variables on choice regarding adhering to physical 
distancing was established for the characteristics of empathy, rationality, risk readi-
ness, and the Dark Triad traits. This could be considered as an argument in favor 
of the personality rather than situation-determined choice in the verbal tasks. 

As we expected in Hypothesis 1, empathy and rationality were found to be pre-
dictors of choice as to wearing a mask. Cognitive and affective empathy, as well as 
the subscale of proximal responsivity that measures response to the emotional state 
of others, were significant predictors of the choice to wear a mask. This result is 
consistent with previous studies on the relationship between empathy and proso-
cial behavior during the pandemic observed in other countries (Pfattheicher et al., 
2020). 

We did not find evidence that malleable implicit theory of emotions and prob-
lem-solving self-efficacy influenced the choice to wear a mask, as we suggested in 
Hypothesis 1. But these variables influenced the choice of a reason why a person 
would wear a mask. 

As expected in Hypothesis 2, subclinical psychopathy predicted the choice to 
refuse to wear a mask. This result is consistent with a negative role of a Dark Factor 
of Personality in accepting and following coronavirus-related measures (Zettler et 
al., 2020). However, we obtained evidence of the positive influence of narcissism on 
decisions to wear a mask, which contradicts the hypothesis but is consistent with 
the conceptualization of narcissism as the “lightest” trait in the Dark Triad 
(Krasavtseva & Kornilova, 2019). In addition to psychopathy, risk readiness was 
also a predictor of the choice not to wear a mask that once again highlights the 
importance of improving risk assessment literacy (Gigerenzer, 2020). 

Regarding Hypothesis 3 on the associations between the personality measures 
and reasons behind the decisions, there is a trend observed across several tasks – 
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higher scores on different facets of empathy positively predict choosing care for 
others over care for self as a reason to put on a face mask. 

Conclusion 

1. Verbal tasks have shown that among the participants who were presented 
with Care for Self as a reason for wearing a face mask 46% chose it, while 44% of 
those presented with the reason Law-abidingness chose it, and 31% selected Care 
for Others. Among those participants who chose not to wear a mask, Autonomy for 
Oneself was chosen by 16% of those who were presented with this reason, Risk 
Underestimation was chosen by 11% of participants and Autonomy for Others was 
chosen by 5% of the participants. 

2. Personality variables of empathy, rationality, risk readiness, and the Dark 
Triad personality traits are significant predictors of decision-making on physical 
distancing. In particular, rationality, empathy and narcissism are significant predic-
tors of the choice to wear a mask while psychopathy and risk readiness are predic-
tors of the choice to refuse to wear a mask. Implicit theories of emotions and prob-
lem-solving self-efficacy do not predict if a person wears a mask or not, but they 
influence the choice of a reason why a person puts on a mask, or in other words, 
why he or she demonstrates prosocial behavior. 

Limitations 

One of the limitations of this study is that the sample was not balanced by gen-
der – almost 80% of the participants were women. A study in the U.S. has shown 
that men are less likely to demonstrate intentions of wearing a mask and less likely 
to believe they can get infected with coronavirus while they are more likely to 
think that wearing a mask is a sign of weakness and stigma (Capraro & Barcelo, 
2020). In our study, the sample wasn’t balanced by gender; therefore we failed to 
analyze gender differences.
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Резюме 

В условиях регулирования социального дистанцирования при эпидемии COVID-19 
решения надевать или не надевать маску могут зависеть от ряда индивидуальных представ-
лений об угрозе и степени личной ответственности за выполнение заданных требований. 
В исследовании на российской выборке (N = 308) проверялись гипотезы о том, что инди-
видуальные различия в свойствах эмпатии, имплицитных теорий эмоций, Темной триады, 
рациональности и готовности к риску выступят предикторами решений надевать или не 
надевать маску в вербально заданных ситуациях (в условиях требования социального дис-
танцирования). Было разработано пять ситуаций, выходы из которых включали решения 
надевать маску или нет в общественных местах, но на разных основаниях. 
Анализировались частоты выборов и интеркорреляции личностных свойств, которые рас-
сматривались как предикторы при применении логистической регрессии. В качестве осно-
ваний «надеть маску» заботу о себе выбирали 46% из тех, кому был доступен этот ответ, 
законопослушность – 44%, заботу о других – 31%. В качестве оснований отказа от маски 
автономию для себя выбирали 16%, восприятие риска как низкого – 11%, автономию для 
других – 5%. Применение логистической регрессии позволило установить, что предикто-
рами положительных решений выступили эмпатия, рациональность и нарциссизм, а пре-
дикторами решения не надевать маску – готовность к риску и субклиническая психопатия. 
Имплицитные теории о возможности управлять эмоциями, а также самоэффективность 
при принятии решений стали значимыми предикторами только при выборе между основа-
ниями носить маску. Личностные свойства эмпатии, рациональности, готовности к риску и 
Темной триады влияют на решения придерживаться физического дистанцирования. 
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