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Abstract
African Americans and people of color have been disproportionately affected by the coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic. As 
the second wave of the virus raged across the nation, there was a renewed effort to increase adherence to social distancing 
and mask-wearing guidelines. A community-based study led by members of the local National Black Nurses Association 
(NBNA) was conducted in a Midwest metropolitan city to identify barriers to mask-wearing experienced by business owners 
and employees in predominantly African American neighborhoods. Neighborhood business owners and their employees are 
essential to the life of a community as they provide needed goods and services from convenient neighborhood locations. Thus, 
attitudes and behaviors exhibited by business owners, supervisors, and other employees are important to combat COVID-19 
in underserved communities. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 39 business owners or supervising employees. 
Simple content analysis was used to identify codes and themes from the narrative data. Responses to the question ‘What can 
make mask-wearing easier for your business and businesses in the neighborhood?’ yielded three themes. Themes included 
‘a sense of community’, the ‘need for external support’, and ‘internal leadership’. These themes can be used to develop 
interventions to improve mask-wearing behaviors, support business owners and their customers, and lower the spread of 
COVID-19 in high-risk communities.
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Midwest metropolitan cities, like many areas across the 
nation, experienced a second surge in coronavirus (COVID-
19) cases during the summer of 2020. Efforts were made to 
increase compliance with mask-wearing to curtail the rise in 
high-risk communities. By that time, it was widely accepted 
that mask-wearing, in combination with social distancing, 
was the best way to prevent the spread of COVID-19 [1]. 
African Americans are twice as likely to die from COVID-
19 or its complications in comparison to Whites and more 
likely to be hospitalized or experience severe effects [2, 3]. 
The existent disparities are influenced by a multitude of fac-
tors, including personal safety behaviors, zip code, profes-
sion, healthcare access, discrimination, and health provider 
bias [4]. African Americans often fill positions that are 

considered essential such as those available in healthcare 
facilities, grocers, gas stations, convenience stores, and res-
taurants [2]. This is no less true within predominantly Afri-
can American neighborhoods where the corner market or 
neighborhood restaurant is easily accessible to obtain items 
for daily living. These businesses may be owned and oper-
ated by people of color.

As the second wave of the virus raged across the nation, 
there was a renewed effort to increase adherence to social 
distancing and mask-wearing guidelines supported by local 
and government health experts. Indeed, prevention is key, 
yet many neighborhood residents chose not to wear face 
masks or adhere to social distancing recommendations in 
public spaces. In doing so, they risked exposure to the coro-
navirus, transmitting the virus to others, or both [5]. Health-
care experts stressed the importance of personal behaviors in 
the fight against COVID-19 transmission. Getting the pub-
lic to ‘buy in’ on the routine practice of social distancing 
and mask-wearing was (and continues to be) key to slowing 
the spread of COVID-19 and protect vulnerable residents 
[1]. Multiple approaches have been used to re-enforce the 
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need for compliance and consistency within the community. 
Public service announcements and news media often plead 
with the public to wear masks, avoid crowds, and eliminate 
nonessential travel, outings, and gatherings. Community 
leaders and organizations led by example and established 
community-based working groups to acquire personal pro-
tection equipment for distribution. In the state of Ohio, Gov-
ernor DeWine issued a mandate that masks must be worn 
in public when social distancing is not possible and when 
entering businesses [6]. The mandate empowered business 
owners and employees statewide to require that customers 
enter their business with a mask; protecting themselves and 
the surrounding community.

A recent study conducted by an Ohio chapter of the 
National Black Nurse’s Association (NBNA) sought to 
explore mask-wearing behaviors within African American 
communities in a large metropolitan city. The study was 
designed to identify barriers, facilitators, and innovative 
solutions for mask-wearing in neighborhood businesses with 
the goal of determining best practices for promoting public 
mask-wearing during the pandemic. The study took place 
just after the Ohio mask-wearing mandate was put in place, 
enabling the local NBNA research team to gather infor-
mation about behaviors and attitudes before and after the 
mandate in both essential and nonessential businesses. This 
report will focus on observed mask-wearing behaviors and 
responses to the question ‘what can make mask-wearing eas-
ier for your business and businesses in the neighborhood?’.

Methods

African American communities were identified based on the 
research team’s historical knowledge of existing commu-
nities, residential trends, and census reports. A researcher-
developed semi-structured interview guide and observational 
checklist were used to conduct this community-based obser-
vational study. In teams of two or more, members of the 
NBNA research team conducted observations and face-to-
face interviews with business owners, supervisors, and staff 
of local businesses in selected African American commu-
nities within the metropolitan area. Checklist observations 
included the type of business, employee and customer mask-
wearing behaviors, employee tactics to encourage compli-
ance with mask-wearing within the establishment, and sig-
nage. The interview guide contained closed and open-ended 
questions. The scripted interviews elicited information about 
business policies, provision of masks, employee and cus-
tomer compliance regarding mask-wearing, and changes in 
behavior before and after the mandate. Interviewers took 
notes during the interview to record responses. Immediately 
following the visit, researchers compiled their data for com-
parison and completeness.

Data Analysis

Observational data were analyzed using simple descriptive 
statistics (count, frequencies, percentages). Narrative data 
were analyzed using simple content analysis as outlined by 
Saldana [7]. Quotes were read multiple times for content 
and understanding. Codes were categorized based on com-
monalities in the responses and emerging ideas. Themes 
were identified and agreed upon by the research team.

Findings

Observations and interviews were conducted for 39 busi-
nesses (N = 39) in predominantly African American 
neighborhoods. Businesses ranged from corner conveni-
ence stores, beauty supply, and clothing boutiques to chain 
stores such as cell phone service providers and corporate-
owned stores such as grocers. Business owners and their 
employees reported an increase in mask-wearing by their 
customers following the institution of the Ohio mask-
wearing mandate. Some reported difficulty getting cus-
tomers to comply prior to the mandate, and the mandate 
provided them with leverage to enforce mask-wearing and 
social distancing behaviors. There were also reports of 
reluctance to enforce mask-wearing and social distanc-
ing for fear of backlash from customers, such as verbal 
abuse, anger, or loss of patronage. Differences were noted 
between independently-owned stores and corporate-owned 
stores in the neighborhoods. Employees of small, inde-
pendent stores were more likely to engage with customers 
and require mask-wearing. Employees of corporate-owned 
and chain stores were less likely to engage customers 
regarding mask-wearing, and some referred to corporate 
policies that prohibited such behavior.

Mask wearing compliance among employees was greater 
than that noted for customers and mirrored that of manage-
ment. If the owner or supervising employee was not wearing 
their mask or wearing it improperly, subordinate employees 
were frequently noted to mimic that behavior. Interview 
responses were consistent with behavior and often provided 
insight into the observed behavior. For example, those who 
expressed feelings of doubts about the effectiveness of masks 
or displeasure with the mask-wearing mandate often exhib-
ited poor behaviors such as removing the masks when speak-
ing or not wear them at all. However, when management 
instituted employee mask-wearing policies, the employees 
reported adherence at risk of reprimand, regardless of their 
personal beliefs and attitudes. One woman stated, "The cor-
poration is serious". Employee[s] wear masks and take tem-
perature and stay home if sick”.
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When asked, ‘What can make mask-wearing easier for 
your business and businesses in the neighborhood?’, “pro-
viding free masks” was the most frequent response. Some 
businesses had masks available for purchase, but many 
employees expressed the need to offer free masks to cus-
tomers. Access to masks and availability were viewed as 
obstacles to compliance. One employee remarked, "Some 
businesses actually charge and that is absurd". She went 
on to explain, “…if you talk to people and make them 
aware of the reasons to wear the masks they understand 
and comply”.

Emerging Themes

Several themes emerged from the question ‘What can make 
mask-wearing easier for your business and businesses in the 
neighborhood?’. Themes included ‘a sense of community’, 
the ‘need for external support’, and ‘internal leadership’ 
(Table 1). Resident owners of neighborhood businesses 
expressed pride in their communities; this served as motiva-
tion behind the enforcement of mask-wearing in their estab-
lishments. When asked what would make mask-wearing 

easier for his businesses, one owner stated, "Nothing. I know 
the customers. Most are from the neighborhood. I know their 
parents." This same owner reported that business was con-
sistent before and after the mask-wearing mandate, despite 
his requirement that a mask be worn inside. In response to 
the same question, one supervisor stated, “Consistency. If 
every store refused to let customers without masks enter, 
they will comply.” Other comments included “working 
together…if everyone does their part to enforce the rules and 
“…respect for each other”. Others suggested that “[Giv-
ing] tips to make wearing the mask more comfortable” was 
helpful to encourage compliance. Few employees voiced the 
importance of community if they worked in chain stores or 
corporate-owned businesses.

A second theme that emerged from responses to the ques-
tion ‘What can make mask-wearing easier for your busi-
ness and businesses in the neighborhood?’ was the need for 
external support. Business owners expressed frustration with 
the lack of information and support from local and govern-
ment organizations. Often the independent business owners 
and supervisors were unaware of how to obtain personal 
protection equipment and other supplies. A few stated that 

Table 1   Representative responses by theme and type of ownership (N = 39)

Theme Corporate (n = 15, 40.5%) Private (n = 22, 59.5%)

‘A sense of community’ “Providing free masks.” “Educating customers…”
“Working together…if everyone does their part to 

enforce the rules…”
"Nothing. I know the customers. Most are from the 

neighborhood… I know their parents." 
“Provide [masks] when customers do not have one.” “If you talk to people and make them aware of the rea-

sons to wear the masks they understand and comply.”
“Work to change people’s mindset.” “Send mask to people’s houses.”
“[Produce] masks made with more breathable mate-

rial.”
“…Providing masks for free. Some businesses actually 

charge and that is absurd…”
“[Giving] tips to make wearing the mask more comfort-

able.”
“Respect for each other”

“Need for external support” “…If the police would monitor…[all] the responsibility 
falls on the management.”

“Consistency. If every store refused to let customers 
without masks enter, they will comply.”

“…Authorities having/making [masks] available to give 
out.”

“Teamwork between the city and small businesses would 
help make things easier.”

“The [Ohio Governor’s] mandate helped.” “Free masks”
“…If the President encouraged mask wearing.”
“Making it mandatory.”

‘Internal leadership’ "The corporation is serious. Employee[s] wear masks 
and take temperature and stay home if sick.”

“[We want] help with supplies and increased pay for 
increased work.”

“If we had them to give away to customers without 
one.”

“…Just trying to enforce [mask wearing] is difficult.”

“It [mask-wearing] is not required for [us] to enforce 
with customers”

“[Enforcement is]not pushed by the company leader-
ship.”

Other “Sell fashion masks [with matching t-shirts]”
“Some people like stylish or branded masks.”
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“…providing masks for free” would improve community 
compliance, and “authorities having/making [masks] avail-
able to give out” would make it easier on customers and 
employees alike. However, they also acknowledged a need 
for support to offset additional costs incurred by independent 
businesses during the pandemic stating “…[all] the respon-
sibility falls on the management.” Many agreed that “Team-
work between the city and small businesses would help make 
things easier.” One employee went on to comment that “…
help with supplies and increased pay for increased work-
load…” was needed.

A final theme that emerged from this question was the 
need for ‘internal leadership’. This sentiment was expressed 
by supervisors and employees, particularly those employed 
in corporate-owned stores. Many reported a lack of lead-
ership regarding the enforcement of mask-wearing among 
customers. When asked why they did not enforce the man-
date, some employees stated that the issue was “not pushed 
by the company leadership.” Others stated they were dis-
couraged from enforcing mask-wearing among customers 
both before and after the mandate by upper management. “It 
is not required for [us] to enforce with customers”. There 
was concern that enforcement might affect revenue or place 
employees at risk. It was reported that “some customers 
leave and do not come back when asked to wear a mask. 
It has affected business.” Others reported that COVID-
19 complicated their jobs and customer interactions. One 
employee stated, “…just trying to enforce [mask wearing] 
is difficult”.

Observations during the in-person interviews revealed a 
subtheme to the theme of ‘internal leadership’, ‘role mod-
eling’. As stated above, it was observed that staff behavior 
mirrored that of owners and supervisors. This observation 
extended to the customers as owners and supervisors who 
wore masks were more likely to report enforcing mask-wear-
ing behavior. Indeed, these individuals were able to report 
details about their customer experience. One supervisor 
stated, “[we] turn away three customers a day for not hav-
ing a mask”. Modeling of behavior involved not only the act 
of putting on a mask but also whether the mask was worn 
properly. If leadership and role modeling for mask-wearing 
were absent, employees were more likely to wear the mask 
below the nose, under the chin, or remove the mask when 
speaking.

Discussion

Findings from this community-based study identified bar-
riers experienced by neighborhood business owners and 
employees in the effort to enforce mask-wearing during 
the COVID-19 pandemic. Differences were noted between 
independent businesses and corporate-owned businesses. 

Business owners with ties to the community and its resi-
dents were more likely to encourage and enforce mask-
wearing behaviors. In contrast, corporate-owned busi-
nesses established policies to protect their employees and 
minimize conflict with customers.

Mask-wearing behaviors also reflected the beliefs 
and attitudes of the individuals. Adherence to the mask-
wearing mandate and positioning of the masks were just a 
couple of ways that people expressed their beliefs. Lead-
ership and role modeling may supersede personal beliefs. 
Subordinate employees often mirrored the mask-wearing 
behaviors of their supervisors and employers. Likewise, 
customers were more likely to wear masks when author-
ity figures were present and demonstrating proper mask-
wearing behaviors.

Three themes emerged in response to the question 
‘What can make mask-wearing easier for your business 
and businesses in the neighborhood?’: ‘a sense of commu-
nity’, the ‘need for external support’, and ‘internal leader-
ship’. ‘A sense of community’ was often the motivation 
behind efforts to enforce mask-wearing in neighborhood 
businesses. Indeed, the transmission of COVID-19 to 
employees in these neighborhood businesses could result 
in store closures affecting the larger community. With that 
in mind, the need for resources and support of these busi-
nesses was expressed in the second theme, the ‘need for 
external support’. Independent business owners and their 
employees often lacked information of available resources, 
while corporate-owned stores were more likely to have 
masks and hand sanitizer available for customers. Inde-
pendent business owners expressed the desire for greater 
collaboration and assistance from local government and 
other organizations to offset costs. Indeed, the Ohio gover-
nor’s mandate was well received as it provided leverage for 
enforcement of mask-wearing within neighborhood busi-
nesses. Improved outreach to neighborhood businesses is 
crucial to maintain the health of the community, ease the 
financial burden of independently owned businesses, and 
maintain a safe environment in which to conduct everyday 
activities.

The final theme, ‘internal leadership’ and its subtheme 
‘role modeling’ were represented both in the interviews 
and the observations. Customers and employees responded 
to leadership. This was observed in owner-employee inter-
actions and employee-customers interactions. Leadership 
and role modeling appeared to overcome individual atti-
tudes and beliefs. Normalizing mask-wearing through 
government mandates and role modeling cannot be under-
estimated as strategies to improve preventive behaviors. 
Furthermore, role modeling by persons of authority 
from within the community may strengthen the message 
received by residents.
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Conclusions

Healthcare experts, along with other governing institutions, 
agree that mask-wearing is essential to curb the spread of 
COVID-19 [1]. This is particularly important for communi-
ties of color who bear the heaviest burden of the disease. 
Everyone has a role in the fight against the pandemic. Find-
ings from this small community-based study suggest that 
businesses in high-risk communities may play a larger role 
in modeling and re-enforcing the need for mask-wearing. 
Independent business owners may be more invested in their 
communities and thus willing to engage customers. Cor-
porate-owned stores may unknowingly support a culture of 
indifference because upper management is not in tune with 
the community. Thus, current policies related to COVID-19 
may overlook critical stakeholders in the fight against the 
spread of the disease.

Implications for policy

Development of policies in collaboration with key stake-
holders, especially independent business owners, is recom-
mended. Focusing on high-risk communities may allow 
government and community organizations to establish col-
laborations within the community that may lead to sustain-
able approaches to decrease health disparities. Collaborative 
planning has the potential to produce creative and relevant 
strategies as the community leaders and residents are the 
experts on the behavior and culture within their respective 
neighborhoods.
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