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Is it really necessary
to wear a face mask?
• Regulations have been eased but there may be merit in continuing to wear a mask

Yvonne Fontyn

W ith some
co nd it io n s
a r o u nd
wearing a
face mask

having been lifted, it is at the
i nd iv idu a l ’s discretion whether
to wear one outdoors.

Whereas some may regard
the concessions as a long-
awaited ‘f r e e do m’ — such as
those plane passengers in the
US who, on hearing a judge had
struck the mask mandate,
instantly whipped off their face
coverings — others will hardly
change their habits when it
comes to masking up.

If you are one of those who
still dons a mask when putting
your nose out of the door,
clinical infectious diseases
epidemiologist Prof Salim
Abdool Karim will encourage
you: “There may be only a small
benefit, but there is no reason
to change — especially if you
|are concerned about infection,
for example you have
comorbidities such as cancer or
diabetes, where even a small
risk is not tolerable.”

Pointing out that the
pandemic is cyclical and the
fifth wave will be here in a
matter of weeks, Karim says he
puts on his mask outdoors
when he is going into a
crowded situation.

Someone who always puts
on a mask as she leaves her
front door is Johannesburg-
based health writer Pat Sidley,
who says: “The block of flats I
live in requires it in the common
areas. I do not remove it until I
get home but for specific
circumstances: in a restaurant
when I am going to eat, in a
private home of friends when
there are very few people about
and I know who is there, but I
usually want some kind of
assurance that they have had
v a cc i n at io n s .”

Sidley says although the
government in March
announced a relaxing of the
rules, the management of the
complex she lives in has been
cautious: “The trustees of the
body corporate made a rule
which they have not changed,
that masks must be worn in the
building outside one’s flat, that is
in the common property. Lately
there are some who have
interpreted the rules as having
changed, but I wear mine, as
does the building manager.”

One wishes everyone was
as considerate, or perhaps com-
pliant, because if the pandemic
has taught us one thing it is that
it is a shared responsibility, says
Karim. “What you do affects

AT THE WATER COOLER

Do gym machines matter?

QMy friend suggested I
join her for classes at a

small private gym, but I’m
worried it doesn’t have
enough equipment. I want
to become stronger but
there are no machines. Does
this matter?

AEvery day, people go out
and buy cars with motor

plans with the peace of mind
that should something go
wrong, at least their car will
receive the best care. They’d
never dream of taking their
beloved vehicle to a small
mechanic with a backyard
w o r k s ho p .

However, a family member
or friend has often taken a car to
an agent, run their diagnostic
test and phoned me in horror
to say that x and y is wrong

and do I think it’s right?
You see, having a father who

serviced engines for 45 years
— a backyard mechanic in the
eyes of dealership snobs — I’d
often ask him to have a look.
He ’d feel the engine, listen to it
carefully, smell the fumes and
declare the fault to be z, not x
nor y. Of course, no educated
middle-class person would
choose that over an agent’s
diagnosis on an HP laptop so
t hey ’d always go back to the
dealership only to find after
much pain that the agent was
wrong, and the old mechanic
was right. Heck, at least they
had a new x and y, too, right?

Just recently, I experienced
the same with services at one of
the biggest brands in the
country (which I only used

because of the factory
warranty). My trusty father told
me numerous times that he
would not do what they were
doing. The end result? The car
remains broken and the
warranty has run out. “That will
be R130,000, please, sir.”

When it comes to any kind of
service, big brands, big names,
fancy equipment, shiny floors,
good marketing — none of it
matters. What matters is that

the person you are trusting
wakes up in the morning
wanting to do what they do, and
that they have experience and
are sufficiently skilled. When it
comes to new cars and their
service plans, there’s not much
you can do. When it comes to
exercise — the world’s your
oyster. You are free to choose.

Just like a mechanic’s garage,
your new small gym needs a
few fundamental tools. If you
are there to do strength training,
look out for dumbbells,
kettlebells and barbells. Some
Crossfit boxes and functional
gyms look like empty
warehouses until you take a
closer look at the gems hiding in
the corners.

Yes, you can exercise
exclusively with your body

weight, and for many people
this is the smarter option than
jumping straight to weights. If
you can work with weights, you
do n ’t need much more than a
few bars, plates and dumbbells.

OWN DEVICES
Talk to the gym owner and
coach and get an idea about
their knowledge and passion.
Do they train you, or do they
leave you to your own devices?
A functional gym, with free
weights, is not the place for an
untrained or unskilled person to
be left to their own devices. The
coach will make or break the
experience for you.

To your question: you do not
need one machine to build
muscle or strength, no matter
how many you find in the big

gyms, complete with their IoT
devices connected to your
wearable tech.

A personal trainer once told
me he preferred another gym
because it had more machines,
which meant people could
grow muscle quicker. I was
speechless. They’re fun to use
but I would take a skilled coach
that understands movement
patterns with free weights over
that personal trainer and a
hundred of his machines.

One of the biggest, and
probably most annoying,
tendencies regarding exercise
and strength training is the
assumption that everything else
— other than actual hard work
— determines success. It’s not
about how many variations of
the pec deck machine you can

find, or about who uses the best
supplements or trains in the
best shoes. Your success at the
new gym will come down to a

coach — like the old mechanic —
who can look, listen and help
you feel the movements work-
ing, and your own commitment.

PARENTI NG

How telling your
child, ‘good job!’,
has become taboo
Emily Oster

When I was a child,
you heard “good job!”
a lot. Good game in

little league? “Good job!” 93% on
a maths test? “Good job!”

In contrast, the phrase “go o d
e f fo r t ” was reserved for lesser
things. You struck out but ... you
tried hard. That’s a good effort,
but not a good job.

The world of child praise
has, however, shifted. Saying
“good job!” has approached
taboo status. The social media
accounts of parenting experts
are rife with advice to avoid
this type of praise, in all its
forms — no “a m a z i ng ! ” or
“you’re so smart”. Instead, we’re
encouraged to applaud effort,
not achievement: “It ’s great to
hear you worked hard on that.”

Often, parents are told that
it ’s better to say nothing at all.
This advice is well meant, but it
can become yet another for
parents to feel like we’re failing.
It can also be paralysing. A few
months ago, my daughter told
me how she did in a maths test.
Worried about saying the wrong
thing, I just said “OK .” Wh ic h
d id n ’t feel quite right either.

The underlying reason for
the praise shift is, more or less,
based on data.

Perhaps the most famous
and widely cited paper is “Pr a i s e
for intelligence can undermine
c h i ld r e n ’s motivation and
p e r fo r m a nce” p u blished in the
Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology in 1998. In this
paper, Carol Dweck and Claudia
Mueller report the results of
experiments with 10-year-old
schoolchildren who attempted
various tasks and were praised
for either their intelligence or
their effort. In general, they
found that those who were
praised for their effort were
more interested in pursuing
harder problems, and more
likely to feel they could improve.

Based on this and related
research, Dweck introduced t he
idea of the “growth mindset”. It’s
broader than this one element,
but a key aspect is the idea of
focusing on children’s efforts,
rather than their ability.

This research is co mp e l l i ng .
It makes a strong case for
encouraging a growth mindset
in school and helping children
see the value of perseverance.
What it doesn’t do — at least not
directly — is suggest that you
should never tell your child
“good job!” That leap — from
interesting research to parent-
ing polemic — is something that
the parenting-industrial com-
plex has made all on our own.

The parenting industrial
complex has a long track record
of this type of overreaction.
Think about the advice to talk to

your baby all the time. It stems
largely from the work of two
academics in the mid-1990s.

They worked with 72
families in Kansas and found
that the number of words
children heard by age three
differed widely — by perhaps
30-million words — across the
s o c io e co nomic spectrum. They,
and others, argued that this
ex p o sure to language was key
to academic and social
dev e lo p me nt .

are many places where the data
is just less helpful. They’re
suggestive, but not conclusive.
Or the effect is minuscule.

Despite this, so much data-
driven parenting advice fails to
differentiate between things that
could make a big difference and
things that should be deter-
mined by our preferences,
constraints and whether we
want to discuss poop with our
infant. The result is that parents
feel pressure to do things that
could never have more than an
extremely tiny benefit.

Sometimes, our desire to use
data — to overuse it, really — is
further confronted with the
reality that the data can be
wrong. Remember the study
that suggested listening to
Mozart helped children perform
better on tests? How many
people played classical music to
their womb, or bought Baby
Mozart videos? How many
parents played Bach in the car
when they would rather have
had the Beatles?

Even if the findings had been
replicated, this was an over-
reaction. In the end, the study
d id n ’t hold up. It turns out that
music might improve test
results a bit — perhaps because
it relaxes children before a test
— but it doesn’t matter if it’s
classical or not.

So, we sometimes over-
interpret data. So what? We skip
the Beatles, talk more than we
want, occasionally find our-
selves at a loss for words in
response to a maths test. But,
really, those are small effects.

Where I think they become
larger is when we distrust
ourselves, when data-driven
advice generates anxiety. We all
want to be good parents.
“Following the data” seems to
extend a reassuring hand. But as
parents hear more do’s and
do n ’ts, there is more pressure,
more ways to fail.

Parents don’t need more
ways to feel like failures.
Sometimes, we just need to
hear “good job!” /Bl o o m b e rg

others, your own actions do not
define your risks.”

With many defending their
decision to ditch their masks by
arguing it makes little difference,
Karim cites two studies in
defence. “The first, a laboratory
study, showed that a three-layer
mask was able to filter out 95%
of particulate matter, and
therefore the virus.”

The second study, a c l i n ic a l
trial carried out in 2020 in
Bangladesh, compared three
groups wearing surgical masks,
cloth masks and no mask. “It
showed that wearing a mask is
better than not, and a medical
mask is better than cloth. It
reduces the risk of transmission
of the virus, as well as the attack
rate of new infections.”

The World Health Organiza-
tion is building up a systematic
record of evidence, says Karim.

Another reason to carry on
protecting your mouth and nose
with three layers is that “in
2020/21, we did not have a flu
season because masks played a
critical role in combating
airborne infections”.

An issue most of us do not
fully appreciate, he adds, is that
“masks are much more effective
in protecting a positive person
from spreading the virus than
protecting a negative person
from being infected. If you have
Covid, wearing a mask is a big
plus to those around you.” Th i s
is especially important because
“most people who have it don’t
know they have it”.

In SA, up to nine-tenths of
Covid infections are not known
and affected people are asymp-
tomatic or mildly symptomatic,
or do not test. But he says in all
these cases the virus can be
transmitted, and the most infec-
tious phase is the two to three

days before symptoms are felt.
Karim says government’s

approach has not been consis-
tent, and he is in favour of a
vaccine passport. “If removal of
masks is mandated, it must be
replaced with a vaccine man-
d at e .” He believes it is feasible in
SA, where almost 50% have
been vaccinated. It would not be
compulsory vaccination, but
would offer a choice: “If you
want to go into public places
you have to have been fully
v a cc i n at e d .”

S C E PTI C I S M
Sidley similarly has some
problems with the govern-
me nt ’s restrictions, which she
says are “not altogether clear,
but I do wear my mask out-
doors. I have no reason to
believe the virus disappeared
with a change in the rules and I
am normally in a space where
there are people about”.

Having some comorbidities
and her background in health
journalism inform her actions: “I
am not a medical scientist,
though I have a degree [in
bioethics and health law] that
helps me decipher what is
written in journals. And I
receive a science letter every
week from one top scientist
which helps debunk a lot of the
armchair scientists’ a p p r o a c h .”

As in the US, mask compli-
ance in SA can be ideological for
some people. As Karim says: “In
the US, masks define your
ideology, your politics.”

Sidley is getting her fair
share of scepticism: “A few
people I know — who believe
themselves to be well informed
without any specific qualifi-
cations — find my keeping my
mask on to be unnecessary or
irritating and they say so. Then
there are schools of thought that
appear to differ on the value of
masks, sanitising, etc. Mainly I
err on the side of ‘rather safe
than sorry’. I do not, however,
believe masks will ensure my
safety and I am vaccinated and
have had boosters and will get a
second booster when that
becomes possible.”

Most medical professionals
would like to see SA’s vacci-
nation rates get a boost, and Dr
Albie de Frey, CEO at Travel
Doctor Corporate, is no diffe-
rent. Having recently returned
from Greece and the Nether-
lands, countries where about
71% of the population are fully
vaccinated, he said KLM did not
enforce wearing masks, and he
expressed exasperation with the
“ridiculous theatre thing” of
temperature checks and landing
forms when arriving at OR
Tambo International Airport.

Regarding the use of masks
in warding off Covid, he empha-
sises full vaccination but then
takes a holistic view of health:
“Get fit. Get sunshine. Wear a
mask if you are among a group
of people, especially indoors. Do
as much socialising outdoors in
well-ventilated spaces as
possible. You do not need a
mask jogging or walking on a
pavement or in a park. Or
driving on your own, with
family members in a car. Use
uncommon common sense,
judge situations.”

De Frey expressed concern
that SA was stuck with outdated

legislation preventing it from
keeping up with the changing
pandemic. “Stop the theatre of
fear. If we continue living in fear
of the next wave, we are going
to miss the post-pandemic
economic wave and sink
deeper into abject poverty and
despair while the rest of the
world has moved on.”

Local airlines report some
increase in non-compliance
among passengers with regard
to masks after the rules
changed. Des O’Connor, chief
commercial officer at
kulula.com, says, “There is
definitely increased frustration
around having to comply and
this is becoming very apparent.
However, customers do still
comply (albeit reluctantly) when
asked by crew members.”

Fortunately, there have been
no violent scenes. “We haven’t
had any incidents that have not
been able to be solved by the
crew discussing it with the
passengers. Our crew are
frequently required to ask
passengers to put their masks
back on after eating/drinking,
etc. We have seen an increase in
this over recent weeks, but
probably as a result of mask
regulations having been relaxed
outdoors, and passengers
genuinely not [being] used to
having to wear the mask all the
time, so they forget.”

The media last year reported
that FlySafair had removed an
unruly passenger from a f l ig ht
because he refused to wear a
mask. When asked for com-
ment (on April 20), the airline
said it had a “z e r o - t o le r a nce”
policy on non-compliance of
Covid-19 regulations. “Ma s k s
are to be worn at all times and
under no circumstances will
FlySafair make any exceptions.”

Coaching: A functional gym is not the place for an untrained person
to be left to their own devices. /123 RF / Sev enty Fou r 74

Mask slips:
Many defend
their decision
to ditch
masks by
arguing it
makes little
difference ,
but the WHO
is building up
a record of
evidence of
the benefits
of mask-
w earing .
/123 RF / Roubart Good job, munchkin!: Praising effort, not outcome, has become a

rule but it is a sign data-driven advice has gone too far. /123 RF / Fiz kes

These are interesting
findings, and they may suggest
avenues for why we may see
inequality arise even early in
life. It’s hard to separate
correlation from causality here
— there are other differences
across families — but this
evidence is certainly suggestive
that talking regularly to our
children is important. What this
research doesn’t say is that you
should narrate every nappy
change. And it definitely doesn’t
say that quieter parents are
doing something wrong.

I am, in general, a huge fan of
the use of data in parenting.
There are situations in which
good data is valuable. An
example is early allergen
introduction. Within the last
decade, new research on the
question of how to best reduce
allergies has made it clear that
introducing common allergens
— peanuts, eggs, dairy — at very
young ages reduces the risk of
allergy development. Exposing
children to peanut products at
four to six months, rather than
waiting until 12 months, lowers
the risk of developing a peanut
allergy by perhaps 70%.

This is an example where the
effects are important,
convincing and large. But there

PARENTS FEEL
PRESSURE TO DO
THINGS THAT COULD
NEVER HAVE MORE
THAN A TINY BENEFIT

‘WHAT YOU DO
AFFECTS OTHERS,
YOUR OWN ACTIONS
DO NOT DEFINE
YOUR RISKS’

DEVLIN BROWN
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