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What questions did we 
want to answer? 

1) What is the effectiveness of 
wearing a mask in comparison to 
not wearing one in reducing new 
infections, transmission, 
hospitalizations, and deaths 
related to four respiratory 
diseases (COVID-19, seasonal 
influenza, H1N1 (swine flu), and 
respiratory syncytial virus (RSV)) 
in community and healthcare 
settings?  
 

2) What is the effectiveness of 
different types of masks 
(respirators, medical, and non-
medical masks) in reducing new 
infections, transmission, 
hospitalizations, and deaths 
related to four respiratory 
diseases (COVID-19, seasonal 
influenza, H1N1, and RSV) in 
community and healthcare 
settings? 
 

3) What is the effectiveness of 
mask mandates in reducing 
infections, transmission, 
hospitalizations, and deaths 
related to COVID-19, seasonal 
influenza, H1N1, and RSV? 

 

What are the key results? 

Question 1: Effectiveness of mask-wearing in comparison to no mask-wearing  

• Most studies found a benefit of wearing masks for reducing infections, transmission, and 
deaths for all infections studied, both in the community and in healthcare settings 
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• It was noted that wearing a mask or respirator consistently and appropriately gave 
significantly higher protection 

• Multiple studies on various respiratory infections found that a fit-tested N95 respirator 
protected the best, followed by a N95 respirator or FFP2 mask that was not fit-tested, both 
of which protected better than not wearing a mask 

Question 3: Effectiveness of mask mandates in comparison to no mandate 

• Most studies done in the community found a benefit in reducing infections, transmission, 
hospitalizations and deaths 

• Most studies done in a healthcare setting found a benefit in reducing infections and 
transmission 

• Other studies found no difference 

• In the only study that considered equity, it was found that mask mandates had a positive 
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o For example, the consistency of wearing a mask or whether it always covers the mouth 
and nose makes it hard to measure use and makes comparisons difficult 

• However, given that we found a large volume of recent studies and the findings are 
consistent among them, we are confident that masking is beneficial, especially with a well-
fitted N95 respirator or equivalent. 
 

This summary is based on a larger report that can be found here.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Citation: This Plain Language Summary can be cited using the citation of the main product, which is: Vélez CM, Wilson MG, Lavis JN. 
Living Evidence Synthesis 14.2: Effectiveness of masking in community and healthcare settings for reducing the incidence, 
transmission, hospitalizations and deaths from respiratory infectious diseases. Hamilton: McMaster Health Forum, 25 March 2024 
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This plain language summary was commissioned and funded by the Office of the Chief Science Officer, Public Health Agency of 
Canada. The opinions, results, and conclusions are those of the team that prepared the evidence synthesis, and independent of the 
Government of Canada and the Public Health Agency of Canada. No endorsement by the Government of Canada or the Public Health 
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