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Face coverings: what should you look for
in a homemade mask?
With face coverings now mandatory in enclosed spaces in the UK, many of
us are having to get used to a whole new dress code. And choices are
springing up everywhere - fancy a mask with your favourite photo on the
front? How about matching your mask to your outfit? But when it comes to
protecting others and ourselves, what should we look for in a home-made
mask?

Why wear a mask?
It's important to remember the primary reason for wearing a mask is to
protect those around us from COVID-19. Keeping our mouths and noses
covered should work to minimise the spread of droplets - reducing the risk
of infection for those we come into contact with.

Although a home-made cloth masks won't block airborne coronavirus
particles in the same way and certainly won't offer the protection of
hospital-grade PPE, they should drive down infection rates and the amount
of virus transmitted in the population.

"Some might argue that masks aren't that effective one on one," explains Dr
Stephen Griffin, Chair of the Virus Division of the Microbiology Society. "But
when you wear them as a population you start to drive down that efficiency
of transmission and you can also decrease the amount of virus that's
transmitted as well."

Severity of infection
Reducing the amount of virus we are exposed to may also have an impact
on the severity of the infection we develop. "There's no good data on this as
it's impossible to carry out an effective study," explains Griffin. "However,
there is a theory that this might reduce the severity of infection.
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"We don't fully understand how much virus you need to be exposed to in
order to become sick, and it may vary on an individual basis, but I think on
average getting less means you're less likely to have what we'd term a
'productive infection'. Some people may be exposed to a small amount of
virus and be infected and others wouldn't."

So what should we look for?
Whether we're running up a mask for ourselves at home, or shopping online
to find something suitable, what do we need to consider?

"The World Health Organization (WHO) recommends using three layers of
material," explains Val Edwards-Jones, Professor of Medical Microbiology,
who has recently developed her own range of protective masks. "It's
important to choose as high a thread count as possible. Virus particles
could escape through the microscopic holes between the weave of the
material, but the chance of these holes lining up when there are three
layers is far lower."

"If you were looking for maximum protection, you might look for a non-
woven layer," adds Griffin. "This would be more like the PPE that's worn in
hospitals. But they wouldn't be as breathable. You can also buy masks with
respirators, but these need to be properly fitted to be effective."

The best material
When it comes to the type of material used, recent WHO data reveal that
polypropylene offers a better filtration rate than other materials. The
organisation also recommends that stretchy material be avoided, as
stretching may alter the structure of the material, making it less effective.
The protection offered by this type of material may also deteriorate after
washing.

In terms of comfort, as this is something you may have to wear fairly
regularly, it's important also to look at the elastic fastenings that go around
the ear, to ensure they are large enough and comfortable. You may wish to
choose a mask with straps that tie around the back of the head instead.
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Washable fabric
As the WHO recommends washing masks at temperatures of 60°C or
higher, it's advisable to select a material that is washable at higher
temperatures, such as polypropylene. If the material of your mask is
unsuitable for washing at this temperature, you can find advice on cleaning
your mask properly on the WHO website.

Breathability
While it's important to choose a mask that's comfortable, it's important to
remember that stretchy or thin materials - which may feel more breathable
- offer limited protection for ourselves and others.

If you are worried that a mask will prevent you from breathing properly, rest
assured that there is no evidence that wearing a mask reduces oxygen
saturation. Any feelings of faintness or breathing difficulty are therefore
more likely to be caused by anxiety at having to wear a mask rather than
by a physical problem.

"Masks are not gas-tight; they ought not to affect your respiratory effort in
any way at all," explains Griffin.

Comfort
While it might be tempting to choose a thinner covering, for the best
protection it is worth using a layered mask even if you feel a mild level of
discomfort, as your oxygen levels will not be affected.

If you don't feel entirely comfortable wearing a mask, a little rehearsal may
be in order. To prepare yourself for wearing a mask for the first time, it may
be advisable to wear it in a safe environment - such as your home - first of
all to get used to how your mask feels. If you find it particularly
uncomfortable, it may be worth trying a different type or fit of mask.

If you wear glasses, you may find the information in our article on how to
make face masks and coverings more comfortable.
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Our top tips
With the majority of us not used to wearing a face-covering, it's not always
easy to know exactly how to use one safely.

Here are a few tips to help!

Choose a mask with three layers of material, as recommended
by the WHO.
Make sure your mask covers your nose and mouth - many
people wear the mask just on the tip of their nose, but they
should be worn higher up the nose for maximum protection. If
your mask is not big enough to provide adequate coverage, it's
important to invest in a bigger mask.
Don't be tempted to select or make a coated mask - as well as
reducing breathability, coating a mask - for example, with wax
- makes it more likely that air will escape around the edges of
the mask, reducing its effectiveness.
Buy or make several masks to ensure they can be changed
regularly.
Make sure your mask fits well and stays in place to avoid
unnecessary touching and adjusting.
Wash masks at the highest permitted temperature - although
check with your vendor to ensure this is right for the material
used. More information on mask washing can be found on the
WHO website.
Carry spare masks in a sealed plastic bag to ensure they don't
become contaminated.

Importantly, don't overestimate the protection a mask affords. While masks
are helpful in reducing transmission levels when worn by the population at
large, they only offer very limited protection to the wearer. Ensure you
adhere to social distancing guidelines even when wearing a face covering.

Disclaimer: This article is for information only and should not be used for the
diagnosis or treatment of medical conditions. Egton Medical Information Systems
Limited has used all reasonable care in compiling the information but makes no
warranty as to its accuracy. Consult a doctor or other healthcare professional for
diagnosis and treatment of medical conditions. For details see our conditions.
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Discuss Face coverings: what should you look for in a homemade mask? and find
more trusted resources at Patient.
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