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The practice of wearing a mask to prevent new coronavirus infection has caught media
attention and raised concern in some quarters of the medical community. This paper
looks into the issue’s socio-cultural background and the science of droplet transmission
to seek for answers, with a call for the WHO to take into account in its interim guidance
document the experiences of East Asian countries when further refining its
recommendation on masking in the community.

Shortly after the beginning of the COVID-19 outbreak
in late January, the WHO issued a set of advice on the use
of masks which states that healthy individuals without res-
piratory symptoms should not wear a mask.! This interim
guidance was adopted in guidelines of health authorities
around the world. As the epidemic progressed in China, the
discovery of large numbers of confirmed cases to be asymp-
tomatic carriers before being hospitalised had seriously un-
dermined the WHO interim guidance’s validity.2 To date,
China has enforced a stringent advisory on wearing of mask
by everyone in the presence of others as a form of pre-
ventive strategy.3 Other East Asian countries and regions
have taken up masking in public either mandatorily (for
many ASEAN countries, Taiwan and Macau) or voluntarily
(Hong Kong, South Korea, Japan). Several articles in main-
stream medical journals had questioned the WHO interim
guidance and called for clearer advice to be made to the
public on mass masking.4® There was also disquiet within
the medical communities of East Asia on the issue, some-
times showing a divided view between medical profession-
als and their national health authorities before the matter
was eventually settled by government’s directive for com-
pulsory masking as exemplified in the case of Singapore.’8

MASK WEARING ANXIETY OR RISK AWARENESS

When confronted with the choice of whether to wear a mask
to avoid being infected with the new coronavirus, there is
evidently a big difference in attitude between the two epi-
centres of the pandemic, China and Western Europe/Unit-
ed States. The governments and media in Western Europe
and America generally discourage the practice of masking
by healthy people, whilst in China, the issue of masking
finds no dispute at all from the government down to its cit-
izens. Other neighbouring areas — Hong Kong, South Korea,
Taiwan - have in the very early phase of the pandemic wit-
nessed a large number of their citizens wearing it by them-
selves, and governments in these places have to take swift
actions to resolve the mask supply crisis through rationing
and boosting of local productions. Some in the Western me-

dia and a few psychology academics have interpreted the
preference for mask wearing in East Asia as a cultural habit
or a psychologically motivated act prompted by the need to
gain personal control over the virus, so as to give the wear-
er supposed protection akin to a ‘superstitious belief’. They
also believed that mass masking could have negative con-
sequences in drumming up anxiety levels especially when
people feel being left out by others who were wearing one.?
In sharp contrast, views from China generally take the ‘no-
need-to-wear-mask advice’ to be a serious threat against
global disease prevention and control. This opposing view
cites mask famine and also the cultural habits of the West
which equate mask wearing with being sick as what really
impedes the acceptance of masking as a protective mea-
sure.10 The head of the Chinese CDC openly made his call
for people in Europe and US to wear a mask saying that oth-
erwise it would be a mistake because of the virus’ transmis-
sion route via droplets.!1

Given the cultural habits thesis is used by both sides to
explain what they regard to be the main reason for favour-
ing or discouraging facemask usage, reference to a global
survey on how much respondents know about the new coro-
navirus and how much they think it is a threat to public
health can help shed some light on the issue. The interna-
tional survey undertaken by London-based YouGov report-
ed that familiarity with coronavirus was generally higher
in Asia and the Middle East than it was in Europe and the
US. At the same time, in Europe and the US, people were
far less likely to see coronavirus as a major threat to their
home country and other places in the world.!2 These find-
ings point to reasons beyond culture, and that an under-
standing about the new coronavirus probably through pre-
vious encounters with SARS in 2003, may have heightened
risk awareness in China and other parts of East Asia about
COVID-19, that in turn influences their populations to con-
sciously take up precautionary measures including mask-
ing.

This then brings us to the sociological literature that
looks at masking in East Asian societies as typified by
Japan.13 Sociologists who theorises the issue based on risk
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society and individualisation of health argues about dis-
carding the old modernity view of collectivist norm-regu-
lated mask wearing behaviour in favour of a new modernity
outlook based on individuals taking responsible actions to
mitigate public health risks. Such conceptualisation which
eschews the cultural factor can be a useful explanation as to
why some Western societies such as the Czechs manage to
quickly adapt masking upon realising the benefits demon-
strated in East Asia. One could probably say that Czech cit-
izen’s risk perception and management, under the steer of
their government which engaged in policy learning from
East Asia, notably Taiwan!4, had synchronised with ad-
vanced East Asian societies and which was not dependent
on a radical change of Western cultural norms to accept
masking within that short period of time. This is only possi-
ble likely because communities in advanced East Asian so-
cieties (Japan, South Korea, Taiwan, Hong Kong) and the
Czech Republic are characterised by the same kind of atti-
tudes towards risk as they share a common denominator -
new modernity

RECOURSE TO SCIENCE

Moving past cultural assumptions about masking, the sci-
entific discussion behind its effectiveness is equally unset-
tling because the WHO continues to uphold its position
about the lack of credible evidence in the latest update to
the interim guidance document made on April 6.1 It men-
tions thus: “However, there is currently no evidence that
wearing a mask (whether medical or other types) by healthy
persons in the wider community setting, including univer-
sal community masking, can prevent them from infection
with respiratory viruses, including COVID-19.” The said up-
date, which is the 34 iteration since January, has reviewed
a set of scientific evidences collected from past studies but
omitted some critical studies that are equally relevant but
supportive of masking. These include a Cochrane system-
atic review study that supports surgical mask to be con-
sistently and comprehensively effective in reducing spread
of respiratory viruses!’; a recent observational study of a
package of non-pharmaceutical intervention measures
which include masking that has worked to contain
COVID-19 and influenzal®; and a non-randomised study
showing face-mask usage can reduce virus shedding in res-
piratory droplets.1”

Some medical experts even caution that using masks im-
properly could increase the risk of exposure to the virus. Al-
ternative measures such as hand washing and not touching
the face are generally recommended. Whilst the latter may
appear sound in theory, research had shown the almost in-
voluntary manner that subjects touched their faces,!8 and
which could render the advice difficult to follow in practice
without putting on a facemask. The challenge of coming up
with conclusive evidence of effectiveness is also difficult to
resolve as any rigorous experiment would need to obtain
ethical clearance. By deliberately exposing one randomised
group to the virus unprotected, such study would almost
certainly be prohibited to start in the first place. In one
study undertaken to compare the efficacy of surgical mask
and cloth mask in helping health care workers avoid con-
tracting respiratory illness in a hospital context, the control

group had to assume a ‘normal practice with high propor-
tion wearing a mask’ instead of having a ‘no mask’ control
group.1?

Discussions about the validity of masking should take
note that the main transmission mode of COVID-19 is
through droplets, and the disposable type of surgical face-
mask represents the prevalent form used by the public.
There has been a lot of mention about the size of the new
coronavirus particle and the inability of the common 3-ply
surgical facemask to filter it. This kind of uncritical as-
sessment is neither helpful nor scientifically sound. Viruses
mixed in saliva and other secretions can form wet droplets
up to the size of 100 microns when expelled from the hu-
man body following a cough or sneeze. The wet droplets
could land on a person, the ground or other surfaces. A
surgical facemask has an outer liquid repelling layer and
this first line of defense would be able to provide a barrier
against droplets when they hit the wearer’s face. An atten-
uated droplet is also less likely to disintegrate immediately
upon impact into sizes smaller than 2 microns that the next
layer of filter cannot intercept.

The size of the new coronavirus (0.12 micron) suggests
that it surpasses the filtration capacity of the surgical face-
mask (2 microns). But this is not a persuasive point because
only dried out viruses from droplets that remain airborne
stay in their original sizes.20 A free floating collection of
virus particles suspended in the air are naturally diluted
in number and it would require a larger quantity of these
droplet nuclei to make someone fall sick. It is also incon-
ceivable to think of the filtration layer of the facemask as
though it works as a sieve where viruses are pulled in by
gravity. The use of facemask also protects the public from
asymptomatic carriers of the new coronavirus who may oth-
erwise show no respiratory symptoms at all and be pre-
sumed healthy. Besides, masking does not entail doing
away with social distancing and handwashing measures
which should altogether constitute the trio of preventive
measures to stop COVID-19 infection. One school of
thought from public health academics suggest that wearing
a mask during the pandemic may serve as a signal to alert
about the ongoing public health crisis.2! The heightened
awareness could serve to induce compliance with mitigating
behaviours such as washing hands and practicing social dis-
tancing. This is the approach adopted by most governments
that require the public to put on a mask when taking public
transport or shopping for essentials. In practice, it can be
seen as a shared responsibility where the government man-
dates masking as a condition for lowering mobility restric-
tions and enterprises (shops, transport companies) help to
enforce it by requiring customers and passengers to comply
as a condition for providing services.

TACKLING MASK SUPPLY DEFICITS

The supply of facemasks is decidedly a thorny issue for gov-
ernments as no affected countries and regions can claim to
have enough stocks to satisfy both the needs of its med-
ical personnel and the public. This was also the reason why
political leaders had stood by the WHO’s guidance that
healthy people do not have to wear a mask so as to save
supplies for health care workers, carers of infected persons
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and individuals showing respiratory symptoms. The effec-
tive supply of masks to the public goes beyond merely con-
sidering stocks but has to include setting up distribution
networks, ensuring equity and affordability of access, time-
ly replenishment of stocks, and enhancing local manufac-
turing capacity. The experience of the East Asia region sug-
gests that countries with a well-developed electronic health
record system and digital infrastructure are at an advan-
tage. For example, Taiwan made use of its national health
insurance record system as a database to devise a rationing
system for purchase of initially 2 and later 3 adult masks per
week at local pharmacies that also involved its postal sys-
tem in the logistics operation. Crucial to the success of their
mask rationing and purchase by real name through presen-
tation of a national health insurance card is the strong tech-
nology backup provided by the government with assistance
given by private technology companies, the IT community,
and technology savvy volunteers.

As smooth as it eventually turned out to be, the setting
up process required boosting of server capacity, switching
to faster fibre-optic network, creation of blockchain enabled
mask inventory system with stock tracking capability at the
distribution end, and development of application program-
ming interfaces (APIs) to enable the public to check mask
supply levels in pharmacies.22 This successfully implement-
ed initiative has been upgraded repeatedly to an online or-
der purchasing system and also through automatic vending
machines following the boosting of local production from
less than 2 million to 15 million pieces a day, and the re-
laxation of supply to 9 masks per 2 weeks for adults. Else-
where, a practical though low-tech approach was initiated
by the University of Hong Kong Shenzhen Hospital to teach
the public how to handcraft their own DIY mask from sim-
ple materials to counter the scarcity of supply.23 The South
Korean Prime Minister had during the height of mask sup-
ply deficit urged citizens to employ re-usable cotton masks
to partially overcome chronic shortage of disposable face-
masks.24 The Japanese government distributed 2 re-usable
cloth masks to every family when disposable face-masks
were running out of stock.25 These lay prescriptions are not
without grounds because a previous study of non-pharma-
ceutical interventions against pandemic influenza has sug-
gested that all types of masks (respirators, surgical face-
masks and home-made ones) are likely to decrease viral ex-
posure and infection risk on a population level in spite of
imperfect fit and imperfect adherence.2¢ Interestingly, the
efficacy of home-made cotton masks was studied before by
researchers who concluded that it could be used as a last
resort to stop droplet transmission from infected persons
with pandemic influenza when commercial masks could not
be procured.?” In stark contrast is the following statement
from the WHO’s interim guidance document explaining its
stance on the type of mask: “The use of masks made of oth-
er materials (e.g., cotton fabric), also known as nonmedical
masks, in the community setting has not been well evaluat-
ed. There is no current evidence to make a recommendation

for or against their use in this setting”.!

FURTHER UPDATING WHO GUIDANCE ON USE OF MASKS
IN THE COMMUNITY

Experiences of the East Asia region show that using face-
mask to control spread of the new coronavirus has gained
practical importance at the population level due to a gen-
erally better understanding of the disease. Risk awareness
amongst populations in this region should not be conflated
with their assumed cultural preferences for masking as the
former is based on understanding whilst the latter rests
on habits of practice. As the first wave of COVID-19 infec-
tions moderate in China and has been outnumbered signif-
icantly by subsequent waves in Europe, North-America, the
Middle-East, and elsewhere in the world, health advisories
should be adjusted accordingly to provide timely advice to
the public based on lessons learnt from China and its prox-
imate East Asian neighbours where the outcomes speak for
themselves.28,29

There is yet no published study on public reactions to
masking especially about its impact on different segments
in the community. The case of the expatriate community
in Hong Kong is illustrative of the differences in habits be-
tween the majority mask-wearing Hongkongers and resi-
dent foreigners/local returnees from abroad, where the lat-
ter group is regarded as lax in observing social distancing
rules and many of them do not put on a mask.30-31 The com-
munal friction coincided with HK’s second wave of coron-
avirus infection starting in mid-March caused by imported
cases from Europe and North America. The press and public
opinion had cried foul of the behaviour which was divisive
within the expatriate circle itself and in the larger com-
munity when racial overtones were hinted. Nonetheless,
the Hong Kong case is considered mild relative to Thailand
which also has a significant Western expatriate community.
The Thai Health Minister openly called for foreigners in the
country who refused to wear a mask to be deported.32 In re-
ality, many long-term resident expatriates in Hong Kong do
take up masking voluntarily either as a show of solidarity or
upon realising that they have to be considerate to others. In
a highly individualist society like Hong Kong which is pre-
dominantly Chinese by demography but not demonstrating
the same collectivist orientation as in China, any explana-
tion of masking based on deference to norms (e.g. custom of
courtesy, altruism) appear weak and the phenomenon can
be benefitted by a sociological explanation that looks into
the individual’s perception and handling of risk. This kind
of explanation makes sense because local Hongkongers and
long-term foreign residents have converged on a common
understanding of risk posed by the coronavirus and thus
subscribe voluntarily to masking.

Certainly, there are rooms for further updating to the
WHO interim guidance on use of facemask by presumably
healthy people who may be pre-symptomatic carriers of the
virus without themselves knowing it. The updated guide-
lines must clearly spell out those circumstances affecting
the user, the physical environment, epidemic situation, and
especially to advise about permissible alternatives to a dis-
posable facemask at the present moment rather than rel-
egating it to future research. Of the many possible excep-
tions that can justify mask usage as a preventive measure,
the list may include the following: service personnel who
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are in close quarters to clients; passengers riding on mass
public transport and elevators; participants attending gath-
erings and staff in workplaces where social distancing of 1
metre apart cannot be achieved; the public in cities and lo-
calities with a high population density where community-
acquired infections cases have been confirmed and are ris-
ing.

In an epidemic of vast scale such as COVID-19 outbreak,
arun on facemask is almost certain to happen and therefore
alternatives to the disposable type of mask should be vali-
dated and recognized. Whilst the empirical evidence to sup-
port effectiveness of facemask usage in slowing spread of
new coronavirus infections has yet to emerge, its delay
should not discredit the conscious choice and active effort
made by societies and communities in East Asia to contain
the COVID-19 outbreak, and which has begun to permeate
through parts of Central and Eastern Europe through grass-
root initiated mask making.33 As of this writing, the Czech
Republic, Slovak Republic, Austria, Lithuania, Poland,
Ukraine, Bulgaria, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Slovenia have re-
quired mandatory masking in public whereas Western Eu-
rope, except Germany and parts of Italy, remains slow in
setting similar policies. For policy makers in places yet to
decide on whether to enforce mandatory masking in public
places, it serves to remind them that public health after all
is the art to deal with complexity and uncertainty, and an
evidence base which may not be complete.34

POSTSCRIPT REMARK

The WHO has updated its interim guidance on the use of
masks in the context of COVID-19 on 5 June 2020
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