
 

Why wear face masks in public? Here's what
the research shows
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With the coronavirus pandemic quickly spreading, U.S. health officials
have changed their advice on face masks and now recommend people
wear cloth masks in public areas where social distancing can be difficult,
such as grocery stores.
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https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/prevent-getting-sick/cloth-face-cover.html


 

But can these masks be effective?

President Donald Trump, in announcing the change in the Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention's guidance on April 3, stressed that the
recommendation was voluntary and said he probably wouldn't follow it. 
Governors and mayors, however, have started encouraging the
precautions to reduce the spread of the virus by people who might not
know they are infected.

Some cities have gone as far as setting fines for failing to wear a mask.
In Laredo, Texas, anyone over the age of five who walks into a store or
takes public transit without their mouth and nose covered by a mask or
bandanna could now be fined up to $1,000.

These new measures are designed to "flatten the curve," or slow the
spread of the coronavirus responsible for COVID-19.

They're also a shift from the advice Americans have been hearing since
the coronavirus pandemic began.

The World Health Organization and the CDC have repeatedly said that
most people do not need to wear masks unless they are sick and
coughing. In February, the U.S. surgeon general even urged the public to
stop buying medical masks, warning that it would not help against the
spread of the coronavirus. Part of the reason was to reserve N95
respirators and masks for healthcare workers like myself who are on the
front lines and exposed to people with COVID-19.

Today, there is much more data and evidence on how COVID-19 is
spread, and the prevalence of the disease itself is far more widespread
than previously thought.

Sick, but no symptoms

2/5

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sBB4j5RI2Q8
https://thehill.com/homenews/state-watch/491091-colorado-pennsylvania-governors-urge-people-to-wear-masks-in-public
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/public+transit/
https://www.cityoflaredo.com/assets/03-31-20_Amended_Emergency_Ordinance_.pdf
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/if-you-are-sick/steps-when-sick.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/if-you-are-sick/steps-when-sick.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/02/29/health/coronavirus-n95-face-masks.html
https://health.tamu.edu/experts/hector-chapa.html
https://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/statistics/what-is-prevalence.shtml


 

As recently as early February, the World Health Organization stated that
viral transmission from asymptomatic people was likely "rare," based on
information available at the time. But a growing body of data now
suggests that a significant number of infected people who don't have
symptoms can still transmit the virus to others.

A CDC report issued March 23 on COVID-19 outbreaks on cruise ships
offers a glimpse of the danger. It describes how the testing of passengers
and crew on board the Diamond Princess found that nearly half—46.5%
– of the more than 700 people found to be infected with the new
coronavirus had no symptoms at the time of testing.

The CDC explained that "a high proportion of asymptomatic infections
could partially explain the high attack rate among cruise ship passengers
and crew."

Dr. Harvey Fineberg, former president of the National Academy of
Medicine and head of a new federal committee on infectious diseases,
told CNN on April 2 that he will start wearing a mask in public,
especially at grocery stores, for this very reason. "While the current
specific research is limited, the results of available studies are consistent
with aerosolization of virus from normal breathing," he said.

It is these "silent carriers"—people infected with the virus but without
fever, cough, or muscle aches—that proponents of universal mask
wearing point to as proof that more could be done beyond social
distancing to slow the virus's spread.

More effective than doing nothing

While research on the effectiveness of universal mask wearing for
reducing respiratory droplet transmission is still thin, there is evidence to
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https://www.who.int/docs/default-source/coronaviruse/situation-reports/20200201-sitrep-12-ncov.pdf?sfvrsn=273c5d35_2
https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/volumes/69/wr/mm6912e3.htm
http://nationalacademies.org/news/2020/03/harvey-fineberg-named-chair-of-standing-committee-requested-by-white-house-in-response-to-coronavirus
https://www.cnn.com/2020/04/02/health/aerosol-coronavirus-spread-white-house-letter/index.html
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41591-020-0843-2


 

support it.

Research on SARS, another coronavirus, found that N95 masks were
highly effective at blocking transmission of that virus. Even ill-fitting
medical face masks have been found to interrupt airborne particles and
viruses, keeping them from reaching as far when someone sneezes.

Another study determined that, while masks made out of cotton T-shirts
were far less effective than manufactured surgical masks in preventing
wearers from expelling droplets, they did reduce droplets and were
better than no protection at all.

A challenge with cloth: washing

The surgical masks that doctors and nurses typically wear are designed
for one-time use, while cloth masks used by the general public would
likely be washed, which raises another concern.

A study from Nepal on cloth masks designed to protect wearers from
larger particles, such as pollution or pollen, found that washing and
drying practices deteriorated the mask's efficiency because they
damaged the cloth material.

It is clear that urgent research is needed on the best material suitable for
universal masks, their storage and care, or the creation of proper
reusable masks for the public.

A low-risk intervention

As an obstetrician-gynecologist and researcher, I believe that some
protection for the public is better than none. A recent article in the
medical journal The Lancet Respiratory Medicine states a similar
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https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4293989/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/coronavirus/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/face+masks/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2843945/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24229526
https://academic.oup.com/annweh/article/54/7/789/202744
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6599448/
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lanres/article/PIIS2213-2600(20)30134-X/fulltext


 

rationale.

The universal use of mouth and nose covering with masks is a low-risk
intervention that can only assist in reducing the spread of this terrible
illness. If everyone wears a mask, individuals protect one another,
reducing overall community transmission. It could even remind people 
not to touch their faces after touching potentially contaminated surfaces.

As the research shows, masks aren't shields. It's still important to help
prevent transmission by practicing social distancing by staying at least 6
feet away from others in public, staying home as much as possible, and
washing hands frequently and properly.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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