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Wearing Face Masks — the Simple and Effective Way to Block
the Infection Source of COVID-19
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The key difference between the coronavirus disease
2019 (COVID-19) and previous coronaviruses such as
SARS and MERS is that some infected people do not
display obvious symptoms but are contagious during
the incubation period for 14 days (/) or longer.

Recently, there are many discussions about whether
all persons should wear masks when they go out during
the COVID-19 pandemic. The main reasons for the
opposition are that the effectiveness of masks in
preventing infection is not clear, ordinary people rarely
wear masks correctly, everyone wearing masks may
cause social panic, there are not enough masks, etc.
(2-3). However, the main reason for supporting
wearing a mask is that it can prevent persons with
asymptomatic infections (so called covert infections)
from releasing virus-containing droplets to infect other
people (4-5). George F. Gao of China CDC also
pointed out that European and American countries not
wearing masks was a mistake and discussed the
importance of wearing masks for epidemic control for
the first time (4).

This paper is based on the three major measures of
prevention and control of infectious diseases and
systematic comparisons of the evolutions in practices
implemented by epidemic countries with and without
mask wearing. We suggest that covert infections
actually cause a big leak in controlling the source of
infection and inevitably lead to epidemics growing
beyond control. “Everyone wear face masks” is a
simple, feasible, and low-cost method of blocking the
infection source and can result in the epidemic being
effectively controlled as evidenced in China and the
Republic of Korea.

Leaks in the Control of

Infection Source
Controlling the infection source, stopping the route
of transmission, and protecting susceptible people are
the three major measures for the prevention and
control of infectious diseases. Among them, controlling
the infection source successfully is the most important
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and essential measure since any leaks from the
infection source will cause the other two measures to
fail.

Specific to the COVID-19 virus epidemic, patients
with covert infections are indistinguishable from
healthy people without nucleic acid testing. Therefore,
patients with covert infections are possibly ignored by
the prevention and control departments, the public,
and even the infected people themselves, and these
patients can become freely moving infection sources,
resulting in transmission beyond control. A reported
30%—-60% of COVID-19 infections are asymptomatic
or have mild symptoms while having the ability to
spread the virus (6).

Finding an effective way to distinguish and then
control these covert infections is crucial for control of
the COVID-19 epidemic. Otherwise, stopping the
spread of the virus will be impossible.

Everyone Wear Face Masks:

Two Birds, One Stone

At present, the COVID-19 epidemic are present in
many countries in spite of strict quarantine measures,
including lockdowns at the city or country level, that
have been implemented. Confirmed cases increase
rapidly, at times nearly exponentially in some
countries, which indicates that the implementation of
certain control measures often did not work. China
and the Republic of Korea are major exceptions as
effective control of the epidemic was achieved within
almost a month of the inception, and China had even
achieved almost zero growth of local infections (7).

What is the reason for such a big difference in
epidemic control? In China and the Republic of Korea,
everyone wears face masks.

COVID-19 is mainly transmitted by droplets and
close contacts. The virus-bearing droplets spread to the
environment while the infected person breathes, talks,
and sneezes, and the droplets deposit on the ground,
on the table, on the door knob of the bus, and on all
objects within a region of about one meter around the
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infected person. All of the deposited droplets become
infection sources for several hours, and in many
countries’ quarantine measures, only infected persons
are required to wear masks to prevent them from
releasing virus droplets and contain most of the virus
in the mask (4-5). However, since persons with
asymptomatic covert infections are unknown without
nucleic acid testing, these patients then become
dangerous sources to spread the COVID-19 virus
unintentionally.

In China’s and the Republic of Korea’s quarantine
measures, all people (therefore including the persons
with asymptomatic covert infections) are strictly
required to wear masks to protect themselves from
virus infection. This requirement effectively limits all
persons with covert infections from releasing virus
droplets so that they cannot become hidden sources of
contagion. Two birds, one stone. With everyone
wearing face masks, China and the Republic of Korea
have used this simple and low cost method to
successfully cut off the path of transmission and to
block off the invisible infection sources of COVID-19.
This latter function is more important and unique for
COVID-19 epidemic control.

We can use the epidemics in Guangdong (as a
representative of China), the Republic of Korea, and
Singapore to illustrate the importance of face masks in
epidemic control as these are regions with imported
COVID-19 virus only and different measures are being
used for epidemic control (7). In Guangdong and the
Republic of Korea, the epidemic was effectively
controlled with total confirmed cases of less than 1,500
(Guangdong) and about 10,000 (Republic of Korea)
within about 10 days of implementing “everyone wear
face masks” and other extremely strict measures.
Singapore had also adopted strict prevention and
control measures and had achieved good results with
no serious outbreaks so far. But without the “everyone
wear face masks” measure, the country’s epidemic
control conditions are relatively fragile and seem to be
affected more readily by persons with covert infections
as local infections take place. The recent continuous
increase of infection persons in Singapore may show
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some instability in their epidemic control strategy and
may demonstrate the need for a wider measure
involving face masks.

Based on the above discussion and the experiences of
the worldwide pandemic, “everyone wear face masks”
is playing important roles in cutting off the
transmission paths and as the major method of
blocking the COVID-19 infection source. Therefore,
“everyone wear face masks” is of key importance in
epidemic control and is absolutely necessary to fully
promote.
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