
Cloth Mask Use in Community Setting May be Effective in Reducing the Spread of COVID-19: Disease-Oriented Evidence 
(DOE)  
 
Clinical Question 
Are cloth masks effective at reducing the spread of COVID19 in the community? 
 
Bottom Line 
In situations where there are limited supplies, homemade face masks should be considered to block droplet transmission from 
infected individuals, as they function better than no mask at all.  
 
A systematic review of non-peer reviewed research supports this conclusion; however, the data is not yet validated by experts and 
therefore cannot yet be used to support public health recommendations.  
 
Level of evidence = Level III  
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
Synopsis of Pre-Covid-19 Research: 
 
The researchers enrolled 21 healthy volunteers and provided instructions for them to sew their own cloth masks using 100% cotton 
shirts. Each participant tested all of the following conditions: no mask, surgical mask, and homemade mask.  
 
The fit of each mask was determined by measuring the ratio of particles inside a mask versus those that leak through the mask via a 
commercial fit test system, resulting in a fit-factor.  
 
After the fit-factor of the mask was tested, participants coughed twice into a sampling chamber when wearing either a cloth mask, a 
surgical mask, or no mask. The sampling chamber contained settle plates, which captured samples to be grown on tryptose soya 
agar medium. The colonies after each two-cough event were measured to determine surgical mask, cloth mask, and no mask 
efficacy.  
 
Analysis of the study accounted for the fit-factor of masks as well as mask-type to determine and compare efficacy of surgical 
masks, cloth masks, and no mask.  
 
The study found that the median fit-factor of cloth masks was one-half that of surgical masks. Although both masks significantly 
decreased droplet transmission, the homemade masks were one-third as effective as the surgical masks, and significantly more 
effective than no mask at all.  
 
Level of evidence: Level III 
Study design: non-random crossover  
Funding source: unknown 
Allocation: unknown 
Setting: outpatient 
 
Reference: Davies, A., Thompson, K.-A., Giri, K., Kafatos, G., Walker, J., & Bennett, A. (2013). Testing the Efficacy of Homemade 
Masks: Would They Protect in an Influenza Pandemic? Disaster Medicine and Public Health Preparedness, 7(4), 413–418. 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~  
 
Caution Regarding Non-peer Reviewed Studies 
Traditionally, experts review scientific research prior to its publication. However, this process can be lengthy. When faced with 
situations that require rapid expansion of novel research, such as COVID-19, studies will be shared with the public prior to peer 
review. The benefit of doing so is that the results are disseminated quickly to both the public and the scientific community for rapid 
evaluation.  The disadvantage of sharing non-peer reviewed research is that poor-quality or inaccurate work can be shared in an 
official-looking format. It is important to be wary when gleaning information from non-peer reviewed data.  
 
Reference: Kubota, T., 2020. Open Science In The Era Of COVID-19. Stanford News. Stanford University. 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
Synopsis of Post-Covid-19 Non Peer- Reviewed Research: 



 
Researchers combed scientific databases to obtain articles pertaining to cloth masks. They included both clinical and nonclinical 
studies, and they excluded opinion and review pieces, ultimately analyzing 10 articles. From the 10 articles, data was extracted and 
qualitatively synthesized. Meta-analysis was not performed due to heterogeneity between studies.  
 
Lack of clinical studies and standardization between studies hindered comprehensive analysis of cloth mask efficacy. 
Pre-publication results indicate cloth type determines filtration ability, and mask leakage reduces cloth mask efficacy by half. Overall, 
cloth masks may be better than no mask at all, and medical-grade masks remain the most efficacious. 
 
Level of evidence: Level I 
Study design: non-peer reviewed systematic review  
Funding source: unknown 
Allocation: unknown 
Setting: outpatient 
 
Reference: Mondal, A., Das, A., & Goswami, R. P. (2020, May 11). Utility of Cloth Masks in Preventing Respiratory Infections: A 
Systematic Review. MedrXiv. 
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