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Box 1: Context for synthesizing evidence about public health and social measures (PHSMs) 
 
This series of living evidence syntheses was commissioned to understand the effects of PHSMs during a global pandemic to 
inform current and future use of PHSMs. 
 
General considerations for identifying, appraising and synthesizing evidence about PHSMs 
 

�x PHSMs are population-level interventions and typically evaluated in observational studies. 
o Many PHSMs are interventions implemented at a population level, rather than at the level of individuals or clusters of 

individuals such as in clinical interventions. 
o Since it is typically not feasible and/or ethical to randomly allocate entire populations to different interventions, the 

effects of PHSMs are commonly evaluated using observational study designs that evaluate PHSMs in real-word settings. 
o As a result, a lack of evidence from RCTs does not necessarily mean the available evidence in this series of LESs is 

weak. 

�x Instruments for appraising the risk of bias in observational studies have been developed; however, rigorously tested and 
validated instruments are only available for clinical interventions. 
o 

https://www.mcmasterforum.org/spark-action/suite-of-living-evidence-syntheses-about-covid-19-public-health-and-social-measures
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�x note where it is likely that risk of bias (e.g., confounding variables) may reduce the strength of association with a PHSM and 
an outcome from the included studies 

�x identify when little evidence was found and when it was likely due to literature search criteria that prioritized RCTs over 
observational studies. 

 
Implications for synthesizing evidence about PHSMs 
Despite the ROB for studies conducted at the population level that are identified in studies in this LES and others in the series, 
they provide the best-available evidence about the effects of interventions in real life. Moreover, ROB (and GRADE, which 
was not used for this series of LESs) were designed for clinical programs, services and products, and there is an ongoing need 
to identify whether and how such assessments and the communication of such assessments, need to be adjusted for public-
health programs, services and measures and for health-system arrangements. 
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Table 1: Summary of syntheses reporting on effectiveness of physical distancing in preventing COVID -19 infections 
 

Reference Date 
released 

Setting and 
time covered 

Study characteristics Summary of key findings in relation to the 
outcome 

Quality 
Rating 

Previously reported evidence 
Talic, S., Shah, S., 
Wild, H., Gasevic, 
D., Maharaj, A., 
Ademi, Z., �«  Ilic, 

D. (2021). 
Effectiveness of 
public health 
measures in 
reducing the 
incidence of covid- 
19, SARS-CoV-2 
transmission, and 
covid-19 mortality: 
systematic review 
and meta-analysis. 
BMJ, 375, e068302. 

03 
November 
2021 

Global 
 

Included 
studies 
published to 
June 2021 

Design: Systematic review 
 
Intervention: Physical distancing (distance not 
specified). 

 
Sample: n = 8 studies assessing physical 
distancing 

 
Key outcomes: Reproduction number (Ro), 
time-varying reproduction number (Rt), 
COVID-19 incidence (units not reported), 
COVID-19 mortality (# of deaths), and risk of 
COVID-19 infection (%) 

 
VOCs assessed: NR 

In a meta-analysis (n = 6), physical distancing 
was associated with reduced COVID-19 
incidence (RR = 0.75, 95% CI: 0.59, 0.95). 

 
Included studies had moderate-serious risk of 
bias 

High 

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/34789505/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/34789505/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/34789505/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/34789505/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/34789505/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/34789505/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/34789505/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/34789505/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/34789505/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/34789505/
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Table 2: Summary of studies reporting on effectiveness of physical distancing in preventing COVID -19 infections 
 

Reference Date 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/35639911
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/35639911
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/35639911
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/35639911
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/35639911
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/35639911
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/35639911
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/35639911
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Reference Date 

released 
Setting and 
time covered 

Study characteristics Summary of key findings in relation to 
the outcome 

Risk of 
Bias 

Previously reported evidence

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/35848091/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/35848091/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/35848091/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/35848091/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/35848091/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/35848091/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/35848091/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/35848091/
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Reference Date 

released 
Setting and 
time covered 

Study characteristics Summary of key findings in relation to 
the outcome 

Risk of 
Bias 

Marchant, E., Griffiths, 
L., Crick, T., Fry, R., 
Hollinghurst, J., James, 
�0�������«���%�U�R�S�K�\�����6����
(2022). COVID-19 
mitigation measures in 
primary schools and 
association with 
infection and school 
staff wellbeing: An 
observational survey 
linked with routine data 
in Wales, UK. PloS 
one, 17(2), e0264023. 

28 
February 
2022 

Wales, United 
Kingdom 

 
October 2020 
�² December 
2020 

Design: Cross-sectional study 
 
Exposure: Self-reported 2 m distance 
from students and other staff (always, 
most �²

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/35226680/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/35226680/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/35226680/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/35226680/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/35226680/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/35226680/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/35226680/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/35226680/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/35226680/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/33704422/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/33704422/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/33704422/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/33704422/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/33704422/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/33704422/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/33704422/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/33704422/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/33704422/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/33704422/
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"coronaviruses"[All Fields]) OR "betacoronavirus"[MeSH Terms] OR ("betacoronavirus"[MeSH Terms] 
OR "betacoronavirus"[All Fields] OR "betacoronaviruses"[All Fields]) OR ("betacoronavirus"[MeSH 
Terms] OR "betacoronavirus"[All Fields] OR "betacoronaviruses"[All Fields]) OR "wuhan 
coronavirus"[All Fields] OR "2019nCoV"[All Fields] OR "betacoronavirus*"[All Fields] OR "corona 
virus*"[All Fields] OR "coronavirus*"[All Fields] OR "coronovirus*"[All Fields] OR "CoV"[All Fields] OR 
"CoV2"[All Fields] OR ("SARS CoV 2"[MeSH Terms] OR "SARS CoV 2"[All Fields] OR "covid"[All 
Fields] OR "COVID 19"[MeSH Terms] OR "COVID 19"[All Fields]) OR ("COVID 19"[MeSH Terms] 
OR "COVID 19"[All Fields] OR "covid19"[All Fields]) OR ("COVID 19"[All Fields] OR "COVID 
19"[MeSH Terms] OR "covid 19 vaccines"[All Fields] OR "covid 19 vaccines"[MeSH Terms] OR "covid 
19 serotherapy"[All Fields] OR "covid 19 serotherapy"[Supplementary Concept] OR "covid 19 nucleic acid 
testing"[All Fields] OR "covid 19 nucleic acid testing"[MeSH Terms] OR "covid 19 serological testing"[All 
Fields] OR "covid 19 serological testing"[MeSH Terms] OR "covid 19 testing"[All Fields] OR "covid 19 
testing"[MeSH Terms] OR "SARS CoV 2"[All Fields] OR "SARS CoV 2"[MeSH Terms] OR "severe acute 
respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2"[All Fields] OR "ncov"[All Fields] OR "2019 ncov"[All Fields] OR 
(("coronavirus"[MeSH Terms] OR "coronavirus"[All Fields] OR "CoV"[All Fields]) AND 
2019/11/01:3000/12/31[Date - Publication])) OR ("SARS CoV 2"[MeSH Terms] OR "SARS CoV 2"[All 
Fields] OR "hcov 19"[All Fields]) OR ("SARS CoV 2"[MeSH Terms] OR "SARS CoV 2"[All Fields] OR 
"ncov"[All Fields]) OR "SARS CoV 2"[All Fields] OR ("SARS CoV 2"[MeSH Terms] OR "SARS CoV 
2"[All Fields] OR "sars2"[All Fields]) OR "SARSCoV"[All Fields] OR ("sars virus"[MeSH Terms] OR 
("sars"[All Fields] AND "virus"[All Fields]) OR "sars virus"[All Fields] OR ("sars"[All Fields] AND 
"CoV"[All Fields]) OR "sars cov"[All Fields]) OR "SARS-CoV2"[All Fields]) AND "English"[Language] 
AND 2020/01/01:2023/01/01[Date - Publication] AND ("physical distancing"[MeSH Terms] OR 
(("personal isolation"[Title/Abstract] OR "social distance"[All Fields] OR "social distancing"[All Fields] 
OR "lockdown"[Title/Abstract] OR "lock-down"[Title/Abstract] OR "stay-at-home"[Title/Abstract] OR 
"self-isolation"[Title/Abstract] OR "physical spacing"[Title/Abstract] OR "physical 
separation"[Title/Abstract] OR "physical contact"[Title/Abstract] OR "physical 
separation"[Title/Abstract]) AND ("diminish"[Title/Abstract] OR "limit"[Title/Abstract] OR 
"policy"[Title/Abstract] OR "mandate"[Title/Abstract] OR "mandate"[Title/Abstract]))) AND ("case 
control studies"[MeSH Terms:noexp] OR "retrospective studies"[MeSH Terms:noexp] OR "control 
groups"[MeSH Terms:noexp] OR ("case"[Title/Abstract] AND "control"[Title/Abstract]) OR 
("cases"[Title/Abstract] AND "controls"[Title/Abstract]) OR ("cases"[Title/Abstract] AND 
"Controlled"[Title/Abstract]) OR ("case"[Title/Abstract] AND "comparison*"[Title/Abstract]) OR 
("cases"[Title/Abstract] AND "comparison*"[Title/Abstract]) OR "control group"[Title/Abstract] OR 
"control groups"[Title/Abstract]))) NOT ("animals"[MeSH Terms] NOT ("animals"[MeSH Terms] AND 
"humans"[MeSH Terms])) 
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Appendix 2: Studies excluded at the last stages of reviewing 
 
A. Cheema, S., Kifayat, T., R Rahman, A., Khan, U., Zaib, A., Khan, I., & Sooppy Nisar, K. (2021). Is Social 

Distancing, and Quarantine Effective in Restricting COVID-19 Outbreak? Statistical Evidences from 
Wuhan, China. Computers, Materials & Continua, 66(2), 1977-1985. doi:10.32604/cmc.2020.012096 

Abouk, R., & Heydari, B. (2020). The Immediate Effect of COVID-19 Policies on 
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Appendix 3: Data extraction form 
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Appendix 4: Plain Language Summary: Does physical distancing help to control the spread of COVID- 19? 
 

What is physical distancing? 
 

Physical distancing rules (i.e. asking people to stay 2m or 6ft apart) were put in place to decrease the spread 
of COVID-19. 

 
What questions did this review answer? 

 
�x Does physical distancing decrease the number of COVID-19 cases? 

�x Does physical distancing decrease the number of people who are hospitalized or die from 
COVID-19? 

�x Does 612 792 re
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How confident are we in the results of the studies? 
 

Our confidence in these findings is limited because the types of studies a researcher would 
have to do to be more certain are not possible or ethical during public health emergencies. 
People who practice physical distancing may also be more likely to use other protective 
measures (e.g., wearing masks, getting vaccinated). It is difficult to know which protective 
measure is most important. None of the studies looked at the role of physical distancing on 
preventing transmission in those at highest risk for serious illness from COVID-19. 

 
Conclusions 

 
Physical distancing may limit the spread of COVID-19 and influenza-like illnesses. There were 
no studies that explored whether physical distancing reduces COVID-19 hospitalizations or 
deaths. 
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