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With the spread of COVID, masking has become the 

new normal - not only in South Carolina, but across 

the map. Now that masks are a hot commodity, it 

can be challenging to know what kind of mask to 

choose, or how masks are supposed to work. Is a 

bandana good enough? How do the homemade and 

low-cost masks compare to the hospital-grade 

surgical masks? Let’s take a closer look at what the 

professionals have to say about how masks work, 

which masks work best and how consistent masking can impact the spread of COVID.  

First, let’s talk about the real purpose of a facemask. There are two types – one type protects 

the wearer from others. For example, a person can wear an N-95 mask in situations where they 

work with people who have tuberculosis. The N-95 mask will protect the wearer from catching 

tuberculosis from another sick person. The second type of mask is meant to protect others 

from the wearer. For example, think about “Uncle Joe” getting knee surgery. The surgeon and 

nurses in the operating room will all wear masks to help prevent their germs from infecting 

Uncle Joe’s open knee during surgery. These masks are called surgical masks – and this is the 

same concept for wearing masks today (surgical or cloth) during the COVID pandemic.  

This is especially important for COVID because it can take up to two weeks for symptoms to 

appear after a person has caught the virus. As we have discussed previously there is evidence 

that asymptomatic and especially pre-symptomatic spread of the virus occurs. This means that 

for over a week, a person may feel fine and have a normal temperature while carrying the virus 

– and they can spread the virus by simply breathing or talking around other people. But wearing 

a mask, helps block the number of viral particles that are shared from the sick person to the 

outside world.  

Speaking of speaking, let’s talk about how the virus spreads and how we can stop the spread. 

Respiratory droplets are the main mode of transmission for COVID. Respiratory droplets aren’t 

always visible to the naked eye – even simple talking can project respiratory droplets from the 

mouth and nose into the outside world. That’s why masks are so important right now.  

One study performed at Duke University investigated how well 14 different facemasks worked 

for preventing the spread of respiratory droplets. First, they used a camera to record a person 

speaking, and a laser beam was directed toward their mouth to make the respiratory droplets 

visible. Then, researchers were able to record and count the respiratory droplets projected out 

of the mouth during normal speech. Next, they recorded the same person repeating a phrase in 



front of the laser beam while wearing different masks. This allowed them to compare the 

number of droplets that passed through each mask, showing which masks are best at blocking 

the droplets. The masks tested include the N-95 (with and without valve), the hospital surgical 

mask, several cotton masks, the bandana and neck fleece. 

 

Image Taken from Fischer, E.P., Fischer, M.C., et al. (2020, August 7). Low-cost measurement of 

facemask efficacy for filtering expelled droplets during speech. Retrieved August 28, 2020. 

Science Advances. 

https://advances.sciencemag.org/content/early/2020/08/07/sciadv.abd3083.full 

 

The results showed that the regular N-95 was best, followed by the surgical mask. The valved N-

95 was about as effective as the surgical mask at blocking droplets because the valve could be 

blown open with forceful exhaling (think about laughing, coughing or sneezing). The cotton 

masks were next, followed by the bandana. Coming in last place was the neck fleece. In fact, 

the neck fleece was found to increase the number of droplets projected out of the mouth. This 

happened because it broke the larger droplets into tiny droplets, which are airborne much 

longer than large droplets (large droplets are heavier and will sink to the ground). That being 

said many experts on aerosol transmission have written that a number of variables including 

the volume of voice, may have contributed to the Duke study findings and have emphasized 

that any face covering will block at least a small percentage of respiratory droplets.  

 

 So, now that we know how masks work and which masks 

work best, let’s look at how masks are impacting the 

spread of COVID in South Carolina. The SC Department of 

Health and Environmental Control (DHEC) investigated 

how the recent mask ordinances helped slow the spread 

of COVID in SC. Forty percent of the residents in SC live in 

areas that implemented mask requirements in July. 

https://advances.sciencemag.org/content/early/2020/08/07/sciadv.abd3083.full


During the first four weeks of mandatory masking, the areas requiring masks experienced a 15% 

decrease in total number of new COVID cases. At the same time, the areas that did not require 

masks experienced an overall increase in total cases of 30.4%.  

With this information in mind, let’s start thinking about what the future is going to look like in 

the era of COVID. America’s death toll is expected to reach almost 300,000 by December 1 – if 

we don’t act now. Experts predict that if 95% of American’s consistently wear masks, 70,000 

deaths could be prevented, based on data from the Institute for Health Metrics and Evaluation 

(IHME). While many Americans have started wearing masks and practice social distancing, the 

current concern is consistency. It appears that while infections are increasing, people are more 

likely to practice social distancing and wear masks. This results in a decrease in infections, 

which may cause people to leave the mask behind and engage in more social activities, 

resulting in another spike in infections. 

 States with mask mandates and bar/restaurant closures generally show fewer transmissions 

and deaths. Based on the pattern of inconsistent mask 

wearing and social distancing, these rates fluctuate from 

month to month. In fact, based on these patterns, it is 

expected that this fall several states will reimpose 

mandates, including South Carolina. However, if mask 

wearing reaches 95%, they expect that re-imposing 

stricter mandates could be delayed by 6-8 weeks.  

In summary, research demonstrates that masks effectively 

reduce transmission of respiratory droplets. Data 

collected in South Carolina shows that areas requiring 

masks experienced a decrease in total number of new 

cases, while areas that do not require masks experienced 

an increase in total number of cases. Lastly, data suggests that if 95% of people wear masks 

consistently, 70,000 lives could be saved by December 1, 2020.  
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