
There are many sources of information and misinformation regarding this issue. In addition, there are

marked cultural / societal differences in mask-wearing outside of the current COVID-19 pandemic

crisis.

The simplest question to address is which type of mask, if any, may be appropriate for the general public. The

surgical mask protects against droplet infection which is the principal way COVID-19 will enter the respiratory

tract. Respirator masks are only necessary when there is a risk of aerosolisation, which turns droplets into

much smaller particles which are less likely to be filtered out by a simple mask. This only occurs during certain

procedures which are performed in hospital settings such as during imposed ventilation. Consequently there is

never a need for a member of the general public to use anything more than a simple surgical mask.

This issue is more nuanced and relates to when there may be benefit from wearing a simple mask. In hospital

settings you are likely to see staff wearing masks when dealing with confirmed or suspected COVID-19 patients

- this is to protect them from droplet spread, typically from coughing. They will also be wearing protective

clothing such as aprons, gloves and eye protection. However, in a home setting it is possible to keep a

sufficient distance from the patient that this is not necessary.

Masks can be worn for two reasons: to protect others from your germs and to protect you from others’

germs.

To complicate matters further, there are many types of mask from the simple surgical mask to the more

complex respirator masks such as FFP3

Information gem

Which type of mask should you wear?

When should you wear a mask? 

There is no need for the public to wear this level of protection unless they are at the same risk, for

example caring for a household member. If entering the patient’s room, wearing a mask is sensible to

reduce possible transmission. If undertaking direct care, such as direct contact or handling waste, then

gloves and apron (if a risk of splash) are also appropriate. 
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The risk of contracting COVID-19 when in public places is very small in view of transient contact and also that

the majority of people will either be COVID-19 negative or asymptomatic (where people are isolating

appropriately). Patients with no symptoms are still able to transmit the virus, although it is thought to be lower

risk. Therefore the risk is not greatly reduced by mask wearing in public. 

Conversely, there have been suggestions that countries which have more widespread mask use have been

better able to control the spread of the virus. This is an oversimplified analysis, since there are many other

factors such as social distancing and hand hygiene. It may be that mask wearing, in conjunction with these

other measures, reduces the risk of someone spreading it since their droplets are contained within the mask.

Thus it may amount to the same overall beneficial end result of reduced transmission. In other words you may

benefit from someone else wearing a mask, not the other way round. 

Wearing a mask will not significantly reduce the chances of you contracting the virus in public, but it may

reduce the risk of you spreading it. However, this becomes less relevant when you consider that if you have

symptoms, you should not be in public spaces. If you have no symptoms but have been in contact with a

household member with symptoms, then the government’s instructions are to self-isolate for 14 days from the

day the household member developed symptoms. 

Therefore the only conceivable time that wearing a mask may be of benefit to others would be when you are

asymptomatic and are carrying the virus, having been unaware of any close contact with a COVID-19 positive

patient. Under the current lockdown, adhering to government restrictions is likely to be far more effective at

stopping the spread than wearing a mask.

The argument remains that if masks are worn correctly (and removed correctly with handwashing after) they

may contribute to reducing the risk of transmission from asymptomatic carriers to other members of the public

in unavoidable situations such as key workers taking public transport. The choice to wear masks comes down

to cultural differences, public health policy and personal preference. The key is that reducing spread depends

on many factors and is not all about wearing a mask. 

Reducing the spread

What to do

There is never a need for a member of the general public to use anything more than a simple surgical

mask

Self-isolation is more effective than going out wearing a mask

Staying indoors and distancing from others is the most effective way to reduce spread
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