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Background – Viral Transmission and Mitigation Measures 
Until effective pharmaceutical interventions are widely available, it is important that we 
continue to evaluate and fine-tune the community mitigation strategies (e.g., physical 
distancing, personal hygiene, mask use) we must rely on to slow the spread of SARS-CoV-2, the 
novel coronavirus that causes COVID-19. Currently, research suggests that SARS-CoV-2 spreads 
primarily via respiratory droplets (which contain the virus) while breathing, talking, coughing 
and singing.  And as the pandemic has progressed, it has become evident that people can 
transmit the virus to others while experiencing non-specific or mild symptoms or even no signs 
or symptoms of COVID-19, including during the pre-symptomatic period when viral loads are 
highest. As a result, the utility of mask use as one measure to slow the spread of COVID-19 has 
been an area of ongoing exploration. Masks may be worn for two purposes: preventing the 
wearer from passing the virus to others (source control) and/or for protecting the healthy 
wearer from infection.   

Current Science 
Although the science around the effectiveness of face masks to prevent spread of SARS-CoV-2 is 
still evolving and we are continuing to learn, there is growing support for mask use in 
community and health care settings in specific situations. The preponderance of evidence from 
laboratory and clinical studies indicates mask use, including cloth face coverings and surgical 
masks, reduces transmissibility by reducing emission of respiratory droplets if not also viral 
particles.  A recent comprehensive review of a growing number of observational and 
comparative studies worldwide also suggests that face masks (multilayer cloth and surgical 
masks) are associated with protection for the general public even in non-health care settings. 
This comprehensive review also found that physical distancing is associated with a large 
protective effect. Randomized trials are underway to better inform the optimum use of face 
masks for COVID-19. In the interim, current evidence indicates benefits outweigh potential 
harms. Individual community mitigation measures (i.e., physical distancing, mask use, hygiene, 
environmental cleaning, staying home if sick) cannot provide complete protection from 
infection and should be used in combination for additive effect.  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sR30WoJd5QE   

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sR30WoJd5QE


Recommendations of Public Health Organizations 
In response to the evolving science, on June 5, 2020, the World Health Organization updated its 
guidance on use of masks by health care workers and the general public, including practical 
advice and a risk-based approach for the public.  The risk-based approach includes 
consideration of: purpose of mask use (to protect the wearer or prevent spread); risk of 
exposure to the population (i.e., community transmission, travel) and by occupation; 
vulnerability based on age or medical conditions; setting; feasibility of use; and mask type. 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) recommends that people use a simple cloth 
face covering whenever they go out in public and are unable to maintain physical distancing.  
Exceptions include children under 2 years of age, anyone with trouble breathing or is 
unconscious or incapacitated or unable to remove the mask.  In addition, the CDC recommends 
routine use of face masks by health care professionals in health care facilities for universal 
source control in order to prevent introduction of SARS-CoV-2 into the facility.  On June 18, 
2020, the California Department of Public Health (CDPH) released updated guidance on use of 
face coverings and a mandate for their use to mitigate spread as more residents are enjoying 
increased movement since California’s re-opening.  
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